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Abstract: 

(homosexual, law, culture) 

 

Homosexuality, though proven to be a naturally occurring phenomenon, has been a 

recurring subject of controversy: for years, homosexuality was classified as a disease, labeling 

gay citizen as sick at best, perverts at worst. As recently as fifty years ago, seen the best 

reception an active homosexual could hope for was to be seen as having a terrible affliction 

which must be cured. Gay citizens were treated as second-class citizens, with every aspect of 

their lifestyles condemned by society and the government. This thesis is a history of the changing 

social and legal status of homosexuality in the United States, from the 1920's. Something 

certainly has changed, in law and society, and I propose to explore the change and to explain 

why and how it happened. 
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     Introduction  

The condition of the homosexual in western civilization has been deeply 

problematic for thousands of years.
1
  Homosexuality, though proven to be a 

naturally occurring phenomenon
2
, has been a recurring subject of controversy: for 

years, homosexuality was classified as a disease, labeling gay citizen as sick at 

best, perverts at worst.
3
 Homosexuals were, as recently as fifty years ago, seen as 

low-life and scum; the best reception an active homosexual could hope for was to 

be seen as having a terrible affliction which must be cured.
4
 Gay citizens were 

treated as second-class citizens, with every aspect of their lifestyles condemned by 

society and the government.  

                                                           
1
 Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality by John Boswell examines homosexuality through the ages in 

terms of Christianity, a prevalent religion which many mandate is “against” the sexual orientation. Throughout the 

book, Boswell sets up an argument which indicates that Christianity, in fact, does not expressly look down upon 

homosexuality—people who came centuries after the stories were passed down actually warped their meaning to 

fit what they thought was acceptable. For instance, the chapter about the popular “Sodom and Gomorrah” story: 

often used as an argument against homosexuality from a biblical perspective, the story is actually about being rude 

to houseguests. The meaning has been appropriated over the years due to some of the content—the sodomy, for 

instance—even though other aspects of the story clearly point to it being centered around not being rude to those 

staying with you. In addition, Boswell points out (p.97) that the passage is also referring to creatures “other than 

human”—in this case, the angels—and so even if the story is meant to be taken as a cautionary tale against a 

particular sex act, it would more likely be about bestiality (or simply sexual relations with an “other” that is not 

human.) 
2
 In the article "Same-sex Behavior Seen In Nearly All Animals, Review Finds", Science Daily finds that animals have 

displayed homosexual tendencies among each other in the wild for ages. "It's clear that same-sex sexual behavior 

extends far beyond the well-known examples that dominate both the scientific and popular literature: for 

example, bonobos, dolphins, penguins and fruit flies," and as such homosexuality cannot be said to be truly 

unnatural; the only species that seems to have a problem with it is humans, and we are in the minority.  
3
UC Davis. Department of Psychology. Facts About Homosexuality and Mental Health. 

http://psychology.ucdavis.edu/rainbow/html/facts_mental_health.html 
4
 Beaman, Whitney. Cannizzaro, Lisa. Goldman, Chloe. The Evolution of the Medical Definition of Homosexuality. 

Cornell University. Oct 30, 2007. Retrieved on Web. 
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This paper is a history of the changing social and legal status of 

homosexuality from the 1920's in the United States, examining major attitude 

shifts to the present. Something certainly has changed, in law and society, and I 

propose to explore the change and to explain why and how it happened. 

For years, homosexual people in the United States were targeted for their 

lifestyle. Since homosexuality departed from societal “norms”, people saw 

homosexuality as deviant and felonious behavior. Homophobic attitudes towards 

gay Americans persisted over many years in law and society, but seem to be 

melting away in the 21
st
 century.  

Prior to the Supreme Court decision in Lawrence v. Texas in 2003, gay 

citizens were committing crimes by going about their daily lives.
5
 Lillian 

Faderman notes that “homosexuals understood at mid-century that their greatest 

adversaries were the churches, which dubbed them sinful; the mental health 

profession, which dubbed them sick; and [then] the law, which took its clues from 

the other authorities and thus justified their cruelty.”
6
 Orientation-based violence 

was a real threat, as was being “outed” in one’s personal life due to enemies or 

nosy neighbors—and since homosexuality was against the law, this made for 

                                                           
5
 LAWRENCE V. TEXAS (02-102) 539 U.S. 558 (2003) 41 S. W. 3d 349 

6
 Gay L. A.: A History of Sexual Outlaws, Power Politics, and Lipstick Lesbians 

 By Lillian Faderman, page 162 
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dangerous living conditions for homosexuals in America. Conditions were 

precarious for homosexual citizens.
7
 

Homosexual citizens can and do still encounter prejudice and misguided fear 

in their daily lives. Homosexual people are often targeted for no reason other than 

their sexual proclivities. The FBI’s Hate Crime Statistics for 2011 demonstrates a 

rise in the number of reported hate crimes based on sexual orientation, finding that 

at 19.6%, orientation-based attacks are the second most frequently committed hate 

crimes.
8
  

While hate crimes do not necessarily denote outright or severe violence, 

there continues to be instances of shocking severity. In early 2013, Mark Carson, a 

gay man in New York City, was shot near the site of Stonewall, an ironic 

happenstance that underlines the fact that, while times are changing, there is still 

resistance. 

Reportedly 3-10% of the United States’ citizens self-identify as gay, lesbian, 

bisexual, or transgender
9
 as of 2012. This is perhaps 10 to 35 million people in the 

United States, and this number reflects only those who have responded to 

population surveys truthfully. It is difficult to ascertain the accurate number of 

homosexual citizens. As homosexuality is becoming more visible in our society, 

                                                           
7
 Beyond "Homophobia": A Social Psychological Perspective on Attitudes Toward Lesbians and Gay Men. Author: 

Gregory M. Herek, PHD. Pages 10-21 
8
 Federal Bureau of Investigation. Hate Crimes Accounting. Annual hate Crimes Report. December 10, 2012. 

9
 Gates, Gary J.; Frank Newport (October 2012). "Gallup Special Report: The U.S. Adult LGBT Population".  
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more and more people are coming out of the closet; in a few years, we may have a 

more accurate assessment of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) 

population in the United States.  

My paper will discuss the progression of the social and legal status of 

homosexuality in America as reported by the New York Times. The media tends 

both to influence and mirror the values and attitudes of the public—therefore, an 

examination of homosexuality through the lens of the most prominent national 

news publication should allow for a thorough and telling account of the changing 

circumstances of homosexuals in society. A timeline reveals a clear picture of the 

progress our country has made towards tolerance.  

Homosexuality has come “out of the closet”; a topic that was almost never 

discussed at the beginning of the 20
th

 century (indeed, lawmakers could not bring 

themselves to use the word, but referred to “the unmentionable crimes against 

nature”
10

) as become a widespread topic of public discourse. America’s attitude 

towards homosexuality both as a concept and in practice have shifted dramatically. 

Fifty years ago, might have seemed inconceivable that homosexual conduct would 

                                                           
10

 The first usage of this term to refer to unnatural sexual acts occurred in 1814 in the case Andrews v. Vanduzer. In 

the case, Vanduzer accused Andrews of having sodomized a cow and a horse. The court interpreted this to mean 

that Andrews was being accused of a crime against nature with a beast. Sodomy laws in various states began to 

include “crime against nature” to mean homosexual relations, grouping homosexuality with crimes such as 

bestiality and pedophilia. 

For instance, North Carolina’s sodomy statute (Article 26, section 14-177) maintained that “if any person shall 

commit the crime against nature, with mankind or beast, he shall be punished as a Class I felon”—the actual act is 

not mentioned, only that it is a crime against nature. 
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be constitutionally protected and legal in all states
11

, and that gay marriage would 

be legalized by the end of the 20
th

 century. The larger society seems slowly to be 

becoming more accepting of alternate sexual orientations. Over the past decade, 

gay marriage has become legal in many states
12

, the Defense of Marriage Act was 

struck down
13

, and there have been many positive strides in the gay rights 

movement. 

The Public Media has been both an influence and a mirror of the public’s 

view of homosexuality. This study examines the way homosexuality has been 

covered and discussed in the pages of the New York Times since the first story in 

which the word appeared in 1926. My thesis examines the New York Times’ 

coverage of issues pertaining to homosexuality in the 20
th
 century, in the context of 

changing laws and social attitudes about homosexuality. I have focused on the 

coverage of major events in the timeline of LGBT history in the United States, 

such as Stonewall, the AIDS crisis, and Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. The New York 

Times' coverage of LGBT issues shifts in tone along with the times: whereas an 

article published in the 1930's has a decidedly disapproving tone when discussing 

homosexuality, later years show the publication's tone shifting to reflect a more 

                                                           
11

 Prior to 1962, every state in the United States had a law making sodomy a felony. 
12

 ProCon. 17 States with Legal Gay Marriage and 33 States with Same-Sex Marriage Bans. April 17, 2014. 

http://gaymarriage.procon.org/view.resource.php?resourceID=004857 
13

 Gutierrez, Gabe. Supreme Court strikes down Defense of Marriage Act, paves way for gay marriage to resume in 

California. NBC. June 26, 2013. http://nbcpolitics.nbcnews.com/_news/2013/06/26/19151971-supreme-court-

strikes-down-defense-of-marriage-act-paves-way-for-gay-marriage-to-resume-in-california?lite 
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tolerant and accepting attitude. The media tends to reflect the attitudes of the 

consumer; as such, while examining the progression of the New York Times' 

coverage of LGBT issues and events, it is possible to trace the progression of the 

social and legal status of homosexuality in our society and the media’s coverage of 

events pertaining to gay issues. 
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    1926-1939 

Social and political attitudes towards homosexuality in America were not 

always as negative as one might think: the “roaring twenties” were a fairly liberal 

time in certain parts of the country, the women’s’ rights movement was in full 

swing, and the twenties marked the appearance of gay culture in larger cities, such 

as New York
14

. While in most areas of the country homosexuality was still 

disapproved of, certain cultural meccas existed wherein homosexuals could freely 

express themselves. A number of speakeasies existed, generally run by 

homosexuals—the nightlife in large cities was often populated by gays. In fact, 

what was called a “pansy craze” swept the nation: books, plays, and films began to 

include gay characters, and it became popular to visit nightclubs which featured 

gay performers.
15

 

 There was “a thriving gay culture in Gotham
16

 in the half-decade before 

World War II… [and] “the decline of the fairy and the rise of the closet.’”
17

. 

Homosexual conduct wasn’t necessarily accepted or even legal, but it was certainly 

less of a hot-button issue. Larger cities saw a thriving gay culture emerge. George 

Chauncey, in his book Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of 

                                                           
14

 Murphy, Kevin C. Review of George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay 

Male World, 1890-1940. Reprinted by Skull & Dagger. http://sdsumachinal.wordpress.com/1920s-gay-culture/ 
15

 Chauncey, George. Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. 

Basic Books, 1994. Print. 
16

 “Gotham” was slang for New York during the 1920’s. The name is cemented in popular culture due to the 

Batman comics: its creator based the comic in a fictionalized version of New York, and named it “Gotham”. 
17

 Murphy, Kevin C. Review of George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay 

Male World, 1890-1940. Reprinted by Skull & Dagger. http://sdsumachinal.wordpress.com/1920s-gay-culture/ 
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the Gay Male World, cites that gay men’s effeminacy “served to confirm rather 

than threaten the masculinity of other [straight] men...Their representation of 

themselves as 'intermediate types' made it easier for [straight] men to interact with 

them (and even have sex with them) by making it clear who would play the 'man's 

part' in the interaction."
18

 A number of pornographic films at the time contained 

gay scenes: A Free Ride (1915), Le ménage moderne du Madame Butterfly (1920), 

and The Surprise of a Knight (1929) are some notable examples, with Knight being 

the first film to contain strictly homosexual scenes.
19

 For a time homosexuality was 

seen as a “third sex” which was not necessarily threatening to heterosexual 

members of society.
20

 The attitude of the roaring twenties towards homosexuality 

was one of relative tolerance. While homosexuality was certainly not an accepted 

part of society, there were some exceptions to the general negative outlook on 

gays. In 1924, the first gay rights organization, The Society for Human Rights, was 

founded in Chicago by Henry Gerber.
21

 The Society’s mission statement was “to 

promote and to protect the interests of people who by reasons of mental and 

physical abnormalities are abused and hindered in the legal pursuit of happiness 

which is guaranteed them by the Declaration of Independence, and to combat the 

                                                           
18

 Chauncey, George. Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940. 

Basic Books, 1994. Print.  
19

  Slade, Joseph W. (2006). "Eroticism and Technological Regression: The Stag Film". History and Technology: an 

International Journal. Pages 11-35. 
20

 “Steve”. 1920'S BOTH WAYS: The Roaring Twentites Were a Pretty Good Time to be Gay/Bisexual. VMGH. May 

16, 2010. http://vgmh2.blogspot.com/2010/05/1920-both-ways-roaring-twentites-were.html 
21

 Baim, Tracey. Out and Proud in Chicago: An Overview of the City's Gay Community. Agate Publishing, Sep 1, 

2008. Page 32. Print. 
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public prejudices against them by dissemination of facts according to modern 

science among intellectuals of mature age”; the society marked the first time that 

gay citizens had a forum through which to meet openly.
22

 The organization 

attempted to provide both a safe space for homosexual citizens of Chicago and a 

platform through which to educate the public about homosexuality. The Society for 

Human Rights was only in effect for a few short months. The Society’s Vice 

president Al Meininger was a bisexual married man; in 1925, he was arrested for 

having sexual relations with another man. The Society’s president and secretary 

were also arrested shortly thereafter, “guilty just by being homosexual”
23

, and a 

newspaper ran a story claiming that the Society was a sex cult. The arrests and 

newspaper story prompted police to take interest and investigate the Society.
24

 This 

exposure introduced the public to the idea that homosexuality was more common 

than society originally thought. After the Society was disbanded, homosexuality 

became a more noticed issue on the country's radar: the New York Times used the 

word in an article in 1926 which condemned homosexuality, and a growing 

awareness of homosexuality spread through the public conscious.
25

 The article in 

question was not outright about homosexuality, but it did mark the first time a 

nationally published news periodical had used the word in an article in the United 

                                                           
22

 Gerber, Henry. The Society for Human Rights. ONE. September 1962. 

http://www.glapn.org/sodomylaws/usa/illinois/ilnews02.htm 
23

 Eaklor, Vicki Lynn. Queer America: A GLBT History of the 20th Century. ABC-CLIO, 2008. Print. Page 55. 
24

 Eaklor, Vicki Lynn. Queer America: A GLBT History of the 20th Century. ABC-CLIO, 2008. Print. Pages 55-56. 
25

 Current Magazines”. May 30, 1926. New York Times. 
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States—and it also marked the beginning of the media’s coverage of 

homosexuality as a lewd and unnatural act. 
26

 The article, titled “Current 

Magazines”, is a summary of what other news publications had been reporting on 

that week—there’s a write-up about Vanity Fair, a new Italian publication, “Child 

Study” magazine, and The Century. Everything in the article remains fairly 

innocuous until the section on the June Current History: the author describes “The 

Case Against Capital Punishment”, an examination of the Leopold and Loeb 

murder case. The publication advocates capital punishment for serious crimes: 

Professor Harry Elmer Barnes “suggests that it may be desirable to “exterminate” 

the non-reformable types, not as punishment for their crimes, but because they are 

a menace to society”. The article then goes on to explain the temperament of 

Leopold, one of the murderers, as having “a relatively slight homosexual neurosis” 

which “would have yielded easily to a six-months’ course of psychoanalytic 

treatment”. The article then goes on to predict that, had Leopold undergone the 

treatment to rid himself of his homosexual desires, he would not have been a 

danger to society: Leopold's sexual proclivities are the sole reason listed for his 

violent outburst, and the focus of the article remains how unfortunate it is that 

Leopold did not receive intervention for his homosexual ways, as this would have 

rendered him “less dangerous to society than the thousands of hoboes 

                                                           
26

 “Current Magazines”. May 30, 1926. New York Times. 
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[wandering]… freely [in] Chicago”. Leopold and Loeb murdered Bobby Franks, 

Leopold’s 14-year-old cousin, in the hopes of committing "the perfect crime" and 

demonstrating their superior intelligence; their motive was their own vanity and 

pomposity. However, the article essentially blames Leopold’s homosexuality for 

his criminal activity, likening homosexuals to homeless criminals and social 

deviants. Homosexuality during this time was seen as a disease, and one which 

could lead its victims down a life of crime, and this particular case seemed to 

provide proof that homosexuality led to deviant behavior. The discussion of curing 

Leopold’s homosexual tendencies underlines the fact that homosexuals were seen 

as depraved, sick, and capable of anything: the article implies that, were Leopold 

afforded the opportunity to "recover" from his homosexuality, he would no longer 

pose a threat to society. The fact that the first published use of the word 

“homosexual” happened to be in the context of a story about using capital 

punishment against people who are a menace to society indicates how little was 

actually known about homosexuality at the time: the concept was so new that even 

the article did not seem to know what to do with the information about the case, 

reducing Leopold’s motive to a mental disorder. The focus on Leopold’s 

infatuation with Loeb (and how “easily curable” it was) diverted attention away 

from the heinous nature of the crime and provided an excuse for his participation 
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in the act. This article marked the start of a series of less-than-positive pieces 

which portrayed homosexuals as degenerates and violent criminals.  

The start of the Great Depression led people to value a more reserved 

lifestyle: behavior that was tolerated during the twenties was decidedly less so in 

the 30’s: women had fewer rights, men were expected to work harder, and the fun-

loving society of the 1920’s gave way to a grim, tight-laced society in the 1930’s.
27

 

Medical doctors, psychologists, and anti-vice squads branded homosexuals as sick, 

mentally deranged, and abnormal.
28

 The American Psychiatric Association 

classified homosexuality as a disease, a response to the common societal belief that 

homosexuality was unnatural and undesirable.
29

 “Hundreds of gay men were 

arrested in New York City for cruising or visiting gay locales; thousands were 

arrested every year in the [decade following the end of World War 1]”.
30

 However, 

the 1930’s were also a time of firsts for the gay community: the 1930's marked the 

beginning of the trend of the use of the word "gay" in relation to homosexuality
31

. 

It was also the first time a book had been published which depicted a happy, 

successful homosexual relationship. The book, titled Diana: A Strange 

                                                           
27

 “Women in the New Deal Era: An in-depth study of women’s roles and attitudes during the Great Depression” by 

Holly Armstrong 
28

 Garnets, Linda. Kimmel, Douglas C. Psychological Perspectives on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Experiences. 

Columbia University Press. Print. (PDF) 
29

 Dancing, Ted. Homosexuals as Second Class Citizens in 20th Century America and Today. Feb 21, 2006.  

http://voices.yahoo.com/homosexuals-as-second-class-citizens-20th-century-24032.html 
30

 Chauncey, Gay New York page 9. 
31

 Harper, Douglas (2001–2013). "Gay". Online Etymology dictionary. 
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Autobiography, was billed as a true story, and the first of its kind.
32

 The book 

“colorfully [illuminated] important facets of lesbian life between the wars”, and 

was vouched for as authentically autobiographical at the time of its release. 

However, homosexuality continued to be seen as a deviant lifestyle, and it was to 

be legally and medically condemned. The New York Times’ coverage of 

homosexuality reflected this viewpoint, and the publication ran articles that 

focused on homosexuality as a terrible affliction that must be stopped.
33

 

On July 27. 1933, an ad ran in the New York Times advertising mental 

healing for ten cents
34

. Around the time this ad was published, it was common 

practice for those who harbored “unnatural thoughts” to seek aid in ridding 

themselves of them. Homosexuality was thought of as a disease, but the idea of 

corrective therapy to cure “deviant behavior” was popular during this time period: 

prisons sought to rehabilitate criminals and “cure” them of their deviant behavior, 

and in turn it became a popular theory in society that those who display deviancy 

could be diverted through therapy.
35

 It is possible then that the ad was, in effect, 

advertising a service to cleanse homosexual thoughts and desires. The same issue 

of the Times contained a review of the novel Gentlemen, I Address You Privately 

                                                           
32

 Castle, Terry. The Literature of Lesbianism: A Historical Anthology From Ariosto To Stonewall. Columbia 

University Press. Print. Page 973. 
33

 Garnets, Linda. Kimmel, Douglas C. Psychological Perspectives on Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Experiences. 

Columbia University Press. Print. (PDF) 
34

 Display Ad 17, no author cited. New York Times. July 27, 1933. 
35

 Welch, M. (1996). Corrections: A critical approach. New York: McGraw-Hill. Web. 
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by Kay Boyle focused on the negative impacts of a homosexual affair on the 

protagonist’s life
36

. In keeping with the theory that gay men were predatory, the 

review mentions how “the sly, magnetic, [and] effeminate” Ayton manages to 

tempt the protagonist, Munday, into a lifestyle which the author clearly feels is 

deplorable. Propagation of the myth that homosexuals are inherently predatory did 

not help public acceptance of gay rights. In Boyle’s novel, homosexuality is the 

first step into a descent into a criminal underworld. 

A 1934 article titled “Child Mind of the Dictator Blamed For Many World 

Ills” speculates that young men, due to group mentality and desire to belong, reject 

women as romantic options and fall into a brief homosexual phase.
37

 The article’s 

overarching theme is the theory of the “arrest of personality”. Caused by improper 

parenting, an arrest of personality causes young men to become fixated in the 

mindset of a child and become prone to committing criminal acts. This theory 

asserts the existence of a homosexual phase in this process which, if not curbed, 

can adversely affect young men’s lives. The article proposes that Adolf Hitler 

could have had an arrested personality disorder, and as a result could have 

possessed homosexual tendencies. It can be inferred from the article that its author 

considered homosexuality to be on par with the criminal acts that Hitler was 

becoming notorious for— a view which makes sense, as homosexuals were seen as 

                                                           
36

 Kronenberger, Louis. Kay Boyle’s Story of a Moral Crisis. New York Times. July 27, 1933. 
37

 Child Mind of the Dictator Blamed For Many World Ills. Elizabeth S. Chesser. New York Times. Dec 2, 1934 
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depraved menaces to society. The article also mentions that vanity and pomposity 

in males are signs of arrested personality disorder; it implies that, should a man be 

too well-groomed and invested in his own well-being and appearance, he is likely 

to commit crimes. Since it was a stereotype for homosexual men to be well-

groomed and suave, this implies again that homosexuals were more likely to 

commit crimes.  

In 1937, the New York Times had an article which contained the word 

“homosexual” in its headline.
38

 “12 Czech Nazis On Trial: Members of Youth 

Organizations Face Homosexual Charges” is a fairly short blurb, but it marks the 

first time the publication outright used the word “homosexual” in a title, denoting 

that the content would be strictly about homosexuality. The article discusses 

twelve Nazi Youth members who had sexual relations with Heinz Rutha, the 

director of the Nazi Youth organization. Though the article does not go into much 

detail, it still portrays homosexuality as wrong, denoting that the party members 

are on trial for alleged homosexual conduct. A follow-up article, “14 Czechs 

Sentenced: All Receive Suspended Terms On Homosexual Charges”, goes on to 

confirm that the youths (and officers involved) were convicted and assigned 

punishment.
39

  

                                                           
38

 12 Czech Nazis On Trial: Members of Youth Organizations Face Homosexual Charges. Author not listed. Dec 3, 

1937. New York Times. 
39

 14 Czechs Sentenced: All Receive Suspended Terms On Homosexual Charges. Author not listed. Dec 10, 1937. 

New York Times. 
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    1940-1949 

While the 1940’s did mark a rise in the visibility of homosexuality in the 

media, attitudes were still negative towards homosexuals , and sodomy was still 

punishable.
40

 As homosexuality was such a taboo in society, gay life had to be 

nonexistent in public and meeting places had to be more secretive; the threat of 

arrest or violence was imminent.
41

  

A 1942 book review in the Times, “The Dual Personality of Walt Whitman: 

WALT WHITMAN: POET OF DEMOCRACY”, asserts that the beloved poet was 

gay.
42

 The reviewer, Frances Winwar, describes a biography of Whitman which 

asserts that the poet was secretly a homosexual. Winwar seems to agree with the 

accusatory nature of the book she is reviewing and also advocates the speculation 

about Whitman’s love life. Homosexuality in this article is treated as controversial 

gossip.  

A 1944 article entitled “Psychopathic Ills Are Emotional, Not Due To a Lack 

of Intelligence”, a condensation of a speech given by American Red Cross 

representative Dr. Olga Knopf, links homosexuals with pedophilia, drug addicts, 

alcoholics, and sexual perversion.
43

 Focusing on soldiers in the army returning 

from the war, Knopf asserts that compassion is the best way to handle deviant 

                                                           
40

 Miller, James R. Sex Laws of the 48 States. http://www.oldmagazinearticles.com/1940s-Sodomy_Laws_pdf 
41

 Chauncey, page 9. 
42

 The Dual Personality of Walt Whitman: WALT WHITMAN: POET OF DEMOCRACY. Frances Winwar. June 14 1942. 

New York Times. 
43

 Psychopathic Ills Are Emotional, Not Due To a Lack of Intelligence. Dr. Olga Knopf. April 3 1944. New York Times. 
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behavior. The article goes on to advise those dealing with a “psychopath” to be 

sympathetic to their illness and strive to be compassionate. While this article does 

not exactly promote being kind to homosexuals, it does advise against taking 

violent action against “psychopaths”, as well as noting that the psychopath in 

question is not any less intelligent than “normal” members of society. While this is 

not a very positive article, it does show that some people began to express 

compassion toward those who exhibited behaviors that went against societal 

norms: while the article states that a popular response to homosexuals at the time 

was violence, it maintains that  calmer, more understanding view of homosexuality 

is ultimately more beneficial to both the “psychopath” and the “normal” citizen. 

(The fact that homosexuality was linked as being as bad or worse than addiction 

and pedophilia, however, shows that progress still had yet to be made in the way of 

accepting alternative lifestyles.)  

In August of 1944, an article ran in the Times concerning the murder of a 

gay Washington University professor David Kammerer by student Lucien Carr
44

. 

Rather than supporting the victim, the article was very much biased against 

Kammerer: citing the man’s “offensive proposals” and unwanted attention as 

motive for Carr to kill him, author Frank S. Adams appears to be staunchly on the 

side of the murderer rather than the victim. A later article, “GUILTY PLEA MADE 

                                                           
44

 Columbia Student Kills Friend And Sinks Body in Hudson River. Frank S. Adams. Aug 17 1944. NY Times 



22 

 

BY CARR IN SLAYING: Columbia Student's Admission of First Degree 

Manslaughter Is Accepted by Court”, goes on to show that Carr was able to plead 

down to manslaughter.
45

 The constant attention of victim Kammerer, it was 

decided, had served to make young Carr “emotionally unstable” and therefore 

justified somewhat in his crime. A later article, “Student Slayer Sent To The 

Reformatory”, details the decision wherein Carr was sent to Elmira Reformatory, a 

rehabilitation center, rather than Sing Sing.
46

  

Meanwhile, the custody battle between an eight-year-old boy was being 

waged in California: Count Haughwitz-Reventlow was being sued for full custody 

by his estranged ex, Barbara Hutton Grant.
47

 Reventlow had purportedly taken 

their son to Canada because Grant’s friend, an admitted homosexual, was staying 

at her house. Citing Grant’s association with homosexuals as a reason for her to be 

unfit to have full custody of their son, Reventlow filed a counter-suit for custody. 

The case was high-profile due to Grant’s marriage to movie star Cary Grant, in 

addition to Hutton’s own fame: a much-discussed socialite, Hutton was a celebrity 

in her own right, having been the subject of much tabloid discussion for her high-

profile relationships and lavish lifestyle.  
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The 1940's marked the founding of the first LGBT veterans' group in 

America. The Veterans Benevolent Association, or VBA, was an organization for 

LGBT veterans of the armed forces. It was founded in 1945 by four homosexual 

veterans who had been honorably discharged.
48

 The group was formed to speak out 

against “blue” discharges. A blue discharge was granted to someone who became 

discharged from the armed forces under less-than-ideal conditions, while still not 

necessarily warranting a “dishonorable” discharge—this could mean suspicion of 

homosexual conduct and homosexual tendencies.
49

 The group remained small, but 

its formation was important: it marked the first time LGBT veterans gathered in an 

organized manner to advocate for veterans’ rights in relation to homosexuality. 

The group was also able to operate primarily under the radar: the New York Times 

did not mention the group or its advocacy during the time period, and little was 

known about the group by people who were not involved. The Veterans 

Benevolent Association was able to operate peacefully and without interference. 

The group primarily served as a social club, however: while they did advocate for 

more fair treatment of “blue” discharged veterans, the group primarily served as a 

social outlet and support group.
50
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Homosexuality continued to be linked to outside influences. A 1946 article, 

“The Habit of ‘Momism’”, discusses what can happen if a mother does not 

properly raise her sons
51

. Dr. Edward A Strecker, a University of Pensylvania 

professor, posited a theory that a mother’s attention can determine whether a child 

will grow to be a productive member of society. Citing “moms in pants” as a factor 

in a child being driven towards a deviant lifestyle, Strecker notes that if a mother is 

not able to devote undivided attention to a child, “there are innumerable surrogates 

for dear old mom… the more obvious of which are alcohol, retreat into sickness, 

the substitution of homosexual relationships for heterosexual behavior and 

identification”. This article introduces the notion that homosexual behavior is the 

fault of the parent, as well as enforces the idea that homosexuality is a disease that 

has its root cause in a dysfunctional lifestyle. The article implies that 

homosexuality is an ill that can be inflicted upon a person, indicative of the 

philosophy that homosexuality is a learned behavior. 

1947 marked the publication of the first gay magazine in the United States. 

Titled Vice Versa, its subheading declared it “America’s Gayest Magazine”; it was 

the first publication in the United States specifically for lesbians, as well as the first 

instance of a lesbian owning a published magazine.
52
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 While most research at the time condemned homosexuality as perverted and 

unnatural, there was a sect of researchers who believed that, while homosexuality 

may not be necessarily desired, it was not inherently unnatural. Dr. Alfred Kinsey 

changed the public discourse on homosexuality: rather than outright condemn 

homosexuality, he hypothesized that human sexuality was a continuum. In his 

research on human sexuality, Kinsey reported on the fluidity of sexuality and 

maintained that sexual proclivities towards members of the same sex were 

universal and natural. He famously conducted a study on homosexuality among 

youths, noting that “homosexual relations occur most often in the group that goes 

into high school but not beyond, and least often in the group that goes to 

college”
53

; Kinsey felt that homosexuality was a natural phase one goes through in 

life. While this study is not reflective of today’s knowledge about homosexuality—

namely, the fact that one does not decide one’s sexual proclivities, but rather is 

born with them—it is one of the first studies which assert that homosexuality is a 

natural phenomenon. In his study on homosexuality, he found that “in any single 

age period, about one-fourth of all the males of grade school level have some 

homosexual relations”
54

, but that many males who did engage would eventually 

marry a heterosexual partner and the activity would taper off. He cited 

                                                           
53

 Kinsey ,Alfred. Pomeroy, Wardell B. Martin, Clyde E. Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. Philadelphia: W.B. 

Saunders, 1948. Pages 259-261. 
54

 Kinsey ,Alfred. Pomeroy, Wardell B. Martin, Clyde E. Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. Philadelphia: W.B. 

Saunders, 1948. Pages 259-261. 



26 

 

homosexuality as “a substitute for less readily available heterosexual contacts” and 

maintained that, while homosexuality occurred frequently, the activity would taper 

off as men grew older; however, he did not decry homosexuality as unnatural or as 

deviant.
55

 As Kinsey’s research grew more famous, coverage of his work appeared 

in the New York Times. Howard A. Rusk’s 1948 article “Concerning Man’s Basic 

Sex Drive: Sexual Behavior in the Human Male” explores Kinsey’s controversial 

research
56

. Kinsey maintains that “homosexual experience is much more common 

than previously thought”, and that many people do not exhibit solely homosexual 

or heterosexual desires. While the author of the article is notably uncomfortable 

with the material (which he describes as new and controversial), the article does 

not outright attack Kinsey’s research, and in fact seems to at least attempt to see 

the reasoning behind it. The author also acknowledges that, in light of Kinsey’s 

findings, there is much to be thought about when considering the moral 

implications of sexual orientation. A follow-up article, “SCIENCE IN REVIEW: 

The Now Famous Kinsey Report Is Criticized On Statistical and Sociological 

Grounds”, attempts to discredit Kinsey’s research by repeatedly citing 

homosexuality as inherently unnatural behavior for humans. The article maintains 
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that behavior such as homosexuality, while common in most mammals, is not 

appropriate behavior for humans to exhibit.
57

 

 In April of 1949, an article by Joseph Hirsch titled “Alcoholism: A Neglected 

Malady” explores the use of alcohol as a crutch for surviving in the world and 

repressing one’s unnatural urges—including homosexual urges. The article goes in 

depth on the subject of the “hidden homosexual” who may rely on alcohol as a 

means for coping in a society that overtly rejects them.
58
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     1950-1959 

 The 1950's marked the formation of the first sustained LGBT group, the 

Mattachine society. Founded in 1950 by Harry Hay, the Mattachine Society was 

created to protect and improve the rights of homosexuals in America.
59

 Hay is 

quoted as saying that the Society’s name is a reference to a French Renaissance 

masque group:  “One masque group was known as the "Société Mattachine." These 

societies, lifelong secret fraternities of unmarried townsmen who never performed 

in public unmasked, were dedicated to going out into the countryside and 

conducting dances and rituals during the Feast of Fools, at the Vernal Equinox. 

Sometimes these dance rituals, or masques, were peasant protests against 

oppression—with the maskers, in the people’s name, receiving the brunt of a given 

lord’s vicious retaliation. So we took the name Mattachine because we felt that we 

1950s gays were also a masked people, unknown and anonymous, who might 

become engaged in morale building and helping ourselves and others, through 

struggle, to move toward total redress and change.”
60

 

 The 1950’s marked the start of government employers beginning to fire 

employees based on their sexuality. It was also the time of a number of LGBT 

court cases. Stoumen v. Reilly in 1951 dealt with whether the congregation of 
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homosexuals at a bar was grounds for revoking the bar’s liquor license—common 

practice at the time. Further cases related to gay bars emerged-- Vallerga v. 

Department of Alcoholic Beverage Control ruled that it was illegal to revoke the 

liquor license of any bar, gay or otherwise, simply because of the sexual 

proclivities of the patrons. One, Inc. v. Olesen was a landmark decision that 

marked the first time the Supreme Court ruled on a gay issue: it stated that a gay 

magazine was not a lewd publication and allowed it to stay in print. Justice Harold 

H. Burton’s clerk, who initially requested that he review the case, is quoted as 

saying that “if the story in One is ‘calculated to promote lesbiansim’ certain stories 

in Ladies’ Home Journal are probably calculated to promote adultery” and felt that 

“the fact that the practices [in the magazine] differed from those of the ‘normal’ 

person should not make the magazine obscene”.
61

 The Supreme Court ended up 

accepting the case, notably the first homosexual case it had taken on, and in a five-

to-four decision ruled in favor of One magazine: a publication could no longer be 

ruled automatically obscene simply for containing homosexual content, and 

homosexual magazines could be distributed through the mail.
62

 

 In 1950, the rise of McCarthyism led to a rise in national panic over anyone 

seen as a social deviant. This fear extended to homosexuals, and the New York 

                                                           
61

 Murdoch, Joyce. Price, Deb. Courting Justice: Gay Men and Lesbians V. the Supreme Court. Basic Books. Page 43. 

Print. 
62

 Murdoch, Joyce. Price, Deb. Courting Justice: Gay Men and Lesbians V. the Supreme Court. Basic Books. Pages 

40-47. Print. 



30 

 

Times coverage attested to this—from April 1950 to May 1954, there were forty 

articles concerning “perverts” and government action against them.  

 “PERVERTS CALLED GOVERNMENT PERIL: Gabrielson, G.O.P. Chief, 

Says They Are as Dangerous as Reds”, an article published on April 19, 1950, 

outlines Guy George Gabrielson’s stance against homosexuals working within the 

government. Declaring that “sexual perverts” are more dangerous than communists 

to the government, Gabrielson’s rant began a slew of anti-gay sentiment from 

people in political power
63

. A follow-up article entitled “INQUIRY BY SENATE 

ON PERVERTS ASKED: Hill and Wherry Study Hears There Are 3,500 Deviates 

in Government” goes on to elaborate on what exactly, at this time period, 

designates a pervert (a same-sex attraction or partner, or someone’s very strong 

hunch).
64

 Government officials did not necessarily always have proof of 

homosexuality, but that did not stop them from eliminating 3,500 people from 

government positions. The article “FEDERAL VIGILANCE ON PERVERTS 

ASKED: Senate Group Says They Must Be Kept Out of Government” goes on to 

insist that homosexual citizens were not only unfit for government jobs, but a 

danger as long as they were in a position of power.
65

 The article maintains that 
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because homosexuality was defined as a mental illness, homosexuals in the 

government would constitute security risks to the United States because "those 

who engage in overt acts of perversion lack the emotional stability of normal 

persons."
66

 The article perpetuates the opinion that homosexuality denoted 

deviance and criminal proclivities; as such, the author maintains that allowing 

homosexuals to work within the government would unquestionably lead to 

corruption. According to the article, allowing homosexuals to stay in government 

positions could compromise the safety of the nation: since homosexuals were 

considered mentally unstable at the time, the article questions the wisdom of 

allowing them to serve in sensitive positions.   

 On January 1, 1951, the government began systematically discharging 

homosexual employees; by March 26, 1952, 126 government officials were 

discharged, and the New York Times ran a piece announcing it.
67

 By April of 

1953, that number had nearly quadrupled; 425 employees were discharged.
68

 The 

Mattachine Society’s Harry Hay is quoted as saying that “it was obvious McCarthy 

was setting up the pattern for a new scapegoat, and it was going to be us--Gays. 

We had to organize, we had to move, we had to get started”.
69

 Indeed, the 
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Lavender Scare led to thousands of homosexual citizens losing their jobs; it was a 

witch hunt which led to the exposure of thousands of government workers.
70

 This 

initiative was approved by the most influential man in our country at the time-- 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower. Responding to several years of assertions that 

homosexual employees could be susceptible to blackmail, Eisenhower issued 

Executive Order 10450.
71

 The order made it legal to review and investigate 

government employees’ private lives, as well as made it legal (and imperative) to 

fire “security risks”. The order maintained that “should there develop at any stage 

of investigation information indicating that the employment of any officer or 

employee of the Government may not be clearly consistent with the interests of the 

national security, the head of the department or agency concerned or his 

representative shall immediately suspend the employment of the person involved if 

he deems such suspension necessary in the interests of the national security and, 

following such investigation and review as he deems necessary, the head of the 

department or agency concerned shall terminate the employment of such 

suspended officer or employee whenever he shall determine such termination 

necessary or advisable in the interests of the national security, in accordance with 
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the said act of August 26, 1950.”
72

 While the order never explicitly said anything 

about homosexuality, it did pave the way for homosexual citizens to be 

investigated and suspended from their positions. The government deemed 

homosexuals a threat to national security, and this law continued to be enforced for 

decades after.
73

  

 During this time, a high-profile murder case began circulating in the news: a 

young man poisoned his own mother, supposedly because she “twitted him as a 

homosexual”.
74

 Harlow Joseph Fraden, a graduate of New York University, 

admitted to feeding his parents cyanide-laced champagne because his mother had a 

habit of calling him a “fairy”. The coverage of this case, while not entirely 

sympathetic towards the young man, did veer towards compassion: since 

homosexuality was so condemned by society in the 1950’s, being accused of being 

a homosexual was nearly as bad to the public as being a murderer.  

 McCarthyism came to a halt in 1954, when the Senate passed a motion to 

condemn McCarthy and his aggressive actions.  W.H. Lawrence’s article 

“SYMINGTON CALLS M'CARTHY'S CARE OF FILES 'SLOPPY': Data 

'Dangerously Handled'” outlines the case against McCarthy and his methods.
75

 The 
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article details the corruption and negligence that peppered McCarthy’s reign of 

terror: dangerously handled files, bribing government officials for information, and 

relying on fear and paranoia to coerce people into outing “spies” and “perverts”. 

While McCarthy vehemently denied any wrongdoing on his part, on December 2, 

1954, McCarthy was officially censured by the Senate, and lost most if not all of 

his credibility. The McCarthy era was basically over, although government 

officials suspected of homosexual conduct were not reinstated to their jobs. 

However, the fall of McCarthyism meant that the national state of paranoia and 

fear was put at ease, and witch hunts for communists and perverts were put to rest. 

 Meanwhile, Britain in the 1950’s was a far more accepting place: a study 

conducted in 1955 found that not only was “sexual deviation” widespread 

throughout the country, but that in fact there were hundreds of “practicing 

homosexuals” willing to report on their lifestyles.
76

 While not outright condoning 

or supporting homosexual inclinations, the study did go on to note that many 

members of churches, reputable businesses, and other institutions were 

homosexuals who functioned in society. While the study suggested that perhaps 

homosexual employees would give preferential treatment to others like them, it 

does not explicitly denounce homosexual behavior as reprehensible or evil. 

However, a later allegation that certain members of Parliament could be prone to 
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same-sex proclivities resulted in the accuser being promptly silenced in the media: 

the Times ran “Commons Bars Pervert Study”, chronicling the cessation of the 

study in Britain. While it was acceptable (to some degree) for British citizens to be 

practicing homosexuals, the suggestion that members of Parliament could also be 

gay was swiftly shot down by the media and government alike.
77

 In 1957, the New 

York Times published a piece entitled “Vice Law Reform Urged in Britain”
78

, 

which challenged the notion that homosexuality should be a criminal act. In 

Britain, the Committee on Homosexual Offenses and Prostitution, led by 

spokesman and leader Sir John Wolfenden, urged Parliament to ease its rigorous 

punishment for private homosexual acts and to instead focus on prostitution. This 

marks the first time that the New York Times (even in passing) makes a distinction 

between homosexuality and other “sexual deviant” actions. Formerly, any mention 

of homosexuality in the publication generally centered around the criminality of 

homosexuality, often likening queerness to other felonious behaviors such as 

alcoholism, pedophilia, and hooliganism. With this article, the notion that 

homosexuality is not the worst that a person could do comes to light, introducing 

the idea of tolerance to America’s newspaper of record. Nevertheless, a follow-up 
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article from Walter Waggoner goes on to note that, while Britain took action 

against prostitution, ultimately laws regarding homosexuality stayed the same.
79

 

 September 1959 brought a rise in attention to so-called police “drives”: 

policemen, enforcing moral crimes rather than palpable threats, began 

systematically rounding up and forcibly dispersing anyone deemed to be an 

“undesirable” in public places such as parks. The article “POLICE DRIVE IS ON 

IN WASHINGTON SQ.: Balladeers, Picnickers and Derelicts Cleared From Park 

After Sunset” details one such police drive: while the park “was hardly a hotbed of 

hooliganism”, police nevertheless saw to it that anyone who looked like a poet, 

musician, or homosexual was removed from the park.
80

 The article does not side 

with the police on this matter: to the contrary, it appears sympathetic to the 

“hooligans” who were instructed not to picnic, hang around, or otherwise loiter in 

the park at Washington Square. Subsequently, riots began to break out around the 

area: Greenwich Village in New York became a tense, troubled area prone to 

violence and calamity. Robert Alden’s article “'VILLAGE' TENSION UPSETS 

RESIDENTS” chronicles the riots, which were caused by both racial tensions and 

the fear of the police taking action against citizens.
81

The newfound visibility of 

queer culture in Greenwich Village (and subsequent flight of white residents from 
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the area in response to this) made the area a popular target for police drives and 

raids. Greenwich Village had become a sort of Bohemian Mecca: poets, musicians, 

and people who strove to fit the Bohemian ideal and lifestyle flocked to the village. 

A large number of homosexual citizens frequented and lived in the Greenwich 

Village area, as well as large numbers of Black citizens, which caused further strife 

among residents as racial tensions met with homophobic tendencies-- the Village’s 

older, more conservative residents disapproved of the new crowd that began to 

move in, began to move out of the area, and as a result Greenwich Village became 

a community filled primarily with those on the outskirts of society.
82

   

 1959 also saw the beginning of a slew of bars being forcibly shut down for 

catering to “bad” clientele. The New York State Liquor Authority in 1959 issued a 

warning to bars who serve prostitutes and sexual deviants that their establishments 

could and would be systematically shut down if they were found out.
83

 Attributed 

to the intense sense of moral policing brought about by the police drives and 

response to the riots, bars were expected to shun clientele who did not fit the bill of 

being “good” citizens who did not deviate from society in any way. As the 

government’s attitude towards homosexuality grew increasingly more hostile, gay 

citizens became even less safe while living their daily lives. 
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     1960-1969 

 In the 1960's, homosexuality was beginning to be a more noticeable part of 

society, and certain hardships came with the sudden visibility. Bars were still being 

shut down due to having gay patrons, and people were still being dishonorably 

discharged from the military for being gay. Following in the footsteps of the 50’s, 

the 1960’s were a time of persecution. Open homosexuality was illegal, and police 

departments in the 1960’s would often send officers to harass known homosexuals 

and places it was known that homosexuals congregated.
84

 Cities did sweeps to rid 

neighborhoods, parks, and bars of gay people, exposing or arresting them when 

they were uncovered.
85

 Blatant police profiling increased greatly: under Section 

722, subsection eight of the United States Penal Law, it was lawful to arrest 

someone for their appearance or behavior patterns. Milton Bracker’s 1960 New 

York Times article “Life on W. 42
nd

 Street: A Study in Decay” discusses the perils 

of a neighborhood “plagued” with homosexuals in the beatnik era, bemoaning the 

perils of not being able to easily identify them all.
86

 In addition, laws regulating 

hiring practices of local bars began to be enforced more stringently: any waiters or 

entertainers suspected of homosexual proclivities ran the risk of being abruptly 
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fired and/or reported to police.
87

 Homosexual citizens, in turn, were forced to try 

harder to blend in with their heterosexual peers. However, as evidenced by a letter 

to the Times’ editor in December of 1960, not everyone was on board with the 

overwhelming sense of homophobia that was prevalent during the time period: 

disgruntled, Morton Morowitz wryly asked why people could not find anything 

more scandalous to focus on than “tired, old homosexuality?”
88

 However, another 

letter to the editor in May of 1961 complaining of homosexuals “congregating” in 

Times Square (as well as linking them to the rise in violence in the area) shows 

that tolerance was far from universal.
89

 

 Amidst the brouhaha over homosexuals congregating in public places, a war 

was being waged over even the mention of homosexuality in film. A 1961 article 

entitled “Films Challenge Censorship Code” introduces the possibility of movie 

censorship codes—which, during this time period, prevented “sex perversion” 

from being depicted onscreen—changing to allow the depiction of homosexual 

characters and themes in movies.
90

 While the film in question in the article, The 

Children’s Hour, focuses on false allegations of homosexuality, the subject of what 

would and would not be allowed by Hollywood censors was still important: 

censorship regulated what the country was exposed to in film, and a more tolerant 

                                                           
87

 Freeman, Ira Henry. Café Drive Turns to Homosexuals. December 1, 1960. New York Times. 
88

 Morowitz, Morton. Question. December 4 1960. New York Times. 
89

 Shulman, David. Hoodlums in Times Square. May 22, 1961. New York Times. 
90

 Shumach, Murray. Films Challenge Censorship Code. August 21, 1961. New York Times. 



40 

 

censorship code would mean that people would be exposed to new and different 

ideas. The film was based on Lillian Hellman’s play of the same name, which had 

continued critical and commercial success on Broadway. The play, first performed 

in 1934, told the story of two headmistresses falsely accused of being lovers; 

though the content was controversial for the time period, it was incredibly 

successful. The first attempt at making a film adaptation of The Children’s Hour 

was less successful, due in large part to the edits that had to be made in order to 

pass censorship codes: the original film adaptation was forced to abandon the 

homosexual themes that were integral to the plot, and as such, the message of the 

play was lost. The 1961 remake retained much of the play’s original plot and 

dialogue, allowing the play’s message, a critique of homophobia, to be retained. As 

could be expected, not everyone was on board for more liberal media 

representation of homosexuality: Howard Taubman’s article “Not What It Seems: 

Homosexual Motif Gets a Heterosexual Guise” bemoans the addition of queer 

themes in theater, advising against what the author feels is a lack of creativity on 

the part of playwrights.
91

 Taubman, a twice-married heterosexual man, takes a 

decidedly anti-gay stance in response to the inclusion of homosexual themes in 

popular media. In alignment with the majority view of the time, Taubman advises 

against the “unnecessary” inclusion of homosexual characters, themes, and 
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elements in the New York’s theater scene; citing that “heterosexual audiences feel 

uncomfortable in the presence of truth-telling deviation”. Whether or not this rang 

true for a majority of people, times were changing, and so was censorship: a 

follow-up article, “Code Amended To Allow Films to Deal With Homosexuality”, 

confirms that the strict censorship code which governed films would allow 

filmmakers to deal with controversial sexual themes in movies.
92

 While this did not 

preclude Hollywood from keeping its bias against films with homosexual themes, 

it did provide an opportunity for filmmakers such as William Wyler to tell the 

stories they intended, intact—and in a time period where merely being suspected of 

homosexual tendencies could be grounds for arrest, it was a big step. The decision 

to allow Wyler’s The Children’s Hour to be made into a film also highlighted a 

notable hypocrisy surrounding social concern for “deviant” behavior: while gay 

men were frequent targets for scorn and violence, gay women tended to fly 

relatively under the radar. While homosexuality was frowned upon by society in 

the 1960’s, the major concern of law enforcement and media outrage centered on 

gay males; lesbians were rarely if ever discussed, and stories in the news rarely 

centered around sexual deviation among women. In December of 1961, the New 

York Times ran an article titled “Women Deviates Held Increasing: Problem of 

Homosexuality Found Largely Ignored”; the article, rather than decrying lesbians 
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as degenerates, merely suggests that they are going through a phase caused by the 

increasing lack of heterosexual males after the war.
93

 The article outlines the 

opinions of several psychologists and behaviorists on the subject, and the general 

consensus amongst them is that lesbians, unlike gay men, “waste nothing” when 

they act upon homosexual tendencies. In fact, the article advises that upon seeing a 

lesbian couple, one should “look upon them with indulgence, pity, and amused 

smilings”; since women were seen in the 60’s as being the weaker and less 

important sex, lesbianism was seen as either a cute phase or an alternative to being 

an old maid.  

 A 1962 decision by the Supreme Court to lift the ban on the distribution of 

the magazines Manual, Trim, and Grecian Guild Pictorial garnered national 

attention, and a write-up of the case appeared in the New York Times.
94

 While the 

Post Office had previously declared the magazines pornographic, it was ruled that 

in order for a publication to be obscene “the indecency would have to be self-

demonstrating”—and at face value, a magazine filed with pictures of male models 

was not overtly indecent. The six-to-one Supreme Court vote demonstrated that 

times were changing, and also limited the Post Office’s ability to arbitrarily censor 

publications they deemed unfit for the public. 1962 also marked the first time a 
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panel on a live radio broadcast included homosexuals in a discussion on the air; the 

discussion included eight gay men, and centered around problems and concerns 

found in the homosexual community.
95

 While this was a big step forward for gay 

rights, the Times neglected to give it much coverage or acknowledgement: 

subsequent articles concerning homosexuality in 1962 were primarily reviews of 

books. “Adam’s Agony”, for instance, reviews Breaking Up by W.H Manville; 

Manville’s novel about an apathetic man whose wife leaves him to work for a 

homosexual businessman is praised for its ability to connect with its audience, 

allowing the reader to identify with its protagonist’s ennui.
96

 

 However, queer themes were certainly making the rounds on Broadway: 

many popular plays at the time centered around characters who were repressing 

their homosexuality, and were portrayed in a sympathetic light. Cat on a Hot Tin 

Roof was still making a successful run on Broadway, as well as other plays with 

homosexual undertones; though films were still hesitant to portray homosexuality 

in anything but a negative light, gay culture found a more sympathetic home on 

Broadway.  Howard Taubman, in keeping with his tradition of curmudgeonly 

reviews, wrote a field guide to help theater-goers identify homosexuality within 

plays they see—and though it is obviously meant to be a scathing commentary on 

the moral decline of theater, the piece actually does educate about different plays 
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which contain homosexual material.
97

 Though Taubman clearly does not approve 

of the addition of queer themes in theater, plays with homosexual undertones were 

increasing in popularity, bring homosexuality to the stage in a sympathetic light. 

Sydney Kingsley’s “Night Life” featured an elegant, glamorous character who was 

clearly a lesbian. Mart Crowley’s “The Boys in the Band” focuses on the 

protagonist’s love for his friend Alan; the play features primarily homosexual 

characters, and the sympathetic portrayal of unrequited love resonated with 

audiences. Rather than being portrayed as monsters or deviants, Broadway in the 

1960’s began showcasing queer characters in important roles, allowing the 

humanization of homosexuality and gay characters. Gay stories were being told, 

and they were not all overtly “bad” or “deviant” in nature. Times were changing to 

include homosexuality in popular culture. 

 Robert McG. Thomas Jr’s 1963 article “’Trashy’ Novels Upheld By Judge” 

outlines a court case in Queens, New York concerning “obscene” reading 

material.
98

 Though twenty-five pornographic novels were seized from a vendor, a 

judge ruled that since the books did not contain overtly explicit language or vulgar 

four-letter words, they could not truly be considered obscene and as such were 

permitted to be in circulation. The novels depicted both heterosexual and 

homosexual sex acts, but it was argues that they did not necessarily violate 
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censorship and morality codes: as the books had a story, they still held a certain 

degree of literary value, and as such it was argued that they too should be protected 

from censorship like other novels. Though the judge declared the books 

“disgusting”, he stated that the books provide entertainment for those who may not 

otherwise have the intellect or know-how to access more “appropriate” reading 

material, and provide an escape for those who may not otherwise act upon their 

internal desires. The books were ruled to “have a place in… society”, and it was 

ruled that even “trashy” novels deserved to be protected from censorship: since the 

books provided entertainment value, albeit in a less-than-scholarly context, the 

books could not be considered strictly pornographic. Though many of the stories 

contained lewd content, they did not contain any of the “forbidden” words that 

would have rendered them pornographic, and the judge contended that certain sects 

of people likely read them solely for their entertainment value: as such, the books 

had a degree of literary merit, and did not exist simply to titillate. Though this case 

did not reach the Supreme Court, it paved the way for subsequent cases concerning 

pornography and obscenity in later years.
99

   

 The government remained disapproving of homosexuality, but now 

homosexual citizens were beginning to fight back and gain a visibility unheard of 

in previous decades. The Homosexual League of New York, an organization 
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whose goals were to educate the public about homosexuality and introduce the idea 

of tolerance, went on record in 1963 asking for public recognition of gays as a 

minority group. The article “Homosexual Group Asks Understanding” in the New 

York Times covers the discussion: Randalf Wicker, the League’s director, spoke at 

City College about the Mattachine Society and its goals to help the homosexual 

community.
100

 The Society, which counted psychologists and psychiatrists among 

its members, sponsored discussions and lectures about homosexuality and 

tolerance of alternative lifestyles. Though the article was less than a page in length, 

the fact that it impartially reports on the Mattachine Society shows that, though the 

overwhelming social consensus seemed to be that homosexuality was undesirable, 

the New York Times was willing to show both sides of the issue. Though at first 

glance this seems to be an unremarkable achievement, in a time where 

homosexuality was often linked with violence and fear, this was a giant step 

towards tolerance. It marks the first palpable instance of an impartial report on the 

subject of homosexuality; previous articles always contained a twinge of 

disapproval, reflective of the attitudes of the public towards homosexual conduct. 

However, the publication began to move in a different, if subtle, direction: 

impartial reporting. While some articles still maintained an air of disapproval 

and/or disgust, there began to emerge articles, such as the write-up on the 
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Mattachine Society, that reported on events without revealing the author’s personal 

opinion on homosexuality. This move towards impartial reporting indicates  

 Though the situation for homosexuals seemed to be improving insofar as 

theater and popular media, bars and cafes rumored to be centers of homosexual 

congregation were still being systematically shut down. The New York State 

Liquor Authority began to systematically place bans on any establishment that 

served homosexual patrons; the New York Times ran a series of articles detailing 

the various raids on bars and restaurants suspected of homosexual patronage.
101

 

The raids occurred whenever authorities were alerted of “homosexual haunts” 

serving liquor; by taking away their liquor license, police aimed to drive 

homosexuals away from public spaces, creating a “safer” environment for 

heterosexual citizens.
102

 Raids also served as a means to arrest citizens suspected of 

homosexual activity: by being present at a location rumored to be popular among 

gay men and women, a person could very well implicate themselves by 

association.  

 1964 brought about more raids, as well as more discrimination against 

homosexual citizens: in an effort to force “undesirables” from hanging around 

public places, public buildings began to beef up their security measures. Joseph 
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Lelyveld reports in “Time Square Arcade Goes Respectable” of plans to construct 

a wall between Times Square’s arcade, a notorious hangout for “derelicts” and 

homosexual citizens alike, and the Times Square subway.
103

 The wall’s purpose, to 

separate the subway station from the arcade, was overshadowed by the arcade’s 

discomfort with losing subway patronage; as Lelyveld reports, the wall would put 

sixty arcade employees out of work and cut off foot traffic to the location. The 

conflict over the construction of the wall soon turned to anger toward both 

homosexual patrons of the arcade and police alike: though the arcade owner had 

attempted to beef up security, the wall was still being commissioned for 

construction. It is clear from Lelyveld’s article that this was a time of major 

discord; the government of New York did not quite know how to address the 

problem of homosexuals, so their solution was to drive them away and construct a 

barrier between the “derelicts” and the rest of society. To make matters worse, all 

attempts by homosexual citizens to humanize themselves in the eye of the public 

were systematically rejected. Robert Trumbull’s article “Homosexuals Proud Of 

Deviancy, Medical Study Finds” reports on this phenomena: the first reported 

study on homosexuality by a nationally recognized medical organization, 

conducted by the Committee on Public Health of the New York Academy of 
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Medicine, found that homosexual citizens overall just wanted to be left alone.
104

 

The article goes on to report that the medical community still viewed 

homosexuality as “an illness” and maintains that homosexuals were “emotionally 

disturbed” individuals. The article marks a divide between heterosexual members 

and homosexual members of society at the time. On one hand, homosexual citizens 

were finally feeling empowered and secure enough to proclaim that they were 

proud of their sexual orientation; on the other hand, society as a whole (backed by 

the medical community) still worked at silencing them at every turn. The article 

itself does not state an opinion one way or the other; the information contained is 

entirely that of the medical study. In a way, this can be seen as a sort of progress: 

rather than publishing impassioned opinion pieces concerning homosexuality, the 

New York Times had progressed towards an impartial reporting style. While this 

certainly does not denote approval of homosexuality by the New York Times (or 

the author of the piece), it does denote a change beginning to occur: rather than 

overtly disapproving of homosexuality altogether, the article simply states the facts 

of the study as they were presented. The study was conducted in the interest of 

revealing whether homosexuality was seen as deviant by homosexuals themselves; 

the participants in the study in turn explained that they had no problem with their 

sexual proclivities, and simply desired to be seen as legitimate members of society. 
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While the title of the article implies that homosexuals are “deviant”, the rest of the 

piece is entirely a report on the medical study. Though a far cry from being pro-

gay, the article does not outright decry homosexuality as evil or unnatural; the 

language indicates that doctors and psychiatrists find homosexuality unnatural and 

deviant, but Trumbull does not add his two cents to the mix. This article marks a 

change in the style of reporting the Times used to cover stories about 

homosexuality: rather than being passionate personal essays on the evils of 

homosexuality, articles began to simply report facts and leave out the authors’ 

personal agendas. 

 1964 also marks the first time a “former homosexual” was able to get a job 

back. Ben A. Franklin’s coverage of  Walter W. Jenkins, a former assistant to 

President Johnson, paints a picture of a very confusing time: one could not serve in 

a government position if one harbored homosexual proclivities, but by claiming to 

have been “cured”, it suddenly became feasible for a person to be reinstated into 

their former position.
105

 Jenkins’ claim that his participation in homosexual acts 

had been a “youthful indiscretion” allowed him to be reinstated with back pay. The 

assertion that homosexuality is a disease which may be cured was perpetuated by 

this case in particular: it marked the first successful use of the “cured homosexual” 

defense, and it gained national notoriety. Jenkins’ homosexual activity had 
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occurred when he was eighteen years old: he admitted to performing sex acts on 

men for money in his youth, as well as participating in dalliances with men without 

pay. However, Jenkins later married and had children, and claimed that his past 

was just a youthful mistake. The fact that Jenkins appeared to be a “recovered” 

homosexual helped his case: although homosexuals could not hold government 

positions, it was rationalized that he was not truly gay if he was no longer actively 

sleeping with men. In addition, any leverage over Jenkins that his past could have 

afforded someone was erased upon his expulsion from his position: the point of 

Jenkins’ case, that he was no longer gay, centered around his own admission of his 

youthful homosexual discretions. A follow-up article revealed that the American 

Mental Health Foundation supported Jenkins’ reinstatement, citing that “the 

private life and inclinations of a citizen, Government employee or not, does not… 

have any bearing on his capacities, usefulness, and sense of responsibility in his 

occupation”.
106

 Though the reinstatement heavily relied on Jenkins’ insistence that 

he no longer harbored any homosexual thoughts or feelings, it did mark a decided 

shift in attitudes towards homosexual employment. It also introduced the notion 

that a person’s sexual preferences did not influence or hinder their ability to 

perform a task; formerly, homosexual citizens were treated like invalid 

degenerates, but Jenkins’ case acquired a great deal of support. The case did, 
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however, rely completely on Jenkins’ assertions that he was a “cured former 

homosexual”. 

 A march on the capitol by the Mattachine Society received a write-up in the 

New York Times on May 9, 1965.
107

 It had been expected that turn-out for the 

event would be greater than it actually ended up: only twelve people actually 

participated in the protest. However, it still attracted attention on account of its 

members: two of the protestors were heterosexual and married. The Mattachine 

Society used the protest as a vehicle for spreading awareness of their organization, 

and people took note: the protest was “on behalf of the nation’s second largest 

minority—homosexuals”, and to see that minority represented, even in a small and 

peaceful protest, attracted national attention. Homosexuality was becoming a hot-

button issue, and as such America was forced to pay attention; though the protest 

garnered a less-than-impressive turnout, it still managed to attract enough attention 

for the Times to cover the event, and as such the Mattachine Society (and gay 

rights in general) gained more exposure. 

 1966 saw the end of the police’s ability to legally entrap homosexual 

citizens into breaking the law.
108

 While this certainly did not preclude the 

possibility of entrapment occurring under the radar, it did serve to provide a certain 
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level of protection for homosexuals against the police force: policemen could no 

longer assert that a citizen was breaking the law merely for speaking to them, as 

was previously the case. 1966 also marked the first time a sexual reassignment 

surgery was performed in the United States. “A Changing of Sex By Surgery Has 

Begun At Johns Hopkins” chronicles the introduction of the controversial 

procedure, wherein a transgender person’s genitals are surgically re-crafted and 

formed into a different set of genitalia.
109

 Though transgender individuals are now 

known to be a separate but equally important set of people from homosexual 

individuals, at the time it was assumed that all transgender people were simply 

homosexual, as evidenced by the article. The newspaper report about the procedure 

contains an understandable amount of confusion: there was so little known about 

transgender people and sexual reassignment surgery that nobody could accurately 

describe the means, psychological or otherwise, that led individuals to desire the 

surgery. Instead, the article focuses on the procedure itself, with the author warning 

that five hundred individuals in the United States had undergone the procedure 

outside the country and might even have “tricked” people into marrying them. 

 On September 14, 1967, it was reported that the Senate passed a bill that 

would keep the private lives of Federal employees private—and that that privacy 
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extended to the bedroom.
110

 In a 79 to 4 vote, the United States Senate passed a bill 

that made it illegal for Government employees to be required to disclose details 

about their private lives unless there was a proven conflict of interest. While this 

bill did not make it legal for government employees to participate in homosexual 

activity, it made it illegal for government employees to be forced to disclose details 

about their private lives away from their job. The bill was not necessarily put in 

place to protect homosexuals, but it did afford a certain amount of privacy to 

government workers. It was designed to protect government employees from 

having to submit to questions about religion, sex, and personal relationships; in the 

shadow of the McCarthy reign of terror, this bill allowed government employees to 

feel free from unwarranted persecution and to live their lives as they saw fit. Under 

this bill, it was illegal to force employees to submit to invasive questions about 

their personal lives, and as such provided a sense of protection that was unheard of 

in previous decades.  

 February of 1969 marked the beginning of a series of police raids and drives 

that would set the tone for a year of police brutality.
111

 In an effort to improve 

citizen safety, a police crackdown on Times Square and surrounding areas was put 

into effect
112

; the goal of the crackdown was to diminish crime, but it also ended up 
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as a vehicle for police to discriminate against and arrest homosexual citizens. The 

culmination of these raids was the event that would come to be known as the 

Stonewall Riots.  

 On June 29, 1969, the New York Times reported on a raid in Greenwich 

Village wherein four policemen were injured: policemen in plain clothes raided a 

“well-known homosexual bar” in the Village, after being tipped off that the bar 

was illegally serving liquor.
113

 After evicting the bar’s patrons from the 

establishment, they began to riot in protest outside; thirteen men were arrested 

during this time, including folk singer Dave Van Rank. The article primarily 

focuses on the police officers, and glosses over the details surrounding the raid and 

ensuing violence. The “bar” in question in the article was located at the Stonewall 

Inn, an establishment owned by the Mafia
114

 that served as a gay bar. The next day, 

a follow-up article released more accurate details: the police were harassing the 

bar’s patrons during the arrest, and using unnecessary force.
115

 A crowd of five 

hundred protestors then gathered around the Stonewall Inn to show their support of 

the citizens who were arrested and their disgust at the police’s actions; try as they 

might, the police were not able to contain the crowds. Police made arrests, but the 

damage was done. For the first time, the question of gay rights was pushed to the 
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forefront of the public conscious: the police very obviously abused their power 

during the raids, and as such citizens began to act out against them. The Stonewall 

Riots of 1969 brought to the public domain the question of whether homosexuality 

should, in fact, be regulated by the government, as well as being one of the most 

important events leading up to the fight for gay rights: the residents of the 

Stonewall Inn had committed no crimes save for being in the wrong place at the 

wrong time, and many were injured and brutally attacked by police for it. The 

Stonewall Riots were demonstrations against police raids that went on for several 

days: the initial raid of the Stonewall Inn and resulting arrests of homosexual 

citizens shortly thereafter served as the metaphorical straw that broke the camel’s 

back for gay Americans: rather than cooperating with police, citizens rioted in and 

around the inn. Police were unable to contain the situation, and events culminated 

in gunfire.
116

 The Stonewall Riots managed to bring awareness of the homosexual 

struggle to the forefront of the public domain. 
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     1970-1979 

 The 1970's brought about the first gay pride parades, as well as a number of 

gay authors being able to publish books centering around homosexuality. Edmund 

White, Armistead Maupin, Larry Kramer, and Felice Picano are notable gay 

authors who scored their first critical and commercial successes in the 1970’s. The 

1970’s also marked the start of a national demand by gay rights activists to remove 

the bans on sodomy. Illinois’ removal of sodomy laws in 1961 was revolutionary 

in the fact that it was the first time a state had repealed its laws governing what 

happened in citizens’ bedrooms, though repeals of sodomy laws in other states did 

not occur until a decade later.  In 1971, Connecticut became the second state to 

repeal its sodomy laws in 1971, followed by Colorado and Oregon in 1972 and 

Delware and North Dakota in 1973.
117

 Following an initiative to decriminalize 

“victimless crimes”, the repeal of the sodomy laws provided gay and lesbian 

citizens with a certain degree of hope. The 1970’s also marked the start of a 

decided shift in the New York Times’ coverage of gay issues: rather than only 

publishing conservative, anti-gay articles, the Times actually began allowing 

opinion pieces by gay writers.  
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 Arnie Kantrowitz’s 1973 article “We Are Already Your Children” is a 

poignant examination of the choices homosexual citizens have in regards to living 

their lives: confess openly and be shunned, or suffer silently and be accepted.
118

 

The article examines the phenomenon of homosexuals having to hide their 

orientation if they are to expect acceptance from society, and goes on to assert that 

“accepting the human beauty of homosexual love is not a threat to the American 

way of life. It is a challenge to American ideals.” 

  Ralph Blumenthal’s article “Homosexual Civil-Rights Group Is Announced 

By Ex-City Aid” chronicles the founding of the National Gay Task Force by former 

Health Services Administrator Howard Brown on October 16, 1973.
119

 Rather than 

carrying the displeased undertones of previous years’ coverage of gay-centric news 

happenings, the article carries no trace of discriminatory language or tone: 

Blumenthal simply reports on the facts as they appear. This is an important 

distinction, as a mere five years prior, the New York Times’ coverage of any event 

pertaining to homosexuality was almost always peppered with personal sentiments 

of distaste by the authors. 1973 marks the beginnings of a more progressive way of 

reporting from the Times, as well as a more progressive way of thinking from 

American citizens.  
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 While homosexuality was certainly not the cultural norm, it was beginning 

to become less of a taboo subject. It was in 1973 that homosexuality was 

declassified as a disease by the American Psychiatric Association, effectively 

removing the medical stigma surrounding homosexuality.
120

 Formerly, 

homosexuality had been classified as a “sociopathic personality disturbance” by 

the APA: characterized by “the absence of subjectively experienced distress or 

anxiety despite the presence of profound pathology”, homosexuality had been 

classified as a disease despite protest on the part of actual homosexuals.
121

 

However, gay rights activists began lobbying for the removal of homosexuality 

from the Diagnostic and Statistic Manual of Psychiatric Disorders, as it was 

included with other “non-psychotic” disorders such as pedophilia and other sexual 

deviations; the case was made that homosexuality did not belong in a group with 

the other disorders it was paired with, and the American Psychiatric Association 

eventually took note and removed it as a disease altogether. Richard D. Lyons of 

the New York Times covered the change in his article “Psychiatrists, in a Shift, 

Declare Homosexuality No Mental Illness: HOMOSEXUALITY HELD NO 

ILLNESS Self-Appraisal Deplore Discrimination”. The article notes that the 

removal of homosexuality as a disease did not label it “normal” or “abnormal”; 

                                                           
120

 Bayer, Ronald. Homosexuality and American Psychiatry: The Politics of Diagnosis. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press 1987. Print. Retrieved on Web. Pages 38-42 
121

 Bayer, Ronald. Homosexuality and American Psychiatry: The Politics of Diagnosis. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press 1987. Print. Retrieved on Web. Pages 38-42 



60 

 

instead, it opened the floor for homosexual citizens who needed help with other 

psychiatric issues to feel comfortable seeing a psychiatrist, as they would not 

automatically be diagnosed as sick due to their sexual orientation. Lyons notes that 

the APA also stated that it supported the repeal of “all legislation making criminal 

offense of sexual acts performed by consenting adults in private”. The APA’s 

newfound refusal to label homosexuality a mental disorder allowed some of the 

stigma to be removed: as it was no longer considered a sickness, the hope was that 

gay and lesbian citizens would no longer feel like “freaks”. 

 A year later, in April of 1974, Kathy Kozachenko became the first openly 

gay American elected into public office in Ann Arbor, Michigan
122

. Though she 

only won a bid for a seat on the city council, it still marked a huge step for gay and 

lesbian Americans, proving that sexual orientation did not have to be a factor 

holding anyone back from serving in a public office. 

 In 1977, Harvey Milk was elected into office in California on the San 

Francisco Board of Supervisors, making him the fifth openly gay American to be 

elected and the first openly gay American to be elected in California. However, he 

was assassinated a year later. A write-up of Milk’s life ran in the New York Times 

in 1978; it focused primarily upon his run for office, but it did acknowledge that 
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Milk was instrumental in getting a sexual rights ordinance passed that was 

“considered the most stringent in the nation”.
123

 Milk had been quoted as saying 

that “should a bullet enter [his] brain, let that bullet shatter every closet door”
124

; in 

a way, it did, as people began rioting in San Francisco following Milk’s 

assassination. Dianne Feinstein was elected mayor shortly thereafter, and has been 

an activist for gay rights ever since.
125
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     1980-1989 

 The 1980's marked the Democratic Party's endorsement of gay rights.
126

 It 

also marked the start of the panic about AIDS. The New York Times article “The 

Slow Response to AIDS” states that “to the end of 1983, more than 3000 cases of 

AIDS, acquired immune deficiency syndrome, had been reported across America 

since the strange disease first appeared in the spring of 1981”.
127

 The article goes 

on to ascribe the disease as one specific (for the most part) to gay males. The 

media sensationalized the disease as one specific to gay males—and as such, when 

AIDS-tainted blood began infecting people via blood transfusions, gay males were 

blamed. The article “AIDS Cases Linked to Getting Blood” marks the first, but 

certainly not the last, time that the New York Times drew the connection between 

blood transfusions and AIDS cases.
128

 After that article, coverage of AIDS began 

to veer on the side of the sensational: dentists were advised not to work on patients 

with AIDS, further isolating those with the virus and perpetuating the stigma of 

AIDS.
129

 Though not much was known about the virus, the fact that it was linked 

to gay men began to again create a negative association with homosexuality in the 

public eye.  
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 Whereas the 1970’s were a time of relative progressiveness, the 1980’s once 

again revisited ages-old homophobia. Those with AIDS were seen as pariahs 

during this time, and media coverage certainly did not help to dispel the panic—a 

Navy enlisted man who was diagnosed with the virus in 1984 was outed publicly, 

sparking a tradition of allowing a patient’s privacy needs to be ignored in favor of 

the “right” of the public to be informed.
130

 Added to research at the time which 

stated that incidence of AIDS among heterosexuals was practically nonexistent, the 

nation-wide panic over the AIDS virus soon turned to a national panic over 

homosexual men—while the general consensus was that the virus primarily 

affected gay men, this caused many to see homosexual men as “dirty” or 

“diseased”, which did nothing to help further the search for a cure.
131

 The disease 

was labeled a “gay” disease, due largely in part to the visibility of gay men who 

had contracted the virus: as most of the early cases were acquired by gay men, and 

it was inferred then that gay males ran the highest risk of contracting the virus, it 

became common belief that homosexuality was directly linked to the AIDS virus. 

In addition, the infection also tended to be more prevalent in Black and Hispanic 

males during this time period: as a result, “fear of HIV intensified white people’s 
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dread of random aggression by darker-skinned males”
132

, and straight white people 

in particular began to fear and panic over the disease. Homosexuals were treated 

with a certain level of fear and distrust.  

 In 1987, the "AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power" (ACT UP) was founded in 

New York. The group put pressure on the United States government to fight AIDS 

and take action, but did so in a peaceful manner: their methods of civil 

disobedience tended to be sit-ins and group “moments of silence”. The Times 

article “32 Arrested at an AIDS Rally in Manhattan” chronicles one such sit-in, 

wherein thirty-two members of ACT UP were arrested for “disorderly conduct”; 

the protest was an attempt to raise awareness for AIDS and demand government 

action.
133

 1987 was also the year that the Surgeon General in Washington, C. 

Everett Koop, went on record denouncing doctors who would not treat AIDS 

patients. Philip M. Boffey of the New York Times covered Koop’s announcement 

in the article “Doctors Who Shun AIDS Patients Are Assailed by Surgeon 

General”, noting that Koop maintained that refusing to treat an AIDS patient 

amounted to “unprofessional conduct”.
134

 Koop goes on to advise that medical 

professionals follow the “elementary” safety guidelines set by the Centers for 
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Disease Control and wear gloves and other protective garments when dealing with 

an infected patient. 

 By 1988, gay men could not donate blood, and some doctors would still not 

operate on them. The panic over AIDS had turned into an excuse for people to 

discriminate against homosexuals. But 1989 brought with it a newfound sense of 

calm. Policies towards the care and treatment of AIDS victims began to change, 

due largely to the prevalence of the disease. It could no longer be argued that AIDS 

was simply spread by gay males: people were catching the virus from sharing 

needles, heterosexual intercourse, contaminated blood, and infected women giving 

birth. The disease was no longer restricted to gay males, and the medical 

community became more willing to research the disease and find a cure.  

 By 1989 it was universally agreed that AIDS must be thought of as a chronic 

disease, and as such more research was going into finding a cure and helping 

infected parties stay healthy for as long as possible. Through new medical research 

that allowed doctors to provide effective management and treatment of the AIDS 

virus, the country’s obsession with the disease died down. 
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     1990-1999 

 The 1990’s brought about an important era in reporting for the New York 

Times. While previous decades had all seen some signs of support for 

homosexuals, articles began to veer towards being overall supportive during this 

decade. While in previous years there had always been a certain balance between 

authors who did and did not support gay rights, the 1990’s marked a time period in 

which one can ascertain that, overall, the reporters were all supportive.  

 The liberal direction that the New York Times began to go into contrasted 

greatly with the events of the time, however: the nineties were one of the more 

oppressive decades for gay rights, thanks in large part to pressures put onto  

President Bill Clinton by Republicans and right-wing members of the government. 

President Clinton had a dilemma: though he had always been a proponent of equal 

rights, backlash from the more conservative Republican party began to affect his 

ability to stay consistent in his support of gay rights.
135

 Pressure began to mount on 

Clinton to remove the ban on gays serving openly in the military, and conversely 

pressure began to mount on Clinton from the right wing to quash any hope of such 

a ban being lifted. Clinton was caught between a rock and a hard place, and he 

needed a way out. The Senate Armed Services Committee chairman, Sam Nunn, 
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proposed a “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach to gays and lesbians serving in the 

military. While DADT would not allow gays and lesbians to serve openly, it did 

provide a certain level of protection from invasive questions, and it permitted them 

to serve in the armed forces so long as they did not make their orientation 

known.
136

 

 President Clinton signed “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” in 1993- a law which 

forced homosexual military members to stay closeted. While better than the 

previous dishonorable discharge laws, Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell still prevented gay 

people from serving openly in the military.
137

 While Clinton had originally 

proposed a bill that would permit armed forces members to serve openly, this 

proved to be too progressive for (mostly Republican) members of Congress; as 

such, a compromise had to be reached. The law was actually named “Don’t Ask, 

Don’t Tell, Don’t Pursue”, although Clinton never mentioned the part about pursuit 

when he announced the law in 1993
138

; however, the law did assert that a policy of 

looking the other way was best when dealing with LGBT armed forces members. 

David Burrelli, in his critique of DADT, hypothesizes that the Clinton 

administration was actually attempting to provoke the legal system into striking 
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down the law.
139

 As Michael R. Gordon points out, “the policy allows gay soldiers 

to acknowledge homosexual feelings but only if they can demonstrate they are not 

engaging in homosexual behavior.”
140

 The policy’s vague wording about what 

exactly constitutes homosexual conduct left many people wondering exactly how 

different this new policy was from the one previous; since homosexual conduct in 

general was still strictly forbidden, the ability to acknowledge one’s sexual 

orientation did not truly afford gays and lesbians the luxury of serving openly. In 

order not to be discharged, homosexual conduct had to be hidden; however, as the 

policy indicated, DADT provided protection in the sense that gay and lesbian 

members of the armed forces would not be hunted down or pursued. The actual 

phraseology of the policy stated that “a Service member may also be separated if 

he or she states that he or she is a homosexual, or bisexual, or words to that effect. 

Such a statement creates a rebuttable presumption that the member engages in 

homosexual acts or has a propensity or intent to do so. The Service member will 

have the opportunity to rebut that presumption, however, by demonstrating that he 

or she does not engage in homosexual acts and does not have a propensity or intent 

to do so.”
141

 In effect, the law meant that if an armed forces member indicated that 

they were homosexual, they would be forced to stand trial. DADT was a big 
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improvement over the policy of intolerance that existed prior to 1993; though 

homosexuals still had to hide to a certain extent, they were no longer expressly 

hunted down and forced to arbitrarily stand trial. “Don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t 

pursue” afforded protection (to a certain degree) for gay and lesbian armed forces 

members for the first time, and set the stage for further advancement of tolerance 

in the armed forces. 

 In 1995 the ban on homosexuals being government employees lifted, but 

that did not mean that the government was wholly on the side of its gay citizens: 

that next year, President Clinton went on record saying he would strike down any 

bill proposed to him which would allow gay marriage. Todd S. Purdum’s account 

of the White House’s statement in his article “President Would Sign Legislation 

Striking at Homosexual Marriages” calls Clinton’s actions “a slap in the face of 

gay Americans and their families”, citing the fact that Clinton had always 

supported gay rights in the past.
142

 Clinton’s stance on gay rights had been one of 

the biggest influences in LGBT support of his presidency; however, pressure from 

Republicans (and conservatives in general) led him to renege on his previous 

standpoint on gay rights. He had in the past voiced his discomfort with the thought 

of gay marriage, but this did mark the first time he had explicitly stated that he 

would sign a ban on gay marriage into law. However, Clinton likely felt that 
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pushing too hard for gay rights too soon would only cost him, and the Democratic 

party, in the long run: the country was not ready for a swift upheaval of the system, 

and changes had to be made gradually. Regardless, LGBT organizations were 

outraged, and the New York Times followed Clinton’s actions, monitoring his 

choices closely. Drummond Ayres, in his piece “Clinton Plans San Francisco Visit 

Despite Gay Protest Threat”, notes that the President aimed to fix his reputation 

among LGBT leaders and activists; though his actions had sparked controversy 

with gay rights activists and gay citizens alike, he aimed to mend public relations 

and find a place of compromise.
143

  

 Republicans saw gay rights as a wedge issue to use against Clinton, and put 

pressure on him for laws banning gay marriage in the United States. The result of 

this pressure was the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA).
144

 In September of 1996, 

President Clinton signed another law into effect which concerned the rights of 

homosexual citizens: the Defense of Marriage Act. It defined marriage as between 

a man and a woman, as well as made it impossible for someone with an overseas 

partner to access the same benefits as straight couples, namely the ability to 

sponsor a spouse and help them get a green card. Under DOMA, married gay 

couples paid more taxes and had more money withheld by employers; the law 
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allowed unequal treatment of employees based on sexual orientation.
145

 In 

addition, it made it illegal for gay couples to receive insurance benefits or file taxes 

jointly.
146

 As Alison Mitchell reports, Clinton “[had] said in the past that he has 

long opposed marriage between people of the same sex”; however, this did not 

necessarily denote that he was aiming to pass the law simply because of his 

personal beliefs.
147

 Even when announcing the law, Clinton attempted to assuage 

both sides’ fears and “characteristically tried to please both sides” with his 

statements upon signing the law into effect. Clinton began by saying that he 

opposes “discrimination of any kind, including discrimination against gay and 

lesbian Americans”, but quickly followed up that statement with the conservative 

addendum that he “had long opposed government recognition of same-gender 

marriages”.
148

 Under DOMA, “1049 federal statutes in which rights, benefits, or 

privileges were affected by marital status” could not be afforded to gay and lesbian 

couples.
149

 DOMA also affected federal programs such as food stamps, Medicare 

and Medicaid, Social Security benefits, immigration law, and retiree benefits: these 

benefits, afforded to opposite-sex couples routinely through marriage, were also 

taken off the table for same-sex couples under DOMA. Clinton was put in a 
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sensitive position by both sides: on one hand, he had always maintained a policy of 

anti-discrimination and had been a proponent of gay rights, and on the other hand, 

pressure from conservatives had begun to mount. The decision to sign DOMA was 

likely a difficult one, as either way, Clinton would alienate a group of people.  
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     2000-Present  

 The 2000's marked the forward progress of gay marriage, as well as the 

repeal of Don't Ask, Don't Tell (DADT).  The 18-year-old law was formally 

abolished in 2011 after a sixty-day preparation period requested by military and 

Pentagon officials: the waiting period was designed to allow time to figure out how 

to afford health care, housing, and legal benefits to homosexual couples in the 

armed forces.
150

 After a previous failed attempt and much deliberation, the House 

and Senate approved the bill to end DADT, and it was signed into law on 

December 18, 2010.
151

 President Obama stated of the decision that members of the 

armed forces “will no longer be forced to hide who they are in order to serve our 

country” and that “our military will no longer be deprived of the talents and skills 

of patriotic Americans just because they happen to be gay or lesbian”.
152

 Since 

then, gay members of the military have been able to serve openly.  In one instance, 

a gay military couple even got engaged inside the White House.
153

 If anything, 

that’s an indication of how far the country has come; a few years ago, it was 

unheard of for gay members of the military to even serve openly, but now that 

dream has become a reality.  
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 New York Times coverage of the repeal of DADT was extensive and 

enthusiastic, although in general the attitude of the armed forces towards gay 

enlisted members seemed to have been more lenient even prior to the repeal. James 

Dao, in his article “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell Ends This Week With Celebration, 

Revelation, Questions” notes that “most gay or lesbian troops — more than three-

quarters, according to [an OutServe] survey — [had] been “out” to at least some of 

their fellow service members” prior to the repeal of DADT.
154

 OutServe, an 

advocacy group in support of gay and lesbian armed forces members, had 

previously been forced to advocate for equality anonymously under DADT; 

however, with the repeal of the law, members such as co-founder “J.D. Smith” 

were able to shed their pseudonyms and “come out” to the world. Dao notes in his 

article that the repeal of DADT raised a few questions, namely concerning anti-gay 

harassment in the military and spousal benefits for gay marriage. A follow-up 

article, “Out and Proud to Serve”, goes on to chronicle the journey of Lt. Josh 

Seefried (formerly known as J.D. Smith on OutServe) officially dropping his 

pseudonym and serving as an openly gay man in the military.
155

 Of his newfound 

ability to serve openly, Seefried notes that “I always had the feeling that I was 

lying to them and that I couldn’t be part of the military family… I feel like I can 

get to know my people again. When I go to a Christmas party, I can actually bring 
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the person I’m in a relationship with. And that’s a huge relief.”  Another article on 

the repeal notes that Senator Carl Levin, the head of the Senate Armed Services 

Committee, praised the repeal. “Our nation now passes another milestone on the 

road to a more just and more tolerant society. As we do so, we pay tribute to those 

who worked so hard to bring us here. As we do so, we recognize the pain suffered 

by those who were treated unfairly along the way. As we do so, we praise those 

whose love of country was so strong that they fought to serve our country while 

suffering the wrong their country was imposing upon them. Our nation has proven 

once again that it can change, that we can remove unfair, discriminatory barriers 

and become, in the process, a stronger, better community.”
156

 Indeed, the decision 

to repeal DADT was lauded by government officials, news sources, and citizens 

alike; it finally provided a sense of security for gay and lesbian members of the 

armed forces. 

 Gay marriage is now legal in seventeen states, and though progress with 

other states has been slow going, there is hope that the rest will follow suit. And 

when they do, same-sex couples will be afforded the same rights as heterosexual 

married couples: with the Supreme Court decision that Section 3 of the Defense of 

Marriage Act was unconstitutional, same-sex couples are now granted the same 

rights as heterosexual couples under the law. Though this only applies in states that 
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already allow same-sex marriage, it is still a big step: by affording equal rights to 

same-sex married couples, the government is acknowledging that opposite-sex 

marriage and same-sex marriage are equally legitimate unions deserving of equal 

recognition under the law.
157

 Adam Liptak’s article “Supreme Court Bolsters Gay 

Marriage with Two Major Rulings” chronicles the 5 to 4 ruling; the judges ruling 

in favor of the decision were Justices Kennedy, Ginsburg, Breyer, Sotomayor, and 

Kagan.
158

 Of the decision, Justice Kennedy remarked that “by seeking to displace 

this protection and treating those persons as living in marriages less respected than 

others, the federal statute [that was in place before the repeal] is in violation of the 

Fifth Amendment.” Liptak humorously notes in his article that Justice Scalia, in his 

dissent when ruling on Lawrence v. Texas, had said that making gay sex legal 

would pave the way for gay marriage; with DOMA struck down, it appears that 

Scalia had been correct in his prediction. The ruling immediately extended many 

benefits to couples married in the states that allow such unions, and it will allow 

the Obama administration to broaden other benefits through executive actions. 

 Not everything has changed, though. Gay Americans are still not protected 

against workplace discrimination.
159

 Gay and lesbian workers face wage inequality, 
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and the risk of poverty is high for LGBT members of society due to workplace 

discrimination. Surveys conducted have asserted that a large portion of Americans 

support laws which would help prevent gay workplace discrimination, but laws 

still have not come into effect to further that cause; gay and lesbian members of 

society can be fired or paid less simply because of their sexuality.
160

 While LGBT 

members of the community are no longer expressly required to hide, the effect is 

still problematic: either hide their sexual orientation, or accept unequal treatment. 

There is still a fair amount of prejudice against homosexuals in America, and it is 

reflected in every glare, every false story in the media, and every time a gay citizen 

is targeted simply for their sexual preference. Most recently, the NBA has come 

under fire for employees’ anti-gay remarks, namely Orlando Magic owner Rich 

DeVos’ anti-gay sentiments. DeVos went on record as saying that gays and 

lesbians “keep asking for favors” and that marriage equality was “not vital” to 

them
161

, and so far nothing has been done in the way of reparations on DeVos’ 

behalf to the LGBT community. Anti-gay sentiment, while no longer the prevalent 

viewpoint in our society, still exists. 

 However, there is light at the end of the tunnel- more progressive views of 

homosexuality have emerged over the years, and much progress has been made to 
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help LGBT Americans enjoy the same rights as everyone else. A 2013 article by 

Jeremy W. Peters notes that steps are being taken to afford protection from 

discrimination in the workplace to gays and lesbians: on November 7, 2013, the 

Senate approved a ban on workplace discrimination that, while it has not been 

officially signed into law, proved that a majority of Senate members were in 

support of equality.
162

 Of the Senate’s decision, President Obama noted that “one 

party in one house of Congress should not stand in the way of millions of 

Americans who want to go to work each day and simply be judged by the job they 

do. Now is the time to end this kind of discrimination in the workplace, not enable 

it.”
163

 Obama praised the Senate’s progressive vote, and has been urging the House 

to vote in favor of the ban. It is still awaiting a review and decision, but support for 

the legislation shows promise. 

 Coverage of LGBTQ issues and events has also changed for the better, 

particularly in the case of the New York Times, which has changed its tone from 

disapproving indignation to warm support. Whereas in previous years one would 

be more likely to find articles decrying the evils of homosexuality, now the New 

York Times is consistently liberal.  
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 The pages of the New York Times reflect the changes in social attitudes that 

have occurred over the past century, but are not sufficient to explain how and why 

the social and legal circumstances of homosexuals came to change. It seems that as 

representations of homosexuality in the press became more positive in the press, 

media and in sports and public life, that increasing numbers of people, especially 

young people, with homosexual impulses and interests became more comfortable 

being open about sexual orientation; thus, it has become less shocking when people 

come out of the closet. As homosexuality has ceased to be illegal or taboo in our 

society, homosexual citizens have been increasingly able to lead their lives 

unbothered, and this may encourage attitudes of openness and experimentation.  

 Though there are still issues to be resolved, overall the social and legal 

attitudes towards homosexuality have progressed substantially over the past 

century. The New York Times provides a timeline for America’s changing attitude 

toward homosexuals, reflecting a progression from ignorance, to intolerance, to 

support and acceptance. As every oppressive law gets repealed, America comes 

closer to embracing the full equality of gay citizens. Even after the fact, it is 

difficult to explain how such a radical transformation has taken place, but this 

much is clear: something changed! 
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