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Chapter 1:

Introduction

On June 26, 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court legalized gay marriage nationwide. For
many, this decision was emblematic of the enormous and seemingly rapid gains made by
LGBTQ people over the past thirty years. Yet just a few short months later, the LGBTQ
community in Houston, Texas experienced a startling defeat when anti-discrimination
protections - a policy issue that enjoys supermajority support in every state in the nation
(Flores et al 2015) - were rejected 61%-39% at the ballot, following egregiously transphobic
bathroom-centered ads and rhetoric. Since then, so called “bathroom bills” have been
introduced in states and municipalities throughout the country, most notably North Carolina’s
“HB2.”

The specificity of this moment - the sudden hyper-visibility of transgender issues and
bathroom panic coming on the heels of legal marriage equality - exemplifies the complex,
often conflicting roles of emotions in prejudice and politics. It also reveals or calls attention to
the significant opposition that remains to LGBTQ people and issues. I argue that the emotion
of disgust has played a critical role in the history of LGBTQ politics in America and continues

to do so today as an important and underappreciated source of this continued opposition.

Disgust is a powerful tool in politics. Scholars in psychology, political science, and
other fields have demonstrated that, across a variety of policy issues such as welfare,
immigration, and LGBTQ politics, feeling disgust has significant political implications.
Feeling disgust leads to harsher moral judgments, increased prejudices, avoidant and
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distancing behavior, and “resistance to rational argument” (Cunningham et al 2013; Dasgupta
et al 2009; Faulkner et al 2004; Inbar et al 2009; Navarrette & Fesler 2006; Olatunji 2008;
Terrizzi et al 2010). The avoidant behavior is particularly relevant to LGBTQ politics, given
that one of the central strategies of the gay movement has been the use of contact (Stone 2012)
to reduce prejudice toward LGBTQ people. In other words, disgust contributes to prejudicial
attitudes toward out groups (including sexual minorities) and deters the very behaviors (e.g.,
contact) often relied upon to combat these negative attitudes.

Additionally, disgust has been used to pass legislation and encode prejudice into
political and social institutions (e.g., Canaday 2011; Foucault 1978; Nussbaum 2004; Rubin
1984). These actions illustrate how disgust operates both as a psychological phenomenon that
structures interpersonal interactions, and as a sociopolitical norm that is taught, learned,
reinforced, and embedded in cultures and institutions.

From the history of homosexuality as a diagnosable disease, to HIV/AIDS and fears of
potential disease transmission, to modern day “culture wars” and fear of “moral
contamination” or corruption, the historical association between homosexuality and
disease/contagion has been and continues to be employed in political rhetoric to evoke and
perpetuate disgust reactions among the public. Current LGBTQ policy issues, such as gay
marriage, gay adoption, employment discrimination, and transgender rights, all grapple, with
varying degrees of success, with disgust and its consequences. Gay rights organizations have
responded, implicitly or otherwise, through their rhetoric and other persuasive strategies, often
using normalizing and or assimilationist language (e.g., Warner 1999) that, in effect, seeks to
diffuse disgust reactions: “We’re not so different or strange; we’re just like you; virtually
normal” (e.g., Sullivan 1995). In short, disgust has influenced LGBTQ history, structured 20t
and 21* century political opposition, and dictated LGBTQ activist strategies. Closer attention to
the politics of disgust is vital for understanding both how LGBTQ politics in America arrived

at this particular moment, and what lies ahead.
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Paying critical attention to the politics of disgust is also important for many of the
LGBTQ movement’s general aspirations, as well as researchers’ and scholars’ own interests
and goals. For example, even prior to the legalization of gay marriage, many activists and
academics alike declared “Victory!” for the “Triumphant Gay Revolution.” However, this
appearance of steady progress and the supposed inevitability of LGBTQ legal equality may lead
to too-ambitious missteps. Careful attention to disgust and lingering negative attitudes toward
LGBTQ people and issues will help illuminate a fuller understanding of the current political
landscape as well as future obstacles, whereas assumptions that past progress will continue
linearly and rapidly into the future may lead to costly mistakes.

For example, one lesson from Houston and the spate of bathroom bills in the past year
is that support for LGBTQ issues may not be (1) as solid as believed, or (2) as transferable
across different issues. Again, nondiscrimination protections are supported by a supermajority
of residents in every state in the nation, and yet when put to a vote at the Houston ballot box
and elsewhere around the country, these measures failed miserably (or in the case of the North
Carolina legislature, anti-LGBTQ protections passed easily). This also suggests that public
opinion on these issues is easily manipulated, subject to framing effects (Brewer 2003b; Hull
2001; Lofton & Haider-Markel 2007), social desirability bias (Powell 2013), language choices
and wording effects (Flores 2015b; McCabe & Heerwig 2011), and other influences. This
should give pause to scholars and advocates alike who seek to interpret polling data and
political events.

Additionally, general support for LGBTQ people, or even specific support for a given
issue, does not necessarily translate to support for another LGBTQ issue. The voters in
Houston had previously elected out lesbian Annise Parker to be Houston’s mayor three

consecutive terms, yet still rejected these nondiscrimination protections while she was still in

! See, for example, Linda Hirshmann’s 2012 book, Victory: The Triumphant Gay Revolution: How a Despised
Minority Pushed Back, Beat Death, Found Love, and Changed America for Everyone.
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office. As Mucciaroni (2008) argued in his book about the varying successes and failures of
individual LGBTQ policies, “Different policies produce different politics (Lowi 1972).” They
also evoke different emotions. Both academics and advocates should approach the study of
public opinion more critically than bundling a variety of issues together and expecting
common attitudes and common outcomes, simply because they happen to be more or less
affiliated with the same group (i.e., LGBTQ people).

Finally, the LGBTQ context is still relatively new. Though sexuality has played a
critical role in American history and politics (e.g., Canaday 2011), the current narrative of
inevitable victory and continual progress risks scholars deeming “the issue” of LGBTQ politics
already settled, thus putting away any related research agenda when there is still much more
to learn about the roles of sexuality, gender, and more in politics. For example, how do people
balance difference and inclusion? In what ways are the dynamics of LGBTQ politics similar to
or distinct from the dynamics of racial politics, or class politics, or disability politics? If
homophobia is the main reason why people oppose LGBTQ-friendly policies, then why do
some individuals, for example, support nondiscrimination protections but not gay adoption, or
support gay marriage but not transgender-friendly bathroom policies? What could the answers
to these questions also tell us about gender or racial or class or disability politics in America?

This project seeks to lay out a theoretical framework for understanding the lingering
prejudice and negative attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues. Using a variety of methods,
including quantitative analysis of public opinion data from the American National Election
Studies, theory development and historical review, and original experimental analysis and
survey research, this project examines how LGBTQ policy issues directly elicit disgust, how
this disgust affects support for a number of important LGBTQ policy issues, and how disgust
reactions and their impact differ in response to different subgroups of the LGBTQ community.

This project contributes to the broader literature of public opinion and political
psychology by illustrating the ways in which emotions have policy-specific interactions. It also
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demonstrates interactions between emotions and subgroups of a larger social group (e.g.,
different reactions to gay men than to transgender women). These findings are relevant across
group politics literatures, as no single group is internally homogenous, and very few groups are
concerned with or affected by only a single policy issue. This project also complements existing
research on the contact hypothesis and its limitations in efforts to reduce intergroup prejudice.
Taken together, these findings and implications provide a framework for examining the
influence of disgust in other political domains, such as immigration or racial politics (e.g.,
Hancock 2004). The findings also suggest that continued success for the LGBTQ movement -
and any other movement that confronts disgust - will require the understanding that disgust
influences many beliefs and opinions, even among presumed supporters, and that new

strategies based on engaging this difficult emotion will be vital.

I begin the dissertation by examining the conventional wisdom surrounding the
massive shifts in public opinion toward LGBTQ issues in recent years. Then I discuss the
importance of viewing disgust not just as an individual level experience, but as a social
phenomenon reflective of dominant norms and values. I trace the thread of disgust through
LGBTQ politics in the 20" century in America, showing that disgust has played an important
historical role. I then use original survey-embedded experiments to examine the contemporary
role of disgust in modern attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues. I demonstrate that even
the mention of LGBTQ policy issues elicits disgust, and that different LGBTQ policy issues
elicit varying levels and intensities of disgust. I show that these disgust reactions correspond to
declines in support for LGBTQ policies. I then go on to show that disgust reactions are
particularly prevalent in attitudes toward transgender people, and transgender women in
particular, as well as transgender related policies. I conclude by offering broader implications

for public opinion research and political science more generally.



Chapter Summaries

Chapter 2 begins with the commonly asked question, what has caused the remarkable
shifts in public opinion toward LGBTQ people in recent years? Many argue it is the positive
influence of contact, or the transformative effect of getting to know someone who is gay or
lesbian. Using survey data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), I illustrate
that the conventional wisdom surrounding the influence of contact is not as far-reaching or
consistent as widely believed. Indeed, there are many people who know lesbian and gay people
but do not support LGBTQ issues, or who support LGBTQ issues without knowing a single
gay person. I argue that disgust is an important motivator of these findings, as well as a useful
alternative to understanding modern attitudes.

In Chapter 3, I lay out a theoretical justification for the study of disgust in LGBTQ
politics. Drawing from psychology (e.g., Herek 2004), feminist and queer theory (e.g., Cohen
1997; Rubin 1984), and legal and political theory (e.g., Canaday 2011; Nussbaum 2004), I argue
that disgust operates not just as a psychological phenomenon, but also as a sociopolitical norm
that is learned, reinforced, and embedded in cultures and institutions. Disgust reactions both
express and reify existing dominant norms, and as such are more a reflection of what a
particular culture (de)values, and not a signal of some inherent repugnance. Understanding
disgust in this way is important because it shifts the focus from individual-level
understandings and interventions (i.e., contact) to structural-level understandings of the
systematic ways in which disgust is deployed in American politics, by whom, and at whose
expense. Importantly, it also highlights that disgust can be unlearned.

In Chapters 4 and 5, I use a series of original experiments to examine the relationship
between disgust, LGBT-related attitudes, and policy support. I show that, across party
affiliations, many people still experience disgust in reaction to LGBTQ issues, with significant
consequences for public opinion, policy support, and persuasion. I also illustrate how these
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impacts vary by subgroup of the LGBTQ community - the strongest effects and largest drops in
support are consistently in response to transgender people and issues. This reveals that, even
following national events like the legalization of gay marriage, political questions surrounding
social acceptance and rights for LGBTQ people are far from settled.

In the final chapter, I conclude by reflecting on the implications of these findings for
LGBTQ politics in the post-marriage era, as well as for group politics, public opinion, political
psychology, and political science more generally.

Overall, the implications of the project suggest that people who continue to feel disgust,
even after (or perhaps because of) the attainment of legal marriage equality, may be much
more difficult to persuade - in sharp distinction to the conventional wisdom that public
opinion toward LGBTQ people will continue its rapid progress. In short, for LGBTQ politics,
the influence of disgust means a very different and more difficult future than both activists
and scholars currently imagine. At the same time, understanding how disgust affects beliefs
and behaviors can help guide future efforts in understanding public opinion on LGBTQ issues,
and can help advocates calibrate their strategies more effectively. Ultimately, I argue that
LGBTQ advocates will need to develop different persuasive tactics that more directly confront
the impact of disgust moving forward, particularly as transgender issues become more central.

This project focuses on understanding this current turning point in LGBTQ politics
and anticipating the political landscape that lies ahead. I argue that understanding this
turning point critically depends on understanding the underlying emotional components,
particularly disgust, of attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues. This work sheds light on
how marriage equality and bathroom bills can exist contemporaneously, and even be supported
by the same individual (i.e. a person who is both pro-marriage equality and against trans-
friendly bathroom policies). Additionally, in my work I strive to connect feminist and queer
theory and critical conversations within LGBTQ activism with scholarship and methods in
political science and psychology. Putting these diverse fields and spheres into conversation
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with one another enriches the overall argument and illustrates the unique challenges that lay

ahead for both researchers and advocates in LGBTQ politics and beyond.



Chapter 2:

Friends and Allies? Revisiting the Influence of Contact On LGBTQ-Related Attitudes®

“All types of contact have positive effects on support for gay rights.”

-Barth, Overby, and Huffmon (2009)-

“It is useful to distinguish between allies who are motivated mainly by their personal
relationships and those who are motivated mainly by their political values.”

-Gregory Herek (2011)-

1. Introduction
Harvey Milk, one of the first openly gay elected officials, is famously quoted as saying,
“If they know us, they don’t vote against us!” This quote speaks to more than a basic belief
about the possible influence of being out as a lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBTQ)
person. It has come to reflect the central strategy of the modern LGBTQ political movement,
as well as the underlying assumption of much of political science’s existing literature on
LGBTQ politics. Conventional wisdom in both modern scholarship and activism on LGBTQ

politics relies on this extension of the contact hypothesis (Allport 1954), or the idea that

2 Many thanks to the Interdisciplinary Workshop in American Politics IWAP) for feedback on early
drafts of this chapter, and to Chris Skovron and Hakeem Jefferson for many conversations (often over
darts) that helped me clarify the friends and allies framework and argument that guides the chapter.
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contact with LGBTQ people is the primary determinant of attitudes toward LGBTQ people
and issues. That is, if you are a “friend,” you will also be an “ally.”3 This is a testable claim.

Using a simple exploration of American National Election Studies data, I illustrate that
the conventional wisdom is not universally applicable: contact is neither necessary nor
sufficient for LGBTQ-policy support. Anywhere from 40% to 60% of people are unaccounted
for in this view of the world. Contact also cannot explain the considerable variability in public
opinion on different LGBTQ issues. Many people support some LGBTQ-friendly policies but
not others. These findings suggest policy-specific effects. I will show that this variation is
consistent with a growing literature that examines the limitations of the contact hypothesis.

If the conventional wisdom - what I call the “friends and allies” framework - cannot
explain modern attitudes toward LGBTQ people and policies, what else can? Why do people
support some LGBTQ policies but not others? Why is contact sufficient for changing some

people’s opinions, but not others?

2. Influences on LGBTQ-Related Attitudes

For over a century, hostility and prejudice have dominated attitudes toward LGBTQ
people and issues. Only in the past ten to twenty years have these attitudes shown a sustained
shift toward more positive opinion, though troubling prejudices persist. Opinions on some
LGBTQ issues have remarkably and rapidly shifted, while other attitudes remain entrenched
or at least with troublingly large minorities who continue to hold anti-LGBTQ beliefs.

For example, Figure 2.1 shows General Social Survey (GSS) data that reveals
significant shifts in support for civil liberties for gay and lesbians, such as willingness to allow
an openly gay person speak in public, teach at a college, or keep a gay-authored book in a local

library. though troubling remainders of those who would deny rights.

? The term “ally” is one with considerable purchase in LGBTQ communities. It is generally used to
refer to non-LGBTQ individuals who nonetheless support LGBTQ people and related issues.
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Figure 2.1: 1973-2014 GSS Polling on Civil Liberties for ‘Homosexuals’
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During the forty years tracked here, average support across these three civil liberties questions
rose thirty percentage points (from 56% to 86%), while average opposition dropped thirty
points (from 44% to 14%).

Similarly, Figure 2.2 shows the “steady trend on gay marriage views” from 1988 to

2016. This graph further depicts the remarkable opinion change in past years.
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Figure 2.1: 1988-2016 Aggregated Polling on Gay Marriage
Steady Trend On Gay Marriage Views
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However, other attitudes are slower to change. For example, as shown in Figure 2.3,
Gallup polling from 1977 to 2016 shows that for the first roughly twenty years the polling time
frame, roughly half of Americans believed consensual gay sex should be illegal, with even
higher opposition during the AIDS crisis in the late 1980s and surrounding the 2003 Lawrence
v. Texas decision overturning the criminalization of sodomy. As recently as 2004, 46% of
Americans still believed consensual gay sex should be illegal. While that belief has declined in

the past decade, in 2016 a full 28% of Americans still believe - even after the legalization of

gay marriage - that gay sex should be illegal.
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Figure 2.2: 1977-2016 Gallup Polling on Legality of Gay Sex
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Similarly, Figure 2.4 shows that 2010 was the first time a bare majority of Americans
considered consensual gay sex a morally acceptable act. In 2016, 37% of Americans still
consider it morally wrong. The General Social Survey further corroborates these findings,
showing that in 2014, 41% of Americans considered gay sex to be “always wrong” and another

10% who find it “almost always wrong” or “sometimes wrong.”

Figure 2.3: 2001-2016 Gallup Polling on Morality of Gay Sex

Do you personally believe homosexual relations are morally
acceptable or morally wrong?
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Since political science began studying LGBTQ politics, roughly thirty years ago,
researchers have paid significant attention to explaining these attitudes toward LGBTQ people

and issues, as well as what might change these attitudes.

2.1 Influences on LGBTQ-Related Attitudes

One of earliest established influences on attitudes toward LGBTQ people and policies
is gender. As early as 1980, women were found to be more tolerant than men of homosexuality
(Larsen, Reed & Hoffman 1980) and more supportive of pro-gay policies such as employment
protections (Herek 1988; 2000; 2002a). These gender gaps persist today. Relatedly, endorsement
of gender stereotypes and traditional gender roles is associated with more negative attitudes
toward LGBTQ people and less support for LGBTQ policies (Gaines & Garand 2010; Herek
1988; Herek & Gonzalez-Rivera 2006).

Older cohorts are less likely than younger generations to support LGBTQ people and
policies (Baunach 2012). However, multiple scholars have argued that the significant changes
in LGBTQ-related attitudes over the past twenty years cannot be explained by generational
replacement, but rather by a cultural shift in attitudes within all cohorts (Anderson & Fetner
2008; Baunach 2012).

Religion and religiosity also play a powerful role in attitudes toward gay people and
policies. More conservative or evangelical Christian protestant traditions are typically far less
supportive of gay people and issues, and especially so for those with higher levels of religiosity
(Adamczyk & Pitt 2009; Baunach 2012; Bramlett 2012; Brewer & Wilcox 2005; Herek 1988;
Lewis 2003; Olson, Cadge, & Harrison 2006).4 Atheists, agnostics, and the nonreligious are
generally more supportive (Adamczyk & Pitt 2009; Olson, Cadge, & Harrison 2006). Strand

(1994), however, argued that measures of moral traditionalism or beliefs in naturalness offered

* Religiosity is most often measured as frequency of attendance at religious services, but can also be

measured through other ways. Herek (1988), for example, also examines the orthodoxy subscale of the
Religious Ideology Scale (Putney & Middleton 1961).
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more explanatory power than religious affiliation. Others similarly employ discussions of
morality or “values” in their examination of opinions on gay issues (Brewer 20034,b; Brewer &
Wilcox 2005; Craig et al 2005; Hillygus & Shields 2005; Olson, Cadge, & Harrison 2006),
though with generally similar findings: more conservative values - or even the invocation of
the phrase “moral values” or “family values” - are associated with less support for LGBTQ
people and issues.

Conflicting evidence has been offered for racial and ethnic differences in support for
LGBTQ policies. Some argue that blacks and Latinos are less likely to support LGBTQ people
and issues than their white counterparts (Baunach 2012; Camp 2008), while others argue anti-
LGBTQ attitudes are just as prevalent among blacks or Latinos as among whites (Herek &
Capitanio 1995; Herek & Gonzalez-Rivera 2006). Others offer evidence that lower support for
LGBTQ issues among communities of color are due to other factors. For example, Lewis (2003)
finds that blacks are less supportive than whites, but shows that these differences drop out
when controlling for religion (see also Sherkat, De Vries, & Creek 2010). Bramlett (2012) also
points out that “religious blacks are actually more liberal and Democratic than nonreligious
blacks,” and further discusses the cross-pressures of black religious affiliation with a
theological tradition of liberation and civil rights activism (e.g., Calhoun-Brown 2000).

Finally, partisanship has played a varied role in attitudes toward LGBTQ people and
issues. Until the mid-to-late 1990s, partisanship played little if any role, as negative attitudes
toward LGBTQ people and policies were nearly universal (Baunach 2012). Since then,
“Republicanism has been shown to independently reduce approval of same-sex marriage
attitudes,” even controlling for other factors such as the higher religiosity of the Republican
Party compared to the Democratic Party (Baunach 2012, 366; see also Brewer 2003; Sherkat et
al. 2011).” Since 2015, just prior to the legalization of gay marriage, more and more

Republicans are coming out in favor of gay marriage; however, partisan differences remain on
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other LGBTQ issues, most notably transgender-related policies such as bathroom and

healthcare access (e.g., Gass 2016).

2.2 The Contact Hypothesis

One of the largest portions of LGBTQ politics literature is on the influence of contact
with LGBTQ people on heterosexuals’ opinions of LGBTQ people and, by extension, support
for LGBTQ issues. The contact hypothesis describes this effect, where, under certain
conditions, coming in to contact with a member of an out-group reduces prejudice toward that
out-group (Allport 1954). While this theory was originally developed in the context of
interracial contact and attitudes, scholars across a variety of disciplines have demonstrated its
influence across many group contexts, including sexuality (Pettigrew & Tropp 2006).

The positive influence of contact with gays and lesbians on heterosexuals’ attitudes
toward gay people has been thoroughly documented in the literature (e.g., Barth & Perry 2009;
Bartos, Berger, & Hegarty 2014; Cunningham & Melton 2012; Herek & Capitanio 1996; Lewis
2011; Morales 2009; Pettigrew & Tropp 2006; Smith, Axelton, & Saucier 2009). In a meta-
analysis of 41 articles, Smith and colleagues (2009, 189) found that, across the board,
“individuals who have had more prior or current contact with homosexuals show more positive
attitudes toward homosexuals” than those without contact.

In addition to reducing prejudice or negative attitudes, contact can also improve support
for policy issues. Numerous studies have shown that contact with LGBTQ people is related to
higher support for issues like same-sex marriage (e.g., Barth, Overby, & Huffmon 2009; Barth
& Parry 2009; Bramlett 2012; Gaines & Garand 2010; Lewis 2011) and higher likelihood to

engage in pro-LGBTQ political behaviors such as petition signing (Swank, Woodford, & Lim
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2013).5 Modern pro-LGBTQ activism, much like the literature discussed here, also relies
extensively on contact for winning policy support (Stone 2012).%

Barth and Parry (2009, 47) argue for the critical importance of this finding for efforts
at persuasion and pro-LGBTQ policy change: “...|A[ll lesbians and gay men — be they coupled
or not — who are open about their sexuality with family, coworkers, and acquaintances can all
serve as ‘change agents’ on straights’ attitudes about public matters related to their group.”
Lewis (2011, 217) makes an even stronger claim: “The [contact| effect holds for every issue, in

every year, for every type of relationship, and for every demographic, religious, and political

subgroup.”

3. Friends and Allies
Conventional wisdom in both scholarship and activism on LGBTQ politics is that
contact with LGBTQ people is the primary positive influence on attitudes toward LGBTQ
people and issues. As a result, many research and advocacy efforts work from a general premise
that only people who know or like gay or trans people will support policies that promote
LGBTQ rights. That is, if you are a “friend,” you will also be an “ally.” This is a testable claim.
Using data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), an exploratory analysis and

simple hypothesis testing allows us to test if the conventional wisdom about contact is correct.

> To be clear, much of the literature on contact and LGBTQ issues has thus far focused on the impact
of contact on support for same-sex marriage, often to the exclusion of other issues (see Barth and Parry
2009 for an exception). In other words, the impact of contact on support for non-marriage related
LGBTQ policies is assumed, but less definitively established.

® For example, Harvey Milk, one of the earliest openly gay elected officials, was famously quoted as
saying “If they know us, they don’t vote against us!” More recently, National Coming Out Day has been
celebrated every October since 1987, following a nearly half-million person march on Washington D.C.
for gay rights. Many marriage related campaigns relied explicitly on this logic. For example, a 2006
campaign advertisement from the Alliance for Full Acceptance (AFFA) ran in South Carolina against
Amendment 1, which proposed to ban both gay marriages and civil unions. It read: “Someone you
know, someone you love is gay. They need your help in November.” Similarly, “The Breakthrough
Conversation,” a campaign that emerged after the failure to defeat California’s Proposition 8 in 2008,
was designed to educate LGBTQ people on how to most effectively communicate with heterosexual
people about gay marriage, in effect maximizing the influence of contact on opinion change. Likewise,
the Out to Dinner campaign, founded in 2012, based its efforts heterosexual opinion change on a single
interaction with a gay or lesbian couple. These are just a few of many such examples.
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The “friends and allies” conventional wisdom relies upon the logic of the contact
hypothesis, but in doing so focuses attention only on two types of people, as shown in Table
2.1: those who are neither friends nor allies (lower right cell), and those who - through their
contact with LGBTQ people - are or have become allies (upper left cell). It also only considers
one direction of movement or persuasion, from opposition to support.

Table 2.1: Conventional Wisdom
Allies Not Allies

Friends | Friends and allies -
Not Friends - Neither friends nor allies

This basic visualization also allows us to see that the conventional wisdom overlooks
two other types of people: friends but not allies (upper right cell), and allies but not friends
(lower left cell). Table 2.2 includes these new profiles, and further illustrates the additional
possibilities of movement from one cell to another. For those who seek to create “friends and
allies,” it is not necessarily true that all people begin as “neither friends nor allies.” These two
new profiles can also be targets for persuasion, but it is reasonably conceivable that each of
these profiles might require different persuasive efforts or strategies to be moved to the
“friends and allies” category.

Table 2.2: Friends and Allies
Allies Not Allies

Friends Friends and allies Friends but not allies
Not Friends | Allies but not friends | Neither friends nor allies

The American National Election Study (ANES) — one of the most reputable,
methodologically rigorous, and nationally representative surveys on American electoral
behavior and political attitudes — has relatively little data on LGBTQ politics: one contact
question, one group thermometer question for gays and lesbians, and four relevant policy
questions. However, these six questions are useful for a establishing a basic yet rigorous

examination of the basic question: are friends also allies?
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Before proceeding with this examination, a second visualization is also useful for
further understanding important variance in policy attitudes. If homophobia were the primary
determinant of heterosexuals’ LGBTQ policy preferences, then we would expect that prejudice
to persist across multiple policy issues: if someone opposes gay marriage because they are
prejudiced against LGBTQ people, then we would expect them to also oppose gay adoption, or
job discrimination protections for LGBTQ people, and so on, for the same reason. If this is
true, then we should also not observe people who oppose some LGBTQ policies but not others.
For this to occur would imply that some other consideration --- perhaps specific to the policy,
rather than the LGBTQ association --- is also important in explaining opposition to LGBTQ
policies.

The ANES asks about four LGBTQ-related policy questions: job discrimination
protections, openly serving in the military, adoption rights for gay couples, and legalizing gay
marriage. These four policy issues generate sixteen unique sets of policy preferences, as shown
below in Table 2.3.

Table 2.3: Four Policies and Sixteen Unique Sets of Policy Preferences

Case | Job Disc | Military | Adoption | Marriage
1 Pro Pro Pro Pro
2 Pro Pro Pro Anti
3 Pro Pro Anti Pro
4 Pro Pro Anti Anti
5 Pro Anti Pro Pro
6 Pro Anti Pro Anti
7 Pro Anti Anti Pro
8 Pro Anti Anti Anti
9 Anti Pro Pro Pro
10 Anti Pro Pro Anti
11 Anti Pro Anti Pro
12 Anti Pro Anti Anti
13 Anti Anti Pro Pro
14 Anti Anti Pro Anti
15 Anti Anti Anti Pro
16 Anti Anti Anti Anti

The ANES data reveals that a substantial portion of the population does not conform to

conventional wisdom. As shown in Table 2.4, anywhere from 35% to 53% of people support all

19



four policies, but fewer than 10% oppose all four.” This leaves a significant segment of
Americans’ LGBTQ-related policy preferences unexplained.

Table 2.4: Sixteen Cases

Type Case | Job Disc | Military | Adoption | Marriage | n %
“Pro-gay” 1 Pro Pro Pro Pro 1974 | 1974 | 53.4%
3 pro, 2 Pro Pro Pro Anti 140
1 anti 3 Pro Pro Anti Pro 111 o
5 Pro Anti Pro Pro 25 417 | 11.3%
(four cases) | 9 Anti Pro Pro Pro 141
4 Pro Pro Anti Anti 376
2 pro 6 Pro Anti Pro Anti 9
) 7 Pro Anti Anti Pro 12 o
2 anti 10 Anti Pro Pro Anti 66 488 |13.2%
(six cases) 11 Anti Pro Anti Pro 13
13 Anti Anti Pro Pro 12
1 pro, 8 Pro Anti Anti Anti 125
3 anti 12 Anti Pro Anti Anti 328 o
14 Anti Anti Pro Anti 12 412 | 12.8%
(four cases) | 15 Anti Anti Anti Pro 7
Anti-gay” | 16 | Anti | Anti | Anti Anti | 346 | 346 | 9.4%
ANES 2012; unweighted; Marriage measure omits civil unions 3,697 100%

This demonstrates important variance in policy attitudes, which I will seek to explain
in subsequent chapters. For now, I return to the “friends and allies” framework to illuminate
another of the limitations of conventional wisdom.

Given the available measures on the ANES, I measure “friendship” using self-reported

contact with gays and lesbians. I measure “allyship” as stating support for a pro-gay policy.

"The ranges are because in 2012, the ANES gay marriage question offers three options: support for
legal marriage, opposition to legal marriage, and support for civil unions but not legal marriage. This
table shows the 16 sets of policy preferences but omits civil unions as a response option, emphasizing
respondents who have taken a clear position. I replicated this analysis categorizing civil unions as an
expression of support, and also as an expression of opposition, given its failure to endorse full
legalization of gay marriage. The overall pattern remains the same: a significant segment of Americans’
opinions are unexplained by conventional wisdom.
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With respect to contact, the ANES 2012 time series question is as follows: “Among your
immediate family members, relatives, neighbors, co-workers, or close friends, are any of them
gay, lesbian, or bisexual as far as you know?” Respondents may only answer “yes” or “no.”
Overall, approximately 44.4% of respondents reported any contact with LGB individuals, while
55.6% reported no known contact.®

With respect to LGBTQ policy questions, the ANES asks about gay marriage, gay
adoption, job discrimination protections, and serving openly in the military. There are no
transgender specific questions. If contact with LGBs determines policy preferences, then we
should not observe people who have contact with LGB people but still oppose LGB-related
policies. We should also not observe people without contact who nonetheless support these
policies. However, in the ANES data, we observe both.” There are a significant number of
people who are friends but are not allies, and people who are allies but not friends.

In other words, there are large numbers of people who are entirely overlooked by this
conventional wisdom. In what follows, I show just how many people, for each policy.

First, let us examine job discrimination protections for gays and lesbians. In the 2012
ANES, the question wording was changed. Half the sample received the language
“homosexuals,” while the other half received “gays and lesbians,” in the following form: “Do
you FAVOR or OPPOSE laws to protect |[homosexuals/gays and lesbians| against job
discrimination?” I combine these two samples in the reporting below.'

Among those who took a position (i.e., dropping those who responded “don’t know” or

refused the question), 76.2% support job discrimination protections for LGBs, while 23.8%

8 Surprisingly, this is a decrease from 2008 ANES data, where 53% of respondents reported contact
with gays or lesbians and 47% reported no contact. Both the 2008 and 2012 data are weighted.

%I have replicated these analyses using the feeling thermometer scores in place of contact, and the
results hold. For brevity of exposition, the following tables report data only using contact.

1 T-testing showed no significant difference of means corresponding to the wording difference in the
job discrimination question (Mgg= -0.003, t= -2.9, p=0.773).
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oppose." If conventional wisdom were universally correct, then these 76.2% of respondents
would fall into the upper left cell, the 23.8% opposed into the lower right cell, and no one in
the off-diagonals. This is represented in Table 2.5a.

Table 2.5a: Conventional Wisdom on Job Discrimination Protections

Allies | Not Allies

(Support) | (Oppose)

Friends (Contact) 76.2% ?

Not friends (No Contact) ? 23.8%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

However, as Table 2.5b illustrates, this is not the case. Only about 54% of respondents
fall into the two typical profiles, with the remaining 46% in the alternate profiles: 7% are
friends but not allies, and 38.8% are allies but not friends. In the specific case of job
discrimination protections, conventional wisdom overlooks nearly 45% of respondents.

Table 2.5b: Actual Distribution on Job Discrimination Protections
Allies Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 37.4% 7% 44.4%
Not friends | 38.8% 16.9% 55.6%
76.2% 23.8% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

We can also consider this 45% another way. Consider the category of friends generally:
7% of respondents are friends but not allies. However, this is 7% of all respondents. If we
reconsidered this profile relative to the category “friends,” rather than to all respondents, the
number becomes even more significant. Table 2.5¢ illustrates these same data, reframed as
proportions (“Among Friends”), which brings stark attention to the shortcomings of the
“friends and allies” framework.
Table 2.5¢: Job Discrimination, Among Friends

Allies | Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 84% 16% 100%

Not Friends | 69.8% 30.4% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

"' In the “homosexual” sample, 1.6% of respondents (weighted) answered “don’t know” or refused. In
the “gays and lesbians” sample, 1.7% of responses (weighted) answered “don’t know” or refused.
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Not only are there people in the off-diagonals, but these cells are heavily populated.
Among all “friends,” or those who report contact with gays and lesbians (44.4% of the entire
sample), 16% still remain opposed to job discrimination protections (=7/44.4). Contact was not
sufficient for creating political support. Among “not friends,” or those who report no contact
with gays and lesbians (55.6% of the entire sample), nearly 70% (=38.8/55.6) in fact support
this policy. Contact was not necessary for creating political support. The following tables
demonstrate the same examination for military service, adoption, and marriage.

Tables 2.6a and 2.6b show a continuing pattern. Respondents were asked, “Do you
think [gays and lesbians/homosexuals| should be allowed to service in the United States Armed
Forces, or don’t you think so?” This question also had a split sample, and I again combined
the responses and dropped those who refused or responded, “don’t know.”"? Overall, 86.2% of
respondents expressed support for allowing gays and lesbians to serve openly in the military,
while 13.8% opposed this. Table 2.6a shows that nearly 50% of respondents are overlooked by
conventional wisdom.

Table 2.6a: Military Service
Allies | Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 40.7% 3.6% 44.3%
Not friends | 45.6% 10.1% 55.7%

86.2% 13.8% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

Table 2.6b shows that while friends do tend by and large to be allies, a small remainder
(roughly 8%) of those who know a gay or lesbian person do not support this policy. More
notably, though, is the reappearance of the sizable split amongst “not friends,” where again a

significant majority (over 80%!) is supportive of this policy despite not having any contact with LGBs.

2 T-testing showed no significant difference of means corresponding to the wording difference in the
military service question (Mg= -0.0004, t= -0.05, p=0.962). In the “homosexual” sample, 1.7% of
respondents (weighted) answered “don’t know” or refused. In the “gays and lesbians” sample, 0.87% of
respondents (weighted) answered “don’t know” or refused.
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Of additional note and similar to the job discrimination data, there are notably more “allies
but not friends” than there are “friends but not allies.”

Table 2.6b: Military Service, Among Friends
Allies | Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 92% 8% 100%
Not friends | 81.9% 18.1% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

Regarding adoption, respondents were asked, “Do you think gay or lesbian couples
should be legally permitted to adopt children?” Approximately 63.2% of all respondents favored
allowing gay couples to adopt, while about 36.8% opposed, as shown in Table 2.7a." Again,
over 40% of respondents are overlooked by conventional wisdom.

Table 2.7a: Gay Adoption
Allies | Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 32.9% 11.1% 43.9%
Not Friends | 30.3% 25.8% 56.1%
63.2% 36.8% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

Table 2.7b: Gay Adoption, Among Friends
Allies | Not Allies
(Support) | (Oppose)
Friends 74.8% 25.2% 100%
Not Friends 54% 46% 100%
Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

Table 2.7b shows interesting shifts in the previous patterns. Compared to job
discrimination and open military service, attitudes on adoption are more split and less
consistent with conventional wisdom. Over a quarter of those who have contact with gays and
lesbians remain unsupportive of gay adoption. Conversely, over half of those without contact
nonetheless support gay adoption. Again, the conventional wisdom cannot explain a significant
portion of respondents.

Tables 2.8a and 2.8b consider the final ANES question on gay policy issues in 2012.

Respondents were asked, “Which comes closest to your view?” and given the options of “Gay

1 3.7% of respondents (weighted) refused to answer or responded, “don’t know.”
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and lesbian couples should be allowed to legally marry,” “Gay and lesbian couples should be
allowed to form civil unions but not legally marry,” and “There should be no legal recognition
of a gay or lesbian couple’s relationship.”™* As shown in Table 2.8a, roughly 25% of
respondents opposed marriage, 33.5% supported civil unions but not legal marriage, and 41.5%
supported legal marriage for gay and lesbian couples.

Table 2.8a: Gay Marriage

Allies Not Allies

(Support) | (Civil Unions) | (Oppose)
Friends 23.5% 13.4% 7.2% 44.1%
Not Friends 18% 20.1% 17.8% 55.9%
41.5% 33.5% 25% 100%

Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

From the outset, this illustrates another related weakness of the “friends and allies”
framework: this is no explicit consideration of individuals who occupy some sort of middle
ground in their policy preferences, such as civil unions. In that regard, already 33.5% of
respondents are overlooked by conventional wisdom. When examining marriage support based
on contact, Table 2.8a shows that nearly 60% of respondents do not fall into one of the two

expected profiles of the friends and allies framework.

Table 2.8b: Marriage, Among Friends

Allies Not-Allies
(Support) | (Civil Unions) | (Oppose)
Friends 53.3% 30.4% 16.3% 100%
Not-Friends | 32.2% 36% 31.8% 100%

Source: ANES 2012, full sample weighting

Table 2.8b shows that nearly 47% of respondents who know a gay or lesbian person
nonetheless do not support legal marriage recognition, while over 30% of respondents who did
not know a gay person nonetheless supported legalizing gay marriage. For both those with and
without contact with a gay person, roughly a third of respondents expressed some middle
preference. Again, the influence of contact and the expression of policy preferences are not

following conventional wisdom.

41.2% of respondents (weighted) were omitted due to “don’t know” responses or refusal to answer.
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When using feeling thermometer ratings, rather than contact, the general pattern of
observing a significant number of respondents in the off-diagonals persists. This is true across
all four issues. Opinions about job discrimination and military service continue to appear
distinct from opinions about adoption and marriage. The appendix also displays the same
examination by partisanship, another strong influence on modern LGBTQ-related policy
preferences, and the results again hold.

In sum, the “friends and allies” framework consistently overlooks 40-60% of
respondents. It seems to work better for explaining the attitudes of friends than it does for
people who report no contact with LGBs, but there remains widespread variation in support
for LGBTQ-friendly policies among both those with and without contact. Furthermore, there
exists significant variation in contact’s influence across different policies, suggesting a policy-

specific interaction.

4. From Contact to Disgust

What explains the varying influence of contact on LGBTQ-related policy attitudes?
There is a growing body of research about the limitations of contact to effect change in
prejudicial attitudes, or the conditions under which contact will actually be effective. The
above ANES data examination and the following literature both illustrate the need for
rethinking scholarly approaches to understanding modern attitudes toward LGBTQ people and
issues. Ultimately, I argue that the study of emotions, and particularly disgust, is critical for
understanding LGBTQ-related attitudes.

There is a growing body of literature on the influence of contact, and particularly the
specific, sometimes narrow conditions under which contact actually induces opinion change.
For example, contact’s influence may in fact vary by the depth or context of the relationship.
Barth, Overby and Huffmon (2009) find that the more proximal a relationship, the more

influential: the effect of having a close, gay friend is greater than the effect of a gay neighbor
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or acquaintance. Barth and Parry (2009) go further, finding that the influence of contact is
context- or policy-specific: when heterosexuals knew a gay couple, they were more likely to
support marriage equality, but this increased support did not extend to other LGB issues like
military service. The contact effect was limited to the relevant policy realm.

Relatedly, Herek (2011, 421) argues that the mere fact of contact may be insufficient for
producing attitude change, and that “a better indicator may be the extent to which a
heterosexual has discussed a gay or lesbian friend or relative’s experiences as a sexual
minority.” In other words, contact is only likely to produce change if there are specific
behaviors (i.e., communication) associated with it. However, these types of personalized appeals
or discussions have produced mixed results. Harrison & Michelson (2011) showed they were
ineffective for fundraising on marriage equality, and policy advocates are now advising LGBTQ
activists to feature heterosexual allies in their persuasive campaigns rather than LGBTQ
people themselves (e.g., Erickson 2011). In contrast, Broockman & Kalla (2016) recently
showed that even a brief conversation that encouraged perspective taking about transgender
rights produced lasting and meaningful opinion change, though recent work shows that this
kind of perspective taking can also elicit increased sexual prejudice and disgust reactions
(Mooijman & Stern 2016). Additionally, Broockman and Kalla’s sample was limited to one
state and was conducted prior to the current outbreak of “bathroom bills” and heightened
hostile, national attention to the transgender community, which may lead individuals to be
less receptive to opinion change. Finally, though contact with gays and lesbians has recently
been shown to have a positive spillover effect onto attitudes toward transgender people, the
same study showed that direct contact with transgender people had no effect on transgender-
related attitudes (Flores 2015a). Little other work has yet examined the influence of direct
contact with transgender people.

Contact may also be mediated by other relevant factors. For example, Southerners are

less influenced by contact with gays and lesbians (Overby & Barth 2002; Barth & Overby
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2003), as are the strongly politically conservative (Skipworth, Garner, & Dettrey 2010).
Bramlett (2012) also finds that religious affiliation can mediate the influence of contact:

[Pleople of most religious traditions are more likely to support same-sex marriage when

they have a close relationship with a gay individual. The effects are the greatest for

black Protestants and Latino Catholics. However, white Protestants with close
relationships with gay people are just as opposed to same-sex marriage as those without

similar contact. (13)

Additionally, Tropp and Pettigrew (2005), in a meta-analysis of contact effects across a variety
of group contexts, found that the relationship between contact and reduced prejudice was
weaker for members of minority groups than for majority group members (e.g., contact would
be less influential for people of color than for whites).””

In short, the influence of contact is mediated by a number of contextual, behavioral, or
individual characteristics. Indeed, it seems that recent literature is increasingly addressing or
uncovering conditions that contact must meet in order to actually lead to opinion change.
Among these articles that interrogate contact’s limitations, rather than taking its effect as a
given, the authors return to similar theme or unsettled question:

While others have found that different types of contact with gays and lesbians can have

different effects on attitudes about gay rights issues (e.g. Barth and Parry 2009), this

study has shown that interpersonal contact will have a different effect on different

individuals. (Skipworth et al 2010, 902)

Why does contact with gays and lesbians lead some individuals to move their attitudes

in the direction of support [for gay issues|, while for others contact has little or no

effect? (Gaines & Garand 2010, 564)

Herek (2011, 420) summarizes neatly: “...a survey question that asks simply whether the
respondent knows any lesbians or gay men may be a less reliable predictor of sexual prejudice
now than was once the case.”

Why is contact sufficient for some but not for others? What might other alternative

approaches to understanding modern LGBTQ-related attitudes be? Despite this recent

attention to the limitations of contact hypothesis in LGBTQ politics, the literature still has yet

" This point is of particular interest for future research on attitudes within the LGBTQ community,
i.e., the attitudes of gays and lesbians toward transgender people.
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to pursue alternative (to contact) measures for understanding modern opinion on LGBTQ
attitudes, and is only just recently considering what alternative persuasive strategies to contact
might be (e.g., Broockman & Kalla 2016; Harrison & Michelson 2016).

The limits of the “friends and allies” framework and the contact hypothesis more
generally also illustrate a broader shortcoming of this current understanding of LGBTQ-
related attitudes. Though contact has clearly and historically had a powerful influence on
attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues, both modern ANES data and a growing literature
show that there is simply more to these attitudes than the simple fact of whether or not an
individual happens to know a gay or lesbian person. As Cottrell and Neuberg (2005) argue,
“The traditional conception of prejudice—as a general attitude or evaluation—can
problematically obscure the rich texturing of emotions that people feel toward different
groups.” I argue that the influence of emotions - particularly disgust - is critical in
understanding modern (and historical) attitudes toward LGBTQ people and issues in America.

Disgust is an emotion with potentially powerful political implications. Scholars in
psychology, political science, and other fields have demonstrated that feeling disgust leads to
harsher moral judgments, increased prejudices, avoidant and distancing behavior, and
“resistance to rational argument” (Cunningham et al 2013; Dasgupta et al 2009; Inbar et al
2009; Olatunji 2008; Terrizzi et al 2010). The avoidant behavior is particularly relevant to
LGBTQ politics, given that one of the central strategies of the gay movement has been the use
of contact (Stone 2012) to reduce prejudice toward LGBTQ people. For example, Lewis (2011,
232) discusses some of the diverse effects of contact among different demographic groups:
“Knowing LGBs has significantly larger effects for liberals and moderates than for
conservatives, for Democrats than for Republicans, for mainline Protestants than for
evangelicals, and for women than for men.” But all these groups for whom contact is less
effective also are more prone to feeling disgust in the first place (Balzer & Jacobs 2011; Inbar,

Pizarro, & Bloom 2009) - which I argue explains the limited influence of contact in the first
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place.’® Disgust reactions limit the efficacy of contact: if an individual considers gay people
disgusting, then coming into contact with a gay or lesbian person may only stoke prejudicial
attitudes rather than reduce them.

In other words, I will argue that disgust contributes to prejudicial attitudes toward out
groups, including LGBTQ people, and deters the very behaviors (e.g., contact) often relied
upon to combat these negative attitudes. Additionally, disgust has been used to pass legislation
and encode anti-LGBTQ prejudice into political and social institutions (e.g., Canaday 2011;
Foucault 1978; Nussbaum 2004; Rubin 1984). This illustrates how disgust operates both as a
psychological phenomenon that structures interpersonal interactions, and as a sociopolitical
norm that is taught, learned, reinforced, and embedded in cultures and institutions. In this
way, disgust is a political value of its own, and as Gregory Herek (2011) argues, “It is useful to
distinguish between allies who are motivated mainly by their personal relationships and those

who are motivated mainly by their political values.”

' Literature generally suggests that women are more disgust sensitive than men, but more recent
literature suggests that this is due to women simply being more willing to report their emotional
reactions; men and women’s physiological responses to disgusting stimuli are typically consistent, even
if their self-reports of the emotion differ (see Balzer & Jacobs 2011).
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Chapter 3:

Disgust: A Hegemonic Emotion'’

“Law, then, does not just describe existing emotional norms;
it is itself normative, playing a dynamic and educational role.”

-Martha Nussbaum (2004, 12)-

“Thus, discerning what is disgusting is not wholly dissimilar from discerning that which
society deems abnormal, inappropriate, immoral, or simply inferior.”

-Laura Beth Citrin (2004, 5)-

1. Introduction

Conventional wisdom, which argues contact with LGBTQ people is the predominant
predictor of LGBTQ-related attitudes, cannot explain the attitudes and preferences of a
substantial proportion of the population. I argue that emotional responses to LGBTQ people
and issues are critical for understanding both the historical experiences of LGBTQ people in
America and the modern political tensions facing the LGBTQ movement. In particular, I
argue that the emotion of disgust has long structured social and political responses to LGBTQ
people and policies in America, and continues to be a dominant factor in modern attitudes

toward gay and transgender people and political issues.

" Many thanks to Angela Carter, Raechel Tiffe, Dara Strolovitch, and Bonnie Washick for their
guidance and feedback on multiple drafts of this chapter.
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From the history of homosexuality as a diagnosable disease, to HIV/AIDS and fears of
potential disease transmission, to modern day “culture wars” and fear of “moral
contamination” or corruption, the language of contagion has been and continues to be
employed in political rhetoric to evoke and perpetuate disgust reactions toward LGBTQ people
and issues among the public. Disgust is often referred to as a disease-avoidance mechanism,
and so associations with disease and language invoking contamination are implicit, if not
explicit signals of disgust. This is politically consequential, because disgust is associated with
harsher moral judgments, avoidant and distancing behavior, and “resistance to rational
argument” (Cunningham et al 2013; Dasgupta et al 2009; Inbar et al 2009; Olatunji 2008;
Terrizzi et al 2010). This has important implications for the possibility of persuasion among
those who feel disgust toward LGBTQ people.

Furthermore, one of the central strategies of the contemporary gay movement is the use
of contact (Stone 2012), based on the belief that contact with a member of an out-group can
reduce prejudice toward that out-group (Allport 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp 2006). Knowing that
many contagions are transmitted through person-to-person contact, then the language of
“contact” in this context takes on new meaning: contact provides an opportunity for the
transmission of pro-LGBTQ beliefs. However, if people find LGBTQ people disgusting, they
are likely to avoid any type of contact. In short, disgust contributes to prejudicial attitudes
toward LGBTQ people and deters the very behaviors often relied upon to combat these
negative attitudes.

I also offer a new understanding of disgust not just as an individually experienced
emotion, but also as a socio-political ideology that is learned, reinforced, and embedded in
American culture, politics, and institutions. In this way, I refer to disgust as an emotion that is
used to communicate and reify existing hegemonic norms about sexuality, gender, and politics.
Recognizing disgust as such is important because it highlights that since disgust is learned and

manipulated, it can also be unlearned and interrupted.
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2. Disgust: An Expression of Social Norms

“Although disgust evolved as a food-related emotion,
it was well suited for use as an emotion of social rejection.”
-Schnall et al (2008, 1097)-

2.1 Existing definitions

Disgust is an emotion. One of the foremost philosophers of disgust, Martha Nussbaum
(2004, 88-89), argues: “Disgust concerns the borders of the body: it focuses on the prospect
that a problematic substance may be incorporated into the self.” Miller (2004, 5) describes
disgust as “fundamentally about protecting and maintaining the self,” even beyond the
boundaries of the physical body. Both these definitions focus on the role of the emotion as it
relates to and is experienced by the individual. This focus on disgust as an emotion of
protection against contamination in the individual body carries across disciplines and
literatures.

Many scholars argue that emotions serve evolutionary functions (Ekman 1992;
Hutcherson & Gross 2011; Lazarus 1991; Scherer 2000). Scholars in this literature describe the
evolutionary purpose of disgust as protecting the individual from harmful contamination, such
as spoiled food (Angyal 1941; Darwin 1872). This protection primarily takes the form of
distance: disgust compels us to distance ourselves from the offending stimuli (Rozin, Haidt, &
McCauley 2000). This distance can occur through facial expressions or involuntary actions, as
disgust’s characteristic pinched lips and wrinkled nose literally restrict oral access and pull the
nose away from the source, while retching or vomiting attempt to expel a disgusting object
away from the body. Schnall et al (2008, 1106) describe how disgust “can trigger nausea, throat

clenching, and the very physical process of food expulsion to protect the body from harmful
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contaminants.” This distance can also occur through both subconscious and intentional
behavioral choices, such as avoiding contact with objects, experiences, individuals, or groups
that one finds disgusting. This avoidance protects the individual by helping them evade
potential sickness, disease, or harm. In this view, disgust is understood as a literal tool for
survival, and is often referred to as a disease-avoidance mechanism (e.g. Faulkner et al 2004;
Navarette & Fessler 2006; Oaten, Stevenson, & Case 2009).

Related, often overlapping bodies of literature argue that emotions, such as disgust, also
serve adaptive purposes in modern life and social interactions. While disgust’s evolutionary
function was to reject potentially contaminated foods or objects, its modern function is to reject
potentially contaminated people or groups (e.g., Schnall et al 2008). The contamination here
may come in the form of perceived threats that are physical (such as an actual disease) or
social or moral (such as different languages or values). Schaller (2006) refers to disgust’s
relationship to social rejection and ingroup/outgroup attitudes as part of the “behavioral
immune system” (BIS), which Terrizzi, Shook, and Ventis (2013, 100) review as follows:

The BIS has implications for social interactions and intergroup attitudes. As long as
humans have lived in groups, they have shared diseases. Other people, especially
outgroup members who may harbor novel pathogens, are potential sources of infectious
disease. As such, Schaller and Duncan (2007) have argued that the BIS should
encourage individuals to prefer ingroup members over outgroup members. Indeed,
researchers have demonstrated that the BIS as indexed by [perceived vulnerability to
disease] is correlated with negative attitudes toward outgroups, including individuals
who are disabled, obese, or foreign (Park, Faulkner, & Schaller 2003; Faulkner et al
2004; Navarrete & Fessler 2006; Park, Schaller, & Crandall 2006). Likewise, disgust
sensitivity has been correlated with prejudice toward homosexuals using both explicit
and implicit measures (Inbar et al 2009; Olatunji 2008; Terrizzi, Shook, & Ventis
2010). Moreover, activating the BIS (e.g., priming disease-threat) increase negative
attitudes toward outgroups and increases positive attitudes toward the ingroup
(Faulkner et al 2004; Navarrete & Fessler 2006). Together, these results suggest that
BIS strength and activation of the BIS encourage individuals to exhibit positivity
toward ingroup members and negativity toward outgroup members.
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In this view, disgust’s evolutionary purpose of rejecting contaminated foods has adapted to the
social purpose of rejecting contaminated people or groups. The operation of protecting the
individual has expanded from the actual body to the broader notion of the self. Additionally,
the threat has expanded from spoiled food to spoiled identities (e.g., Goffman 1963), and from
real to perceived: the mere imagination or perception of potential contamination is sufficient
for eliciting disgust (e.g., Elliott & Radomsky 2012).19

For example, many scholars who study disgust in the context of immigration discuss
two forms of contamination: both the physical form, such as diseases being carried across
political borders, and the more symbolic, namely the perception of “cultural contamination” or
different values being carried across - and infecting - moral and social borders. In both cases,
the “threat” can be real or perceived.?’

These shifts to the social highlight an important element of disgust (and indeed, any
emotion): that it is socially specific and constructed. While disgust reactions are generally
consistent across people and cultures (Morales & Wu 2013, 73), what triggers these reactions is
not. For example, there is significant variation in what food is regarded as either disgusting or
a delicacy across various cultures. Time may also influence what or whom a specific society
perceives as disgusting: slavery was once regarded as a normal practice but now is generally
regarded as reprehensible and repulsive. All these variations in emotional norms highlight the

socially constructed nature of emotions, including what triggers them in the first place.

'8 This is not to say that modern day prejudice and disgust toward LGBTQ people and other groups is a
“survival tool,” necessary for survival, or justifiable. Rather, this is simply to say that this emotion - not
the prejudice(s) it bolsters - has, according to scholars, historically worked in service of self-protection.
' This is especially relevant for politics, as merely suggesting that a group is dangerous, diseased, or
somehow contaminated may elicit disgust among the public. I will return to this point later.

0 Anti-immigrant rhetoric routinely cites concern for potential disease transmission and contamination
of American language, jobs, and values. Even when these “threats” are “real,” such as the presence of
the Ebola virus in 2014, the response far outweighs the actual risk of disease transmission (virtually
zero during the Ebola outbreak) or any other contamination.
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That disgust is socially constructed highlights that it is taught, learned, and reinforced.
In the next sections, I turn to the critical importance of this point for understanding the power

and operation of disgust in modern American politics.

2.2 My definition

Current literature generally argues that disgust operates to protect the individual —
whether the actual body or the broader notion of the self — from contamination or harm,
whether real or perceived. Though these various fields of scholarship take different approaches
to studying or theorizing disgust, one common element is a focus on disgust as an individual-
level experience or phenomenon. Certainly these literatures conceptualize disgust as a basic,
common emotion shared across humanity, with significant impacts on group-level interactions,
but they still imagine and study disgust as something contained, felt within the individual, that
compels individuals to expression and action in specific ways.

I argue, however, emotions are hegemonic: while they are an individually experienced
psychological phenomenon, they also operate as both an expression and reification of existing
dominant cultural norms and values. Disgust serves as a marker of a relationship to power (e.g.
Cohen 1997), or rather a lack of power: as Citrin (2004, 5) argues, “discerning what is
disgusting is not wholly dissimilar from discerning that which society deems abnormal,
inappropriate, immoral, or simply inferior.” When disgust is used to demarcate social out-
groups, this validates and perpetuates a status quo that positions the out-group as inferior and
with disproportionately fewer rights and resources. Knowing the powerful influence of
emotions on political attitudes and behaviors, this also obstructs the potential for change in
public opinion and policymaking.

That disgust operates as an expression of dominant norms and values is particularly
important to recognize because the literature on disgust has disproportionately focused on the

evolutionary, biological elements or functions of disgust, often to the exclusion of the relevant
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social context. For example, conceptions of disgust that rely exclusively on an evolutionary
function of rejecting disgusting food (Darwin 1872) would overlook that disgusting food in one
community might be a delicacy in another. Recognizing the socially constructed nature of
disgust and other emotions moves the focus from the individual (i.e., the person feeling
disgust) to the social and structural (the institutions that teach what is and is not disgusting).
This shift from the individual to the structural is also important because it suggests different
interventions and approaches for opinion change, advocacy, and scholarship. An individual-
level understanding will likely focus on individual level strategies (e.g., contact), whereas a
structural-level understanding would more likely beget structural level strategies (e.g., .e.
changing incentive structures, or what is culturally believed about what or who is disgusting).
These structural level strategies could be more effective in the long term.

Recognizing disgust (and emotions more generally) as an expression of dominant
ideology also highlights the heightened difficulty of persuasion. Disgust already makes
persuasion difficult (Olatunji 2008), but when an individual’s disgust reaction is constantly
reinforced on a social and structural level, persuasion is even less likely. We often experience
disgust as a seemingly natural occurrence; it is thought to be natural, preexisting current social
structures and identities - and to an extent it is. Scholars describe disgust as one of the core
human emotions, consistent in its expression (even if not its targets or triggers) across cultures
and time (Morales & Wu 2013) and serving evolutionary purposes (e.g., Darwin 1872; Ekman
1992). Citrin (2004), however, argues that disgust reactions also seem natural due to their
internalization: “these moralizing emotions, particularly disgust, facilitate a psychological
process in which social norms ... are internalized by individual society members, making these
norms feel natural and right” (3, emphasis in original).

Disgust’s “naturalness” is then taken in turn as a sign of its natural “truth.” For
example, bioethicist Leon Kass (1997; 2002) argues for the “wisdom of repugnance,” or the idea

that disgust operates as an inherently truthful signal of that which should not be transgressed.
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The instinctive recoil and feeling of repulsion, he argues, reveals an underlying truth about
the disgusting object being observed or considered:

We intuit and feel, immediately and without argument, the violation of things that we

rightfully hold dear. Repugnance, here as elsewhere, revolts against the excesses of

human willfulness, warning us not to transgress what is unspeakably profound. Indeed,
in this age in which everything is held to be permissible so long as it is freely done, in
which our given human nature no longer commands respect, in which our bodies are
regarded as mere instruments of our autonomous rational wills, repugnance may be the
only voice left that speaks up to defend the central core of our humanity. Shallow are

the souls that have forgotten how to shudder. (Kass 1997, 20)

Kass concludes, therefore, that disgust is a reasonable, even preferred basis for making law and
structuring society. William Miller (1997) further argues that the more things a society finds
disgusting, the more “evolved” the society. Arguments such as these routinely cite the
physiological experience and evolutionary nature of disgust, positing that this “naturalness”
and intensity should be a signal to us of the truth-value of this emotion.

The expression of this emotion both reflects and reinscribes the normative values that
have produced or determined this object, act, or person to be (perceived as) disgusting. In
saying, “This disgusts me,” the speaker is saying “I have been taught this is disgusting,” and in
this speech act they are also teaching the audience that this ought to be perceived as
disgusting. Much like reciting the pledge of allegiance or the national anthem in public, the
recitation reveals that we have been asked to memorize a script that reflects certain values and
perform it on command at socially appropriate times. The performance itself then continues
the cycle of communicating to others that these are “our” values, and that others ought to hold
and express these values as well.

Citrin refers to this as “emotional socialization,” or the shaping, teaching, and general
social transference of both the experience and expression of emotions (4). She further argues
that “the expression of disgust (and other moralizing emotions) toward bodies that transgress

social norms may not only be a consequence of the transgression itself but may actually play a

role in the internalization of and continued conformity to these norms, in effect constructing a
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particular body that is morally appropriate” (2004, 3). Disgust marks certain behaviors or
people as transgressive, which communicates to both the observer and the transgressor that the
disgusting element is unacceptable according to social norms. This then reinforces that belief
in both the observer and the transgressor, effectively coercing both parties to conform to these
norms or else face continued demarcation as transgressive.”!

In this way, disgust operates as an ideology: it communicates to us both what is and
what ought to be, and because it is also an individually felt or experienced emotion with
intensely strong physiological components, it is already, literally, internalized. This only
strengthens the perception of its presumed truth-value. As a result, the values attached to
disgust reactions also become internalized and perceived to be natural. This leads individuals
experiencing this emotion to police both others and themselves in accordance with what is

perceived to be disgusting by existing social norms.

2.3 Why does this matter?

That disgust is hegemonic is important to recognize for multiple reasons. First, it
reveals that disgust can be used to influence many policy domains. Second, the intense
physiological experience of this individual emotion combined with the intense socialization of
hegemonic values about what ought to evoke disgust means that opinion change may be
difficult when an individual feels disgust. However, that disgust can be socialized and socially
constructed nonetheless means that unlearning this reaction, or at least diffusing its political

consequences, is possible.

? The impact of disgust on the perceived transgressor can be powerful. See, for example, literature in
psychology or on the influence of minority stress on LGBTQ communities (e.g., Berg, Munthe-Kass, &
Ross 2015), or feminist and queer studies for theoretical engagements with shame (e.g., Halperin &
Traub 2009; Moore 2004) and unhappiness (e.g., Ahmed 2010).
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2.3.1 Hegemonic Disgust Can Influence Many Groups or Policy Domains

Understanding disgust as a tool of hegemony reveals even further the power of this
emotion. Considerable scholarship has demonstrated the influence of disgust on individual-
level moral judgments, prejudice, interpersonal behaviors, and policy preferences in some areas
such as immigration (Casey 2014; Faulkner et al 2004; Navarette & Fessler 2006), welfare
(Hancock 2004), and LGBTQ issues. But understanding that disgust is also a tool used to
express and reify existing cultural norms means that it can be invoked against many types of
people or in many arenas, and to potentially great effect.

As discussed above, when an object or behavior is perceived as disgusting, that disgust
is often used to justify avoiding, rejecting, or otherwise drawing boundaries around it (Kass
2002; Miller 1998). Hancock (2004) identifies two key components of disgust in politics, one of
which is that disgust begins with an object or action that an individual finds offensive. This
offense leads the individual on a search for other attributes: it “turns our attention... toward
the subject in a search for evidence to justify such a reaction” (9). This focuses the negative
feeling on the offending person who committed the act, forming connections between the
visceral reaction and the out-group member. Thus the disgust at an action or object transforms
into disgust at the person who committed the action or is somehow affiliated with the object.
What started as a disgusting act can often transform the actor into a disgusting person.

When people or entire groups are imagined to be disgusting or contaminants, they will
be treated as such: something to be isolated, separated, possibly even eradicated for the safety
of others.” The very concept of a “behavioral immune system” (Schaller 2006) describes the
ways in which actions typically used for preserving the boundaries of the individual’s body and
physiological health are transformed and repurposed to police the boundaries of desirable

social and moral health - and often to police others, potentially to great prejudicial effect. The

?2 See, for example, the responses to immigrants and anyone even peripherally related to the Ebola
outbreak in 2014 (e.g., Casey 2015).
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immune system is turned outward and acts to keep people and groups perceived as contagious,
contaminants, or otherwise undesirable from coming any closer or putting the individual in
(perceived) harm’s way. We feel disgust and then push others away to protect ourselves. In this
way, disgust facilitates the transformation of others into Others, of people who are different
into a “Them,” separate from the “Us.” This has important political implications.

In every policy domain, hegemonic ideology has (by definition) influenced the current
status quo and also shapes relevant and viable policy alternatives. For example, Social Security
was established as an expression of existing cultural norms, particularly in the context of the
Great Depression, that our society should take care of its workers and elderly. Now, those same
norms also foreclose the likelihood of substantive change to the system. This is observable in
public opinion toward virtually any proposed reform to Social Security, as well as in the
electoral (dis)incentives for legislators. I argue that disgust can be used as an expression or tool
of these norms, even here in the context of a policy that does not appear to be particularly
sexual or otherwise disgust-eliciting. Social Security does not benefit a disliked out-group;
rather, seniors are generally held in high esteem (e.g., “The Greatest Generation”) and hold
considerable political power. Nonetheless, one could easily imagine a campaign that invokes
the rhetoric of disgust to effect or prevent change: “Candidate X’s proposal to increase the
retirement age is simply disgusting in its effort to strip life-long workers of their right to their
hard-earned benefits,” or “Representative Y’s bill that would increase social security taxes
makes me sick. She wants to take even more money away from today’s workers!” In these
ways, disgust is potentially manipulable for many policy arenas. This is consistent with other
literature on the use of emotion in politics, such as Huddy and Gunnthorsdottir (2000) who
describe the political tactic of using visual appeals (i.e., campaign ads) to elicit an emotion and
transfer that emotion to a neutral object (i.e., an unknown political candidate). Emotions can

be and are elicited and used to achieve specific political purposes; disgust is no exception.
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2.3.2 Implications for Persuasion

A second reason to expect disgust to influence politics is its implications for persuasion.
Disgust is a deeply physiological emotion. Hancock’s (2004) second key component is that
disgust is an instinctive response, a gut reaction, “somehow out of the hands of the perceiver”
(10). Scholars have argued that it is perhaps the most embodied of all emotions: Schnall et al
(2008, 1106) described how “disgust is often experienced as a particularly visceral feeling,
possibly because it can trigger nausea, throat clenching, and the very physical process of food
expulsion to protect the body from harmful contaminants.” They went on to argue, “Although
emotions generally involve a physical, embodied component, we suspect that the strong
physical basis might be even more pronounced for disgust.”

An important implication of disgust’s deep embodiment is that appeals to reason could
be less successful than in other contexts. Persuasion attempts based on logic, reason, or just
generally cognitive-focused arguments may be unsuccessful when the audience is feeling such
a visceral, gut-level, emotional response. Indeed, Olatunji (2008) argues that feeling disgust
makes one “resistant to rational argument.” Therefore, on an individual level, feeling disgust
may impede the possibility of persuasion. However, understanding disgust expressions as
indicative of existing social norms, this suggests that opinion change may be additionally
difficult beyond just individual-level resistance. Disgust reflects cultural norms, and media,
elected officials, laws, our social networks and more are constantly reinforcing those cultural
norms. In other words, persuasive efforts are not just working against individuals’ personal
resistance or disgust reactions; these persuasive efforts are also combating a larger society that
teaches and reinforces these individual disgust reactions in the first place.

The individual, physiological component of disgust makes persuasion difficult enough;
that disgust is also ideological makes it even more difficult. To the extent that the American
political process relies on reasoned argument and deliberation, this research suggests that those

who feel disgust may be much more difficult for LGBTQ advocates to engage.
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Finally, and perhaps most important: if disgust is socially constructed, taught, and
reinforced (e.g., Citrin 2004), then that means it can also be deconstructed, interrupted, and
unlearned. As discussed above, what is perceived or constructed as disgusting varies across
time, cultures, and contexts. This means that, though disgust is a predominant feature of
history of LGBTQ people and politics in America and is still powerful today, its influence

moving forward can be dramatically lessened. This is also true beyond the LGBTQ context.

3. Disgust in LGBTQ Politics

3.1 Disgust’s Particular Importance for LGBTQ Politics

I argue that disgust, as an expression of existing cultural values, can be used to great
political effect across many issues. However, for multiple reasons, I expect disgust to have
particularly large effects in the domain of LGBTQ politics and policy.

First, disgust is intimately connected to sex and sexuality. As Rubin (1984) argues,
“Western cultures generally consider sex to be a dangerous, destructive, negative force. ...It
may be redeemed if performed within marriage for procreative purposes and if the pleasurable

2 Any sex act that transgresses this “charmed circle” of

aspects are not enjoyed too much.
socially acceptable parameters are stigmatized and taboo - and taboo or unusual sex is often
cited as a primary elicitor of disgust (Haidt, McCauley, & Rozin 1994). As Angyal (1941, 394)
argues, “The more intimate the contact, the stronger the [disgust| reaction.” Indeed, a growing
body of research confirms a link between sex, sexuality, and disgust reactions. Mosher and
O’Grady (1979), for example, showed that exposure to gay pornography elicited disgust in
heterosexuals, whereas heterosexual pornography did not. More recent studies also show that

disgust reactions were common in response to gay and lesbian people, particularly in intimate

or sexual contexts (Bishop 2015; Cottrell & Neuberg 2005; Doan et al 2014). Given that

23 . . . . .
Even in 2015, arguments against gay marriage often invoke procreation as the purpose of sex and
marriage. See the oral arguments presented at the Supreme Court in Obergefell v. Hodges (2015).
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LGBTQ people, as an out-group, are primarily defined by their sexual identities, it seems
likely, if not all but certain, that disgust would play an influential role in gay politics.*
Discussions of LGBTQ issues could prompt thoughts of sex and sexuality, and by extension
disgust reactions. Indeed this is exactly how Martha Nussbaum (2004) describes what she calls
“projective disgust,” or the disgust that some people feel upon imagining gay sex acts. She
argues that individuals, particularly those who are uncomfortable with their own bodies,
sexuality, and “animality,” project their own self-oriented disgust onto individuals or groups
who bring up those feelings of shame, disgust, or vulnerability in them. “In this way,” she
argues (2010), “the uncomfortable people displace their discomfort onto others, who are then
targeted for various forms of social discrimination.”

Second, disgust is also deeply concerned with bodies. Scholars of disgust argue that
perceived mutilations and other “body envelope violations” are strong triggers of disgust
(Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley 2000). This makes disgust of particular relevance to transgender
and gender non-conforming communities. These reactions may also be triggered by thoughts of
actual or perceived/assumed changes made by trans people to their physical bodies or social
identities. Many critiques leveled at trans people refer to these interventions (e.g. surgery,
hormones) as “mutilations” of one’s body. Other criticisms imply that medical and related
interventions are simply superficial and unnecessary alterations to one’s “true” or
unchangeable self. For example, disgust is being signaled when transgender people’s gender-
affirming healthcare is referred to as “elective mutilation.” This use of language calls specific

attention to the object of disgust (gender transgressions, particularly on a physical/bodily level)

 Generally, “transgender” should not be defined by reference to sexual identity, but rather to gender
identity. However, many people are unaware of how transgender identities differ from LGB identities.
While 65% of Americans report that they have a close friend or family member who is gay (and the
number is likely higher for knowing anyone who is gay), barely 9% of Americans report that they know
someone who is transgender (Jones Cox, & Navarro-Rivera 2014). To the extent that contact mediates
understanding of LGB(T) identities, this gap in contact likely reflects a gap in understanding.
Additionally, Murib (2015) shows how the evolution of “transgender” as a political identity, nested
within the LGB movement, obscured important distinctions between sexual orientation and gender
identity, as well as within the category “transgender” itself.

44



felt toward transgender people.” Indeed, many negative characterizations of trans people focus
on the physical interventions and presumed changes made to the body itself. Additionally,
given the historical stereotyping of sexuality with gender deviance, violations (by anyone) of
gendered norms may also elicit disgust. These reactions may be triggered by acts of non-
compliance, such as gender-atypical dress, behavior, or desire - regardless of whether an
individual identifies as transgender.

Third, disgust is perhaps most relevant to LGBTQ politics because of the behavior it
produces. It compels individuals to distance themselves from the offending stimuli, as a
method of protection from contamination or harm (Rozin et al 2000). On a basic level, this
means simply that upon smelling spoiled milk, one might turn their face or push the carton
away to get out of reach of this unpleasant odor: disgust produces a desire for and then an
action to create distance from the offensive object. On an interpersonal level, this effect is
politically significant. For example, in one study, inducing disgust among politically
conservative participants was related to increased avoidance of contact with gays and lesbians
(Terrizzi et al 2010). This is significant given the demonstrated ability of contact to influence
opinion (e.g., Allport 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp 2006). While this avoidant behavior is
characteristic of disgust generally, this is particularly important for the LGBTQ political
movement due to the LGBTQ movement’s heavy reliance on contact as a central strategy for
persuasion (Stone 2012). This implication is especially pronounced given that conservatives
make up the significant majority of those who remain opposed to gay marriage and other
LGBTQ issues (Jones, Cox, & Navarro-Rivera 2014; McCarthy 2014), but also have been

shown to be more easily disgusted than liberals on average (Inbar et al 2009).

% Schilt and Westbrook (2009) also connect this to maintenance of heterosexuality.
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4. Disgust in U.S. LGBTQ History
As I have argued, there are particular reasons to anticipate disgust’s relevance to
LGBTQ politics. These expectations are borne out, and indeed are pervasive, in the history of
LGBTQ people in America. Disgust and its related language of contamination, contagion,
disease and perversion figure centrally in this history. What started as the medical,
psychological condition of homosexuality (and, relatedly, gender non-conformity) transformed
into the social, moral contaminant that is ubiquitous in modern politics. These affective

legacies continue to structure LGBTQ politics in America today.

4.1 A Medical & Psychological Condition

In the late 19™ century, as Victorian era morals became deeply entrenched in Western
culture and medicine, long-existing but previously less-troubling behaviors, including same-sex
desires and sex acts, became increasingly stigmatized (Foucault [1978] 1990). Prior to this,
sexuality did not operate as a category of identity; sex acts of course occurred, but were not the
basis for social or political identities. As this stigmatization and moralization intensified, a
name was given to these now deviant behaviors: homosexuality.” Summarizing Foucault,
queer theorist Jagose (1997, 9) writes:

Foucault argues that although same-sex sex acts were condemned in both religious and

civil law before 1870, they were regarded as temptations to which anyone might

succumb. Sinful and illegal, those forbidden acts were not understood to constitute a

certain kind of individual. After 1870 same-sex sex acts began to be read as evidence of

a particular type of person about whom explanatory narratives began to be formed: ‘The

sodomite had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species.’
These “explanatory narratives” about homosexuality and homosexuals were, from the start,

rooted in language of Victorian ideals of cleanliness, purity, (im)morality, and the perceived

contagiousness of moral and physical corruption. Over time, these narratives about

% Foucault ([1978] 1990) dates the invention of homosexuality to 1870. The first known uses of the word
heterosexual or heterosexuality were not until 1892 (Katz 1990). In this way, homosexuality existed
before heterosexuality, and both are purely modern inventions (Katz 1990).
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homosexuality became embedded in notions of health, medicine, morality, and citizenship, and
they shaped law and culture.

Sexologists of the late 1800s first examined sexual desire and behaviors from medical
and psychological perspectives. Their work helped establish the belief that human sexuality is
both natural and, for some of these researchers, naturally heterosexual (Seidman 2011, 3).
Early sexologists sometimes referred to homosexuality as “sexual inversion” (e.g., Ellis 1897) -
something literally twisted within the individual. Richard von Krafft-Ebing, credited with
establishing the field of sexology, in particular argued that the sole purpose of human sexuality
was procreation, and any act not in this service was perverse: “With opportunity for the natural
satisfaction of the sexual instinct, every expression of it that does not correspond with the
purpose of nature—i.e., propagation,—must be regarded as perverse” (1892, 79).” This argument
remains familiar and continues to be invoked even at the U.S. Supreme Court in 2015
(Obergefell v. Hodges). Given sexology’s establishment of heterosexuality as “natural,” this
explicitly positions homosexuality as “unnatural” - also language that persists in modern
political rhetoric. Thus, this early (pseudo)scientific approach to the study of sexuality
established same-sex sex acts as abnormal, perverse, and unnatural.

The discipline of sexology also established sexuality as a domain of medicine, health,
and psychology, and this continued into and throughout the 20" century. Sigmund Freud,
perhaps the most notable psychologist of the 20t century, asserted that sexuality was more
about pleasure than reproduction, in contrast with some earlier sexologists. Though Freud
described homosexuality as a natural result of both inborn qualities and childhood
experiences, he nonetheless argued that the preferred, “healthy” form of sexuality was “genital-

centered, intercourse-oriented heterosexuality based on love and monogamy” (Seidman 2011,

" Though sexologists Havelock Ellis and (especially) Magnus Hirschfield offered a more positive view
of gay and transgender people, they still contributed to the study of sexuality through psychology,
medicine, and health perspectives.
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4). This continued the construction of homosexuality as unhealthy and mentally abnormal, an
existing but undesirable condition.

Homosexuality was “treated” using psychotherapy, electroshock therapy (both to the
brain and to the genitals), conversion or “reparative” therapy, aversion therapy,
institutionalization, and even lobotimization, among other methods (for a fuller list and
discussion, see Kutchins & Kirk 1997; also Drescher 2010; Richards 1993; Silverstein 1996).28
Many of the treatments illustrate the conflation of gender non-conformity with sexual non-
conformity. For example, one common treatment was hormone therapy: men were
administered testosterone or androgen in order to “restore” a properly gendered hormonal
balance and thus properly gendered sexual behavior (Kutchins & Kirk 1997). As Canaday
(2009, 11) notes, “It was that perverts wanted to be penetrated like women, rather than the fact
that they had sex with men, that made them perverse.” Thus, homosexuality was a literal
disease that was diagnosable, treatable, and believed in many cases to be recoverable if not
entirely curable. Indeed, in 1952, homosexuality was officially classified in the American
Psychological Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-1).*° This
medicalization, pathologization, and related responses show the extent to which homosexuality

and gender nonconformity were viewed as a disease.

4.2 The Political & Moral Turn
The mid-twentieth century, however, marked an important shift in the American

construction of and relationship to homosexuality. From its inception around 1870 to the

% Interestingly, “aversion therapy” describes a practice wherein individuals (patients) are taught to be
disgusted by some stimulus, in an effort to change their behavior related to that stimulus, i.e., breaking
an addiction or, in this case, ceasing homosexual behavior or desires. This again highlights the basic
point of this chapter, that disgust is employed to teach and reify certain social norms - and if it can be
learned, then it can also be unlearned.

» Alternately, “cross-sex” hormones were sometimes used as a punitive form of chemical castration to
reduce the individual’s (homo)sexual desires, as in the 1952 case of Alan Turing, the British computer
scientist and logician who broke the German Enigma during World War II.

30 Bayer (1987) and Kutchins & Kirk (1997) trace the removal of homosexuality from the DSM in 1973.
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1940s, homosexuality was largely under the purview of medicine and psychology. However, in
the time surrounding World War II, homosexuality became an integral element of citizenship
and a contested category in politics, economics, culture, and morality. During this time, the
conception of homosexuality shifted from a physical and/or psychological disease to a moral
and social one.

American political development scholar Richard Valelly (2012) argues, “Until the
middle of the twentieth century, sexual orientation was simply not widely and deeply
politicized in the United States. But abruptly, in a period of a decade and a half (roughly 1940-
1955), national political and bureaucratic actors created a national sexuality regime that has
taken 60 years of LGBTQ struggle to partly reverse” (Valelly 2012, 313). By the mid-twentieth
century, same-sex sex acts, often referred to as “crimes against nature,” were already
criminalized in every state in the nation (Eskridge 2008).31’32 Canaday (2009) traces a detailed
history of the policing of sexual and gender non-conformity at the federal level, and particularly
in the developing American bureaucracy in the twentieth century. She shows that sodomy and
gender non-conforming bodies became particularly scrutinized by the state, characterized as
disgusting or indicative of disease and moral corruption, and likely to become a “public
charge” - unwilling or unable, due to their perversity, to support themselves and contribute to
society. These characterizations, Canaday argues, played decisive roles in determining who was
allowed access to economic benefits, military service, and indeed the American state itself (via
immigration policy).

This attention to homosexuality in the military became increasingly relevant during
World War II, which “resulted in the first major effort to define and examine homosexuality

as a ‘problem’... Overall this wartime effort created an understanding of the homosexual not

3 Interestingly, until the 19" century, sodomy was also referred to in Anglo-American texts as
“buggery,” a term that “was originally used to slander heretical groups that were believed to originate
from [Bulgarial” (AGLP 2012). Given disgust’s influence in fears of unknown others, this again
highlights the role of disgust in even the earliest labels and understandings of same-sex sex acts.

32 Eskridge (2008) provides a richly detailed history of sodomy laws in America.
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only as a military ‘problem’ but also as a problem posing a danger to national interests and
p p p g g

security” (Fejes 2008, 13—14).33 In other words, homosexuality became a newly political (i.e.,

rather than medical) problem for the federal government, and this further reinforced the

regulation of sexuality in the already burgeoning American bureaucracy (Canaday 2009).

The government bureaucracy was not the only one to turn its attention to the

surveillance of homosexuality. Institutions of art and culture
did so as well. In fact, so dangerous was the specter of
homosexuality that from 1930 to 1968, the Motion Picture
Production Code banned any representation of homosexuality
in film. Will Hays, the first president of the Motion Picture
Producers and Distributors of America (MMPDA, now the
MPAA), in an effort “to improve the image of the motion
picture industry... introduced the Production Code, a
document designed to help the industry regulate itself by
following certain moral principles and guidelines” (Oscars.org
2016). Now famous for its influence on film, subversion, and

culture (e.g., Russo [1981] 1987), the Hays Code’s move to ban

Figure 3.4:
The Motion Picture
Production Code, 1930-1955
(Oscars.org 2016)

A CODE
’ TO GOVERN THE MAKING
OF MOTION PICTURES

‘ the

Reasons Supporting It
and the

Resolution for Uniform

Interpretation

Motion Picture Association of America, Inc.

1050-1955

homosexuality in film was also blatantly tied to and invoked disgust in its proscriptions.

Calling to mind Krafft-Ebing’s description of homosexuality, Rule 11.4 of the Production Code

states “Sex perversion or any inference to it is forbidden.” Rule I1.7 further states, “Sex

hygiene and venereal diseases are not subjects for motion pictures,” highlighting the continued

connection between forbidden sex and disease. Other sections of the code are entitled

“Vulgarity,” “Obscenity,” and “Repellent Subjects,” all further highlighting the role of disgust

in guiding these “moral principles.”

3 See also Bérubé (1990) for a history of gay men and women in the military during World War II.
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Shifting economic forces also facilitated this shift from perceiving homosexuality as a
medical condition to a moral and social contaminant. D’Emilio (1993) argues that the radical
restructuring of the American economy during the World War II era allowed for the
emergence of a gay identity. As capitalism flourished and the economy shifted from an
agrarian, family-unit-centered structure to an increasingly industrial, wage-labor-centered
structure, this produced new opportunities for individual identities outside of the family to
emerge. Both the economy and sexuality, D’Emilio argued, shifted from mainly (re)productive
purposes to more independently-focused and pleasure-driven endeavors.

Capitalism has gradually undermined the material basis of the nuclear family by taking

away the economic functions that cemented the ties between family members... On the

other hand, the ideology of capitalist society has enshrined the family as the source of
love, affection, and emotional security, the place where our need for stable, intimate
human relationships is satisfied. ...Thus, while capitalism has knocked the material
foundation away from family life, lesbians, gay men, and heterosexual feminists have

become the scapegoats for the social instability of the system. (D’Emilio 1993, 473)
This shift is, in part, how homosexuality came to be perceived as explicitly “anti-family,” a
commonly used refrain in modern American politics.>* It also illustrates the shift from
conceiving of homosexuality as a psychological problem to a moral contaminant that
threatened the American family and society.

From the 1950s to the 1970s, this understanding of homosexuality as a contagious
threat to the social and moral fabric of the American nation-state only intensified. For
example, McCarthyism viewed homosexuality as a contagious element that would lead an
individual to betray his or her nation, “a weakness that opened the door to Communist
subversion” (Fejes 2008, 9; see also Johnson (2004) for a thorough history of this “Lavender
Scare”). Furthermore, the Kinsey reports (1948; 1953) heightened American attention to the

surprising prevalence of homosexual behavior, which in turn led the public to realize they

were “no longer sure how to recognize a homosexual” (Fejes 2008, 14). As a result,

* See, for example, the following anti-LGBTQ organizations, as characterized by the Southern Poverty
Law Center: the American Family Association, the Family Research Council, the Family Research
Institute, and Focus on the Family.
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“Homosexuality, like communism, was frequently referred to as a disease and invasion; both
were seen as infections that were not locatable under the boundaries of ethnicity, dress,
language, or religion” (Field 2005, 8).

This pervasive but clandestine condition led to heightened scrutiny and vigilance on
the part of anti-gay forces in their efforts to police the boundaries of acceptable expressions of
gender and sexuality. Through the 1960s and 1970s, government and law officials rigorously
enforced existing anti-sodomy laws, continued McCarthy-style review of government employees
for “sexual perversion,” and commonly raided gay and lesbian establishments (Eskridge 2008;
Mallory, Hasenbush, & Sears 2015). The most common targets and victims of these efforts
were the most visible or identifiable members of the LGBTQ community: typically transgender
or gender non-conforming people, and especially people of color. For example, police often
arrested butch women during bar raids for not wearing a minimum of three pieces of
“feminine” clothing (Mogul, Ritchie, & Whitlock 2012). These efforts to limit or control
LGBTQ people and their expressions in public sectors and spaces (i.e., government, places of
business, public meeting places for sex) highlighted the growing understanding of
homosexuality as a specifically public, social threat.

At the same time, a nascent homophile and gay rights movement was building,
pressuring local governments and organizations for equal treatment, political rights, and
redress to social discrimination. The 1966 Compton Cafeteria Riots and the 1969 Stonewall
Riots marked the first times LGBTQ people fought back against police brutality and state
surveillance, both times led by gender non-conforming and transgender people of color
(Stryker 2008). In 1972, the first gay rights ordinances were passed in East Lansing and Ann
Arbor, Michigan, and over the next four years another 27 cities and counties would enact some
similar form of nondiscrimination law (Fejes 2008, 53). By 1973, gay advocates had also
successfully pressured the American Psychological Association to remove homosexuality as a

disorder from the DSM (Bayer 1987; Kutchins & Kirk 1997), and in 1977, Harvey Milk became
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one of the first openly gay elected officials in the United States. The movement was slowly
gaining traction around the country.

However, responses to these events illustrate the persistence of disgust and stigma even
in the face of early progress and growing LGBTQ visibility. Police and state regulation
continued, if not intensified (Mogul, Ritchie, & Whitlock 2012), and Harvey Milk was
assassinated only eleven months after he took office, just months after he sponsored a
successful gay rights ordinance for the city of San Francisco (Shilts 1982).% Though the APA
removed homosexuality from the DSM, they simultaneously added “gender dysphoria,” a
category that effectively characterized gender non-conformity as a psychological disorder
(Drescher 2010; Kutchins & Kirk 1997).%® This category continues to dictate transgender
people’s access to gender-affirming healthcare, resources, and state recognition to this day.

Other efforts around the country to promote legal rights for gay people were met with
moral and political outrage, most notably the rise of Anita Bryant’s “Save Our Children”
campaign in response to Miami-Dade County’s gay non-discrimination ordinance (Fejes 2008).
Anita Bryant’s rhetoric and other similar campaigns around the country also relied on disgust,
conceptions of homosexuality as anti-family, and fears of gay men in particular as predators of
both children’s bodies and morality. Fejes (2008) argues that the 1978 Miami ordinance was
particularly instrumental in catapulting gay rights into the national spotlight. Of equal
importance, the specific terms of this debate - Anita Bryant’s terms - also went national. This
concretized the “moral panic” surrounding gay rights and LGBTQ progress that has structured

LGBTQ political efforts (e.g., Stone 2012) to this day.

% His assassin, Dan White, was also an elected member of the San Francisco Board of Supervisors, and
was the only Supervisor who voted against Milk’s 1978 gay rights ordinance (Shilts 1982).
36 . 1% 3 ) . .

As Judith Butler argues, “The ‘diagnosis’ can operate in several ways, but one way it can and does
operate, especially in the hands of those who are transphobic, is as an instrument of pathologization. To
be diagnosed with gender identity disorder is to be found, in some way, to be ill, sick, wrong, out of

order, abnormal, and to suffer a certain stigmatization as a consequence of the diagnosis being given at
all.” (275)
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The events of the 1970s illustrated and cemented the mid-twentieth century shift from
understanding homosexuality and gender non-conformity as a psychological, medical condition
to a social, moral threat to the nation. However, the lingering associations between

homosexuality and disease were soon to be reactivated in the 1980s.

4.3 HIV/AIDS & The Reification of Disease

On June 5, 1981, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention first reported five
cases of a rare lung infection in young gay men in California. This was the first official report
of what would become known as the AIDS epidemic (AIDS.gov 2015).” Unlike prior
conceptions of homosexuality as a psychological or social disease, the HIV/AIDS epidemic
involved an actual, physical disease with actual risk of contagion or contamination. As
knowledge emerged that HIV/AIDS was primarily afflicting the gay community, the
association between homosexuality and disease only grew stronger.

As news of the disease spread and the number of its victims climbed, a panic spread
across the nation. For nearly three years, the source, cause, and method of transmission of the
disease was unknown (AIDS.gov 2015), and so for three long years the public remained
similarly uncertain of how to avoid transmission or potential contagions. However, what was
known was that the disease was primarily affecting gay male and intravenous drug-using
communities. Indeed, one of the early names for the disease was actually “gay-related immune
deficiency,” or GRID. This bolstered fears of and prejudice toward the gay community (e.g.,
Herek 2002), and further acted as “proof” of the social, moral, and now physical threat

supposedly posed by (homo)sexual deviance.” Even as knowledge about HIV/AIDS grew,

3 For a history of this time, see Shilts ([1987] 2007). See also Gould (2009) for a history of ACT UP, the
LGBTQ community’s fight against AIDS, and the influence and use of emotions in this struggle.

% This is consistent with the more general pattern that disease outbreaks increase anxiety, prejudice
toward outgroups, and support for restrictive and punitive policies (e.g., Albertson & Gadarian 2015).
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many in the public continued to view the disease as a form of “divine punishment” intended

specifically for the gay community and their “immoral sexual behavior,” as seen in Figure 3.2.

Figure 3.2: 1987-2007 Pew Findings on American Beliefs that
“AIDS Might Be God’s Punishment for Immoral Sexual Behavior”
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(Source: Pew 2007)

By 2013, this belief had further declined to 14% of all Americans, though slightly
higher (20-25%) among some religious denominations (Jones, Cox, & Navarro-Rivera 2014).
However, even in 2014, 65% of Americans believe that people living with HIV or AIDS in the
U.S. became “infected because of irresponsible personal behavior,” rather than through no
fault of their own (Jones, Cox, & Navarro-Rivera 2014). By contrast, only 41% of Americans
think that people with HIV or AIDS in developing countries contracted the disease through
irresponsible behavior. Furthermore, “|tlhere are few differences on this issue among
Americans from different political, religious, racial backgrounds” (46). This disparity shows the
lingering connotations in America of blaming HIV on an individual’s sexual behavior.

From its outset, then, HIV/AIDS has been understood as a disease associated with the
gay community. However, this occurred in a way that is relatively unique to disease affliction:

few, if any, other diseases are as closely associated with and stigmatizing of the population they
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primarily afflict.” For example, breast cancer affects mainly women but generally does not
result in prejudicial attitudes toward women, let alone widespread belief that women deserved
cancer simply because they are women. In a closer analogy, even other sexually transmitted
infections, though often stigmatizing, typically do not result in the loss of employment or
housing. Rather, the preexisting understanding of homosexuality through a lens of disease,
pathology, and disgust framed and dictated this response to HIV/AIDS. The public already viewed
the gay community as disgusting, and American society had generally regarded homosexuality
as some variant of a disease or condition for a century by this time. As a result, the connection
between the gay community and this disease transformed quickly in the public’s mind to a
specifically gay disease. This association with disgust also sheds light on the fact that the
public and the government alike engaged in a committed pattern of avoidance - a behavior
disgust is known to produce - of both the HIV epidemic and the community it was most
affecting. Indeed, it was 1987 before President Reagan even used the word AIDS in public, by
which point over 25,000 people had already died in the United States alone (amfAR.org 2016).
In short, while homosexuality had historically been viewed as disgusting and in turns
both a psychological and a social disease, HIV/AIDS reified this connection for the modern
era, as a literal, physical, potentially fatal disease became primarily associated with the 