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Abstract: 

This paper examines the contentious but formative relationship between Barack Obama and the LGBT 

movement. Our examination of this uneasy alliance builds on a growing body of work produced by the 

“UCLA School” that views political parties as coalitions of groups. Although this theory has made a 

significant contribution to our understanding of political parties – especially during an era when so much 

partisanship takes place outside of regular party organizations – it does not yet capture the complex interplay 

between party leaders and groups that shapes party politics and policy. Taking account specifically of the 

important role that presidents and social movements play in contemporary partisanship and policy 

development, we argue that the relationship between groups and parties is likely to involve far more 

bargaining and tension than the prevailing theory predicts.  Social movement groups, especially, must put 

considerable pressure on party leaders – most notably, presidents – to advance their programmatic 

objective. Moreover, presidents play a critical role in constructing and maintaining party coalitions. We test 

this argument through a detailed case study of the relationship between the LGBT movement and the 

Democratic Party under Barack Obama based on a number of secondary and primary sources, including 

interviews with LGBT movement leaders, (former) White House officials, leading litigants, party officials, 

and progressive think tank advocates. 
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“I believe that marriage is the union between a man and a woman. Now, for me as a Christian, it is also a sacred 

union. God's in the mix. […] I am not somebody who promotes same-sex marriage, but I do believe in civil unions." 

 

Sen. Barack Obama (D-IL), Saddleback Presidential Candidate Forum, August 17, 2008 

 

 

“We, the people, declare today that the most evident of truths –- that all of us are created equal –- is the star that 

guides us still; just as it guided our forebears through Seneca Falls, and Selma, and Stonewall. […] Our journey is 

not complete until our gay brothers and sisters are treated like anyone else under the law for if we are truly created 

 equal, then surely the love we commit to one another must be equal as well.” 

 

President Barack Obama, Second Inaugural Address, January 21, 2013 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Barack Obama’s two utterances, pronounced five years apart, illustrate a self-described soul searching 

process of “evolution” that led the president from a position that “marriage is the union between a man 

and a woman” to his announcement in an interview in May 2012 that “same-sex couples should be able to 

get married” (Solomon, 2014, p. 307). During his second inaugural, Obama went even further by joining 

the Stonewall uprising – the 1969 riots at the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village often invoked as the 

start of the modern gay rights movement – with critical episodes in the struggles for the rights of women 

and African-Americans. Obama thus chose a “solemn occasion,” as Evan Wolfson – a leading architect of 

the same-sex marriage campaign – noted, to “[articulate] the movement as important not just for gay 

people but for the American journey.”1 

This shift on same-sex marriage (SSM) not only reflects Obama’s personal journey, but a larger 

development within the administration and the Democratic Party on LGBT rights. Obama’s embrace of 

gay marriage2 was not merely rhetorical: together with a series of administrative actions, legislative 

achievements, and policy reforms, Obama and the Democrats have established LGBT rights as a 

                                                           
1 Interview with Evan Wolfson.  
2 We use the terms “same-sex marriage” and “gay marriage” interchangeably. For more on the use of the terms gay, 

lesbian, LGBT, and same-sex in political science research see: Smith, 2011.  
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fundamental part of the administration’s legacy, and of the Democratic Party’s platform. But how did this 

marriage between a Democratic President and the LGBT rights movement come to be? 

To some extent, this outcome might not be puzzling at all. Indeed, the growing body of 

scholarship on parties and interest groups produced and inspired by the “UCLA School” (Bawn et al, 

2012; Cohen et al, 2008) might lead us to expect the Democratic Party to embrace LGBT rights. Viewing 

parties as informal “networks,” these scholars have argued that parties are comprised of a coalition of 

high-demanding groups that shape partisan politics and policies. Since the LGBT movement is associated 

with the Democratic Party, and parties exist to cater to groups’ interests, the Democratic Party’s support 

for LGBT rights in comparison to the lack of support on the Republican side is not surprising (Karol, 

2012). 

However, the view of parties as informal networks presents an image of group-party interaction 

that does not cover the full complexity inherent in this relationship. Although parties – and, importantly, 

their presidents – have collaborated more frequently with groups and social movements during the last 

half-century, the relationship between parties, the president, and social activists is not only pivotal but 

also uneasy. As the authors of The Party Decides – the book that established the UCLA school – note, 

“party groups want different and even opposing policies” and presidents must negotiate these differences 

(Cohen et al, 2008, 84). The Obama administration’s relationship with the LGBT community is no 

different. While this partnership has resulted in many policy achievements (see Table 1), the relationship 

between Obama, the Democratic Party, and LGBT rights organizations has often been tense. Many gay 

rights activists – frustrated by the president’s tortuous evolution on SSM and (perceived) slow handling of 

other core LGBT issues during his first term – viewed the achievements of the Obama administration as 

too little and too slow. More importantly, the Obama administration did not readily grant support of 

LGBT rights.  

 

[Table 1 about here] 

 



4 

 

This paper traces the contentious but ultimately fruitful relationship between the Obama White 

House, the Democratic Party, and LGBT groups since the 2008 election. Although we have consulted a 

number of primary and secondary sources, the analysis relies principally on extensive elite interviews 

with LGBT movement leaders, (former) White House officials, attorneys involved in key cases and policy 

developments, party officials, and progressive think tank activists.3 In examining the important ties 

between the Obama White House and LGBT groups, we build on, but recast in important ways, party 

coalition theory. Although we share the premise that groups are fundamental to the dynamics of 

partisanship, our conceptual framework is informed by the role party organizations and governing 

institutions play in building and maintaining these networks.  Just as important, we think that the analysis 

of party coalitions has to make finer grain distinctions between groups, especially the important 

differences between vested interests and the social movement organizations, which have become so 

central to contemporary developments of partisanship.  

Our core argument is that the formative but contentious relationship between presidents and 

social movement organizations is central to the functioning of partisan networks. The White House, in 

particular, is not relegated to playing merely a “managerial role.”4 Although the Obama administration 

viewed the LGBT movement as an important source of campaign support and a key constituency of the 

progressive coalition it was seeking to strengthen, the White House did not immediately choose to 

“appease” gay activists (Karol 2012, 5). LGBT activists therefore put considerable pressure on Obama – 

                                                           
3 We conducted more than fifteen interviews for this article. The interviews, which lasted on average an hour, were 

conducted by phone and were not recorded. We made noted during the interviews and gave participants the right to 

edit these according to their recollections. Participants were also given the choice to remain anonymous. We have 

been careful to use our interviews in appropriate ways to ensure that conclusions drawn from these discussions are 

valid. Specifically, we have used this data to draw conclusions about our interviewees’ perceptions about the 

relationship between the Obama administration and the LGBT movement. Throughout, we have avoided equating 

interviewees’ statements with objective factual information about the Obama presidency or the LGBT movement. 

Rather, interview information has been used to shed light on how individuals in the White House, party 

organizations, think tanks, universities, law firms, and social groups approached LGBT issues and why they took the 

actions they did. Whenever possible, we have corroborated the information gleaned from interviews with other 

sources. The full notes of those interviews that are on the record can be found in the appendix; upon publication, 

these transcripts will be made available through the Qualitative Data Repository (QDR) at Syracuse University, and 

through personal research websites.  
4 As Bawn, et al. describe this role, “politicians [facilitate] efforts by policy demanding groups,” often groups the 

politicians already represent (581). 
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“the very same man for whom 70 percent of them had voted” (Eleveld, 2015, xiv). Social activists 

targeted the White House through lobbying, withholding campaign donations, engaging in direct action, 

and pushing a narrative of LGBT discontent in the media – all in an attempt to force the administration to 

act. Although the Obama administration was often sympathetic to these demands, it subordinated them to 

broader political and programmatic ambitions. Indeed, the policy preferences of gay rights activists were 

often frustrated or delayed in the course of intraparty negotiations and conflict. Partisan institutions (and, 

in particular presidents as party leaders) thus play a fundamental role in shaping partisan networks and 

policy demands. Instead of interest group demands dominating partisanship, parties, presidents, and 

groups find themselves in a process of continuous negotiation and conflict. On the one hand, presidents 

and other party leaders view social movement organizations as critical, if nettlesome allies, in fulfilling 

their political and programmatic ambitions; on the other hand, social activists find the White House all 

too willing to delay and compromise their causes, but are forced to rely on partisan and presidential 

support to achieve their goals and, more broadly, confirm their very legitimacy in the political arena.5   

 

Interest Groups and Partisan Coalitions 

 

 The scholars who have envisioned parties as informal networks claim that collective partisan 

responsibility is undermined by “coalitions of interest groups and activists seeking to capture and use 

government for their particular goals” (Bawn et al, 2010, 571). In this view, parties focus their energies in 

ensuring the enactment of policies preferred by “intense policy demanders” in their coalition, rather than 

in producing a party brand that is appealing to the average voter. This coalition view of political parties as 

                                                           
5 The advance of LGBT policy reform cannot be reduced to changes in public opinion on critical issues like 

marriage equality, remarkable as these changes have been. For example, the public’s strong support for gun control 

legislations has not been acted on by Congress. Instead, the gun control issue, like LGBT rights, sharply divides the 

parties. As Karol argues, public opinion, even public opinion among partisans, thus cannot fully explain how the 

Democrats became the receptacle of gay rights (Karol 2012, 7). 
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extending beyond traditional party organizations helps elucidate a variety of aspects of party behavior that 

previously went unexplained or understudied – most notably how party positions change over time.6 

 David Karol, a leading scholar of the coalition model, argues that shifts in preferences of groups 

go far in explaining how parties change their positions on policies. In this view, groups – defined as “self-

aware [collections] of individuals who share intense concerns about a particular policy area” (Karol, 

2009, 9) – identify which policy positions they want their party to take. Elected members of the party 

subsequently change their voting behavior accordingly. The basic assumption underlying this model is 

that groups affiliated with a party expect it to be “better” than the rival party on issues the groups care 

about. When groups, such as LGBT organizations, are incorporated into a party coalition, change in the 

party’s policy commitments is gradual, but both incumbents and new public officials feel pressure to 

embrace policy preferences of the new claimants (Karol 2012, 4-5).  

Groups are indeed a fundamental force in American politics. However, we argue that to fully 

understand the relationship between groups and parties it is necessary not only to consider the important 

and distinctive role of social movements in partisan transformation, but also to bring institutions back into 

the analysis – that is, to examine how the interaction between government institutions, party organizations 

and advocacy groups produce programmatic change. In particular, we build on the coalition management 

theory by investigating the relationship between presidents and groups. We believe three considerations 

presuppose a modification of the coalition model: the existence of different types of groups that function 

within a party; the need to identify the circumstances under which groups are more or less successful in 

pushing their party to embrace new policies; and the significant role institutions (particularly the modern 

presidency) play in shaping partisan politics and policy.  

 First, although we can categorize groups by a shared interest – e.g. feminists, 

environmentalists, unions, Christian conservatives, etc. – and identify a corresponding party with which 

                                                           
6 Other avenues of activity of the UCLA school include the role of party leaders in the selection of presidential 

candidates (Cohen et al, 2008), the role ideology plays in connecting the different groups within a party coalition 

(Noel, 2013), and party elite control over candidates in state legislatures (Masket, 2009). 
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these groups align, there are crucial distinctions between types of groups. Specifically, there is a 

fundamental difference between interest groups and social movements. The latter generally are not well 

organized or willing coalition partners.  Compared to traditional interest groups like Labor or business, 

social movements tend to be informal networks of advocates that seek to mobilize support for broad 

causes that challenge prevailing values and institutions.7 While they may become “vested interests” (Moe, 

2015; Skocpol, 1999), groups spawned by social movements generally do not sit comfortably within party 

organizations or readily accept the moderating influence of party brokers. Rather, combining movement 

politics and partisanship, social activists fight their causes in- and outside of official organizations – a 

paradoxical combination of intense partisanship and weak party organizations (Rauch, 2015).  

A second issue is the extent to which groups can successfully move the party’s position. Karol is 

careful to note that groups do not always get their way. Nonetheless, parties do tend to embrace policy 

positions of groups that are part of their network, albeit sometimes haltingly. Yet elected officials, even if 

they are “true believers” in the partisan coalition’s causes, still face utilitarian concerns such as reelection. 

As a result, party leaders and partisan brokers might not be willing to fully grant all requests posited by 

their constituent groups. Moreover, differences among groups are to be expected – with some groups 

capable of getting most of what they want out of the party, while other groups are far less successful. As 

Frymer (1999) has argued, one way of explaining the extent to which groups can succeed in getting their 

policies adopted is dependent on whether these groups have a viable exit strategy. Groups that are not 

“captured” – because parties are not polarized on their core issues – are more effective in forcing their party 

to change policy positions. Given the growing divide between Democrats and Republicans on domestic and 

foreign policy issues, intra-party groups are likely to find themselves captured. Parties thus might be less 

inclined to provide their captured groups with demanded policy changes, and, consequently, we can expect 

                                                           
7 In Charles Tilly’s definition, “[a] social movement is a sustained series of interactions between power holders and 

persons successfully claiming to speak on behalf of a constituency lacking formal representation, in the course of 

which those persons make publicly visible demands for change in the distribution or exercise of power” (Tilly, 2004, 

306). 
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groups to try and fulfill their programmatic objectives by putting considerable pressure on “their” party 

leaders. 

Finally, there are the practical challenges coalition management entails. New demands from 

groups (especially social groups) are likely to cause tensions within partisan coalitions. After all, a party 

must not only seek to keep its most important constituencies in the fold, its leaders also must strive to 

prevent the coalition from blowing apart. This means that any new demand posited by a coalition member 

must not only be assessed based on the value of the group itself to partisan principles and strategy, but 

also on the basis of the effects policy shifts may have on other groups. Changing a party position based on 

a new demand of one group can go against the wishes of other groups in the coalition, thus threatening to 

fracture the party. Furthermore, parties must cater to many groups that are presenting demands at the 

same time. Even if groups are generally supportive of one another’s preferences, their priority will still be 

to first achieve outcomes that are beneficial to their own interests or causes.  

Combined, these considerations raise a crucial element of the interaction between groups, parties, 

and presidents: namely that the relationship is very likely to be highly contentious. Although an intense 

group demand might be a necessary step towards policy change, we argue that it is not in and of itself 

sufficient to explain programmatic developments. Policy demands take place in a highly competitive 

environment, which is disrupted by intense – and sometimes contentious – negotiations between 

representatives of groups and party leaders. Change in party policy is causally related to a group’s policy 

demand, but what this change looks like, and when it occurs is thus dependent upon how the critical but 

unstable relationship between party leaders and advocates play out.  

 

Presidents as Coalition Leaders  

 

As The Party Decides has acknowledged, this process requires a steward of the party coalition, 

tasked with the responsibility of managing the process of policy demands and change, and ensuring that 

the demands of individual groups advance rather than harm the fortunes of his or her party. Although 
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Congress and party organizations are critical forums for the arbitration of group demands, in modern 

American politics it is often the president who leads the partisan coalition. Since the Progressive Era, as 

local party organizations and the national committees have become less effective in managing party 

coalitions,8 the presidency has become the main repository of party responsibility. More recently, partisan 

gridlock in Congress has greatly abetted this process, foisting further policy responsibility on the 

executive office. With the president’s partisan affiliates in Congress delegating considerable policy 

responsibility to the executive office, the modern presidency has become instrumental in reconstituting 

political alliances (Milkis, 1993).  

Scholars of American politics have paid scant attention to how partisan conflict and polarization 

have reconfigured the relationship between presidents, parties, and groups. In fact, some scholars have 

interpreted the coalition view to suggest that the modern presidency is a mere instrument of the 

demanding constellation of organizations that compose their party’s coalition.9 This perspective ignores 

the clear influence presidents have had on their parties. Indeed, the “long coalitions” of contemporary 

parties in the United States arose primarily from the relationships forged between presidents and social 

movement organizations. Deploying the two pillars of the modern executive – the rhetorical and 

administrative presidencies – for partisan objectives, presidents since Lyndon Johnson have made efforts 

to expand and mediate the network of groups affiliated with their parties and thus advanced, as Galvin 

writes, “the movement from less structured, ‘pluralist’ party-group relations to more institutionalized, 

long term linkages that hold together modern party networks” (Galvin 2014, 112).  

                                                           
8 The weakening of traditional party organizations has been the basis of scholarship that has stressed the decline of 

parties (Polsby 1983; Lowi 1985); however, other scholars have stressed the transformation of parties from state and 

local patronage based institutions to more national and programmatic organizations (Aldrich 1995; Galvin, 2012; 

Milkis, Rhodes and Charnock 2012). 
9 Paul Pierson provides an especially provocative view of this position. Invoking the UCLA school, he writes, “[the] 

two most prominent domestic initiatives of our most recent presidents – the Bush tax cuts and Obamacare – are 

typical. These initiatives emerged, completely unsurprisingly, from each president’s partisan coalitions. Substitute a 

different leader from the same party at the same time and arguably the policy agenda would look similar” (Pierson, 

2014, 292). 
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While organized labor had traditionally been an “anchor group” in the Democratic Party 

(Schlozman, 2015), its decline since 1960 and the switch of white Southern voters to the Republican 

Party, means that the New Deal coalition lost its core elements. However, Johnson’s troubled yet fruitful 

relationship with the Civil Rights movement not only resulted in landmark reforms but also wrought 

major changes in the Democratic Party, with Civil Rights activists forming a new anchor group that 

transformed the Democratic coalition and reshaped the party’s commitments. This new Democratic 

coalition – minorities, young voters, well-educated and single women, and the LGBT community – is 

based on the social politics spawned by the civil rights revolution. Similarly, the Christian Right 

transformed the Republican Party. Reagan’s contribution to the development of a decidedly right of 

center modern Republican Party, pledging to advance issues of critical importance to Christian 

conservatives, made the GOP an attractive venue for forging a strong bond between the White House and 

Christian Right.  With their impressive march through American political institutions, these religious 

movement activists joined with Reagan in advancing a more centralized, polarized and programmatic 

partisanship (Milkis, Tichenor and Blessing, 2013).  

But while relationships between the modern executive and social movements anchors Democratic 

and Republican coalitions, tensions between presidents and social activists test these bonds. Even the 

most ambitious reform presidents have to worry about the risk of social movements pushing them to 

positions that will jeopardize their standing in the country and their party.  As Bruce Miroff has observed, 

from “the standpoint of presidential politics, what is distinctive – and troublesome – about social 

movements is their preference for mass mobilization over elite negotiations, their propensity to confront 

issues directly rather than exerting pressure through Washington lobbying, and their desire for public 

attention and controversy rather than quiet coalition-building” (Miroff 1981, 5).  

The combustible alliance between presidents and social movements exacerbates the difficulty of 

coalition management.  As partisan leaders, presidents make assessments of when and how to cater to 

partisan groups on the basis of a variety of considerations, including their assessment of whether a policy 

change could harm the party or president electorally with other groups, and the extent to which not giving 
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in would hurt the party’s relationship with the group making the demands. Given that partisan coalitions 

are competitive environments, groups within the parties put considerable effort into pushing presidents to 

take action on their behalf.  In the case of social movements, which frequently face the problem of not 

being electorally competitive and therefore forced to put considerable pressure on the party through other 

means, these actions take place both in- and outside of the traditional forms of intra-party negotiations. To 

get what they want out of their party, groups negotiate with, push, and attack their president and party in a 

manner that is frequently contentious. Yet the relationship is also inescapable: in contemporary American 

politics, presidents see social movements as critical means to their own ends, while activists’ prime target 

will be the president of the party who is most sympathetic to their demands. 

 

Obama, the Democratic Party, and the LGBT Movement, 2009-2015 

 

 To explore this argument, we present a case study of the relationship between the Obama 

administration and the LGBT community between 2008 and 2015. In tracing this relationship, we show 

that (1) LGBT groups had a powerful influence on the policies the Democratic Party adopted, but also 

that (2) party leaders – in particular Obama – had considerable agency in determining the exact way 

Democratic partisans went about meeting those groups’ demands. Thus, LGBT groups had to engage in a 

relentless but sophisticated combination of inside negotiation and insurgent action to both change public 

opinion and pressure the Obama administration and other Democratic leaders to respond to their policy 

demands.  

This case, informed by interviews with many key actors who shaped LGBT politics and policy 

demands, provides insight into the relationship between presidents, parties, and social movements in two 

ways. First, the fight for LGBT rights has become – in the assessment of former Attorney General Eric 

Holder – one of “the defining civil rights challenges of our time.”10 Learning how the Obama 

                                                           
10 Washington Post, February 4, 2014. 
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administration and the LGBT community interacted to advance these rights thus offers valuable insights 

into a critical political development. Second, it sheds light on the complex relationship between groups 

and parties more generally.  

From the 1970s onwards the LGBT community has been part of the Democratic Party’s electoral 

coalition. The 2007 Hunter College Poll – one of the first major attempts at measuring political opinions 

of LGBT Americans – found that members of the community identified as Democrats at a considerably 

higher rate than heterosexual Americans did (see Table 2). Additionally, support for LGBT rights is much 

higher among Democratic elected officials (Karol, 2012). But the relationship between the party and 

LGBT groups also has frequently been tense. Although Democrats were consistently more supportive of 

LGBT rights than the Republican Party,11 LGBT activists believed that party leaders were fearful that 

embracing LGBT issues would hurt the party with the broader electorate. As Jeff Krehely of the Center 

for American Progress told us: “we kind of knew most Democratic candidates really supported LGBT 

rights but couldn’t say it for political reasons.”12 Indeed, throughout the 1990s and 2000s Democrats took 

policy positions on gay rights issues that LGBT groups opposed – including support for Don’t Ask Don’t 

Tell (DADT) and the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA - for a breakdown of partisan support for this law, 

see Table 3).13 

 

[Table 2 about here.] 

[Table 3 about here.] 

 

                                                           
11 For example, under DNC chairman Steven Grossman (1997-1999) the DNC created an LGBT caucus led by Brian 

Bond, who would go on to be the first LGBT liaison in the Obama administration (Interview with Steven 

Grossman). 
12 Interview with Jeff Krehely. 
13 The assessments of the DOMA and DADT decisions differ between LGBT activists and Democratic elected 

officials and party activists. For example, Lorri Jean, CEO of the Los Angeles LGBT Community Center – the 

largest LGBT organization in the world – described Bill Clinton as “not a good friend to our community” for he “not 

only signed DOMA; he invited DOMA and encouraged it.” In contrast, former Congressman Barney Frank (D-MA) 

described DADT as “the best Clinton could achieve under the circumstances…DOMA was a serious setback […] 

but the problem was the Republicans; Clinton, generally, was supportive of the gay community.” (Interview with 

Lorri Jean; Interview with Barney Frank). 
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After SSM became a Republican rallying cry in the 2004 presidential election, most leading 

Democrats (including presidential candidate John Kerry) provided only lukewarm support for the LGBT 

community. After Kerry’s defeat, high profile Democrats, such as Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-CA), openly 

blamed the LGBT community for hurting the party, arguing that the focus on SSM was “too much, too 

fast, and too soon.”14 In the run-up to the 2008 election, Democrats continued to view SSM as an issue 

that would not likely help, but could very well hurt, electorally.15 Barack Obama, throughout the 2008 

primaries and general election campaign, embraced certain pro-gay policy positions (including the full 

repeal of DOMA) but opposed SSM, which most gay rights activists considered a core issue.  

Additionally, the Obama campaign engaged in a series of missteps that caused great concern 

among LGBT activists. In November 2007, the campaign frustrated LGBT activists by inviting Donnie 

McClurkin, an African-American gospel singer who claims to have been cured of his homosexuality, to 

perform at a fundraiser in South Carolina.16 During the general election campaign, Obama explained his 

opposition to gay marriage using religious terminology, thereby “[declaring] gays too spiritually corrupt 

for marriage” while still professing “to advance their cause” (Eleveld, 2015, xiii). Adding insult to injury, 

opponents of SSM used Obama’s stated opposition to marriage equality in robocalls that urged voters to 

support their successful campaign for Proposition 8, the 2008 California anti-SSM initiative.17 

As Tobias Wolff, a law professor at the University of Pennsylvania and the Obama campaign’s 

top LGBT advisor, told us, the missteps “created distrust despite the genuine commitment he had to 

                                                           
14 San Francisco Chronicle, 11/4/2004. 
15 The 2004 election – which saw constitutional amendments banning gay marriage passed in 11 states – was 

traumatic for LGBT activists. As Marc Solomon, the political director of Freedom to Marry, told us: “It was pretty 

horrific to have leading Democrats point to us and blame us when all we did was try to get our equal rights.” 

Similarly, Heather Cronk of GetEQUAL described the 2004 election as a “deep trauma” for LGBT activists 

(Interview with Marc Solomon; Interview with Heather Cronk). 
16 Tobias Wolff, a law professor at the University of Pennsylvania and the Obama campaign’s top LGBT advisor, 

recalled that “The people who arranged this, I think, had no idea that McClurkin had this entire story that was 

offensive to LGBT people. […] LGBT people in South Carolina pointed out the problem, and there was a huge to-

do about it” (Interview with Tobias Wolff). 
17 LGBT activist Cleve Jones recalled how he returned home after campaigning for Obama in Nevada to find a 

message on his answering machine of the robocall “using the new President’s voice saying he believed marriage was 

between one man and one woman” (Interview with Cleve Jones). 
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LGBT issues.”18 Moreover, with the loss of the Prop 8 referendum, and a lack of federal legislation 

protecting LGBT people, there was a sense of urgency within the community to pressure the new 

administration to support gay rights.19 The combination of the Prop 8 defeat and Obama’s wayward 

support of LGBT policies persuaded activists that they would have to hold President Obama’s feet to the 

fire and demand action on (among others) SSM, the repeal of DADT and DOMA, the lifting of the HIV 

travel ban, and the passage of the Employment Non-Discrimination Act (ENDA). 

 

“The Fierce Urgency of Whenever”  

 

 And yet, the Obama era began with a further set of controversial missteps. LGBT activists were 

surprised to find that Obama invited pastor Rick Warren – a strong supporter of Prop 8 – to deliver the 

invocation at the 2009 inauguration (Eleveld, 2015, 34).20 A more serious infraction followed in June 

2009, when the Department of Justice (DOJ) released a memo arguing for the dismissal of a lawsuit 

challenging the constitutionality of DOMA. To the shock of LGBT activists, the memo defended DOMA 

and appeared to equate homosexuality with incest (Eleveld, 2015, 82). The DOJ memo, which was 

prepared without Obama’s knowledge, produced major opposition in the LGBT community. In response 

to the outcry, the White House demanded that the White House Counsel review all LGBT related DOJ 

memos. Nonetheless, the DOMA memo fed into a broader concern that – in Krehely’s assessment – “we 

either didn’t get what we thought we got [in Obama], or that the administration had some kind of 

management problem.”21 

                                                           
18 Wolff interview. Indeed, many of the LGBT activists we spoke with recalled being suspicious of Obama’s 

personal commitment to LGBT rights: see Solomon interview; Jean interview; Wolfson interview. 
19 The LGBT activists we spoke to described the Prop 8 experience as a “body blow” (Solomon interview). For 

example, Cronk recalled how on election night 2008 she “was surrounded by Democrats who were elated with 

Obama’s election, and gay people who had their guts ripped out” (Cronk interview). 
20 Both LGBT activists and Democratic politicians criticized the Warren decision. Frank called it “ignorance on the 

part of the White House,” Wolff described it as “Donnie McClurkin all over again,” and Solomon called it a “slap to 

the face” (Frank interview; Wolff interview; Solomon interview).   
21 Krehely interview. As Wolff notes, the DOMA memo was damaging because it framed the case in a rational-basis 

analysis, which “was damaging for the equality claims that LGBT litigants might make in any kind of constitutional 

litigation” regarding DOMA (Wolff interview). 
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 Throughout 2009 and 2010, many LGBT activists saw this concern confirmed by the slow pace 

of the administration’s achievements on DADT and ENDA. In the fall of 2009, the administration and 

Democrats in Congress passed an LGBT hate crimes legislation bill. While the LGBT activists we 

interviewed supported this bill, they were also underwhelmed, arguing that it “should have been done 15 

years ago.”22 LGBT activists, in fact, were concerned that the Hate Crimes bill reflected an attempt by the 

administration to get the LGBT community “off the to-do list.”23 During the spring and fall of 2009, 

prominent movement leaders publicly shared their frustrations. For example, the blogger Andrew 

Sullivan, criticizing Obama for failing to act faster on the repeals of DADT and the HIV travel ban, 

derided the administration’s approach to LGBT issues as the “fierce urgency of whenever.” 24 This 

discontent culminated in the National Equality March in Washington DC in October 2009. Organized by 

a set of prominent LGBT activists, including David Mixner and Cleve Jones, the march, which drew 

200,000 people, focused on a demand for full equality, including the right to marriage.25  

The administration’s unwillingness to focus on major LGBT issues early on was partly the 

product of “a legitimate bandwidth issue”26: with two foreign wars, pending healthcare legislation, and 

the economic crisis, the Obama administration had its hands full. At the same time, the administration 

was also skittish regarding LGBT issues. As one former Obama administration official told us: “there 

were some people in the administration who still thought that LGBT issues were politically toxic and who 

thought that doing too much too soon could lead to a backlash.”27 In effect, when LGBT issues were 

popular and the administration believed action would not exact a considerable cost – for example, 

extending hospital visitation rights to same-sex couples (Eleveld, 2015, 189) – it acted quickly and 

                                                           
22 Solomon interview. See also: Cronk interview, Wolfson interview.  
23 Cronk interview. 
24 Sullivan (2009). Similarly, Richard Socarides, who had been an advisor to Bill Clinton on LGBT issues, writing 

in May 2009, warned that Obama would “never have more political capital than he has now” and should not wait for 

a magical “right time” to deal with LGBT issues (Socarides, 2009). Democratic strategist and LGBT advocate David 

Mixner called on the LGBT community to “stop waiting for [the Obama administration] to hand us our God given 

entitlements” (cited in Eleveld, 2015, 61). Sex columnist Dan Savage, writing in LGBT magazine The Advocate in 

August 2009, channeled a similar frustration, criticizing Obama for his failure to act on DADT (Savage, 2009). 
25 Jones interview. 
26 Krehely interview. 
27 Interview with former Obama administration official (not for attribution). 



16 

 

decisively.  But when the President and his advisors feared political repercussions, the White House 

dodged the issues. 

Anxious not to alienate valued political allies completely, the Obama administration established a 

direct line of communication with LGBT organizations. This outreach occurred through the Office of 

Engagement and Intergovernmental Affairs, which was directed by the progressive activist Tina Tchen. 

Brian Bond, the first LGBT liaison, and his successors functioned as the conduit for communication 

between the administration and community (Eleveld, 2015, 88). LGBT activists unanimously praised the 

role Bond and the other LGBT liaisons played.28 Gautam Raghavan, Bond’s successor, told us his 

approach was to be as responsive and transparent as possible with the social activists, and to try and keep 

communication with LGBT groups open regardless of disagreements between the two sides. These 

overtures were not always reciprocated, however; given many activists’ frustrations at the Obama 

administration’s halting progress on LGBT policy demands, the liaisons often were on the receiving end 

of LGBT organizations’ displeasure – with Bond, in particular, getting “pretty beat up during those first 

years.”29 

 

The Repeal of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell 

 

The repeal of DADT in December 2010 represented  the first major accomplishment of the 

Obama administration on LGBT rights.30 Obama had put the issue on the table during his very first 

meeting with the administration’s military and national security leadership in 2009. According to Wolff 

and Raghavan, Obama informed Secretary of Defense Robert Gates and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff Mike Mullen during their first meeting that repeal of DADT would occur during his time in office 

                                                           
28 LGBT activists also had other important allies within the gates of power who worked effectively to overcome the 

obstacles to marriage equality. Under Bond, a White House working group consisting of high placed staff was 

formed to work on LGBT issues (Interview with Gautham Raghavan). 
29 Former Obama administration official interview. 
30 For a comprehensive history of DADT see Frank, 2009. 
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and that the military would have to prepare for its implementation.31 The process of repeal that the 

administration selected, however, proved to be controversial with several LGBT activists. Following a 

study released by the Palm Center – a public policy institute which considered the repeal of DADT as its 

most important policy focus – LGBT groups demanded that the Obama administration immediately halt 

military discharges through a stop-loss executive order (Frank, 2014).32 However, since Gates and Mullen 

had agreed to consider repeal only after “an extensive process of consultation,”33 the White House was 

concerned that a stop-loss measure would violate the agreed upon process.34  

Differences over DADT provoked conflict between the Obama administration and LGBT groups 

throughout 2009 and 2010. On the one side, the administration, Department of Defense, and military 

leaders worked with LGBT, military, and veteran groups, as well as other stakeholders, to assess when 

and how to implement a repeal.35 On the other hand, the White House suffered continuous attacks for its 

unwillingness to stop DADT-related discharges though unilateral action, and aroused serious doubts 

about its commitment to repeal the offending legislation (Frank, 2014). These doubts were fueled by the 

Pentagon’s mixed signals regarding the timing of, and expectations for repeal. For example, Gates – 

during a Fox News interview in March 2009 – expressed the half-hearted desire to “push [DADT repeal] 

down the road a little bit” (Frank, 2014, 27).  

LGBT activists were thus continuously concerned that “the repeal process was dead for good”36 

and engaged in a variety of public activities to keep DADT in the limelight.37 Throughout 2009 and 2010, 

                                                           
31 Wolff interview; Raghavan interview. Gates, in his memoirs, wrote that “the only military matter, apart from leaks 

about which I ever sensed deep passion on [Obama’s] part was ‘don’t ask, don’t tell.’” (Gates, 2014, 98).  
32 Under the “stop-loss” provision of 10 U.S.C. § 12305 (“Authority of the President to Suspend Certain Laws 

Relating to Promotion, Retirement, and Separation”), Congress grants the President authority to suspend the 

separation of military members during any period of national emergency in which members of a reserve component 

are serving involuntarily on active duty. 
33 Wolff interview. 
34 Furthermore, Wolff notes that “stop-loss is hated in the military” and Obama’s reliance on it would have “turned 

military leaders against the repeal process” (Ibid.). 
35 Raghavan interview. 
36 Krehely interview. 
37 Aaron Belkin, a political scientist and founder of the Palm Center, told a meeting of the Servicemembers Legal 

Defense Network – the major organization of LGBT servicemembers opposing DADT – in March 2009 that LGBT 

groups would need to “bash the President” to achieve success (Frank, 2013, 26).  



18 

 

LGBT organizations “had a loud media presence at places like MSNBC and other progressive outlets,” 

making DADT “a story you couldn’t avoid.”38 Although no attempts were made to bring DADT repeal to 

a vote in 2009, Obama reiterated his support for it during the 2010 State of the Union – a move Rep. 

Patrick Murphy (D-PA), the main sponsor of repeal in the House, described as “a breakthrough moment” 

(Murphy, 2014, 10). This presidential commitment, however, was followed by the announcement of a 10-

month review process, which would result in a study scheduled for release on December 1. Additionally, 

the administration decided not to include the repeal of DADT in the Defense Authorization Bill – the 

most direct way to guarantee passage through Congress (Frank, 2014).  

Consequently, even as the Pentagon study group was assessing the impact of repeal, LGBT 

groups still had no timetable as to when a vote would occur. Amid these doubts and uncertainties, 

activists kept pressure on the administration through a mix of internal lobbying and public appeals. An 

effective public campaign was waged by GetEQUAL, a direct-action LGBT group, which orchestrated a 

series of high-profile stunts that received considerable media attention, including having veterans – such 

as Army 1st Lt. Dan Choi, a gay Arabic linguist discharged during Obama’s presidency – chain 

themselves to the White House gate (Eleveld, 2015, 131).39 Meanwhile, lobbying groups used the media 

attention these stunts received to persuade the White House to adopt a compromise: push legislation that 

would repeal DADT immediately, while delaying implementation until after the release of the Pentagon 

study. Gates and the President opposed this move initially,40 but an agreement between LGBT groups, the 

White House and Congressional Democrats was eventually struck that resulted in House passing repeal 

                                                           
38 Ibid. 
39 GetEQUAL also interrupted speeches by administration officials. During a fundraiser for Senator Barbara Boxer 

(D-CA) in April 2010, Obama’s speech was interrupted by a GetEQUAL member. Cronk recalls that “[Obama] was 

very angry” but that on Air Force One that night “the press, Obama, his staff” all discussed DADT (Cronk 

interview). Jim Messina, Obama’s Deputy Chief of Staff recalled annoyance at the interruption during the ride back 

to Airforce One (Frank, 2013, 49; Eleveld, 2015, 135-141).  
40 An AP report noted that the administration had hoped “lawmakers would delay action until Pentagon officials had 

completed their study so fellow Democrats would not face criticism that they moved too quickly or too far ahead of 

public opinion in the election year” (cited in Frank, 2014, 52).  
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legislation in May 2010. To the dismay of LGBT activists, however, Republican filibusters prevented 

passage of this bill in the Senate prior to the midterm elections (Frank, 2014).  

After Democrats lost their majority in the House in the midterms, the Pentagon study released in 

December 2010 concluded that repeal of DADT would be unlikely to have negative effects on the 

military’s preparedness. The administration pushed the lame duck Congress to overturn DADT – with 

Obama personally calling senators to urge them to support repeal (Frank, 2014). Even after Republican 

opposition nearly aborted these efforts with another successful filibuster, Obama, against suggestions of 

key congressional Democrats, refused to abandon repeal.  Instead, he negotiated a compromise with 

Republicans that extended the Bush era tax cuts in exchange for the GOPs agreement to forego a 

filibuster of the DADT repeal legislation.41 On December 15 and 18 the House and Senate passed stand-

alone repeal bills (Frank, 2014).  

The repeal was a victory for LGBT activists on several levels. First and foremost, it ended a 

policy that was seen as particularly egregious. Second, the repeal of DADT meant a change in “a really 

conservative institution” that provided LGBT activists with the conviction that, now that “we changed 

this institution, […] we can change other things as well.”42 Finally, the fact that the repeal produced no 

backlash convinced the administration that LGBT issues were not necessarily poisonous.  But how LGBT 

groups influenced the process of repeal is hotly debated. Many LGBT activists such as historian Nathaniel 

Frank, believe the groups “shattered several key obstacles” (Frank, 2014, 18) by putting considerable 

pressure on the White House. Others, such as Wolff, note that Obama “deserves enormous credit for 

mapping out a process that could succeed in getting the necessary support in the Senate and then sticking 

to that process in the face of immense pressure from multiple sides.”43  

                                                           
41 Wolff notes his frustration with the “story that was put out in the LGBT world […] that the President had to be 

dragged across the finish line […]. The President deserves enormous credit for mapping out a process that could 

succeed in getting the necessary support in the Senate and then sticking to that process in the face of immense 

pressure from multiple sides” (Wolff interview).  
42 Cronk interview. 
43 Wolff interview. 
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There certainly was no difference of opinion between Obama and LGBT groups on the preferred 

outcome. How to get there, though, was a contentious question: LGBT groups pushed Obama to end 

DADT through a stop-loss measure, which the White House refused in favor of a legislative solution that 

had to await the report of the Pentagon study group. However, under pressure from LGBT groups, the 

administration did support a compromise bill in the summer and fall of 2010. After the midterms, Obama 

fully supported repeal and played a fundamental role in negotiating a deal that prevented further 

Republican filibusters. The repeal of DADT, therefore, was neither the solitary achievement of either 

Obama or the LGBT groups; rather, this advance of LGBT rights emerged from a two-year period of 

tense collaboration between the two. 

 

The Long Evolution: Obama and SSM 

 

 In the wake of the DADT repeal and with ENDA unlikely to get through a Republican controlled 

House, the LGBT movement’s attention shifted to SSM. The Obama administration had provided two 

olive branches to the community on this issue in the fall of 2010 and winter of 2011. First, Obama 

announced that his position on marriage equality was “evolving.”44 Second, the administration reassessed 

the legal standard it would defend in facing constitutional challenges to DOMA. Abandoning the “rational 

basis” standard the Justice Department originally applied (resting the constitutionality of a law on whether 

it applies to a legitimate government purpose), the Obama administration adopted a “strict scrutiny” 

approach – which presupposes a law implicates a fundamental right. LGBT groups and activists, had 

argued all along that the administration ought to rely on heightened scrutiny.45 Responding to these 

                                                           
44 On October 27, 2010, Obama told gay blogger Joe Sudbay that “I have been to this point unwilling to sign on to 

same-sex marriage primarily because of my understandings of the traditional definitions of marriage. But I also 

think you’re right that attitudes evolve, including mine.” (cited in Solomon, 2014, 283). 
45 Wolff advised the White House that Obama was already on the record arguing that the key components of 

heightened scrutiny – including a long history of discrimination, and the belief that being gay or lesbian does not 

prevent people from contributing fully as members of society –  applied to the LGBT community. See: Wolff 

interview; Wolfson interview.  
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activists, the administration embraced the more exacting legal reasoning, and simultaneously took the 

unusual step of claiming it could no longer defend a federal law in ongoing legal challenges. Although the 

Obama administration continued to enforce DOMA until the Judiciary resolved the issue, the White 

House’s decision to change the constitutional standard and use it to refuse to defend the law in the courts 

was a bold and rare act of executive discretion (Eleveld, 2015, 196-205).46 As a result, the legal defense 

of DOMA was left to the Republican-controlled House of Representatives.47  

While this was a considerable step forward, LGBT groups believe that a key piece of the puzzle 

was still missing: Obama had not yet expressed his personal support of marriage equality. LGBT activists 

interpreted Obama’s “evolution statement as an invitation to push the President to embrace marriage 

equality fully before the 2012 presidential election.48 Why did LGBT activists care about the personal 

opinion of the president on this issue? As Freedom to Marry’s Marc Solomon acknowledged, there was 

no direct policy benefit in having Obama support SSM.49 Still, the activists we interviewed identified a set 

of reasons why this was the crucial next step. Some noted the broader role of the president as an important 

moral voice in the political debate, and believed that the bully pulpit could be an important factor in 

advancing their signature cause.50 Others noted the importance of having the first black president back 

                                                           
46 There were concerns among some of the LGBT groups regarding the timing of court challenges against DOMA. 

Roberta Kaplan, who represented Edie Windsor the plaintiff in the Supreme Court case which invalidated DOMA, 

recalls that “many of the movement groups – I mean the ACLU and Lambda [Legal] – were taking the official 

position that it was not the time to challenge DOMA” (Interview with Roberta Kaplan).  
47 Kaplan told us she had “never been more surprised in my life” by this decision. Kaplan believes the heightened 

scrutiny decision helped the case in the Second Circuit district court. The president’s support might not have been as 

significant once the case reached the Supreme Court, as some “justices were pretty hostile to the idea that the 

Obama administration refused to defend the law.” But Kaplan thought “it did a lot symbolically with the American 

people” (Kaplan interview). 
48 There is nearly complete unanimity among the activists and political actors we interviewed that Obama’s public 

opposition to SSM was purely for political purposes. As Frank notes, Obama “started out being in support of gay 

marriage […] but had to make some compromises to be president” (Frank interview). Indeed, Jean recalled that 

when Obama ran for state senate in Illinois he expressed support for SSM (Jean interview). DNC treasurer Andy 

Tobias also believed Obama “was for SSM all along […] but it was one of those things he must have reluctantly 

…agreed to back off publicly in order to win the election” (Interview with Andy Tobias). 
49 Solomon interview. 
50 Grossman, for example, noted that “the president, […] despite the language directed at them in this hothouse 

political climate, plays a role in the moral leadership of the country” (Grossman interview). Krehely noted that 

“even with the skepticism about politics, people still pay attention to what the president says” (Krehely interview).  
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SSM so as to connect marriage equality to civil rights and win support among African-American voters, a 

critical Democratic constituency whose support for marriage equality was in great doubt.51  

Beyond the tensions with the Democratic coalition, there was a crucial relationship between 

gaining presidential support for SSM and getting public officials to back marriage equality. Activists we 

spoke to believe that Obama’s lack of support affected other Democratic candidates and office holders  in 

two ways. As GetEQUAL’s Heather Cronk explained, Obama’s refusal to support SSM “was providing 

conservative Democrats all the ammunition they needed to not do anything.”52 On the other hand, Wolff 

argued that “Democrats were inhibited in their ability to push for marriage equality” since “supporting 

marriage equality required them to explain why they and the President were disagreeing.”53 Thus, in the 

view of LGBT activists, Obama’s support was necessary to encourage less supportive Democrats to fall in 

line and to give Democrats who already wanted to support SSM the freedom to do so without distancing 

themselves from their president.   

 Obama had made it clear all along he would not simply hand over concessions to the LGBT 

community. Several LGBT activists, Democratic Party leaders, and administration officials recall being 

told directly by Obama that they would need to “make him do it.” Wolff remembers hearing Obama 

explain during the 2008 campaign that “it was the job of the advocates to push him to advance their 

priorities, and to help create the support and political momentum on the ground that would make it 

possible for him as President to advance their priorities successfully.” From Obama’s perspective, the 

president’s “job is to make the best assessment of what is achievable, how much political capital certain 

goals are going to take,” while the task of advocacy groups’ was to build grass roots support for marriage 

equality – “to push me really hard on this.”54 LGBT groups understood, then, that they would not get 

presidential support for SSM unless they “forced” Obama to change his position. 

                                                           
51 See: Jones interview; Interview with Terry Stone. 
52 Cronk interview. 
53 Wolff interview. 
54 Ibid. 
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Throughout 2011 and the spring of 2012, LGBT groups – most notably Freedom to Marry – 

engaged in a campaign to have Obama announce his support for SSM before the general election. Unlike 

with DADT – which had broad popular support for repeal – the public’s approval of SSM was less 

certain: by 2010, support for the repeal of DADT was close to 70%, while support for SSM was 

considerably lower, hovering around 50%.55 A small majority of American supported SSM, but how it 

would influence the 2012 election remained unclear. 

 The groups engaged in a variety of activities to achieve their goal. Freedom to Marry’s Evan 

Wolfson met directly with Valerie Jarett, Obama’s Senior Advisor, to stress that without support for SSM 

the LGBT community would never fully appreciate the administration’s other achievements. Freedom to 

Marry also hired a team of Democratic and Republican pollsters to analyze opinion research on marriage. 

Released in July 2011, the memo indicated that polls suggested a solid majority of Americans firmly 

supported SSM and were as motivated to vote as opponents – crucial information if the LGBT 

community was to convince Democratic leaders that SSM would not cost them the 2012 election 

(Beneson and Lohuizen, 2011). Wolfson shared the results with Jarett during a meeting in December 

2011 (Solomon 2014, 293). 

But Freedom to Marry’s strategy was not limited to lobbying. Looking for a major public 

campaign to pressure the president to reach the desired destination prior to the 2012 election, Solomon 

focused his attentions on ensuring that the Democratic National Convention would ratify a plank in the 

platform endorsing SSM. Almost immediately after Freedom to Marry announced its intention to 

mobilize support for a marriage equality plank, Minority Leader Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) backed the plan. A 

week later, Senator Jeanne Shaheen (D-NH) became the first member of the Senate to pledge her support, 

and an additional 22 senators soon followed (Solomon, 2014; Eleveld, 2015, 242-245). Solomon also 

enlisted the support of former DNC chairman Steven Grossman. Grossman and his wife had been long-

term supporters of LGBT rights, and Solomon called him and “asked if I would come out in support of 

                                                           
55 Gallup (12/9/2010); Gallup (5/8/2012). 
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this as a former DNC chair, and I said absolutely. Second, he asked if I could call all the former DNC 

chairs and ask for their support, and I said absolutely.”56 Grossman enlisted several former DNC chairs – 

including Howard Dean, David Wilhelm, and Don Fowler – to support the pro-SSM plank.57 Despite this 

support from Democrats outside of the administration, Freedom to Marry still faced opposition from the 

DNC, which tried to prevent LGBT activists and their allies from enlisting current state chairmen to 

support the marriage plank.58  

Despite lingering resistance, the LGBT community’s pressure had an effect on the 

administration.59 In September 2011, Obama told his core advisors that he wanted to come out in favor of 

SSM to avoid having to deal with “evolution” questions during the campaign and debates. That 

pronouncement initiated a process within the campaign of identifying the time and venue for the president 

to proclaim his support. But Obama’s top advisors remained hesitant:  they believed support for SSM 

would play well with the LGBT community and young voters, but were concerned about alienating 

culturally conservative voters in swing-states. These voters, White House and Democratic strategists 

feared, might even include reliable Democrats in the African-American and Latino communities. From 

2011 until the spring of 2012 Obama thus received conflicting advice from his team on when, and even 

whether, to complete his tortured journey toward acceptance of marriage equality (Halperin and 

Heilemann, 2013, 57, 294-297; Eleveld, 2015, 235, 240).60 While Solomon believes Obama himself 

wanted to change his position, he was surrounded by “skeptical staff people,” making it possible “for the 

time to ‘never be right.’”61 

                                                           
56 Grossman interview. 
57 Solomon interview. 
58 As Solomon recalled: “We got pushback from the DNC. They were actively trying to get people not to sign on. 

Especially when we were trying to get state party chairs” (Solomon interview). After Obama came out in support of 

SSM, the DNC passed a pro-SSM plank.  
59 Within the White House LGBT employees and their straight allies also subtly tried to cajole their president to 

embrace gay rights issues. One former administration official told us that LGBT couples were specifically selected 

to interact with Obama during his travels: “If [Obama] was talking about healthcare a [same-sex] married couple 

affected by the Affordable Care Act” (Former Obama administration official interview) would be selected to be 

among the small group of citizens with whom Obama met. 
60 Even party officials who supported SSM granted that the divided counsel was understandable. As DNC treasurer 

Andy Tobias told us: “to be completely unconcerned would have been kind of short-sighted” (Tobias interview). 
61 Solomon interview.  
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The LGBT community’s activities were, therefore, very important in breaking through the mixed 

signals that the president was getting from top political and policy advisors. Social activists provided 

Obama the “cover”62 necessary to make the switch from opposition to support of SSM in two ways. First, 

the community’s public programs aimed at changing public opinion on SSM meant that by 2012, in the 

assessment of activist Cleve Jones, there had been “a sea change in the country that was extremely 

obvious.”63 Second, Freedom to Marry’s success in mounting support for a marriage equality plank put 

additional pressure on Obama to complete his wayward march towards support of gay marriage.  Indeed, 

during the successful platform operation, Obama told his top advisor David Plouffe that he could not go 

into a convention “taking a different position on this than my party” (Halperin and Heilemann, 298). 

While the Obama campaign was still pondering the exact timing of its announcement, Vice-

President Joe Biden forced the issue. During an appearance on Meet the Press on May 6, Biden expressed 

support for SSM. Freedom to Marry released a statement calling on Obama to join Biden and other 

prominent politicians and administration officials in expressing his support for SSM. The White House 

attempted to downplay the significance of Biden’s statement, but in the days that followed several other 

prominent Democratic politicians stated their support for marriage equality (Eleveld, 2015, 252-255). 

With his “evolution” position now untenable, Obama recorded an interview with Good Morning America 

anchor Robin Roberts on May 9, during which he – for the first time – unequivocally expressed support 

for marriage equality. Significantly, in doing so Obama followed the path outlined in documents prepared 

by Freedom to Marry: he explained his personal path towards changing his position with reference to gay 

and lesbian couples in his life and of their love and commitment, thus adopting the “message frame” that 

Wolfson, in one of his meetings with Valerie Jarrett, recommended the president use when the time came 

to announce with support (Solomon 2014). 

 

                                                           
62 Ibid. 
63 Jones interview. Cronk, while noting she is “highly critical of Freedom to Marry” also acknowledged that “one of 

the really brilliant things they have done is change the narrative on marriage and family, by refusing to say that the 

right has a corner on the family market” (Cronk interview).  
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Obama and the LGBT Community Post-Evolution 

 

Despite Democratic fears in 2009 and 2010 that embracing LGBT rights would hurt the party, 

Obama’s switch on gay marriage had no negative consequences for his approval rating or his polling 

figures against Romney.64 The lack of negative consequences liberated Obama to embrace LGBT rights 

as a cornerstone of his administration’s achievements. During the 2012 campaign Obama referenced SSM 

frequently and his second inaugural address exalted the causes of the LGBT movement as a major chapter 

in America’s journey to national inclusion. Basking in his re-election victory, Obama linked the LGBT 

movement to a much broader tradition of social movements. Obama gave further testimony of his 

embrace of gay rights two years later with his address commemorating the 50th anniversary of the Selma-

to-Montgomery marches. Standing on the Edmund Pettus Bridge, where fifty years before state troops 

had brutally attacked civil rights marchers, Obama identified the struggle for LGBT rights as another of 

the seminal moments that embodied the American idea of progress: “We’re the Gay Americans whose 

blood ran in the streets of San Francisco and New York, just as blood ran down this bridge.”65  

 Obama’s embrace of LGBT rights has made the relationship between the community and the 

leader of the Democratic Party more amiable than it had been in 2009-2012. The administration’s 

response to the 2013 Supreme Court ruling in Windsor v. United States – which invalidated DOMA – was 

largely inspired by strategic information provided by LGBT organizations that had developed a program 

for administrative action in the wake of a DOMA victory. A former administration official told us that the 

administration quickly acted on advocacy groups’ call for the administration to follow a “place of 

celebration rule” (that is, couples receive benefits based on where they were married not where they 

                                                           
64 A Gallup poll of early May 2012 found that 51% of Americans approved of Obama’s support for SSM rights. 

More importantly, 71% of Democrats and 53% of Independents approved. Predictably, 74% of Republicans 

disapproved of Obama’s new position (Gallup, 5/11/2012). 
65 Obama, 2015. 
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live).66 More recently, the Obama administration has come out strongly in support of transgender 

Americans facing hostile legislation in the form of “bathroom bills.” 

Still the different vantage points that the president and social movement organizations occupy 

continue to cause tensions between the White House and LGBT activists. Although it has become clear 

that the Obama administration and gay rights groups agree on values and policy objectives, timing is still 

an important and contentious issue, especially for more confrontational organizations like GetEQUAL.  

Deploying direct action to push Obama to sign an executive order prohibiting federal contractors from 

discriminating on the basis of sexual orientation, LGBT activists and the White House sparred for several 

years before the President finally signed off on the order in July 2014.67 Therefore, even though the 

Obama White House has been an important midwife in the remarkable advance of LGBT rights over the 

past six years, the president’s party leadership has continued to involve a complex process of coalition 

management.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The principal argument that informs this paper is that the contentious but ultimately fruitful 

alliance between Obama and the LGBT movement must be understood within the context of competitive 

party coalitions. Crucially, the policy outcomes were the product of conflict and hard fought resolution 

between party leaders and constituent groups. The relationship between the modern executive and social 

movement organizations is shaped by an executive-centered partisanship. This does not suggest that 

presidents are a singularly dominating force in contemporary American politics; indeed, President Obama 

has found that the task of managing the scattered but potentially powerful coalition of Democratic social 

movement groups often has deflected his attention from, and sometimes conflicted with the received 

                                                           
66 Former Obama administration official interview. Roberta Kaplan praised this move, describing administration’s 

interpretation of Windsor as going “above and beyond what they needed to do” (Kaplan interview).  
67 Former Obama administration official interview.  
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responsibilities of, the welfare and national security states. Rather, the party and its key constituencies 

have come to rely on presidential candidates and presidents to pronounce party doctrine, raise campaign 

funds, campaign on behalf of their fellow partisans, mobilize grass roots support, and advance party 

programs – and to do so in a context of widespread dissatisfaction with government, strong and 

intensifying political polarization, and high stakes battles over the basic direction of domestic and foreign 

policy (Milkis, Rhodes and Charnock, 2012). 

Just as social activists depended on the White House to advance their causes, so Obama and his 

key political advisors believed that the president’s political and programmatic ambitions required forging 

an alliance with LGBT advocacy groups. But the case presented here shows that this alliance was fraught 

with tension. Particularly throughout Obama’s first term, LGBT organizations were concerned that the 

Obama administration would fail to deliver on LGBT issues because it feared that doing so would hurt the 

president and party in future elections. In the view of activists, “this White House was often inert [on 

LGBT issues] until they were left with absolutely no other choice but to take action” (Eleveld, 2015, 167). 

Partisan polarization over LGBT issues heightened this concern: exit, in Frymer’s terms, was not an 

option. Yet LGBT activists were able to push their agenda on President Obama and a majority of his party 

brethren even though they knew that there was no prospect of joining the Republican Party. The success 

of the Gay Rights movement thus suggests how partnerships between presidents and social movements 

involve a combination of outside and inside politics – a seemingly impossible joining of top-down and 

bottom up mobilization. 

  In the end, Obama and LGBT activists reached a modus vivendi because they needed each other. 

Yet the responsibility of coalition management is a foreboding responsibility. Our study of Obama’s 

relationship to the LGBT community shows how advocacy groups (especially those spawned by social 

movements) can be demanding partners as their objectives force presidents and parties to pursue 

potentially destabilizing positions and policies.  But this is a risk ambitious modern executives are often 

willing to assume, not only for activists’ support in elections and policy fights, but also to establish an 

enduring legacy.  Presidents, parties, and groups are thus strongly linked; their union allows new issues to 
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be raised and policies to be changed in ways that would be impossible if one of these political institutions 

were missing from the equation.  Policy change, therefore, involves more than groups handing over their 

wish lists to the party leadership: it requires a dynamic process of negotiation, considerable pressure from 

advocacy groups and bold acts of presidential prerogative to be completed.  
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Table 1: Major Achievements on LGBT Policy Issues during the Obama Era, 2009-2015 
 

Policy Issue Year Branch 

End of HIV Travel Ban 2009 Executive  

Matthew Shepard and James Byrd, Jr. Hate Crimes Act 2009 Legislative and Executive  

Extension of Hospital Visitation Rights to Same-Sex Partners 2010 Executive  

Repeal of Don’t Ask Don’t Tell 2010 Legislative and Executive  

DOJ Refusal to Defend Defense of Marriage Act 2011 Executive  

Equal Access Rule for HUD Housing Projects 2012 Executive 

Repeal of Defense of Marriage Act 2013 Judicial  

Workplace Protection for Federal Employees 2014 Executive 

Legalization of SSM  2015 Judicial 
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Table 2: Political Affiliation and Policy Preferences LGBs, 2007 

 

 LGBs Strongly 

Identified 

LGBs 

Entire U.S. 

Identify as a Democrat 83% 88% 50% 

Identify as a Liberal 63% 69% 26% 

Protecting environment more important than jobs 60% 62% 45% 

Abortion is a matter of personal choice 63% 65% 36% 

Path to citizenship for illegal immigrants 60% 64% 51% 

Withdraw all troops from Iraq within 12 months 77% 86% 58% 

Source: Patrick J. Egan, Murray S. Edelman, and Kenneth Sherrill, Findings from the Hunter College 

Poll of Lesbians, Gays, and Bisexuals: New Discoveries About Identity, Political Attitudes, and Civic 

Engagement (New York, 2008). 
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Table 3: Partisanship and Support for the Defense of Marriage Act (1996) in Senate and House 

Votes 
 

 House Senate 

Democratic Ayes 118 32 

(% of Democrats) (59.6) (68.1) 

Republican Ayes 224 53 

(% of Republicans) (95.7) (100) 

 
 


