
BY ANDREW DAVIS

History was made Jan. 9 as embattled Gov. Rod 
Blagojevich became the first person in his post 
to be impeached (formally charged with mis-
conduct) by the State House. The vote, which 
was in favor of the governor’s impeachment by a 
vote of 114-1, directs the Illinois Senate to put 
Blagojevich on trial—with the goal of removing 
him from office.
	 Later that day, Windy City Times spoke with 
State Rep. Greg Harris, one of the politicians 
who voted for Blagojevich’s impeachment. Har-
ris talked about various aspects of the vote and 
what he thought of the governor’s press con-
ference that took place earlier that afternoon. 
(During the press conference, Blagojevich said 

that he was not surprised by the impeachment—
not because of the allegations, but because of 
ongoing friction between him and the House.) 
	 Windy City Times: I just want to make sure I 
understand this from a technical perspective: 
So now it’s all in the Senate’s hands, correct?
	 Greg Harris: Right, but there are a number 
of steps. We voted to create an investigative 
committee to look into the circumstances sur-
rounding the accusations toward the governor. 
They can determine if, in their mind, there was 
evidence there for impeachment, to gather that 
evidence and then make a recommendation to 
the full House, which they did [Jan. 8]. Today, 
the House impeached the governor by a vote of 
114-1.

	 Impeachment is akin to an indictment in this 
case, so it now goes to the Senate, and then 
there will be a full trial. 
	 WCT: Were you surprised the vote wasn’t 
unanimous?
	 GH: [Pauses.] I don’t know if anyone knew 
what to expect; it’s the first time this has hap-
pened in the history of the state. Everyone voted 
their conscience.
	 WCT: How difficult was it for you to vote to 
impeach the governor? What was that whole 
process like for you?
	 GH: There were certainly any number of alle-
gations—dozens of pages in the investigative 
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1996 statement: 
‘I favor legalizing 
same-sex marriages’
News analysis by Tracy Baim

During the final weeks of the presidential cam-
paign last fall, several media outlets contacted 
Windy City Times because of an old Internet 
story from the 1996 Illinois State Senate race. 
In that campaign, Outlines newspaper, which 
merged with Windy City Times in 2000, reported 
that 13th District candidate Barack Obama sup-
ported gay marriage. Reporters wanted to know 
what exactly Obama had said. 
	 Outlines newspaper, as with the new Windy 
City Times, surveyed candidates for all levels of 
elected office, and also reported on the results 
from pro-gay and progressive groups. We sum-
marized the results in that 1996 article by Trudy 
Ring, but did not list exact answers to questions. 
In that article Outlines did note that Obama was 
a supporter of same-sex marriage; that article 
was never challenged or corrected by Obama.
	 Now, in the process of sorting through my 25 
years of archives of Chicago gay reporting to 
eventually post materials on www.ChicagoGay-
History.org, I have found the original surveys on 
which Ring’s reporting was based. Sometimes, it 
pays to keep those boxes.
	 IMPACT, which was Chicago’s main GLBT politi-
cal action committee for several years, surveyed 
Obama and other candidates, as did Outlines. 
What we are including with this special Presi-

dential Inaugural issue of Windy City Times are 
copies of the answers to the IMPACT and Outlines 
questions. For IMPACT, the Obama campaign 
simply responded on the form. For Outlines, the 
candidate typed in his answers and signed his 
letter.
	 More recently, as Obama has run for higher of-
fice, from senator to president, he has further 
shaped his views on marriage, and now he does 
not back same-sex marriage. In a January 2004 
interview I conducted with Obama at the Windy 
City Times’ office, Obama clearly stated that lack 
of support for full marriage equality was a mat-
ter of strategy rather than principle, but in even 
more recent comments, it appears he is backing 
off even further, saying it is more of a religious 
issue, and also a “state” issue, so he favors civil 
unions. Both are compromises most gays do 
not support. First, the U.S. has a separation of 
church and state, and laws are in place locally 
and nationally that give benefits based on the 
very word, “marriage.” Therefore, marriage as it 
is now defined is a government (both state and 
federal) institution that comes with specific fi-
nancial and social benefits (taxes, benefits, in-
heritance, immigration, custody, etc.). So, until 
government eliminates the word “marriage” from 
state and federal laws, it is a government issue, 
and that includes the federal government.
	 Obama’s answer to the 1996 Outlines question 
was very clear: “I favor legalizing same-sex mar-
riages, and would fight efforts to prohibit such 
marriages.” There was no use of “civil unions,” 
no compromise whatsoever.
	 The IMPACT marriage question was a bit less 
direct. It asked if Obama would support a Mar-

riage Resolution being considered at the time, 
which read in part “Because marriage is a basic 
human right and an individual personal choice, 
RESOLVED, the state should not interfere with 
same-gender couples who [choose] to marry and 
share fully and equally in the rights, responsibil-
ities and commitment of civil marriage.” Obama 
responded: “I would support such a resolution.” 
	 What follows are Obama’s responses in our 
Windy City Times 2004 interview, six years after 
his successful 1996 state Senate run, when he 
was now running for U.S. Senate:
	 Tracy Baim: Do you have a position on mar-
riage vs. civil unions?	
	 Barack Obama: I am a fierce supporter of do-
mestic-partnership and civil-union laws. I am 
not a supporter of gay marriage as it has been 
thrown about, primarily just as a strategic is-
sue. I think that marriage, in the minds of a lot 
of voters, has a religious connotation. I know 
that’s true in the African-American community, 
for example. And if you asked people, ‘should 
gay and lesbian people have the same rights 
to transfer property, and visit hospitals, and et 
cetera,’ they would say, ‘absolutely.’ And then if 
you talk about, ‘should they get married?’, then 
suddenly ...	
	 TB: There are more than 1,000 federal ben-
efits that come with marriage. Looking back in 
the 1960s and inter-racial marriage, the polls 
showed people against that as well.
	 Obama: Since I’m a product of an interracial 
marriage, I’m very keenly aware of ...
	 TB: But you think, strategically, gay marriage 
isn’t going to happen so you won’t support it at 
this time?

	 Obama: What I’m saying is that strategically, 
I think we can get civil unions passed. I think 
we can get SB 101 passed. I think that to the 
extent that we can get the rights, I’m less con-
cerned about the name. And I think that is my 
No. 1 priority, is an environment in which the 
Republicans are going to use a particular lan-
guage that has all sorts of connotations in the 
broader culture as a wedge issue, to prevent us 
moving forward, in securing those rights, then I 
don’t want to play their game.
	 TB: If Massachusetts gets marriage and this 
gives momentum to the proposed federal Consti-
tutional amendment against gay marriage?
	 Obama: I would oppose that.
	 After Obama’s WCT interview, he called to 
clarify that he opposed the proposed U.S. Con-
stitutional amendment banning gay marriage. 
He said he also opposed the two proposed state 
bills banning same-sex marriage.
	 During his presidential campaign, he has re-
mained consistent with his 2004 position, but 
clearly he has moved away from the 1996 state-
ment of “I favor legalizing same-sex marriages.” 
A rose is a rose is a rose, but civil unions are not 
“marriage” unless 100 percent of the benefits 
are the same across all states and the federal 
government.
	 The full 2004 interview can be found at: 
http://www.windycitymediagroup.com/gay/les-
bian/news/ARTICLE.php?AID=3931

Tracy Baim is publisher and executive editor of 
Windy City Times. She was the co-founder and 
publisher of Outlines newspaper.

Obama changed views on gay marriage

Windy City times exclusive

From a photo from Windy City Times archives, 2004

Shown here is a copy of Barack Obama’s typed responses to 
the Outlines newspaper 1996 primary election questionnaire. 
Obama signed and dated the form Feb. 15, 1996, sending it to 
Outlines political reporter Trudy Ring. In 2000, Outlines news-
paper purchased and merged with Windy City Times.

Obama answers
1996 gay media
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Putting  Obama’s 
questionnaire 
in context
By Timothy Stewart-Winter

In this issue of the Windy City Times, the world 
learns for the first time that almost thirteen 
years ago, during his first campaign for office, 
Barack Obama answered a questionnaire with the 
phrase, “I favor legalizing same-sex marriages.” 
The response appeared in a questionnaire that 
his campaign faxed to the office of Outlines—a 
local LGBT newspaper that purchased and merged 
with Windy City Times in 2000—on Feb. 15, 
1996. Later that year, in its voter guide for the 
general election, Outlines summarized Obama’s 
positions: “Supports gay rights, same-sex mar-
riage; increased AIDS funding, abortion rights, 
affirmative action.”
	 Publisher and Executive Editor Tracy Baim re-
trieved the form from her archives while working 
on the Chicago Gay History Project. Her release 
of the document occurs at a unique time. On 
Jan. 20, for only the third time since the Stone-
wall riots, a new Democratic president will be 
sworn in. Some LGBT activists, infuriated by the 
president-elect’s decision to invite evangelical 
pastor Rick Warren to pray at his inauguration, 
argue that Obama must do better than the last 
two Democratic presidencies, which they believe 
have resulted in pro-gay judicial appointments 
but too little else. Jimmy Carter was the first to 
invite gay activists to a White House meeting 
(which he did not attend); Bill Clinton was the 
first to pursue gay voters during his presidential 
campaign. Yet the Carter years witnessed the rise 
of Anita Bryant and the religious right, and Clin-
ton’s left us with the Defense of Marriage Act 
(DOMA) and “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell.”  
	 To put Obama’s stunning statement in context, 
it helps to know how things were going for him 
in mid-February 1996: he was in the middle of a 
messy standoff with the 13th District’s incum-
bent state Senator, Alice Palmer. After promising 
not to run for reelection and publicly endorsing 
Obama, a civil rights lawyer who had never held 
office, Palmer changed her mind in December 
1995 and tried to get back into the race. For 
several weeks, neither candidate backed down, 
while local political leaders sought a resolution. 
The conflict would end in a matter of days, when 
Obama supporters successfully challenged the 
validity of signatures collected by Palmer’s cam-
paign. But on the day the fax went to Outlines, 
Obama was an unlikely candidate, up against a 
progressive incumbent in a very progressive dis-
trict, who needed all the help he could get. 
	 Earlier, in January, Obama had filled out his 
first known questionnaire on LGBT issues, which 
his campaign faxed to IMPACT Illinois, which was 
then the state’s LGBT political action committee. 
Instead of asking about marriage directly, IM-
PACT asked candidates if they would support a 
resolution stating that “marriage is a basic hu-
man right and an individual personal choice” and 
that the state “should not interfere” with same-
sex couples’ right to marry. Obama’s response, 
which appears to bear similarities to his hand-
writing on other documents from the period that 
have been released, was “I would support such a 
resolution.” Other answers, expressing unfamil-
iarity with HIV laws and with two openly gay 
candidates for office, reflect Obama’s inexperi-
ence. 
	 The two questionnaires are an artifact, of 
course, of a very different moment in Obama’s 
history, but also in the history of the same-sex 
marriage debate. Beginning in 1995, after the 
highest court in Obama’s native Hawaii began 
seeking to force that state to grant marriage li-
censes to same-sex couples, legislators in state-
houses nationwide stampeded to ban the prac-
tice preemptively. On Feb. 13, 1996, just two 

Obama makes an IMPACT
Shown here are copies of the 
1996 primary election question-
naire issued by IMPACT, which 
was Illinois’ Gay and Lesbian 
Political Action Organization. 
The form had been due Jan. 12, 
1996, and was signed by Barack 
Obama on Jan. 7, 1996. In this 
election, he was running for the 
Democratic nomination for 13th 
District State Senator. He won 
the primary and eventually the 
election that fall.



Righting wrongs:
Talking with 
Rocco Claps
BY ANDREW DAVIS

Three years after the Illinois Human Rights Act 
amendment that bans sexual-orientation and 
gender-identity discrimination went into effect, 
the Illinois Department of Human Rights (IDHR) 
has seen its fair share of complaints being filed. 
Windy City Times talked with  IDHR Director 
Rocco Claps about the complaints as well as 
domestic-partner benefits.
	 Windy City Times: How are things going 
with the amendment and filing?
	 Rocco Claps: What I find really interesting—
and you should know that when I talk about 
numbers, I have three different stacks in front of 
me and we keep numbers by fiscal year—is that 
no matter if you look at fiscal year or calendar 
year, we see a distinct increase. So far, within 
2009, 5 percent of all the charges coming in 
[involve] sexual orientation and gender identity, 
which is a big increase for us; originally, it was 
about 1 percent in ‘06. 
	 WCT: And what do you attribute that in-
crease to? 
	 RC: We have an increase in charges coming 
in, which I [attribute to] the economy. Typi-
cally, the most vulnerable employees in a work-
place setting are the ones who are victimized 
first, fired first or treated differently when the 
economy gets bad. We’ve seen that in repeated 
patterns over the years, so that’s not so surpris-
ing to me. What is surprising is that we’re at 5.3 
percent—and I do believe that’s because people 
know that we exist.
						    
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

WCT: Well, I want to go back to something you 
said: You talked about a correlation between 
filing and economic hardships. So, when peo-
ple have jobs, do they tend to not file and 
possibly [put up with] possible harassment?
	 RC: Well, it’s very individualized, but we know 
that people are getting laid off more often now. 
People have less options; in other words, they 
can’t find jobs [as easily]. That may prompt peo-
ple to file, so that they can possibly get back 
pay or their jobs back. But we find that individu-
als in the workplace who are more vulnerable to 
discrimination tend to be the first ones to be 
fired first.
	 WCT: OK. I’m no sociologist, but what does 
that say about employees and employers?
	 RC: Frankly, I’m much more prompted to feel 
discrimination if I don’t have options; unfortu-
nately, people tend to fire those who are differ-
ent from [themselves] or who they don’t like—
and if I’m one who is fired or laid off, and I don’t 
have an immediate ability to find another job, 
I think that my life is more affected by it so I 
might try to get some sort of remedy for it.
	 WCT: The other bases of discrimination 
[besides employment] include real-estate 
transactions; public accommodations; sexual 
harassment in higher education; and financial 
credit. Could you explain that last one?
	 RC: Basically, it’s issuance of a loan, but keep 
in mind that real-estate transactions covers 
business transactions as well.
	 WCT: How long does it take to process a 
complaint?
	 RC: We’re in pretty good shape right now. Our 
average number is about 320 days right now; 
we’re required by law to process a claim in 365 
days, and that’s from walking in the door to a 
resolution. And about 33 percent of our charges 
are settled within the agency; we offer media-
tion throughout so the parties often come to 
terms within the process of investigation.
	 WCT: How much evidence does a person 
need? Obviously, the more evidence you have, 
the better off you are.
	 RC: It varies by what they’re charging. But 
in our typical charge—employment—we tell 
people to bring in comparables. If a gay man 
is alleging harassment, you should be able to 
[show] that he is being treated differently than 
a straight man who does the same job he does. 
In employment cases, showing comparables of-
ten means getting records from the employer.
	 WCT: I don’t know if you heard about this 
case in England, but a straight man was al-
lowed to file a homophobia-based charge 
against his former company because his co-
workers attacked him with gay slurs...

	 RC: You should know that the bill that the gov-
ernor signed in 2005 does say “perceived sexual 
orientation,” so that would be valid in Illinois 
as well. So it can be someone who isn’t gay but 
who is treated like they’re gay.
	 WCT: When you and I talked in ‘07, some-
thing you said regarding outreach was that 
you felt that you all could do more downstate. 
How has that progressed?
	 RC: Well, we need to do better at it. We’ve 
done a number of informational workshops 
around the state, and sexual orientation is al-
ways part of those [events] because it’s part of 
the law. We’ve partnered with Equality Illinois 
in a number of things here in Chicago and a few 
places downstate, but we need to do a better job 
of that. It’s always a challenge when you have 
budget restrictions and you’re teaching people 
about what’s available to them.
	 I do think that it’s getting through, which 
is why we have an increase in charges. We’ve 
had an increase every year since the bill became 
law.
	 WCT: To our knowledge, have you received a 
substantial number of gender identity-relat-
ed complaints?
	 RC: As a snapshot of fiscal year ‘09 (from July 
‘08 to today), we’ve had 89 sexual-orientation 
charges and, of those, 11 are related to gender 
identity. But we’ve also had 2 bisexual, 67 ho-
mosexual, 2 heterosexual and 3 perceived orien-
tation.
	 Visit www.state.il.us/dhr or call 312-814-
6200.

LGBT couple 
murdered
in Indianapolis
by ANDREW DAVIS

A man arrested Dec. 31 for two murders in India-
napolis has admitted to committing the crimes, 
according to WTHR.com.
	 Christopher Conwell, 20, confessed to India-
napolis Metro Police Detectives that he killed 
Avery Elzy, 34 (who police said lived an “alter-
native” lifestyle, according to the Web site), and 
Michael Hunt, 22, on Dec. 26 at the couple’s 
house at 5853 Rosslyn. One of the couple’s three 
dogs was also killed.
	 When asked what was meant by “alternative,” 
Sgt. Paul Thompson of the Indianapolis Police 
Department told Windy City Times Jan. 8 that 
the couple was “in the LGBT spectrum.” Thomp-
son added that, so far, the double murder does 
not look like a hate crime; however, authorities 
are still investigating the motive.

Andersonville
eatery reopens
	 Andies, 5253 N. Clark, passed re-inspection 
Jan. 9 and was given its business license back 
a day after being being shut down the previous 
day by Chicago Department of Public Health in-
spectors.
	 The inspectors visited Andies in response to a 
report that a customer became sick after eating 
a meal. Inspectors discovered a faulty walk-in 
cooler that was about five degrees warmer than 
the maximum of 40 degrees required by law.

‘Cabaret’ Jan. 16
at Center
	 Center on Halsted Youth Program’s “Diva” 
workshops will culminate in “Gender Queer 
Cabaret, Showtime at the Apollo,” an evening 
of gender-bending queer musical performances 
based upon shows at the historic landmark Apol-
lo Theater in Harlem. “Cabaret” will take place 
Friday, Jan. 16, at the Center’s Hoover/Leppen 
Theatre, 3656 N. Halsted, 7-9 p.m.
	 Tickets are $10 and may be purchased at the 
door; they’re $3 for students and seniors with 
valid IDs. See www.centeronhalsted.org. 

Brotherhood meeting
on Jan. 17
	 Brotherhood of the Phoenix, a Chicago neo-
pagan order for LGT men, will hold a celebra-
tion Saturday, Jan. 17, 5:30-10 p.m, at Lifeforce 
Arts, 3148 N. Lincoln.
	 The suggested donation is $10. See www.
brotherhoodofthephoenix.org.
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days before Obama submitted the question-
naire, Republican Peter Fitzgerald of Palatine 
had unveiled a “defense of marriage” bill in 
the Illinois State Senate. The bill was signed 
into law in May by Gov. Jim Edgar; soon, Bill 
Clinton would sign the federal DOMA, which 
remains on the books. Obama clearly stated 
his opposition to such laws.
	 Today, the president-elect says he does not 
support “legalizing same-sex marriages.” As 
late as his early 2004 interview with Baim 
in this publication, he added a qualification, 
saying, “I am not a supporter of gay mar-
riage as it has been thrown about, primar-
ily just as a strategic issue.”  Since the 2004 
election, same-sex marriage has become far 
more widely discussed, and more politically 
explosive, than in 1996. Meanwhile, with his 
every word under scrutiny, Obama phrases his 
policy positions meticulously. To his credit, 
Obama, whose parents’ interracial marriage 
in 1961 would have been illegal in several 
states, has generally avoided the phrase “tra-
ditional marriage,” which has become popular 
among politicians who prefer not to mention 
the gay and lesbian people who are concrete-
ly helped or harmed by their decisions. On the 
other hand, the Warren debacle raises ques-
tions about his commitment to deliver for 
a constituency that overwhelmingly backed 
him against John McCain. 
	 President Obama will be the first occupant 
of the Oval Office who has a real history with 
the LGBT community. Even Clinton, who fa-
mously embraced gay voters on the campaign 
trail in 1992, had never done so as governor 
of Arkansas. It will be a major change to have 
a president who has spent his entire 12-year 
political career in environments in which the 
LGBT community has been an organized con-
stituency, and has sought LGBT endorsements 
in every campaign. What remains to be seen, 
though, is whether it is a change we can be-
lieve in.
	 Timothy Stewart-Winter is a doctoral 
candidate in history at the University of 
Chicago, writing his dissertation on les-
bian and gay politics in Chicago.
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