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The prostitutes' rights campaign emerged in the early 1970s with the formation of 
COYOTE in San Francisco and affiliated movement organizations. This study exam- 
ines the movement's major claims and goals, resource problems, and impact on public 
opinion, legislation, and law enforcement. The failure to attain key movement goals is 
explained in terms of chronic deficiencies of material and human resources that might 
compensate for the campaign's lack of moral capital and enhance its prospects for 
success. 

In the 1970s, groups of deviants began to mobilize to challenge popular stereotypes and 
discriminatory treatment (Adam 1987; Anderson 1981; Anspach 1979; D'Emilio 1983; de 
Young 1988; Johnson 1983). One analyst observed that deviants were "coming out all 
over," embracing positive self-images and demanding equal rights (Kitsuse 1980, p. 9). 
Theories of deviance were ill-equipped to explain this new activism. Labeling theory, in 
particular, tended to portray deviants as "underdogs" who passively accepted humiliating 
treatment and rarely fought back. 

Schur (1980; cf. Mauss 1975) was one of the first to examine collective resistance to 
labeling in the form of "deviance liberation" movements. Such campaigns confront the 
standard problems of more conventional movements: mobilizing resources, building ef- 
fective organizations, locating charismatic leaders, winning third party support, attracting 
mass media attention, and obtaining favorable responses from the authorities. But they 
also must overcome a host of problems less salient, albeit not absent, in conventional 
movements, including stigmatization of the group's life-style, occupation, or condition; 
low self-esteem among potential movement participants; and major obstacles to organiza- 
tion and mobilization due to fear of harassment from citizens or control agents (Schur 
1980, pp. 195-196). Movements of homosexuals, mental patients, drug users, and ped- 
ophiles operate under an extremely heavy yoke of disrepute. Not only must they struggle 
for legal and institutional changes but also for normalization of the deviant status of 
members/ constituents. 

The social science literature contains few studies of unsuccessful social movements and 
of the contemporary politics of prostitution (exceptions include Dominelli 1986; Haft 
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1974; Hobson 1987; McLeod 1981, 1982; Roby 1969). This article partially fills that gap 
by analyzing the structure, objectives, and distinctive problems faced by the prostitutes' 
rights movement in the U.S.1 Data sources include movement documents, interviews with 
the two most prominent movement leaders, press coverage in the New York Times and San 
Francisco Chronicle, 1973-1988, and secondary, survey data. The data show that this 
movement largely has failed to attract popular support, build alliances with third parties, 
alter conventional attitudes, and convince authorities of the need for decriminalization. 

After outlining campaign claims and goals, I examine its relative failure in comparison 
with the record of the gay rights movement. Consistent with resource mobilization theory 
(Jenkins 1983; McCarthy and Zald 1977; Oberschall 1973), I suggest that a critical mass 
of constituents or alliances with third parties may provide sufficient resources (money, 
facilities, labor) to compensate for a deviance liberation movement's lack of moral assets, 
and thus enhance its prospects for success. The prostitutes' rights movement has been 
crippled by a poverty of moral, material, and human capital. 

CLAIMS AND GOALS 

The struggle to decriminalize and normalize prostitution in the U.S. emerged in the 
relatively tolerant climate of the early 1970s: 

The rise of the women's movement, expanding notions of the laws of privacy and 
equal protection, the encouragement of a number of civil rights lawyers, and a new 
concern about victimless crimes, all have contributed. Most importantly, an in- 
creasingly frank, public discussion of sexual mores has helped lift the shroud of 
secrecy and ignorance enveloping prostitution and has made the time propitious. (Haft 
1974, p. 10) 

While the time may have been propitious for the rise of a prostitutes' movement, its 
success was considerably more problematic. 

This study focuses on the most prominent organization in the prostitutes' rights cam- 
paign, COYOTE (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics). COYOTE was formed in San Francisco 
under the leadership of Margo St. James (a flamboyant former prostitute) in 1973, when 
no comparable organizations existed elsewhere in the U.S. During the 1970s a number of 
COYOTE affiliates appeared, some transitory and others persisting (in Georgia, New 
York, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and Colorado). Since 1979 COYOTE has also been 
known as the National Task Force on Prostitution (NTFP). These organizations are affiliat- 
ed with the International Committee for Prostitutes' Rights, formed in 1985 in Amster- 
dam, which has sponsored several international conventions on prostitution (Pheterson 
1989). 

COYOTE insists that prostitutes have basic rights to occupational choice and sexual 
self-determination: prostitution is legitimate work and women have the right to control 
their own bodies, including sale of sexual favors. Denial of these twin rights constitutes 
the central grievance of COYOTE, whose chief goals are (1) public education regarding 
the costs of existing prostitution controls, (2) decriminalization of all aspects of voluntary 
adult prostitution, and (3) normalization of the occupation and the individuals involved in 
prostitution (NTFP 1987a, 1984-1986). 
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Public Education 

COYOTE seeks to enlighten the public about the adverse consequences of existing 
prostitution controls to kindle sentiment for decriminalization. These consequences in- 
clude (1) cost-ineffective law enforcement, (2) harms caused by criminalization, and (3) 
unconstitutional laws and enforcement practices. 

Enforcement of prostitution laws is seen as both fruitless and a significant drain on 
limited criminal justice resources. According to the San Francisco Committee on Crime 
(1971, p. 20), spending on prostitution control "buys essentially nothing of a positive 
nature, and a great deal that is negative." Atlanta's Task Force on Prostitution (Atlanta 
1986) concluded that this spending is a "waste" and the revolving-door arrest and pros- 
ecution of prostitutes results in "hardening the individuals, burdening the court sys- 
tem, . . . and adversely affecting police morale." Pearl (1987) found that each of the 16 

largest American cities spent an average $7.5 million and a total of $120 million in 1985 
enforcing prostitution laws; half of the cities spent more on prostitution control than on 
education or public welfare, and 5 spent more than on health services and hospitals. The 
costs were not offset by revenues from convictions. Fines averaged $100, at an average 
cost per arrest of $2,000. The study suggests expenditures might be more cost-effective if 
redirected to the control of violent and property crimes. 

A second claim is that many of the harms associated with prostitution are attributable to 
criminalization and that decriminalization would help ameliorate these problems.2 The 
illegality of prostitution rather than anything intrinsic to it may increase prostitutes' 
vulnerability to exploitation by pimps, managers, and other third parties; present oppor- 
tunities for their drift into criminal street networks; and perpetuate their victimization by 
customers, strangers, and vice cops (Silbert and Pines 1982). 

The movement views many prostitution laws as unconstitutional, either as drafted or 
enforced (COYOTE 1974c; cf. Decker 1979; Rosenbleet and Pariente 1973). These laws 
allegedly infringe upon the rights to privacy, due process, free speech, and equal protec- 
tion; contain vague and overly broad language; criminalize a status instead of behavior; 
and are enforced primarily against one category of offender (female streetwalkers). 

COYOTE claims that the material costs, ancillary problems, and dubious constitu- 
tionality of existing controls constitute an impeccable case for decriminalization. Other 
important considerations, however, receive little attention from movement leaders. Unad- 
dressed is the concern that legalization or decriminalization could give prostitution the 
state's blessing and perhaps lead to its proliferation; illegality affirms the state's disap- 
proval and may help contain prostitution, which the public seems to value. In short, 
however costly, ineffective, or conducive to other social problems, criminalization may 
serve valued practical and symbolic functions (Boles and Tatro 1978; Gusfield 1963) that, 
in the public arena, overshadow the instrumental case for reform. 

Decriminalization 

COYOTE favors full decriminalization, that is, the elimination of all legal restrictions 
on prostitution.3 It flatly opposes legalization, whether in the form of registration and 
licensing, special taxes, compulsory health examinations, "red light" districts, or broth- 
els.4 Regulations are rejected as likely to perpetuate the stigma attached to prostitution; as 
inherently "oppressive" (Alexander 1987, p. 211)-maintaining male control of, or 
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being applied only to, women; and as allowing the government to "regulate what a 
woman does with her own body" (COYOTE 1974a). St. James states, "We want to 
legitimize prostitution rather than ghetto-ize it or license it. Any kind of regulation is bad, 
because it gives the pimps a stranglehold" (Hamilton 1979, p. 2). 

Movement leaders point to Nevada as proof positive that legalization should be avoid- 
ed. Eleven of Nevada's 17 counties permit brothel prostitution; in 1987, 37 legal brothels 
employed a total of 275-375 women (Stein 1987). According to COYOTE, these women 
are shackled by local restrictions that seriously limit their freedom and are stigmatized as 
"known prostitutes." While the controls are indeed extensive and some brothels resemble 
total institutions, evidence does not show widespread stigmatization. Interviews con- 
ducted in Nevada in the mid-1970s (Symanski 1974, p. 357; Stingley 1976b) found 
popular support for brothel prostitution, and a 1988 statewide poll revealed that 71.3% 
disagreed (22.4% agreed) that legal prostitution "hurts the state's tourism economy."5 
Residents of rural counties, where prostitution is a significant source of tax revenues, 
subscribed to this opinion least (only 14.1% agreed). Against this backdrop of tolerance, a 
minority of elites in the legislature, media, gaming industry, and churches have at- 
tempted-unsuccessfully-to repeal legalized prostitution (Taylor 1988). 

Some observers argue that full decriminalization would give prostitutes advantages not 
enjoyed by purveyors of other commercial services. Skolnick and Dombrink (1978, p. 
201) note that prostitution "provides a commercial as well as a sexual service. Why 
should sexual services be exempted from regulation when other consenting commercial 
activities are regulated?" (cf. James and Owens 1977; Decker 1979; Kaplan 1977; 
Milman 1980; Parnas 1981). Policy-makers and criminal justice officials tend to reject 
decriminalization (see below), at best finding attractive only those proposals that include 
some viable controls, such as health examinations, taxation, and zoning. Similarly, the 
public is more inclined to support some form of regulation than full decriminalization (see 
below). 

Normalization 

COYOTE seeks to alter public stereotypes about and enhance the self-esteem of pros- 
titutes. Its public portrayal of prostitutes challenges common stereotypes: they are ordi- 
nary, psychologically well-adjusted people, having normal needs and aspirations.6 
Movement literature insists that these women have "integrity" and "dignity" and that 
prostitution is valid "work." Yet, highly-charged derogatory labels, such as "hooker," 
"harlot," and "whore," are also used approvingly by movement activists in an effort to 
reclaim and strip them of their negative associations.' While such terms may indeed have 
shock-value and garner public attention, they arguably undermine the normalization pro- 
cess and have an alienating effect on the audience. 

In the 1970s, COYOTE staged counter-degradation ceremonies-Hookers' Balls, Pros- 
titutes' Conventions, and Hookers' Film Festivals-which celebrated prostitution. These 
events were designed not only for public consumption but also to transform the con- 
sciousness and self-image of prostitutes. Other consciousness-raising activities include 
COYOTE's "rap sessions," support groups, legal assistance, and other services for 
prostitutes. 

Deviance liberation movements typically face tremendous problems in confronting 
moral questions. Although it exhorts Americans to "call off your old tired ethics," 
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COYOTE claims that the notion that prostitution threatens the moral order "is difficult to 
change because it is based on emotion, rather than reason" (COYOTE 1974b). Perhaps 
because of this difficulty, COYOTE focuses on the instrumental logic for decriminaliza- 
tion discussed above: costly and ineffective law enforcement, harms due to criminaliza- 
tion, and dubious constitutionality. It asserts that once the rational basis for legal reform is 
accepted, moral concerns will subside. 

Although moral objections are rarely addressed by them (Richards 1979), movement 
leaders occasionally counter with "techniques of neutralization" (Sykes and Matza 1957): 
(1) reversal of blame and denial of victims: for example, "the real undermining of 
morality results from making illegal conduct engaged in between consenting adults and in 
which no one is victimized" (COYOTE, quoted in Stingley 1976a); (2) condemning the 
condemners: for example, those most concerned about immorality are a vocal minority 
with a "vice-cop mentality" (San Francisco Chronicle 1977); (3) denial of responsibility: 
for example, "to suggest that society's moral fiber is undermined by 'sex-for-pay' but not 
by promiscuous sexual behavior without pay . . . is logically inconsistent and clearly 
unsupportable .. ." (COYOTE, quoted in Stingley 1976a). In any case, decriminalization 
would not imply that prostitution is moral, but only that the state should not legislate 
morality (COYOTE 1974b; NOW 1973; cf. Richards 1979). 

Data presented below suggest that these definitional struggles have done little to nor- 
malize prostitution. Nevertheless, the movement hopes to eventually convince elites and 
the public to reconsider their views, thus producing a more favorable climate for de- 
criminalization-which, could, in turn, lessen the stigma of prostitution. As COYOTE's 
director suggests, "Once they don't go to jail, they can come out of the closet and become 
normalized. "8 

IMPACT OF THE MOVEMENT 

A deviance liberation movement's success can be measured in part by its impact on 
popular attitudes, legislation, and the practices of control agents. 

Public Opinion 

National attitudinal data on the morality of prostitution are lacking. The only available 
survey (Milman 1980) finds that 40% of a Boston sample agreed and 41% disagreed that 
prostitution is immoral. Since the survey is limited to Boston and not representative of that 
population, we can only infer a more generalized national dissensus over the morality 
issue.9 Prostitution does not, however, seem to have a higher immorality rating than the 
kinds of deviance appearing in Table 1. Majorities consider "morally wrong" pornogra- 
phy in movies, homosexuality, marijuana use, and abortion. 

A behavior's legal status does not necessarily reflect its immorality rating, which may 
suggest that moral evaluations poorly predict the success or failure of a movement. In 
1977 substantially more Americans considered immoral pornography in movies than 
marijuana use, yet the former is legal and marijuana possession illegal almost everywhere. 
Similarly, public preferences regarding a behavior's legal status and views of a move- 
ment's credibility may have limited impact on movement success or failure. The gay 
rights campaign has achieved important gains despite declining public approval of homo- 
sexuality and very low support for the movement. Between 1977 and 1987 the percentage 
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Table 1 
Moral Attitudes on Deviance 

"What about sexual relations between two adults of the same sex-do you think it is..." 
1972-1982 1983-1987 

Always wrong 73% 75% 
Almost always wrong 6 4 
Wrong only sometimes 7 7 
Not wrong at all 14 13 
Note: Source-National Opinion Research Center, General Social Survey, Chicago: NORC, July 1988. 

"How do you feel about homosexual relations between consenting adults?" 
Not a moral issue 42% 
Morally wrong 58 
Note: Source-Time/Yankelovich, Skelly, and White, 1977-1978 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 

"How do you feel about sexual relations between two adults of the same sex?" 
Not a moral issue 22% 
Morally wrong 78 
Note: Source-National Opinion Research Center, 1980 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 

"Do you feel that pornography in movies is morally wrong or not?" 
Not morally wrong 34% 
Morally wrong 67 
Note: Source-Time/Yankelovich, Skelly, and White, 1977 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 

"In your opinion, is having an abortion because no more children are wanted morally wrong or 
not?" 

Not morally wrong 43% 
Morally wrong 57 
Note: Source-Time/Yankelvoch, Skelly, and White, 1978 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 

"Do you feel that it is, or is not, morally wrong to use marijuana?" 
Not morally wrong 46% 
Morally wrong 54 
Note: Source-Time/Yankelovich, Skelly, and White, 1977 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 

of Americans thinking homosexual relations should be legal dropped from 43 to 33; that 
thinking it should be illegal rose from 43 to 55 (Gallup 1987). A survey by McClosky and 
Brill (1983) finds that in 1978-1979 gay liberation groups were seen as "mostly harmful" 
by 38%, "obnoxious but not harmful" by 44%, and "mostly beneficial" by 7%; and a 
1987 Gallup poll reports that 9% of Americans supported the movement while 50% flatly 
opposed it (Hey 1987). 

While public attitudes toward the prostitutes' rights movement per se have not been 
surveyed, attitudinal data relevant to its goals are available. These data suggest that a 
sizeable proportion of the public holds views the movement and much of the scholarly 
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literature consider grossly misinformed (Haft 1974; James 1977; Milman 1980; Wandling 
1976), and that there is public dissensus regarding legalization and decriminalization.10 

National U.S. data on beliefs about the effects of prostitution are not available, but the 
findings of a representative Canadian study may approximate American patterns. It re- 
veals that 59% disagreed (16% agreed) that violence rarely accompanies prostitution; 69% 
agreed (20% disagreed) that prostitution is a major cause of venereal disease (VD); and 
60% agreed (11% disagreed) that prostitution degrades prostitutes (Peat, Marwick, and 
Partners 1984). A study of business, neighborhood, and police groups in Boston shows 
that 85% of this sample thought prostitution breeds crime where it is concentrated; 70% 
thought it contributes significantly to the spread of VD; and 77% believed it is often 
accompanied by muggings and violent crimes (Milman 1980). The movement does not 
appear to have demystified what it considers popular myths accepted by Americans. 

Public attitudes on prostitution's social effects seem to shape policy preferences. 
COYOTE leaders assert that "a majority of the population supports a change in the law," 
and that 60-70% believe that prostitutes should have the right to pursue the oldest 
profession (Alexander 1987, p. 198; St. James 1987, p. 85). Yet virtually every survey fails 
to substantiate this. Moreover, longitudinal data (the Field and Roper polls, Table 2) suggest 
that the movement has had no positive impact on public opinion regarding the legal status of 
prostitution; in fact, attitudes have hardened since the movement's emergence. 

Table 2 reports the results of several other surveys. The Newsday and Yankelovich polls 
unfortunately fail to define "legalization" (respondents may consider it synonymous with 
full decriminalization). The Civil Liberties Survey finds 47% favor "licensing and regulat- 
ing" prostitution; the Harris and Westin poll shows 24% favor "regulation" and 35% 
decriminalization. 

Evidence in Table 2 does not indicate that the public's "predominant attitude" is one of 
"resigned acceptance, if not actual tolerance" for "what is perceived as a benign form of 
human eccentricity . . ." (McClosky and Brill 1983, p. 211). The Roper polls show that 
the vast majority want prostitution laws "strictly enforced." Taken together, these data 
suggest a bedrock of support for continued criminalization remains, but a sizeable minor- 
ity favor some liberalization. The movement has failed to capitalize on this latent support. 

Response of the Authorities 

Constitutional challenges to prostitution laws occasionally have succeeded. Some 
courts have ruled prostitution statutes unconstitutional due to gender-biased wording, the 
right to privacy, lack of demonstrable harm to public safety and health, or discriminatory 
enforcement against one category of offender, female streetwalkers. But these few victo- 
ries have not substantially altered prostitutes' treatment by most courts (Hobson 1987; 
Milman 1980; Murray 1979). Consequently, COYOTE favors statutory decriminalization 
over piecemeal court challenges. 

The legal community is divided on questions of legalization and decriminalization. A 
1971 poll of 124 California judges finds a majority (54%) favored legalization (Jennings 
1976, p. 1258). Some state bar associations have passed resolutions endorsing de- 
criminalization, and the American Bar Association nearly did so in 1976 (Strobel 1976). 
Other groups have taken a conservative position. The Federation of New York State 
Judges, for example, opposed a proposal by the State Bar Association advocating red-light 
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Table 2 
Attitudes on Prostitution 

"Is it a good idea or bad idea to legalize prostitution to provide more tax revenues and help 
control the disease and crime that now result from uncontrolled prostitution?" 

1971 1983 
Good idea 50% Good idea 41% 
Bad idea 42 Bad idea 54 
No opinion 8 No opinion 5 

Notes: Source-Field polls, May 1971 and March 1983, Field Research Institute. 
N = 750, random sample, California sample, 1983 poll. 

"It should be legal for a woman to receive pay for sex." 

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree 
5% 35% 37% 23% 

"It should be legal for a man to visit a prostitute." 
Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree 

7% 40% 36% 17% 

Notes: Source-Illinois Survey Research Laboratory, March-April 1984, University of Illinois, Urbana. 
N = 480, random sample, Chicago SMSA sample. 

"Tell me how important to society you feel it is that laws prohibiting prostitution be strictly 
enforced." 

March 1983 March 1981 March 1979 
Very important 47% 42% 42% 
Fairly important 22 23 23 
Not very important 18 19 18 
Not at all important 10 14 14 
Don't know/No 3 3 4 

answer 
Notes: Source-Roper Poll, Roper Reports 83-04, March 1983, University of Connecticut, Storrs. 

N = 2,000, national sample. 

prostitution districts, in part because it considered prostitution a "grave moral evil" (New 
York Times 1986). 

Police departments have rarely altered policies in response to movement pressures. One 
exception was COYOTE's success in 1975 in convincing the San Francisco Police Depart- 
ment to lift its three-day VD quarantine on arrested prostitutes on grounds that customers 
were not arrested and examined for VD and prostitutes were not a significant source of 
VD. 

Generally, police respond to street prostitution with geographical containment and 
order-maintenance, rather than vigorous law enforcement (Cohen 1980, ch. 5). But they 
also tend to reject proposals for liberalization, anticipating that it would increase street 
crimes (James 1977; cf. Pearl 1987). A small national survey of 41 police chiefs in large 
cities shows support for intensified enforcement and very little support for alternatives to 
criminalization (Milman 1980). Only 17% favored total decriminalization, 11% de- 
criminalization of everything but public solicitation, 14% legalization in designated 
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Table 2 (cont.) 

"Do you favor or oppose the legalization of prostitution?" 
Favor 23% 
Oppose 72 
Not sure 6 

Notes: Source-Time/Yankelovich, Skelly, and White, September 1985. 
N = 1,014, national sample of registered voters. 

"In dealing with prostitution, the government should..." 
License and regulate it 47% 
Arrest or fine the people who have 

anything to do with it 30 
Neither/Undecided 23 

Notes: Source-Civil Liberties Survey, 1978-1979 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 
N = 1,993. 

"How should we treat engaging in prostitution? Should it be.. ." 
Left to the individual 35% 
Allowed but regulated by law 24 
Totally forbidden by law 37 
Not sure 4 

Notes: Source-Harris & Westin poll, 1979 (cited in McClosky and Brill 1983). 
N = 1,512. 

"Would you be for or against a law which would legalize prostitution on Long Island?" 
For 26% 
Against 68 
Don't Know 6 

Notes: Source-Newsday, November 1984. 
N = 589, random sample, residents of Nassau and Suffolk counties, New York. 

zones, 24% legalized houses of prostitution, and 41% licensing for public health pur- 
poses. Similarly, a survey of 88 officers in a small midwestern city finds little support for 
de facto decriminalization (Wilson et al. 1985). Only 4.5% supported non-enforcement 
for pimps, 5.7% for street prostitutes, 19.3% for call girls, and 31.8% for clients. 

In the legislative arena the most significant reform since the movement's rise is the 
rationalizing of prostitution statutes (incorporating gender-neutral language and revising 
some overly vague laws). Changes in the letter of the law have had little affect on law 
enforcement practices, however (Hobson 1987, p. 213). Several state criminal justice 
commissions have recommended decriminalization on fiscal grounds, but mustered little 
legislative support. No state legislature has seriously entertained formal decriminaliza- 
tion. Legalization of brothel prostitution in Nevada in 1971 was shaped by historical and 
economic factors unique to Nevada and somewhat removed from the discourse of the 
prostitutes' rights campaign (Symanski 1974), which it preceded. At the national level, 
COYOTE lobbied Congress in 1976 for a resolution on decriminalization, to no avail. 

Legislators liberally inclined on the issue realize reform efforts would likely be fruitless 
and might backfire by arousing opposition among constituents. The few attempts made 
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validate this view-for example, California State Assemblyman Leroy Greene's vain 
efforts throughout the 1970s to win support for legalization. My review of listings under 
"prostitution" in the indexes to the New York Times and the San Francisco Chronicle 
1973-1988 finds virtually all reported state and municipal activity on prostitution issues 
has centered on passage of increasingly punitive measures (cf. Parnas 1981)." (This 
activity was often in response to the clamor of constituents.) Frustrated with the legislative 
record, COYOTE complains that "for most legislators [prostitution] remains a joke except 
when they think they can gain prominence by attacking prostitutes" (NTFP 1987a, p. 2). 
As late as 1987 COYOTE was "just beginning to educate legislators," but its leader noted 
that it is "hard to evaluate whether we're having an effect."'2 

If the authorities have granted few tangible concessions, have they demonstrated accep- 
tance of movement leaders as representing a legitimate set of interests? Gamson (1975) 
proposes four indicators of official "acceptance" of a movement: consultation, sustained 
negotiation, formal recognition, and inclusion. In the mid-1970s COYOTE seemed to 
gain some acceptance among elites in San Francisco in terms of consultation. Informal 
support was also evident: the police chief, district attorney, and sheriff (among other 
elites) endorsed some of COYOTE's goals and attended some of its functions. This 
honeymoon was short-lived. Elsewhere in the country activists are occasionally consulted 
(e.g., appointment to a task force studying prostitution), but the movement has not been 
able to sustain acceptance from the authorities. In general, it continues to be regarded as 
either a rather eccentric "immoral crusade" or a cause offering no political advantages for 
elites who might spearhead reform on such a politically risky issue. Even in the single 
state permitting legalized brothel prostitution, legislators and state officials are reluctant to 
discuss the topic; the governor's executive assistant recently stated that the governor 
"doesn't have a position on this issue" (Taylor 1988, p. 3). Elsewhere, policy-makers' 
abiding indifference or active opposition constitutes an almost insurmountable obstacle in 
the movement's path. 

A POVERTY OF RESOURCES 

Despite widespread public sentiment that homosexuality is immoral, declining approval 
of homosexual relations, and extremely low support for the gay rights movement, homo- 
sexuals have achieved important gains: judicial victories, passage of gay rights ordi- 
nances, repeal of sodomy statutes in many states, tolerance by some church denomina- 
tions, growing access to political elites, and sympathetic media coverage (see Adam 1987; 
Barron 1989; D'Emilio 1983). They have affected, inter alia, the outcomes of some 
political campaigns and have influenced AIDS-related policies. These victories should not 
be exaggerated, in light of political and legal setbacks, but are undeniably significant. 

The movement is fortunate to have a broad support base with disposable income, which 
can be relied on for financial support and mobilized for protest events (e.g., over 200,000 
marched in support of gay rights in Washington, D.C., in October 1987). The organiza- 
tional development of the movement is also striking. More than 3,000 gay organizations 
exist today, including political action committees, lobbying groups, support networks, 
and nonprofit foundations. These built in the 1960s on the foundations of preexisting 
groups-mainly gay bars-which nurtured a collective identity and the growth of a gay 
subculture (D'Emilio 1983; Adam 1987). Vibrant gay communities emerged in several 
American cities, providing the movement with unique organizational advantages. 
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The prostitutes' rights movement lacks both subcultural foundations and material as- 
sets. Moreover, its resources have become increasingly scarce over time, partly due to the 
growth of political and sexual conservatism in the 1980s. In San Francisco, the 1978 
assassination of liberal mayor George Moscone brought to power a less tolerant successor, 
Diane Feinstein. St. James (1989, p. xix) says the "climate changed" as a result of 
Feinstein's incumbency and suggests this adversely affected COYOTE's resources and ties 
to liberal elites in the city. Nationally, the 1980s witnessed a decided shift toward political 
conservatism, a growing intolerance of sexual deviance, and the appearance of AIDS. 
This changed environment made movement goal-attainment more difficult, but its explan- 
atory power should not be exaggerated. As I show below, relations between COYOTE and 
key environmental actors (potential recruits, mass media, third party sponsors) have 
remained relatively constant since 1973. In addition, important intraorganizational prob- 
lems have hindered movement success from the very beginning. 

Income and Leadership 
COYOTE's income in the 1980s diminished considerably, largely because the primary 

revenue source of the 1970s (from among donations, memberships, fundraising events, 
and speakers' fees)-the annual Hookers' Ball-was discontinued after 1979.13 In 1980, 
"lack of money" was cited to explain "lack of success."'4 When asked in 1987 about 
available funds, the director responded, "We have almost none."'5 

The movement also suffered from lack of human capital-staff and skilled organizers. 
Unlike gay rights organizations, COYOTE has never attracted more than a handful of 
committed activists, and many affiliates have been run by lone organizers. St. James, 
principal leader for more than a decade, admitted, "I hate organizing" (St. James 1976, p. 
129). She was successful in the 1970s in building ties to certain groups and staging 
spectacular events, but less active in more mundane duties: responsibilities were insuffi- 
ciently delegated and decision-making faltered (San Francisco Chronicle 1986; Thomas 
1978). She left COYOTE in 1985 and became co-director of the International Committee 
for Prostitutes' Rights; COYOTE is now run on a part-time basis by Priscilla Alexander 
and Gloria Lockett. 

Support Base 

Popular support facilitates a movement's acceptance and legitimacy, if not tangible 
gains (Gamson 1975, p. 51). Movement support can be measured by the number of its (1) 
constituents, who provide resources, and (2) adherents, who support goals (McCarthy and 
Zald 1977). Available figures on constituents-members paying annual dues-may be 
unreliable. COYOTE claimed 8,500 members in 1974; 8,000 in 1977; and 10,000- 
15,000 in 1980.16 Whatever the real numbers, almost all were "paper" constituents: on 
the mailing list and paying nominal dues but quite inactive. 

Public opinion data presented in Table 2 indicate significant support for some form of 
legalization and much less for decriminalization. While the pool of adherents (supporters 
of decriminalization) is not insignificant, they, like COYOTE's constituents, remain un- 
mobilized. In this movement, leaders typically speak on behalf of, rather than involve, 
prostitutes and non-prostitute adherents: mobilization events (picketing, demonstrations, 
conventions) have been few and far between. This is a professional or entrepreneurial 
campaign, not a mass-based movement (McCarthy and Zald 1977). 
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The beneficiaries of decriminalization and thus potential constituents might be expected 
to include customers and prostitutes (particularly streetwalkers, most vulnerable under 
criminalization).'7 Some customers may favor legalization-for health and safety rea- 
sons-but few have "come out" in support, apparently lacking strong incentives and/or 
anticipating fallout among friends, spouses, and associates. COYOTE's attitude toward 
customers may also play a part: as one leader remarked, "COYOTE is contemptuous of 
johns."'8 

Mobilization of prostitutes has been equally elusive, despite the estimated reservoir of 
one million adult prostitutes nationally. It was premature for one observer to argue in 1974 
that "prostitutes at last are willing to act in concert to assert their rights" (Haft 1974, p. 
10). St. James (1989, p. xix) estimates that only 3% of COYOTE's members are pros- 
titutes. This quiescence among beneficiaries can be explained by factors internal and 
external to the movement. Internally, COYOTE has not prioritized recruitment: "We don't 
go looking for constituents," St. James told me, "they come to COYOTE."'9 Given the 
lack of recruitment efforts, many prostitutes may be unaware of the movement's very 
existence. 

Among those aware of the movement, several factors discourage open participation. 
They may, as COYOTE claims, simply be "too busy" trying to survive.20 But other 
constraints seem more salient: fear of police surveillance and harassment, discouragement 
from pimps and other managers, and anticipated repercussions among family and friends. 
Structural difficulties compound these interpersonal deterrents. Unlike gays, prostitutes 
lack the preexisting networks and the kind of subculture or sense of community suited to 
political activism. Solidarities among prostitutes (where they exist) are largely survival- 
oriented, and those prostitutes most involved in criminal subcultures (involving mainly 
drug dealing and theft) are particularly likely to eschew movement involvement. 

Alliances 

Strong alliances with other groups inside or outside the movement may offset an 
organization's lack of internal resources and constituent support (Zald and McCarthy 
1980). COYOTE has maintained very loose and intermittent relations with affiliates, both 
nationally and internationally. Leaders of these organizations occasionally meet at con- 
ferences, but do not coordinate local activities. 

Various influential third parties have formally supported decriminalization but their 
contribution to the movement has been limited. Some organizations have done little more 
than issue a call for decriminalization. Others have mounted legal challenges to the 
constitutionality of prostitution laws. In addition to the ACLU's formal support for de- 
criminalization (since 1975), it occasionally has filed taxpayers' and class action suits, 
informally lobbied legislators, and defended individuals prosecuted under prostitution 
laws. In general, however, the ACLU accords prostitution low priority. A COYOTE leader 
remarked that the ACLU "doesn't want to get involved" in litigation on behalf of pros- 
titutes and is "interested in more popular things."21 

A number of writers (Schur 1980, p. 207; McLeod 1981, 1982; Musheno and Seeley 
1986) maintain that prostitutes' rights organizations benefitted from association with the 
women's movement. In 1973, the National Organization for Women (NOW) issued a 
formal resolution supporting decriminalization. NOW is in a position to contribute to 
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COYOTE's finances, legitimacy, and support base (through bloc recruitment of some of 
its 270,000 members [Matthews 1990]), but has offered little material support and its 
formal endorsement of decriminalization has not appreciably enhanced the standing of 
prostitutes' rights organizations.22 As COYOTE's director recently complained, "Some 
NOW chapters are doing more, but I'm still not getting the cooperation I want."23 
Similarly, the International Committee for Prostitutes' Rights (1986, p. 1) has accused the 
women's movement in other countries of giving lip service to the issue of prostitution and 
displaying "hesitation or refusal to accept prostitution as legitimate work and to accept 
prostitutes as working women .. " 

Two factors explain the half-hearted support from the women's movement. First, pros- 
titution is an unpopular cause, unlikely to yield gains for and more likely to discredit the 
women's movement if embraced in a prominent and sustained fashion. The "contamina- 
tion" resulting from an individual's association with deviants (Goffman 1963) also may 
apply to organizations that champion deviant causes. 

Second, feminists disagree fundamentally on prostitution, not unlike the heated debates 
on pornography. A libertarian faction sees it as a valid occupational alternative, which 
decriminalization would make safer; abolitionists consider it inherently sexist and degrad- 
ing. The dominant view among feminists consists of opposition to criminalization and 
state regulation, which expose prostitutes to exploitation and victimization, coupled with 
moral indignation over the institution of prostitution, as an extreme form of gender 
oppression (Hobson 1987; MacMillan 1977; Musheno and Seeley 1986; Women Endors- 
ing Decriminalization 1973). The favored solution is immediate decriminalization and 
ultimate abolition of the oldest profession. 

Tensions within the women's movement over prostitution are reflected in fundamental 
ideological divisions among those organizations campaigning for changes in prostitution. 
The dominant, abolitionist view among feminists is not shared by COYOTE and comes 
closer to that of two lesser known organizations: the U.S. Prostitutes Collective and 
WHISPER (Women Hurt in Systems of Prostitution Engaged in Revolt). Both endorse 
decriminalization as an interim measure. The U.S. Prostitutes Collective seeks "eco- 
nomic independence for women, so that none of us will be forced into prostitution for 
economic reasons" (West 1987, p. 280). Spearheading a "revolt" against prostitution, 
WHISPER (founded in 1985) denies that women freely choose prostitution, that prostitu- 
tion is a valid career, and that it can ever be organized humanely. Prostitution is based on 
male domination, women's commodification, and "enforced sexual access and sexual 
abuse" (WHISPER 1985/86, p. 1; cf. Barry 1979; Pivar 1973). Hardly victimless, it is "a 
crime committed against women by men" since it violates women's human dignity 
(Wynter 1987, p. 270). Buying sexual favors is by definition "violence against women" 
(WHISPER n.d.). As an abolitionist organization, WHISPER does not fit within the 
prostitutes' rights movement: it advocates not the rights of prostitutes as prostitutes but the 
right to escape from prostitution; seeks not normalization but intensification of the stigma 
attached to women of ill repute; and champions the universal eradication of prostitution. 

COYOTE denies that victimization is intrinsic to prostitution, that most prostitution is 
forced, and that abolition is required. It views prostitution as neither innately degrading 
nor the ultimate in sexist objectification and considers it naive to view decriminalization as 
a precursor to prostitution's eventual elimination (see Alexander 1987; Bell 1987; NTFP 
1987b; Richards 1979; Withers 1977). Calling on feminists to respect "the integrity of 
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prostitute women," the International Committee for Prostitutes' Rights (1986, p. 1) claims 
that prostitutes "reject support that requires them to leave prostitution" and "object to 
being treated as symbols of oppression and demand recognition as workers." 

The Media 

The mass media are crucial contributors to the success or failure of modem social 
movements, shaping access to the public and vital resources. They can distort, selectively 
depict, or accurately portray movement activities and goals. COYOTE regards the media 
as its most important resource, since they allow direct and cost-free public access.24 

Movement leaders have appeared on national and local talk shows and newscasts, albeit 
infrequently. The media have approached COYOTE for information on prostitution, inter- 
viewed its spokespersons, and covered events such as the Hookers' Balls and Conven- 
tions, usually in a more amused than serious manner. But my examination of the indexes 
of the New York Times and the San Francisco Chronicle shows at no point since the 
movement's rise sustained press coverage of the grievances, goals, and activities of 
prostitutes' rights organizations-unlike the more frequent reporting on the gay rights 
movement. Limited media attention to COYOTE's concerns has negatively affected ac- 
quisition of material resources and opportunities to influence public attitudes. 

CONCLUSION 

COYOTE has not failed in every area. It appears to have enhanced the self-images of 
affiliated prostitutes (Delacoste and Alexander 1987; Pheterson 1989). It has aided indi- 
vidual prostitutes, attracted some media attention, extracted concessions from some city 
governments and police forces, and won legal battles in some courtrooms. Quite possibly, 
"If COYOTE didn't exist, it would be worse" than currently for prostitutes.25 COYOTE's 
survival for 17 years is also noteworthy. Perhaps "simply continuing to fight over a period 
of years, one gains a measure of credibility" (St. James 1980, p. 199), but this longevity 
effect is difficult to discern in this movement. 

St. James (1980, p. 199) claims that "publicity has educated the public [and] gained us 
some respectability among community groups." However, her colleague, Priscilla Alex- 
ander, considers it "unclear" whether public education has occurred.26 St. James also 
argues that the "basic injustice" of prostitution law and enforcement patterns "makes the 
movement succeed."27 Generally, however, arguments regarding "basic injustices" have 
fallen on deaf ears among elites and the wider public. COYOTE has not altered public 
opinion nor won major concessions or lasting acceptance from authorities. 

Our findings support the resource mobilization theory of social movements, which 
considers ideological and moral factors secondary to material and organizational variables 
in shaping movement outcomes. Deviance liberation movements are not sentenced to fail 
because of high levels of perceived immorality. "Immoral crusades" may prevail on 
authorities (if not the wider public) if they aggregate and mobilize the material and human 
resources of (1) a mass base of constituents and/or (2) well-endowed, influential third 
parties (groups, movements, elites). The gay rights and abortion rights campaigns have 
succeeded in mobilizing both of the above. The prostitutes' rights movement has failed in 
both domains and thus remains in a weak position to overcome its lack of moral capital 
and to attain its goals. 
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NOTES 

1. Although the literature variously defines "social movement," this campaign can be consid- 
ered one in that it is an organized effort to promote social change, using both institutionalized and 
noninstitutionalized means. 

2. Other harms commonly associated with prostitution are denied by the movement: that pros- 
titution contributes significantly to the spread of VD, that it is controlled by organized crime, and 
that prostitutes are AIDS carriers. The first two beliefs have been refuted by most studies, but the 
last remains controversial. 

3. National decriminalization throughout the U.S. is necessary because reform in only some 
states "will result in marked shifts in the prostitute population to the areas where it is legal" 
(COYOTE 1978a). 

4. COYOTE proposes that existing business codes be used to confine prostitution businesses to 
commercial or mixed residential-commercial areas (Alexander 1979). 

5. Responses were grouped as strongly disagree (53.7%), disagree (17.6%), agree (9.5%), and 
strongly agree (12.9%). The poll (N = 1213) was conducted in November 1988 by the Center for 
Survey Research at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. 

6. Variation among types of prostitutes in levels of psychological adjustment is found in a study 
by Exner and colleagues (1977). Evaluations of 95 prostitutes found that housewife prostitutes and 
streetwalker/addict prostitutes exhibited various signs of psychopathology. Non-addict street- 
walkers, however, were not pathological, merely "immature and dependent"; house prostitutes and 
call girls were well-adjusted, "capable of handling themselves well, manifesting good emotional 
controls, being well aware of conventionality, and doing well in the occupation of their choice." 

7. COYOTE's logo proclaims it a "loose women's organization." The brochure announcing the 
Fourth National Whore's Congress in San Francisco in 1987 states, "The word whore is used to 
stigmatize women and the word prostitute is used to criminalize women. We reclaim and identify 
with both words and we demand our rights as whores, as prostitutes, and as working women." 

8. Interview with Priscilla Alexander, San Francisco, March 16, 1987. 
9. The survey (N = 279) overrepresented business people and police officers. 
10. Apparent inconsistencies among some of the findings may be due to the wording of 

questions and the response options offered. Similar inconsistencies appear in survey data on other 
kinds of deviance (McClosky and Brill 1983). In the prostitution polls it is rarely clear how 
"prostitution" is interpreted by respondents, that is, whether it is identified with street prostitution 
or includes less visible kinds. 

11. The movement in America has been less successful legislatively than that in England, 
where it has generated some parliamentary support for decriminalization, culminating in the intro- 
duction of bills to eliminate incarceration for soliciting and loitering (McLeod 1982). 

12. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
13. Six Hookers' Balls were held from 1974 to 1979, each drawing large crowds and income. 

The Ball netted $10,000 in 1975, $30,000 in 1977, and $60,000 in 1978 (COYOTE 1976, 1978b; 
St. James 1989). The event was dropped due to a legal dispute between COYOTE and a professional 
organizer over ownership rights to the Ball. 
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14. Interview with Margo St. James and Priscilla Alexander, San Francisco, September 12, 
1980. 

15. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
16. COYOTE 1974a; St. James 1977; Interview with St. James and Alexander, September 12, 

1980. 
17. Hilton (n.d., p. 15) identifies the types of persons with interests likely threatened by 

decriminalization: "high-income prostitutes; pimps; members of the vice squad; bellhops; cab 
drivers and all others who earn fees from disseminating information in the illegal market; criminals 
and others who can extort money from prostitutes; and, finally, people who derive satisfaction from 
feeling that something they consider nasty is illegal" (cf. Heyl 1979; Sheehy 1973, ch. 5). 

18. Interview with Alexander, September 12, 1980. 
19. Interview with St. James, September 12, 1980. 
20. Interview with St. James, San Francisco, November 14, 1980. 
21. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
22. Political organizations, such as the League of Women Voters and the National Women's 

Political Caucus, have never taken a position on prostitution (personal communication). COYOTE 
has called on both organizations to make prostitution a priority (Alexander 1979). 

23. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
24. Interview with St. James, September 12, 1980. 
25. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
26. Interview with Alexander, March 16, 1987. 
27. Interview with St. James, September 12, 1980. 
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