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ON THE SIDE OF ANGELS: 
LESBIAN ACTIVISM IN LOS ANGELES, 1970-1990. 

by 

Yolanda G. Retter 

B.A. Liberal Arts, Pitzer College, 1971 

M.A. Library Science
University of California, Los Angeles, 1983 

M.A. Social Work
University of California, Los Angeles, 1987 

Ph.D. American Studies 
University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, 1999 

ABSTRACT 

During the 1970s and 1980s, Los Angeles was one urban 

location where the struggle for lesbian rights and lesbian 

community was publicly and energetically pursued by a 

movement of diverse individuals and groups. This generation 

of politicized lesbians was formed by the confluence of 

various socio-historical currents and informed by 

experiences in other social movements. For almost ten years, 

lesbian activists across the United States engaged in 

unprecedented institution-building and political activism. 

The backbone of this underfunded movement was made up of a 

host of dedicated volunteers. This community history used 

the methods of oral histories and an analysis of the content 

viii 

1 



--

of community-produced publications to identify women, 

places, events and dynamics that made up this specific 

movement in Los Angeles. It used the framework of social 

movement theory and sociological perspectives to analyze the 

macro dynamics of a movement for civil rights and the micro 

dynamics of a diverse community. Micro dynamics that were 

examined included institution-building, political activism, 

internecine conflict, the activism of lesbians of color and 

the effects of personal relationships on a politicized 

community. Since the researcher is "native" to the community 

in question, the study also examines issues related to 

methodology and insider (native) vs. outsider (cross­

cultural) research. 
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