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Wisconsin has a tradition of grassroots- or, locally-grown activism, dating back to 
the era of Progressivism, and continually growing and evolving until today -- as 
embodied by the recent political turmoil in the state capitol.  The Gay Rights 
Movement in Wisconsin fit into this tradition perfectly, as groups pushing for Gay 
Rights spearheaded the process of local organization for social justice during their 
hey-day between 1970-1980.  Research for this project was conducted in archival 
reading rooms  and academic libraries, and consisted largely of pouring over 
internal documents and newspapers of the City Club of Milwaukee and 
Milwaukee’s Gay People’s Union, both of which left massive amounts of primary 
source documentation relating to their activities.  

In the early 1970’s, grassroots community and student groups supportive of GLBT 
rights, like the GPU, formed in Milwaukee and began pushing for the rights of their 
members.  They did this by pursuing and developing inter-group networking, 
organizational methods, and political agency that were consistent and comparable 
with techniques developed by progressive-era rights groups like The City Club of 
Milwaukee in the early 20th century, while simultaneously developing a much more 
complex strategy for public outreach to help themselves obtain their vastly different 
goals.

The central argument of this project is the existence of connections and borrowed 
ideas between local, grassroots organizations— particularly between The City 
Club of Milwaukee and the Gay People's Union. While it may seem unlikely that 
the actions taken by one organization only a few years after the turn of the 20th

century could directly affect the formation and activities of another organization 
over half a century later, the plethora of progressive organizations that formed in 
Milwaukee around the turn of the century (one of the more successful of which 
was The City Club) established Milwaukee as a city of forward-thought and social 
justice in Wisconsin.

Prior to the advent of technology that allowed for lightning-fast world-wide 
communication, networking took on a different meaning, as groups like the City 
Club existed in a world where the most effective means of communication was 
through written letters.  As a result, The City Club became very good at alternative 
means of networking that required less manpower, like recruiting members from 
other clubs and using them to communicate and coordinate joint reform efforts.  
The GPU tried to copy the model set by The City Club but were hampered by the 
large majority opposed to their existence; they were hence not as free to network 
as The City Club was. While the Gay People's Union was able to more easily 
establish ties with other groups due to the widespread use of technological 
innovations like the telephone and the photocopier, it was more difficult to 
network themselves with similar groups given the controversial nature of their 
membership and cause. 

The City Club and the GPU shared a very similar internal power structure.   
Each had a Board of Directors -- which had the authority to make decisions 
about policies -- and several officers, who were in charge of organizing club 
meetings and taking care of club finances.  All officers were elected and were 
open to any member of either club who wanted to run. One major difference 
between the two clubs was that the GPU opened its meetings completely to the 
public, while meetings for the City Club were usually private affairs.   This 
change reflected the GPU’s determination to change public attitudes through 
exposure.  For the GPU, transparency was their main strategy to win public 
support.  

Among the most important activities undertaken by both the GPU and the City 
Club of Milwaukee involved lobbying for the political interests of their 
respective members. The GPU, however, faced a distinctive challenge that civil 
rights groups from previous movements had not faced: the group of people they 
represented were defined by an act of love which was deemed unnatural 
“sodomy,” and which had been expressively banned in every single state in the 
United States at some point in the 20th century.  This limited, but did not curtail, 
the GPU’s political efforts to raise awareness and advocate for social justice for 
the GLBT community. 

Unhampered by this detriment, The City Club was involved in local 
governmental functions on a much grander scale. Without having to fear 
persecution and having a public that was generally supportive of their

decisions and actions, the City Club of Milwaukee had a much easier time lobbying local political bodies and pushing their 
agendas through to create city policy than the GPU.  The early City Club was set up in a very efficient fashion to lobby and 
change city politics.  Having the benefit of a large and influential membership, the City Club was able to break itself up into 
specified committees and sub-committees to focus in on very specific political issues, ranging from the implementation of 
daylight savings time in the city of Milwaukee to the establishment of a censorship board for motion pictures within the city.  
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Viewed in comparison with one of Milwaukee’s most successful progressive 
organizations, The City Club, the successes and challenges of one of the first local 
Gay Rights Organizations in the U.S. are revealed.  It was not an historical accident 
that the GPU was founded in Milwaukee, Wisconsin: the city’s progressive heritage 
made it one of the most hospitable communities in the Midwest for an organization 
dedicated to social justice and political advocacy.  At the same time, the GPU faced 
challenges unlike any of the civil rights organizations that had preceded it.  While 
they modeled their organizational structure on traditional groups such as The City 
Club, the GPU felt compelled to adopt new policies of outreach and transparency to 
convince a leery public that their cause indeed deserved to be part of Milwaukee’s 
progressive grassroots tradition.    

Public outreach was an activity both the City Club of Milwaukee and the Gay People's 
Union both took extremely seriously in the context of their time periods and compared to other organizations of their day. To
the City Club in the early 20th century, the public was understood to be both a tool for political campaigns and to be an 
instrument to gauge either the success and popularity, or the lack thereof, of their policies.  However, the approval of the 
general population outside the clubhouse doors was never seen as an absolutely fundamental to their success as a club. Over 
half a century later, the Gay People's Union saw the public in a much different light. To a civil rights organization whose sole
purpose was the attaining of recognition and rights for a group of people who were generally seen as miscreants by the general 
population, the education and conversion of the general public to their cause was absolutely crucial to the accomplishment of
their goals. Indeed, one of Gay People's Union's main goals was to gain community recognition for the plight of LGBT 
peoples within Milwaukee and the state of Wisconsin. Public Outreach was therefore inherent to the very existence of the 
organization.  One of the main reasons these two organizations took differing levels of interest in including the public in their 
proceedings was how integrated into the public sphere the membership of each of the organizations were. The City Club was 
generally overrepresented by the upper and upper-middle classes, while the GPU was generally represented by students and 
members of a repressed minority.  The different levels of general acceptance made the City Club a more effective political 
machine and less dependent upon their public activities as a gauge of success. 
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