Donna Hitchens and the Lesbian Rights Project’s Lasting Legacy
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A law student with a small grant and a clear sense of what was missing helped build a national force for LGBTQ legal rights. Donna Hitchens founded the Lesbian Rights Project in 1977, then became the first openly lesbian person elected to a judgeship in the United States. Her story shows how focused community advocacy can grow into lasting change.
A $7,500 grant helped launch a new legal project
When Donna Hitchens began the Lesbian Rights Project in 1977, she saw a gap in the legal support available to LGBTQ people. Existing public-interest firms were challenging the criminalisation of gay people, but lesbian mothers facing custody and visitation disputes were getting far less attention. Hitchens wanted to take on those cases directly. [2], [3]
She secured a $7,500 grant during her final year of law school. After passing the bar, she opened the project as part of Equal Rights Advocates, a San Francisco law firm focused on sex discrimination. It was a modest start, but the need was anything but small. [2], [5]
From a small team to a national network
The project grew with support from people who shared its purpose. Hitchens brought Roberta Achtenberg on board, and the organisation began responding to requests from across the country. A practical tool helped spread its work: Hitchens wrote a litigation manual on lesbian mothers’ rights for advocates handling cases in other states. [2], [3]
That growth eventually carried the organisation beyond its original name and local roots. The National Center for LGBTQ Rights now works on legal issues affecting LGBTQ communities nationally, building on the advocacy and expertise developed in the project’s early years. [2], [3]
Hitchens broke new ground on the bench
Her influence extended beyond legal advocacy. Hitchens became the first openly lesbian person elected to a judgeship in the United States, a milestone that placed LGBTQ representation in public office firmly in view. Her career connected courtroom experience with the wider push for equal treatment under the law. [2], [4]
Her election came amid a broader period of increased visibility for openly gay candidates. Contemporary reporting noted that more were winning elections, while Hitchens’ achievement stood out as a landmark for LGBTQ representation in the judiciary. [6], [7]
Why this history still matters
The Lesbian Rights Project began by addressing a specific, overlooked problem: the way sexual orientation could affect a mother’s chance of keeping custody or seeing her children. That focused approach offers a useful lesson for advocacy today. A broad goal matters, but practical support for people facing an immediate legal challenge can make it real. [2], [3]
The work also depended on more than one person. Hitchens had institutional backing from Equal Rights Advocates, colleagues who helped extend the project’s reach, and a network of advocates able to use its resources. Lasting change often looks less like a solo triumph and more like a community building something together. [2], [3], [5]
A pioneering story with a continuing legacy
Hitchens’ path from law student to elected judge captures a significant chapter in LGBTQ legal history. The organisation she helped establish grew from a project responding to lesbian mothers’ needs into a national rights centre, while her election opened a door that had previously been closed. [2], [3], [4]
For LGBTQ History Month, her story is a reminder that progress can begin with a clear-eyed look at who is being left out. Sometimes, the first step is simply deciding that their case deserves to be heard. [2], [4]
A small project, a determined community and a landmark career helped change the legal landscape.
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