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The S.C. Republican Party

is changing,growing more
inclusive, saysGreenville
attorney Jason Elliott.
Elliott says heknows first­

hand.
NextJanuary, Elliott will

become SouthCarolina's first
openly gay lawmaker,repre­
senting a portionof Green­
ville intheS.C. House that
includes conservativeBob
Jones University.
"You hear that we're abig

tent," Elliott,aformeraide
tothen­U.S.Sen. JimDeMi­
nt, saidof theGOP. "Well,
we demonstratedthat."
Inthe June 14 GOPpri­

mary, Elliottunseated sitting
stateRep. Wendy Nanney,
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Rep.­electJasonElliottdiscussinghis
legislativepriorities
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ELLIOTT
best knownas the authorof
the state's new lawrestricting
abortions at 20weeks of
pregnancy. Elliott beatthe
BobJones graduate ina16­
percentage­point landslide.
Elliott says votersinGreen­

ville'sHouse District22know
heis gay,but his sexual ori­
entationdid not play arole in
the race.
Other S.C.GOP leaders say

Elliott's electiondemon­
strates theparty isgrowing
moreinclusive andRepub­
licans voterscare more about
other issues, includingthe
economy.
"Unquestionably andun­

deniably, I am aRepublican
andproud tobeone,"Elliott
said."I'malso proudof the
factthat I'm a whitemale, 6
foot, 2incheswith too much
gray hairfor 45­and also
happento begay."

'THE STATE ISCHANGING'
Elliott doesnot have an

opponent inthe November
generalelection.
He defeatedNanney, a

four­term staterepresenta­
tive,by criticizingthe in­
cumbent's attendance record
at the StateHouse, sayingshe
had missed 30percent of
Housevotes. (Nanneydid not
return phone callsfromThe
State.)

"With myknowledge and
understanding that people
knew of myorientation,the
electionresults tell methat ­
rightfully ­wefocused on
issues that are relevanttothe
positionfor which I wasrun­
ning," Elliott said.
Elliott's political beliefsare

conservative.
He is pro­life,and supports

the 2ndAmendment, restruc­
turing stategovernment and
schoolchoice.
Duringhis campaign, El­

liott alsopushed his message
that S.C. residentsdeserve
betterfromstate govern­
ment.
Tounseat an incumbent, a

challenger hastomake the
incumbent unacceptable in
someform, saidGreenville
Republican political consul­
tant Chip Felkel,afriend of
Elliott's.
Voters inDistrict22saw

Elliott as an acceptableal­
ternative,Felkel said, adding,
"This wasabout leadership,
experience(and) potential
ability toserve."
The majority ofDistrict 22

voters"are focused on get­
ting goodrepresentation in
Columbia," Felkelsaid.
"Some of theotherstuff,
they'reless concerned
about."
Republican votersover­

whelmingly chose Elliott
based onhisideas and vision
for servinginoffice ­noth­
ingelse, saidS.C. Republican
Partychairman Matt Moore.
"TheRepublican Partyis a
big­tentparty with adiverse
coalitionof supporters and
elected officials."
S.C. HouseMajority Leader

BruceBannisteragrees.
"Themore perspectiveswe

have ondifferent issues,the
betterandmore creative
solutionswe canfind," the
GreenvilleRepublican said.
"Thestateis changing,"

Bannistersaid,adding voters
wantelected officialswho are
goingtowork hard. "I don't
thinkthey'rewilling tolimit
thecandidates toone partic­
ular look."

ELLIOTT'SGOP ROOTS
Aself­described "big

geek,"Elliott has beenin­
terested ingovernment and
politicssince middleschool.
He wasstudent body presi­
dent atboth Wren High
Schooland Clemson Uni­
versity.
Afterlawschool, Elliott

workedas aprosecutor and,
then,as district directorfor
DeMint,R­Greenville, before
startinghisown lawpractice.
Thisyear,Elliott initially

supported formerFlorida

Gov. Jeb Bushin theRepub­
licanpresidential race. Now,
hesaidheplans tosupport
theGOP nominee, Donald
Trump.
Trumpspeaks tothe frus­

tration ofthe American peo­
ple,Elliott said."I under­
stand that frustration."
Americansfeel likethe

government hasnot keptits
promises,he said,citingthe
economy's slow recovery
fromthe GreatRecession.
"Forthe middleclass­the

peoplethat work paycheck to
paycheck­theyhaven't seen
arecovery."

GOPVOTERSMORE
FOCUSEDON ECONOMIC
ISSUES
StateRep. PhyllisHen­

derson,R­Greenville, attri­
butes Elliott'slandslide pri­
marywin, inpart, toyounger
voters.
Votersunder 40have had

their livesframed bythe Sept.
11,2001, terroristattacks and
the2008 economic crisis,
saidHenderson.
Thosevotersare most

interestedinwhere candi­
datesstand onkey issues ­
jobs, businessandlowering
taxes,she said."What aper­
sondoeswhen they leavethe
StateHouseis not necessarily
important topeople."
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WinthropUniversity politi­
cal scientistScott Huffmon
notesthe GOP longhas had
gaymembers, citing theLog
Cabin Republicansas an
example.
"Themainstream Repub­

licanParty andthe libertarian
wingof theRepublican Party
aregoing tohave alot lessof
an issue with thisthan the
evangelicalwing," Huffmon
said.
Many S.C. Republicans

remain uneasyabout LGBT
issues. Two­thirdsoppose
gay­marriage, according to a
2015 WinthropPoll, andthe
state's Republican leaders
regularly make headlinesfor
taking anti­gaypositions.
For instance, Gov. Nikki

Haley and AttorneyGeneral
Alan Wilson,both Lexington
Republicans, filed suitto

block gay marriages inSouth
Carolina.
Elliott does notsee that

stance as being discrimi­
natory. Instead, hesays Ha­
ley andWilson were arguing
the gay­marriageissue should
be lefttostates todecide.
The Supreme Court resolv­

ed the issue in2015, declar­
ing gaymarriage legal.
"I commendourstate for

our reactiontothe decision,"
Elliott said ofSouth Car­
olina's acceptance of the
court ruling.

'SOMEONE THATTHEY
CAN WORK WITH'
Among Elliott'ssupporters

was Greenville CityCouncil­
woman Amy RybergDoyle, a
longtime Republicanwho
represents thedistrict where
Elliott lives.
Elliott is a hardworker,

good neighbor andgood
friend, she said.
His sexual orientationwas

"anon­issue" duringthe
campaign, she said.
"The Republican Party

should stay outof bedrooms
and, frankly, nowbath­
rooms," Doyle said, referring
toproposals that Republican
legislators introduced this
year toban transgender peo­
ple from usingthe bathroom
of their choice.
Doyle saidmillennialsare

more moderateonsocial
issues. Ifthe GOP isgoing to
win more supportfrom those
younger voters andwomen,it
has tobemoreinclusive, she
added.
Elliott sees his sexual ori­

entation asapolitical non­
event.
"If someoneisnot goingto

not vote for meor supportme

because of myorientation,
there's nothing I cando
about that," hesaid,adding
he planstorepresentboth
those who supported him and
those who didnot. "Ibelieve
that the folks whodid not
support mewill findthat they
have someone that theycan
work with."
Elliott added he doesnot

think hiselectionsignals that
all Republicans areinthe
same place onany issue,
including gayrights.
"What I dohave hope for is

that this signals that thepeo­
ple of this particulardistrict
are …gauging individuals
based upon their ability todo
the job, their commitment to
the joband their ideas."

Cassie Cope:803­771­8657,
@cassielcope

MATT WALSH mwalsh@thestate.com

''WHATIDOHAVEHOPEFORISTHATTHISSIGNALSTHATTHE
PEOPLEOFTHISPARTICULARDISTRICTARE…GAUGING
INDIVIDUALSBASEDUPONTHEIRABILITYTODOTHEJOB,THEIR
COMMITMENTTOTHEJOBANDTHEIRIDEAS.
­ Jason Elliott
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