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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the creation of the sexual psychopath, its very specific definition,
and the laws which were created to restrain them. Newspaper articles and primary and secondary
sources regarding the evolution of psychology, childhood, masculinity, and sexuality were used,
as well as crime statistics from the 1930s to form and support the argument. The sexual
psychopath included homosexuals, pedophiles, and elderly men who attacked young women but
excluded men of color and adult men who attacked adult women. This normalized sex crimes
committed against women and targeted homosexuals under the guise of protecting women.
Despite public outcry to protect children from sex criminals in the mid-1930s, court officials
underutilized sexual psychopath laws and even sought to narrow the definition of statutory rape.
This made it clear that despite legislators claiming to have children’s best interest at heart, the
laws created to protect them were instead used to target ‘aberrant’ populations such as
homosexuals and punish them. This thesis also examines the rhetoric used to demonize
homosexuals and finds that since the panic of the 1930s, very little has changed. This is explored
through the founding of the Save Our Children organization and Anita Bryant’s efforts to roll
back protections for homosexuals in the late 1970. Therefore, I suggest that fears about the
sexual psychopath stemmed from cultural anxieties about fluctuating definitions of masculinity
and homosexuality. These groups identified children as a population that needed protection from
the sexual psychopath and limited their definitions of sexual psychopath to particular groups,
specifically single and gay men. This effort to stabilize healthy expressions of masculinity and
assuage those fears ended up stunting sexual expression and contributing to socialized

homophobia and fear of single, gay men, fears that continue into the present day.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

The early twentieth century brought change and disarray in myriad forms.
Industrialization changed what it meant to be a masculine man, as did World War I, from
embracing their passions to providing for their families. During the 1920s, urban centers became
places where a wider range of self-expression was acceptable, only for that expression to be
heavily policed by the end of the decade. The Great Depression emasculated many middle-class
men as job loss threatened their role as the breadwinner, and anxiety abounded. These factors
together culminated in a sex panic during the 1930s and 1940s. It was then further enflamed by
mass media coverage of a handful of sex crimes against children and a fear mongering campaign
spearheaded by J. Edgar Hoover. The purpose of this thesis is to show how social anxieties led
the American public crack down on what they viewed as sexual aberrance, using children as a
rhetorical tool. Additionally, I argue that the rhetorical techniques employed against queer people

has not changed since the 1930s and is in fact still being used today.

For this thesis, a moral panic will be defined as a societal condition wherein a person or
group of people is perceived as a threat to the public or society, resulting in not only extreme
social anxiety but also in legislation designed to contain the perceived threat. The panic of the
1930s was created by media fearmongering and anxieties about masculinity, which led the public
to demand that psychologists name and stop this criminal scourge. As a result, a new
classification of sex criminal was created: the sexual psychopath. This figure was created to

explain this supposed uptick in sex crimes, but the definition was very narrow and specific. It



included homosexuals, pedophiles, and old men who preyed upon younger women, but tellingly
omitted men of color and straight men who committed sex crimes against women their own age.
This shows that rather than focusing on victims and helping them, the public cared more about
punishing offenders. This definition increased normalization of sexual crimes against women
while soothing men’s concerns about their own masculinity. It also further demonized queer men

and allowed the public to keep their racial stereotypes about men of color.

States created legislation in response to the new classification of sex criminal to try to
prevent further sex crimes, allowing courts to sentence those accused of being a sexual
psychopath to a psychiatric facility for an indeterminate amount of time so they could be treated.
These laws were predicated on Freudian theories and the idea that the sexual development of sex
criminals had been halted in their youth and that psychiatrists could help guide them through the
rest of that development to ‘cure’ them. The problem with using this line of reasoning was that
many psychologists had come to the consensus that no increase in sex crimes actually had
occurred. A small number of cases had managed to catch media attention, and the nation, rife
with formless anxieties, used the figure of the psychopathic sexual murderer to blame for their

fear.

Today this moment of visceral panic about the wave of sex crimes overtaking the
nation—spoken about by figures such as J. Edgar Hoover and written about in parents’
magazines and large publications like 7/ME—has almost entirely faded from the public
consciousness. However, the pieces of the story are still contained in other historians’ work and
can be grafted together to show the larger picture. George Chauncey’s Gay New York explored
one corner of this panic, as did Anthony Rotundo’s American Manhood. Estelle Freedman’s

essay, “Uncontrolled Desires: The Response to the Sexual Psychopath,” was one of the few



sources which seemed to have the full picture, as well as Stephen Robertson’s “Separating the
Men from the Boys.” But far more work needs to be done to understand the panic that was born

from so many competing factors and how it faded from the public eye so completely.

Chapter one explores the historical moment and how it lent itself well to increasing
amounts of anxiety around gender. The chapter begins with a discussion of the history of
manhood, from communal manhood to passionate manhood, and then relate how increasing
industrialization unseated accepted definitions of masculinity. These ideas were briefly soothed
by World War I but almost immediately threatened once more by the end of Prohibition and the
disappearance of effeminate gay men from public life, as well as the Great Depression, which

resulted in many men losing their jobs.

Chapter two discusses how the media and J. Edgar Hoover contributed to the public
anxiety. Several cases of kidnappings or brutal child murder received intense media attention,
making parents fear for their children’s safety, and J. Edgar Hoover latched onto this fear,
pushing it further in a bid to drum up more support for the Federal Bureau of Investigation,

which was still a fledgling agency at this time.

Chapter three defines the sexual psychopath again, outlining the development of the term
and the psychosexual research that psychologists conducted. The chapter outlines which
Freudian theories and ideas of psychosexual development which formed the foundation of the
sexual psychopath, as well as critiques of Freud’s ideas and the lack of consensus among
psychologists. Then will follow a discussion on those included and excluded from the definition

as well as why this definition is so telling and what it means for the larger argument.



Chapter four, discusses the legacy of this panic as embodied in Anita Bryant and the Save
Our Children campaign in the late 1970s. It will highlight how rhetoric used to disparage
homosexuals and stereotypes about them have changed very little over time, noting two
particular threads which remain consistent: homosexuals as a threat to the family and children as
a population that need to be protected from them. Additionally, this chapter discusses Bryant’s
moral panic as a transitionary moment which introduced the greater emphasis on Christian
family values that now defines modern moral panics. The paucity of writing on this topic is

especially important in this chapter.

The conclusion discusses how this research is important not only for understanding the
past, but also how it applies to the present as well, focusing specifically on the transgender panic.
The rhetoric explored in the previous chapters will again come into play, as well as the idea that
children need to be protected from transgender people, who will either sexualize them or make

them become transgender in some way.



CHAPTER TWO

HISTORIOGRAPHY

The tangle of events leading up to the creation of the sexual psychopath is dense but not
unmanageable. The turn of the twentieth century was a key moment of uncertainty, and each new
event further disturbed ideas about masculinity. The rise of capitalism at the turn of the century
led to shifting definitions of masculinity, from self-made manhood to passionate manhood, which
provoked discussions about what traits were good and bad in men—as well as fears about the
modern man becoming soft and effete. World War I provided a brief moment of relief from these
fears, as men could prove their mettle in battle, but afterward led to an increase in discussions of
shellshock as insufficient masculinity. This discussion renewed fears about manhood, and the
‘neurasthenia epidemic,’ characterized by fatigue and irritability and associated with the
inactivity of office jobs, led to a spike in popularity for Muscular Christianity—something which
first appeared in the late nineteenth century—and a focus on embracing the ‘primitive’ to bolster

masculinity in the 1920s.

During the Great Depression, the breadwinner role could not be fulfilled by the many
men who lost their jobs, and the men who became migrants to hunt for employment were viewed
as vagrants and possible criminals.! This disruption of employment and masculine identity
resulted in a reification of the nuclear family as the building block of society. Previously

accepted forms of male homosociality, such as male roommates and groups or clubs made up of

! Frank Tobias Higbie, “Between Romance and Degradation: Navigating the Meanings of Vagrancy in North
America, 1870-1930” in Cast Out: Vagrancy and Homelessness in Global and Historical Perspective, ed. A. L.
Beier and Paul Ocobock (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2008), 260.

5



unmarried men, did not fit the model of a society built on family and thus became pathologized,

along with the bachelor subculture, as queer.

The end of Prohibition in 1933 led to the decline of queer spaces, and the increase of anti-
vice policing forced most obviously effeminate gay men back into the closet over the course of
the 1930s.2 With gay men no longer visible, gay men could be anyone, including friends,
neighbors, or family members. Men feared that they themselves would be accused of
homosexuality, and paranoia abounded, situating the homosexual not only as aberrant but also as
a sinister, shadowy threat. The fears created by these events not only served to demonize
homosexuals but also highlighted the American public’s fears about sex, sexuality, gender, and
made it easier for hysteria to set in when newspapers and radios began to report extensively on

sex crimes in the 1930s.

As previous definitions of masculinity gave way to new ones, the turn of the twentieth
century and the rise of capitalism and middle-class consciousness in the United States was one of
the first dominoes to fall on the journey to the sexual psychopath. This section will discuss the
previous forms of American masculinity and the transition from self-made manhood to
passionate manhood. Changing masculinity was nothing new, but the anxiety about
industrialization and perceived feminization of men caused by these shifts was tangible. Anthony

Rotundo has made an excellent study of middle-class American masculinity and its changes over

2 Amy Beth Werbel, Lust on Trial: Censorship and the Rise of American Obscenity in the Age of Anthony Comstock
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2018), 5.



time in his aptly named book American Manhood. He describes three major types of manhood in

American history, the definitions of which I am going to apply here as well.

The first iteration of manhood noted by Rotundo was community manhood, which
proliferated until the 1880s and 1890s. This form of masculinity grew out of colonial New
England and the more communal nature of their society. Male identity was grounded in what he
did for his community and his family, and a man “fulfilled himself through public usefulness”
rather than economic prosperity. Additionally, a man’s status was defined less by his
achievements than by the social status of “the family into which he was born.”® Additionally,
men were seen as passionate but were defined by how well they could control their passions.
Strong emotions were frowned upon. In this era, a man’s worth was not tied to the number of
“hectometers planted or rents received in solid specie,” but instead on “his projecting an

appearance of reliability, respectability, and polish.”*

By the mid-nineteenth century, community manhood was overtaken by self-made
manhood. Likely born from the growth of capitalism in this era, self-made manhood is exactly
what it sounds like. Instead of doing community works to gain respect and status, men found the
same through their individual professions. Rotundo argues that while community manhood,
which lauded men who could control their passions and remained logical and rational, showed
that man had evolved and was above the animals who could not. Self-made manhood, however,

shifted perceptions of passions, as capitalism encouraged business savvy, individual interests,

3 Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transformations in Masculinity from the Revolution to the Modern Era
(New York: Basic Books, 1993), 2.

4 Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, This Violent Empire: The Birth of an American National Identity (Chapel Hill:
University of North Carolina Press, 2010), 360.



and aggression in the marketplace. Rather, “a man defined his manhood not by his ability to

moderate his passions but by his ability to channel them effectively.””®

Self-made manhood effectively set the stage for and provided context for the anxieties
that abounded with the rise of the next form of masculinity: passionate manhood. This iteration
appeared in the late nineteenth century and had by the first decades of the twentieth century
replaced self-made manhood. Passionate manhood expanded upon the previous ideas of
manhood, but the biggest change from the previous iteration was the “positive value put on male
passions.”® Rather than channeling passions, or being suspicious of them and instead lauding
self-control and self-denial, passionate manhood viewed rivalry and aggression as “the source of

identity and personal worth.””

Self-control, self-denial, and restraint instead became suspect, as
physical strength rather than control became equated with strength of character. In addition to

passion, physicality was exalted as well:

Toughness was now admired, while tenderness was a cause for scorn. Even sexual desire,
an especially worrisome male passion in the nineteenth century, slowly gathered
legitimacy. Indeed, the body itself became a vital component of manhood: strength,
appearance, and the athletic skill mattered more than in previous centuries.®

This emphasis on physicality and aggression is highlighted through Muscular Christianity, which
sought to remasculinize the church and which will be discussed in more detail in the next
section. One point to note here is that in previous iterations of manhood, aggression and physical
displays were scorned in adult men but somewhat tolerated in boys because they had not yet
developed the self-control that was seen as proper for men. Thus, boyhood and manhood were

seen as discrete phases of development with little to no overlap. This new conception of

5 Rotundo, American Manhood, 3.
6 Rotundo, American Manhood, 5.
7 Rotundo, American Manhood, 6.
8 Rotundo, American Manhood, 5-6.



manhood then more readily incorporated the traits of boys into manhood, and while these
expectations and ideals were defined by the white middle-class, they were applied in some way

to all boys and men.

Passionate manhood further emphasized the body by reifying action and rejecting
learning. Action, no matter how well thought out or ill-advised was seen as masculine while
hesitation became effeminate. Additionally, during the era of self-made manhood, educated men
were viewed with suspicion, but with the rise of passionate manhood they were viewed with
derision.® Rationality for men had been entirely redefined. It was no longer “a capacity for deep,
logical reflection but rather an absence of complex emotions—an absence which freed men to act
boldly and decisively,” even if measured thought and analysis was a wiser option.'° This
redefining of rationality was likely born from another fear which was festering along with the
rise of industrialism in the United States. Society was becoming more industrialized, and white-
collar jobs allowed some men to work at desks in offices rather than doing hard labor. Many men
feared that this kind of civilization was repressing their primal urges. As passionate men, they
viewed themselves as animalistic and primitive in nature. They feared that men were becoming
soft and unprincipled because they were being forced to control their manly passions: “their

independence, their courage, their drive for mastery...was being suffocated.”**

II

9 Rotundo, American Manhood, 224.
10 Rotundo, American Manhood, 225.
11 Rotundo, American Manhood, 232.



The fear of becoming too civilized led men to urge one another to act like and learn from
‘primitives,” and encouraged hunting and fighting. They also believed that men lived to fight and
conquer, and by the early decades of the twentieth century, the horrors of the Civil War had faded
enough that the war itself could be mythologized. War became a way for men to test their mettle
and build character, teaching the virtues of sacrifice, duty, and courage. This section will discuss
these ideas, which were best encapsulated by Theodore Roosevelt, the coining of neurasthenia,

and the emergence of Muscular Christianity.

In the early 1880s, Dr. George M. Beard wrote about neurasthenia as an illness caused by
modern civilization and characterized by idleness, lethargy, and effeminacy. Beard believed that
“neurasthenics were highly evolved white men who had overtaxed their vital energies by
overstimulating themselves...with civilization,” neglecting their physical bodies by focusing on
the intellectual demands required by civilization.*? Beard died before the end of the decade, but
psychologist G. Stanley Hall took enthusiastically to the late doctor’s theories, expanding upon it
and placing blame in part on overschooling. Hall believed that schooling was important in a
civilized society, but that too much could lead to exhaustion. His solution was to tell teachers to
embrace their primitive nature so that as adults they would be less prone to neurasthenia. Like a
vaccine: “reliving their ancestors’ primitivism would allow boys to carry a weakened case of
‘savagery’ in their systems and thus give them the primitive masculine strength to avoid

neurasthenic breakdown and overcivilized effeminacy.”*®

Other cures for the neurasthenia epidemic came from more spiritual places and was

dubbed Muscular Christianity. Throughout the early days of the Republic, American women had

12 Gail Bederman, Manliness & Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race in the United States, 1880-
1917 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 86, 87.
13 Bederman, Manliness & Civilization, 97
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been made the moral center of the family, their civilizing influence maintaining the piety of their
husbands and children.'* However, by the late 1800s and into the turn of the century, it was
believed by some that religion was becoming too feminized. Jesus Christ was depicted as thin
and lean and soft and taught his followers to be pacifistic and kind. Muscular Christianity sought
to return masculinity to the church and the image of Jesus, fusing “a hardy physical manliness
with ideals of Christian service.”*® Some followers sought to recast Jesus as a heroic artisan,
hard-working and muscular. Others took on a “more militaristic tone, recasting Jesus as a kind of
religious Rambo, always ready to fight.”*® Theodore Roosevelt’s father believed heavily in this
form of Christianity and promoted it through his charitable works with the Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA) and other religious organizations.!” Roosevelt, Sr. took his son
along on many of his charitable errands, raising Theodore on a diet of “muscular Christian
exercise,” time spent in nature, and James Fennimore Cooper novels.'® These experiences shaped
the way Roosevelt would view American issues when he became president in 1901, becoming
concerned with morality, censorship, and most importantly, masculinity. Roosevelt believed that
the United States was “engaged in a millennial drama of manly racial advancement...To prove
their virility, as a race and a nation, American men needed to take up the ‘strenuous life’” of hard
work and manly, physical pursuits “and strive to advance civilization—through imperialistic

warfare and racial violence if necessary.”°

Ironically, while men increasingly clung to the idea of their bestial nature, that same

nature was only applied to women selectively. Many men viewed women as “civilized creatures,

14 Barbara Welter, “The Cult of True Womanhood: 1820-1860,” American Quarterly 18, no. 2 (1966): 152.

15 Michael Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural History (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 117.
16 Kimmel, Manhood in America, 118.

17 Kathleen Dalton, Theodore Roosevelt: A Strenuous Life (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2002), 18.

18 Dalton, Theodore Roosevelt, 19, 6.

19 Bederman, Manliness & Civilization, 171.
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free of passion and full of moral sensitivities.” In the instances where animalistic nature was
applied to women, it was only within their capacity to bear children, which men then used
against them.?’ The process of birthing had by the 1930s been taken over by men, as the practice
of midwifery was replaced by hospital births, which were “under the supervision of obstetricians,
mostly male.” Even pre-birth, the process of pregnancy was increasingly filled with professional
experts, “many of whom were careless about the prerogatives of mothers.”?* And this shows the
limits and extremes of passionate manhood. The public began to wonder what healthy
expressions of masculinity looked like and whether crimes like sexual assault were normal
expressions or a criminal extreme. Sex crimes embodied the threat that “uncontained male
aggression and virility” could pose to women and children, and people began to wonder how
well these ideas of masculinity fit into American culture.?? Passionate manhood was a return to
humanity’s roots, but that return did not always mix well with a modern society. As a result,
anxieties abounded about what men should be, what was excessive masculinity, and how
masculine modern men should be. This engendered a process where gender distinctions and roles
became extremely important to maintain stability, a process further refined by enforcing “racial

separatism, limited class mobility, and heterosexual reproduction.”?®

III

20 Rotundo, American Manhood, 230.

2L Mary P. Ryan, Womanhood in America: From Colonial Times to the Present (New York: Franklin Watts, 1983),
246.

22 Stephen Robertson, “Separating the Men from the Boys: Masculinity, Psychosexual Development, and Sex Crime
in the United States.” Journal of the History of Medicine and Allied Sciences 56, no. 1 (January 2001): 31.

2 Jennifer Terry, An American Obsession: Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality in Modern Society (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 6.
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World War I briefly served as a solution to the perceived problem of overcivilization and
allowed men to reclaim their masculinity. This section will discuss World War I’s effects on
masculinity and how its end renewed the fears it had originally assuaged. For those who believed
that men were becoming softer and needed ways to toughen up, the war seemed like a perfect
solution. After all, “military service in times of war had long been a proving ground for
manhood.”?* Propagandists infused the war “chivalric purpose,” and those who wanted the
United States to enter World War I believed that the war would help stabilize not only gender
anxieties but also the family. Men would be protectors, and women would be protected.?®
Ironically, the war efforts disrupted the gender roles that people hoped it would enforce: “war
threatened to pull men out of the workforce and push women and children into it; to drive
soldiers away from the civilizing influence of the family and into the notoriously degrading
environment of the military; and to leave orphans and widows without breadwinners or

protectors.”?®

Additionally, there was significant social and political pressure on men to join the
military and fight. Not enough men had joined, so in 1917 President Woodrow Wilson signed the
Selective Service Act, which created the draft. Men then were forced to join the military, or find
medical, legal, or extralegal means to avoid signing up. On top of that legal pressure, “draft
officials and newspapers branded those who failed to appear [on national registration day]
unmanly traitors to the nation.”?’ This in turn more firmly associated masculinity with fighting

and going into war, and victories during the war helped to rescue what many felt to be a fading

24 Andrew J. Huebner, “Gee! I Wish 1 Were a Man: Gender and the Great War” in The Routledge History of Gender;
War, and the U.S. Military, ed. Kara Dixon Vuic (Routledge, 2018).

% Huebner, “Gee! I Wish I Were a Man.”

% Huebner, “Gee! I Wish I Were a Man.”

27 Huebner, “Gee! I Wish I Were a Man.”
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or endangered masculinity. However, fighting in World War I did not give most men the military
glory they had been promised. Instead, when faced with the horrific conditions of the trenches
and the off and on bombings “a large number of men froze, could not return fire, or experienced

psychic breaks with reality.”?

When men returned from the war, many of them did not return the same. Afflicted with
bouts of nervousness, lethargy, paralysis, sobbing, nightmares, or anger depending on the person,
these men were diagnosed with shell shock, or what today would be called post-traumatic stress
disorder. Thomas Salmon, the National Committee’s medical director, helped to figure out
policies to treat these men and traveled to Europe to see how the English and French were
treating their patients. The English used “eclectic psychotherapy” in their treatments “that
included reeducation, suggestion, hypnosis, persuasion, and catharsis.?® Pearce Bailey, who
worked in the Surgeon General’s office as the chief of neurology and psychiatry, went to France
and highly recommended the treatments he found there to Salmon. In France, the milder cases of
shell shock were treated with bedrest and kindness, while the more virulent cases were treated
cruelly: “patients were told that such symptoms as trembling, paralyses, and deaf-mutism were
failures of will and character, not symptoms of a disease.”* Salmon thankfully rejected Bailey’s
proposal, however psychiatrists in the United States came to view shell shock as the male
alternative to hysteria. While hysteria was associated with women and treated as women “who
shrank into somatic illness when confronted with the constraints of femininity...shell shock was

defined as a similar inability to meet the demands of one’s gender.”! Shell shock, like hysteria,

2 Kimmel, Manhood in America, 114.

2 Nathan G. Hale, The Rise and Crisis of Psychoanalysis in the United States: Freud and the Americans, 1917-1985
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995) 17.

30 Hale, The Rise and Crisis of Psychoanalysis in the United States, 17.

81 Kimmel, Manhood in America, 114.

14



was viewed as a way to resist the standards of gender. It was also viewed as a lack of manliness,

and the best cure was “a good dose of battle.”*?

For those men who escaped the war without shell shock (or a milder case), the threat to
their manhood had been vanquished for the moment. They had fought, been protectors, and now
could return to their families to fulfill the role of breadwinners. This was the mindset for middle-
class men entering the 1920s. The stock market crash in 1929 and the Great Depression would

rattle that mindset and unseat the breadwinner role.

1Y%

The Great Depression worsened worries about masculinity. This section will discuss how
exactly this happened, and its effect not only on middle-class men but also on perceptions of
homosexuals. As self-made, decisive men, they were supposed to be the breadwinners of the
idealized American family, but suddenly the workplace became unreliable and in some cases
nonexistent. The millions of men who lost their jobs viewed themselves as “impotent patriarchs”
and lost status not only in the eyes of other men but also in the eyes of their families. In the
past, men had gained meaning from being able to protect and provide for their families, but now
they could not do those things. Unemployment then stripped away not only men’s purpose but
also their sense of masculinity. After all, men were supposed to provide for their families, and if

they could not do that, then their masculinity could be called into question.3*

%2 Kimmel, Manhood in America, 114.

3 Josep M. Armengol, “Gendering the Great Depression: rethinking the male body in 1930s American cultures and
literature” Journal of Gender Studies 23, no. 1 (2014), 60.

34 Robert S. McElvaine, “Men, Impact of Great Depression on” in Encyclopedia of the Great Depression (New
York: MacMillan Reference USA, 2004), 607.
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As a result of the emasculation of losing one’s job and therefore their role as
breadwinner, some men lashed out, often at the women in their lives. Domestic violence was so
commonplace at this time that it “became a staple in Depression-era films... vicarious assertions
of masculinity struck a chord with men who were feeling insecure because of the Depression’s
undermining of their positions.”® Additionally, and in order to make room for men, New Deal
programs did little for women. Rather, women’s employment was impeded and written into law:
“some thirty states enacted laws inhibiting the employment of women, while the majority of the
nation’s public schools and over 40 percent of all public utilities enforced a curb on hiring

married women.”%8

Expressions of masculinity—at least the protector and provider aspects—were limited
with jobs being so scarce, so a new modern masculine ideal was born which “emphasized
personality over character and flexibility over determination and pride.”®” Success in the
workplace and the stability of the family were still important, but this new masculinity
encouraged more egalitarian marriages (by early twentieth-century standards) and an expanded
role for fathers, stressing teamwork and leadership. These adaptations were only made by
middle-class men, for immigrants, men of color, and queer people already dealt with a certain
amount of instability and an unpredictable income. Working class families also already relied on
a multi-income household, so working class men were not as affected by the loss of breadwinner
status that devastated so many middle-class men. Rather, working class men were divided into
two types of masculine culture: the respectable culture, which was associated the “dignity,

respectability, defiant egalitarianism, and patriarchal male supremacy” of the traditional skilled

% McElvaine, “Men, Impact of the Great Depression on,” 611.

36 Mary P. Ryan, Womanhood in America, 250.

37 “Great Depression” in American Masculinities: A Historical Encyclopedia (Thousand Oaks, California: SAGE
Publications, 2003), 195.
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workers, and the rough culture, which “correlated to the rough values of unskilled labor.””*® The
latter group characterized a large portion of the working-class and represented common laborers

who worked different kinds of jobs across industries.*

The Great Depression also triggered a further reification of the family as the foundation
of a moral and civilized society. There was an increased emphasis on familial solidarity to fight
the economic issues facing the country even as there was a decline in marriage rates and an
increase in family abandonment.*® This eroded the bachelor subculture that was common in
many urban areas, where men would stay single or live with other men. Moral reformers of the
era became obsessed with the falling birth rates, which they believed was leading to ‘race
suicide,” and bachelors came under fire. The idea that someone was choosing not to marry
because they didn’t want to marry was incomprehensible to these reformers, laughable even, as
the family was viewed as the foundation and anchor of a civilized society.*! Bachelors included
straight men who wanted to play the field or simply did not wish to marry, but there were far
more associations that came with the bachelor name. To some, “bachelors exhibited arrogance
and selfishness, because they stubbornly refused to marry.” To others bachelors were
“degenerates, social outcasts who were socially or sexually repugnant and who had no choice but

to remain single because they were physically or psychologically unacceptable to women.”*2
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This “disturbance of male homosociality” placed increasing distrust on those men who decided

to stay bachelors.*®

Emphasis on family and the sudden end to the Roaring Twenties had devastating effects
on queer people. They were no longer viewed as amusing or novel but increasingly threatening
to the moral fabric of society.** There was a larger movement of disgust toward the indulgence
and permissiveness of the 1920s, with anti-vice squads such as New York’s Society for the
Suppression of Vice seeking to put an end to perversion and immorality, which they associated
with urban culture and homosexuality.*® People began to turn against crime—namely
surrounding Prohibition—and tied the loosening of social constraints (which coincided with

increased visibility and tolerance toward queer people) to crime.

In urban areas especially, gay men and queer people in general were tolerated in a limited
capacity. New York held drag balls, cabarets featured female impersonators, and some
speakeasies served as queer spaces. These people still faced harassment by the police and
derision by the public, but there was a limited space for them to exist. However, this toleration
largely disappeared in the wake of the Great Depression. Some people even blamed them for the
economic disaster. In urban areas with established queer communities, “anti-homosexual
moralists” leaned into growing homophobia by placing homosexuality as a symbol of the excess
and vice of the 1920s, which they believed led to the stock market crash and the resulting
depression. Because of this increased prejudice, homosexual-related arrests increased. These

were classified as sex crimes, which inflated statistics and “fueled the dual perceptions that

3 Charles E. Morris III, “Pink Herring & The Fourth Persona: J. Edgar Hoover’s Sex Crime Panic,” Quarterly
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homosexuality was actually increasing and that it represented something as horrific as rape, lust

murder, and sexual assaults on children.””*®

Ironically enough, the demonization of gay men, which increased arrests and forced
visibly effeminate gay men back into the closet, exacerbated contemporary fears about
masculinity. More men working office jobs and the ‘neurasthenia epidemic’ created fears that
men were becoming too civilized, becoming effete and lethargic. Muscular Christianity and
figures like Theodore Roosevelt sought to remasculinize the nation’s men, to some effect. The
Great Depression, however, intensified feelings of helplessness, and the loss of millions of jobs
threw the male role of breadwinner into conflict. The sudden invisibility of homosexuals made
these fears worse, as any man could be accused of being one. Before, Americans believed that
they knew what a homosexual looked like when they saw one. In urban areas, there were
‘fairies,” or gay men who dressed as or took on the mannerisms of women. At the very least, they
were obviously effeminate. However, once this kind of gay man was forced back into the closet,
the visual markers that denoted homosexuality vanished as well. The fear that homosexuals
could lurk anywhere and potentially be anyone, made them seem far more sinister. When
newspapers and radios began heavily reporting on sex crimes, giving the appearance that a crime
wave was in progress, such a menacing figure was easy to blame, as were any men who did not
display the ‘correct’ form of masculinity. These types of men would eventually be folded into the

definition of the sexual psychopath.

46 Terry, An American Obsession, 189.

19



CHAPTER THREE

FEAR AND THE MEDIA

Between the turn of the twentieth century and the Great Depression, normative
definitions of masculinity were in flux. World War I briefly stabilized masculinity, allowing men
to test their mettle in battle, but after the war, shell shock was attributed to “insufficient
manliness,” a male version of the feminine hysteria.*’ The economic boom during the 1920s
secured middle-class masculinity as men could define themselves by their role as the
breadwinner, however the Great Depression made that role unsustainable. The repeal of
Prohibition compounded the struggles with masculinity, and the sudden invisibility of
homosexuals pushed the air of anxiety into outright fear. The public was no longer able to tell
who was a homosexual and who was not, and a culture of paranoia was born in which people
found suspicion in previously innocuous behavior, and men were left to wonder if they
themselves (because of their homosocial bonds) might be mistaken for or accused of being a
homosexual.*® Paranoia warped the homosexual into an increasingly menacing figure in the
cultural imagination, and this panic led to a focus on ending sex crimes and eliminating “gender
and sexual ambiguity.” Of course, sex crimes and homosexuality were only peripherally related,
leading to “the hysterical tone [of the media] and awkward link between homosexuality and

assaults on women and children.”*®
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Shifting ideas about homosexuality and media coverage of a handful of violent crimes
made the public fear homosexuals and the rise of sex crimes. Fearmongering in said media and
in the speeches of FBI director J. Edgar Hoover intensified the panic. This rose to a fever pitch
and ultimately resulted in the public tasking legislators and psychologists with creating a solution
to the perceived problem of sex crimes. In addition to newspapers, the proliferation of the radio
was an important factor in creating the sense that sex crimes were on the rise in this moment of
heightened fear and anxiety. Invented in 1895, this technological advancement rapidly increased
in popularity in the late 1920s and early 1930s and allowed people across the country and around
the world to get news instantly. Instead of waiting for a newspaper to cover a local story, and
only the biggest cases making national headlines, the public suddenly had access to reporting
from a multitude of sources and, like with the twenty-four hour news cycle created in the mid-

1990s, people could get more information than ever before.*

While the increasing accessibility of information may seem like a positive in theory, news
stations picked up a handful of horrific crimes against women and children and sensationalized
them, beginning with the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby in 1932 and the reassessment of the
1924 Leopold and Loeb case in 1936. Additionally, the passage of the Mann Act in 1910
prohibited the transportation of women for sinful purposes. The law was designed to stop
prostitution and human trafficking, predicated on fears of white slavery and the idea that women
would only become prostitutes through trickery. This false sense of proximity to crime led the
public to believe that a sex crime wave was in progress, perpetrated by gay men and other

deviants and carried out against women and children despite women not being involved in most

%0 Christopher Crawford-Franklin and Lyn Robinson, “‘Even in an age of wonders’: radio as an information resource
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of the cases that were sensationalized. For example, the murders of Joan Kuleba and Erna
Sporrer, which will be discussed later in more depth, were committed by straight men against
young girls; the Leopold and Loeb case was carried out against a young boy; and Thomas

Smith’s stabbing victims were both young girls.

The reality was that statistics and psychologists alike found no evidence of an increase in
sex crimes or offenses during this era. In 1944, The Mayor’s Committee Reports on the Study of
Sex Offenses in New York City listed their findings, and number one was “there was no wave of
sex crime in New York City during the 1930°s [sic]. Although sex crimes received more public
attention than other types of crime, they represent only a small fraction of the sum total.”>* What
changed, rather, was the amount of reporting and its availability to a wider audience through
radio reports. This evidence, however, did nothing to slow the sex crime panic, and some even
began to take advantage of the country’s unease. John Edgar Hoover was appointed as the first
director of the fledgling Federal Bureau of Investigation in 1935. He used this panic to deliver
numerous speeches to heighten listeners’ anxiety and to drum up support for the FBI, which he
purported would protect them.%? He also used this platform to blame homosexuals in veiled terms

and direct the panic toward his own goals.

The result was that these myriad threads of simmering anxiety compounded until the
public turned to lawmakers for solutions in the mid-1930s. Lawmakers then turned to popular
psychology and psychologists, a field which had been gaining popularity since the late
nineteenth century, to demand that they name and solve the problem facing the country. Despite

these professionals claiming that no increase in sex crimes was even happening, as the statistics
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52 J. Edgar Hoover, “War on the Sex Criminal: The safety of America’s women and children...” New York Herald
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available were considered “useless as an indication of the danger of serious sex crimes,” the
public demanded action, and psychologists capitulated.>® Thus, the figure of the sexual
psychopath was born. Although professionals could not agree on what the exact definition of a
sexual psychopath was, this figure and the parts of the definition that could be agreed upon was
used to pathologize a large number of men while helping to stabilize masculinity for cisgender,

heterosexual, white men and soothe their anxieties.

Fears about homosexuality and fluctuating definitions of masculinity were at the heart of
the sex crime panic, and the disappearance of obvious homosexuals from public life made them
into a shadowy, sinister figure in the public mind. This growing fear would ultimately lead to the
creation of the sexual psychopath. To discuss homosexuals during the 1920s and 1930s, however,
one must discuss how homosexuality was defined at this point in time. While today sexuality is
about how one identifies—gay, straight, bisexual—but for most of American history, sexuality
was determined by gender presentation. Up until the mid-twentieth century, men were still
considered straight if they had sex with men but still presented themselves in a masculine way
and did not bottom for the men they had sex with. Men labeled “queer” were those who
presented themselves in a feminine way and were penetrated by other men. Moreover, fairies
were considered strange then due to their feminine presentation, such as wearing women’s
clothes or using distinctly feminine mannerisms, in addition to their seeking out of male partners.

Because presentation was so important in defining sexuality, many masculine-presenting men

53 Edwin H. Sutherland, “The Sexual Psychopath Laws,” Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology 40, no. 5
(1950), 545.
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were able to live fully homosexual lives “without risking stigmatization and the loss of their

status as ‘normal men,’” even more so if they got married and had children.>

During the Pansy Craze, which lasted from about 1920 to 1933, fairies and pansies—
these obviously effeminate gay men—were a source of novelty and often entertainment, a
product of the fervor of the Roaring Twenties. Because Prohibition restricted alcohol business
and consumption, underground bars and illegal cabarets cropped up across the country, and
because homosexuality was also illegal, these illicit bars became gathering places for queer
people of all types. It served as a place for queer people to socialize and form community, but
some also performed in drag and danced or sang onstage. In addition to entertainment, pansies
also served an important cultural role when it came to masculinity. They provided a reference
point for men who may not have lived up to the conventional masculine ideal and helped to ease
some of their anxieties: because pansies were so visible, more masculine-presenting men were
not questioned about their sexuality because many Americans believed that they knew what a

homosexual looked like.%®

The cultural roles that pansies played were largely unrecognized by the American public.
Despite the limited tolerance toward them, there were always those who wanted to police sexual
and gendered behavior. By 1933, the visibility of pansies was increasingly resisted in addition to
Prohibition-related crime. Spurred by anxieties about crime and the Great Depression, anti-vice
policing rose significantly, and Prohibition ended with the twenty-first amendment in December

1933. This quickly eroded gay communities across the country as their gathering places vanished

% George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940,
(New York: Basic Books, 1994), 13.

%5 Charles E. Morris III, “Pink Herring & The Fourth Persona: J. Edgar Hoover’s Sex Crime Panic,” Quarterly
Journal of Speech 88, no. 2 (2002), 228.

24



and gender norms tightened. Queer people were chased back into the closet, and although
homosexuality did not disappear from the public view completely, pansies and fairies faded from
the larger public eye. While a moral victory for anti-vice advocates, these same advocates also
succeeded in “[unhinging] homosexual meaning at a time when masculinity already suffered the
debilitating effects of the Great Depression. What counted as homosexual and as homosocial

(and heterosexual)...had become unclear.”>®

Hysteria was a pseudo-scientific umbrella term for a wide range of psychiatric and
medical diseases. Born from sensationalized crime reporting and shifting definitions of
masculinity, it further pathologized homosexuality, and the disappearance of the fairy finally
“brought homosexual offenders within psychiatrists’ framework.” Because they no longer looked
different from other men, it was believed that only a psychiatric professional could identify
homosexuals and other people considered to be sexual psychopaths.®” As a result, in 1935 The
Committee for the Study of Sex Variants (CSSV) was created to identify, study, and distinguish
from the ‘normal’ population sex variants, something which was believed to be a growing
problem. But despite the “benevolent posture” of the CSSV, its conclusions only reinforced
homophobic ideas, fueling the idea that homosexuality was an illness that needed psychiatric
treatment.®® They concluded that sex variants displayed “an immature level of sexual
adjustment” due to constitutional and psychological deficiencies. Additionally, they found that
constitutional deficiencies were found in nearly everyone but “are more evident in the sex variant

than in the adult heterosexual.”® Thus, once sex crimes became an acute concern and
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psychiatrists created the category of sexual psychopath, homosexuals, which were already a

threatening figure in the public imagination, were easily incorporated into the definition.

II

Actual cases of sex crimes and the sensationalized reporting thereof turned cultural
anxieties into outright panic. This section will discuss the details of the inciting cases and how
the public came to blame homosexuals for the crime wave, as well as the reality of sex crimes.
The kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby in 1932 kicked off the supposed wave of crimes against
children. A fear about crimes against children, more generally, quickly become a fear of sex
crimes, in particular. This panic reached its peak between 1935 and 1937, with the press
“prominently [featuring] the cases of Albert Fish, Salvatore Ossido, Lawrence Marks, Thomas
Smith, and many others.”®® These cases stuck out in the American imagination for their extreme
violence and relation to children. Albert Fish for example abducted young children and killed
and mutilated them. He bragged about “thrusting needles into his flesh until they disappeared”
and wrote several letters to the mother of one of his victims—ten-year-old Grace Budd—where
he talked about cannibalism and claimed to have eaten Budd.®! Such intense violence and
depravity was shocking to the American mind. The Thomas Smith case also piqued public
interest because of the young ages of the victims and the sheer number of stab wounds, but also
because Smith was a quintessential ‘nice young man,’ clean-cut and an honor roll student. It was

unexpected that someone considered upstanding was capable of such a crime.
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Many of the articles studied for this chapter mention the same cases, highlighting how
aggressively covered and highly sensationalized some of these cases were at the time of their
occurrence, specifically the Salvatore Ossido and Thomas Smith cases. The Leopold and Loeb
case, despite occurring 1924, was also reevaluated during this panic (and again during the Red
Scare) when new details about the nature of the perpetrators’ relationship came to light, recasting
both men as epitomizing the figure of the menacing homosexual. Some of the most discussed
crimes included the Erna®? Sporrer case, where Salvatore Ossido lured the nine-year-old girl to
the back room of his barber shop with the promise of candy. He beat her to death with a hammer,
and the “autopsy report said she had been criminally assaulted after death.” Ossido then put her
body in a burlap sack and left it on the stoop of a residence a block and a half from where he
killed her. Publications emphasized that Ossido was out of jail on bail “pending trial on a charge
of criminally assaulting a 12-year-old girl in his shop in February [one month previous],” and he
had already served time for criminal assault in 1931 and paid a $10 fine for molesting a girl on

5'63

the subway in 1935.%° This enflamed growing critiques about the criminal justice system’s laxity

when it came to sex crimes.?

On March 1, 1932, twenty-month-old Charles Lindbergh Jr. vanished from the second
floor of the family home, and a ransom note for $50,000 was left behind. On May 12, the baby’s
body was found. He had been killed shortly after the kidnapping.®® This case in particular gained
a lot of attention not only because the child’s young age, but also because Charles Lindbergh Sr.

was a notable public figure. The kidnapping of such a famous figure’s son then gained national
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attention. Public outrage about the case even led to the passage of the Federal Kidnapping Act,
also called the Lindbergh Law, on June 22, 1932. This law made kidnapping across state lines a
federal crime that could be punishable by death, which while stringent, did not connect to the
Lindbergh case as the child’s body was found nearby the home. Additionally, in the Uniform
Crime Report (UCR) statistics cited in this chapter, no data was collected on the number of

kidnappings, so the idea that children were more in danger of kidnappings held little weight.

Over the course of the 1930s, several other cases gripped the nation, many of which
occurred in 1937. News sources, parents’ magazines, and periodicals reported each with rising
hysteria. An article in The Literary Digest in April 1937 listed twelve separate cases within its

first page, including the Beekman Place murders and the Ossido and Smith cases:

Since the beginning of this year, New York City has had the bathtub murder of Mrs. Mary
H. Case, the revolting slaying of nine-year-old Erna Sporrer in Brooklyn; of four-year-old
Joan Morvan in Queens; and the more recent triple murder of Veronica Gedeon, Mrs.
Mary Gedeon, the girl model’s mother, and Frank Byrnes...only a stone’s throw from the
one [apartment] where Mrs. Nancy Titterton’s bathtub slaying occurred a year ago Good
Friday.®®
A TIME Magazine article from August of the same year discussed at least ten different cases of
assault, rape, and murder of young girls, and highlighted three cases in much more graphic
detail. This tactic, hammering the reader with a multitude of gruesome murders, many of which
were carried out against children and included some sexual aspect, highlights the air of fear

perpetuated by news sources. And it is no small wonder why, given the horrific nature of these

crimes.
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Another case that received national coverage was the murder of four-year-old Joan
Kuleba in Staten Island. In August 1937, Samuel Elmore, a fifty-seven-year-old painter®” showed
Kuleba a grasshopper in a milk bottle and “told her that he would take her to a place where
grasshoppers did all sorts of wonderful things.” He brought her to the basement of a derelict
house in a nearby marsh, where he “strangled her, attempted a criminal attack on her, tossed her
body to the floor by the cellar door, dropped a fifty-pound clump of bricks on her back and went
home to lunch.” The next day Elmore went back and pretended to discover the body but was
quickly arrested. In response, “aroused by the increasing wave of sex crimes against young
girls,” one thousand local residents banded together to demand their legislators help with what
they perceived as a growing problem.%® The aforementioned case of eighteen-year-old Thomas
Smith gained swift notoriety not only for the violence of the acts but because he was an honor
student at the local high school and was described as a nice, clean-cut young man. In February
1937, in Buffalo, New York, Smith murdered Mary Ellen Babcock by stabbing her to death.®® A
month later, he assaulted 14-year-old Frances Fitzgerald in the basement of an apartment
building. Thankfully, “the girl recovered from thirty-seven stab wounds from a rusty ice pick, a

file and a pair of shears” and was able to serve as “the State’s principal witness.”’°

The aggressively graphic descriptions in the coverage of these handful of killings is
telling of the hysteria gripping the nation, a hysteria which increased in intensity with each new
killing and each new article. It is easy to see why parents across the nation feared that a sex

crime wave was sweeping their communities. Even as citizens turned to their legislators for help,
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the public began to reevaluate past cases as new information became available, which in the
Leopold and Loeb case revealed links to homosexuality. Aside from that case, the link between
homosexuality and violent sexual crime was an awkward one to make, given that the crimes
detailed above were committed by young men against young women or girls, or adult men
against young girls, but the crisis of masculinity and the sudden invisibility of gay men had
created a panic that could not be slowed by reason. Additionally, discussions about masculinity
centered around what kinds of masculinity were acceptable and unacceptable. Men who
assaulted women their own age were considered hypermasculine to a negative extreme, while
men who assaulted young girls were believed to display a perversion of masculinity. Given that
homosexual men were viewed as lacking masculinity or displaying aberrant masculinity, and
they were often viewed as pedophilic, it is clear how they were grouped together with such

criminals.’*

The Leopold and Loeb case was given special attention and reconsidered as new details
about the case became public in 1936. It was a logical choice given that both men were wealthy,
Jewish (another scapegoat of the era), possibly had a sexual relationship, and murdered a young
boy. On May 21, 1924, Richard Loeb and Nathan Leopold, convinced that they were intelligent
enough to get away with murder and obsessed with proving their superiority, kidnapped their
neighbor, Bobby Franks, while on his way home from school. They bludgeoned him to death
with a chisel and then drove to a remote location where they removed Franks’s clothes and

poured hydrochloric acid on his face to make it as hard as possible to identify the body.”? They
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then hid Franks’s body in a culvert under a railroad embankment, near a place that Leopold liked

to birdwatch and drove back to Chicago. Arrested, they both confessed.

During the trial, both men portrayed themselves as wild college men who drank and had
premarital sex. A possible reason for this is “that the image of heterosexually aggressive college
kids served to undermine the speculation in the press that the murder was the work of
perverts.”’® The public believed that the crime was sexual in nature because Franks was
discovered completely naked. Despite the medical examiner ruling out the possibility of sexual
assault, the public continued to believe that there were sexual motives. This belief and the
kidnapping “gave police a reason to question, harass, and detain gay men or those whom they
perceived as queer.”’* Importantly, by turning murder into a sex crime, “the press was able to
reinforce images of ‘abhorrent’ sexuality already in circulation,” and the public eagerly latched
onto these ideas.” Leopold and Loeb’s sex lives were subjected to intense scrutiny upon their
arrest and confession, and the media used allusions to Oscar Wilde (one of Leopold’s heroes) to
paint both murderers as homosexual and therefore sexually deviant.’® Additionally, during the
trial it was revealed that Leopold and Loeb had a homosexual relationship wherein Loeb would
allow Leopold to do sexual acts [mostly intercrural sex] with him on certain “special dates.”’’

Such information was censored in newspapers at the time of the trial, but by 1936, such

censorship was not present, leading the public to reevaluate the case. Such reassessment at the
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height of the sex crime panic allowed the public to better depict murderers as gay sexual deviants

even when evidence pointed to the contrary and further demonized gay men.

Being inundated with shocking and horrific crimes, often with a sexual component, it is
easy to buy into the terror the public experienced during the 1930s. But while there was no great
wave of professional pushback, psychologists and statistics disagreed with the assertion that
there was a massive sex crime wave in progress. The public did not catch up with science until
the 1950s. In 1956, Parents’ Magazine & Family Home Guide published an article entitled “The
Facts of Sex Offenses.” In it, the author talked to victims of sex crimes and their families,
officers, and psychologists about the wave of sex crimes, but rather than reinforcing her fears,
her research left her reassured: “I discovered, the number of those most frightful of all crimes,
attacks on children, is really quite small.”’® She posited that the reason it felt like there were far
more cases was because a single case would be blown wildly out of proportion or because crimes
against children make people feel so horrid that they stick in the mind longer, so when another
case cropped up, it felt like they compounded. The author discovered that “altogether, sex crimes
(and these figures include those against adults, too) account for only about 4 percent of all
serious crimes against person and property.”’® Rather than vicious assault and murder, she
posited that most sex criminals are exhibitionists who want to expose themselves to women and

children for a sexual thrill or peeping Toms.&

Regardless of the facts about sex offenses, the crimes detailed above created a framework
of specific types of sex criminals which the figure of the sexual psychopath would eventually fit

into. They were men of aberrant masculinity: elderly, preying upon children, queer. Not only

8 Edith M. Stern, “The Facts on Sex Offenses,” Parents’ Magazine & Family Home Guide 29, no. 10 (1954), 43.
7 Stern, “The Facts on Sex Offenses,” 43.
80 Stern, “The Facts on Sex Offenses,” 137.

32



that, but they could be anyone, from a clean-cut honor roll student like Thomas Smith, to a
habitual offender like Salvatore Ossido, an idea which reflected fears about homosexuals.
Additionally, it was clear that these criminals could attack anyone, even a rich family like the
Franks or a celebrity like Charles Lindbergh. All these fears compounded, serving to further

alarm an already-frightened public.

III

This section highlights how the media played into the public’s fears, giving as many gory,
frightening details as possible, and how FBI director J. Edgar Hoover added to the
fearmongering by telling audiences that sex crimes were increasing and only the police and FBI
could stop them. While most of the highly sensationalized cases were the murders of women and
little girls by men, paranoia about homosexuals abounded in relation to these crimes. Gay men
who were arrested for consensual homosexual activity was increasing, and given that
homosexuality was considered a sex crime, it was easy for the public to lump queer men in with
rapists and child molesters. Their arrests “inflated the statistics on sex crimes and led members of
the public to believe that violent sex crimes in general were on the rise.”8! Additionally, people
latched onto the murders of young boys to “demonstrate the danger of unsuppressed
homosexuality” even though those cases did not seem to gain as widespread attention as the
assault and murder of little girls.®? Instead the media continued to run with the sensational

stories, giving graphic details and stoking fear even higher. There were so many of these stories,
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in fact, that in 1937 the New York Times created a new category for their indexing system titled
‘Sex Crimes’ to hold the articles they were writing about the subject, 143 of which had been

written that year alone.®

Many of the articles were similar in nature, referring to sexual assault as a “criminal
attack,” outlining in detail how the victims were lured, how they were killed, what the killer did
with their body, and how the body was found.?* The articles were often gratuitous in detail and
written as if to titillate the audience of a fiction novel. The articles about the killing of Joan
Kuleba were written in this manner, highlighting the way Elmore lured her with a grasshopper in
a bottle, the way he strangled her and sexually assaulted her, and painted the picture of a dark
cellar in a lonely, abandoned house.® Another example is an article about the murder of Charles
Mattson, which stated that “the savagely battered body” of the ten year old boy “was found today
lying nude and frozen stiff.... The boy’s skull was crushed, as if with a blunt instrument; several
front teeth were knocked out, and the bruised face and body gave further evidence of a terrific
beating.”® Such a description gives more than the facts of the case and instead creates a sense of

morbid fascination with the crime.

Myths about homosexuals proliferated in conjunction with some sex crime articles, the
most damaging of which was that gay men became gay because of stunted psychosexual growth
or because they were attacked by another gay men. This led to the idea that homosexuals added

to their number by attacking children. Eugene D. Williams, the Special Assistant Attorney
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General of the State of California was quoted in a Coronet article in 1950 summarizing this idea

and patching over the awkward link between homosexuals and attacks on girls and women:

All too often, we lose sight of the fact that the homosexual is an inveterate seducer of the
young of both sexes, and that he presents a social problem because he is not content with
being degenerate himself; he must have degenerate companions, and is ever seeking
younger victims.®’

Parents magazines similarly pushed the idea that sex criminals create more sex criminals, noting

that panics about crime waves came and went without any real tangible change.%®

News articles in publications across the nation gave as much detail as possible about the
horrific crimes they covered. The TIME article from the previous section outlined the murders of
five little girls, the assault and attempted murder of one, and the molestation of another
thirteen—all in the opening paragraph of an article titled simply “Pedophilia.” Even later in the
article when the author admitted that the wave of sex crimes might not even be real—and that
scientists have said that the increasing attention being paid to sex crimes was purely
coincidental—that concession was immediately followed by that assertion that “similar assaults
earlier in the summer” had inspired the ones they were reporting on. Further, the author claimed
that “the publicity given [to] these cases had...immediate effects: It revealed that very little has

been done in big cities to protect children from a very prevalent type of lunatic.”®°

Other publications used imagery of snakes coiling in the shadows to instill fear in their
readers. Returning again to The Literary Digest article, this tactic is on full display:
At large, for the time being immune alike to arrest or incarceration in some mental

hospital, thousands of potential sex slayers, many of them well known to authorities,
hundreds of them veterans of similar offenses either never brought to trial, freed from
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prison or paroled—walked the streets, human rattlesnakes coiled in the path of
unsuspecting women and children.*

The language is clearly meant to instill fear, but interesting to note, the author also made
critiques of the American justice system and parole system, finding them both to be far too lax
when it came to sex criminals. J. Edgar Hoover made the same critiques of the same systems in a
handful of speeches he gave around this time, referring to “the rotten practice of the fine theory

of parole” as “a nation disgrace.”®!

This is not the only tie to Hoover in the Literary Digest article either, showing the
influence that Hoover’s rhetoric had not only on the public but on news sources as well. After all,
the public was unlikely to doubt the director of the FBI, especially when he and the articles
which drew from his speeches cited increasingly frightening statistics about crime. On the same
page, the author wrote that in New York City, “a man is arrested, charged with some revolting
sex offense, every six hours on average. Of the 1,460 individuals so arrested annually, few,
police say, ever reach prison or asylum.”®? This is noteworthy because Hoover alleged the same
thing in a speech titled “War on the Sex Criminal,” where he claimed “in one large eastern city
alone, an arrest for sex crime is made every six hours, on average, night and day” and alleged
that in most cases those criminals were only fined, driven from town, or given a short jail

sentence.” In both cases this statistic went uncited and was later proven to be untrue.

J. Edgar Hoover had myriad reasons for contributing to the fear-mongering of the 1930s.

Chief among them was the public’s speculation about his own sexuality given that he had not
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married, continued to live with his mother, and spent much of his free time with his aid Clyde
Tolson—a relationship which began with their meeting in 1928 and continued throughout both of
their lifetimes. While this would have been normal during the 1920s as a part of bachelor
subculture, the erasure of the pansies and anxieties about masculinity made these details
suspicious. Publications too speculated about his sexuality and made comments implying
Hoover’s possible homosexuality, including The New Yorker, which, in a profile about the new
FBI director, said that he “dressed better than most, a bit on the dandyish side.”%* Ray Tucker of
Colliers magazine said he “walks with a mincing step...He dresses fastidiously, with Eleanor
blue as the favorite color for the matched shades of tie, handkerchief and socks.”®® These
accusations and allusions led to a virulent homophobic agenda by Hoover to become a hunter of
homosexual deviates and thereby place himself above suspicion. “In defining the ‘sex deviate’ as
the chief moral threat to the nation’s children, and in positioning himself as a hunter of those
deviates,” a tactic dubbed the ‘pink herring’ by Charles Morris III, Hoover “helped to fix again
the meaning of homosexuality and sought to vanquish debilitating speculation regarding his

sexuality.”%

The other main reason for Hoover’s fear-mongering efforts was the FBI itself. The
Bureau, which is well-known today for its historic use of fear tactics, was formed in 1908 and by
the 1930s was still relatively unknown to the public. It was an obscure agency with little power
or relevance, and Hoover, who had become director in 1924, sought to make it into “a major

cultural force.”®” The panic about the sex crime wave ramped up around 1932, but Hoover spoke
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little about it, even though he had written multiple articles and speeches about crime during the
1920s. When the panic reached its peak in 1937, however, Hoover recognized that it was the
perfect opportunity to drum up support and power for the FBI. In the late 1930s he suddenly
began making more speeches, framing sex criminals as the worst scourge facing America and
blaming laxity about crime and the parole system, as well as public negligence, for the rise in sex
crimes. In looking at four of his speeches, one in each year from 1936 to 1939, he painted a
horrific picture of a nation in jeopardy, caused by lax morals and which could be resolved by
being tough on crime and returning to family values. The homosexual menace, while rarely
called out by name, stood at the center of his rhetoric. Because he was the director of the FBI and
cited the Bureau’s statistics in his speeches, the public had no reason to distrust him. The
problem, however, was that the FBI only began to gather crime-related statistics in 1930. This
meant that in each of his speeches, Hoover had less than ten years of data to corroborate his
claims. Even more telling is that the statistics that were collected do not support his claims of an
astronomical rise in sex crimes. The specific statistics that he cited in his speeches do not match

the FBI statistics, meaning it is very likely that he made them up.

In his speech, “The Influence of Crime on the American Home,” Hoover began by
stoking fear in his audience: “crime has reached a pinnacle of appalling heights. It lives next
door to us. It rubs elbows with us. Its blood-caked hands touch ours. A lackadaisical attitude now
has resulted in a crisis.”®® He claimed that crime had befallen one out of every sixteen homes,
and that there were twelve thousand murders in the previous year (1932). He also claimed that
people under twenty-one years of age committed almost one thousand murders a year, which he

blamed on parental indulgence. Given these statistics, which were provided by the head of the
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FBI, the public had no reason to disbelieve him, especially when paranoia was already near a
fever pitch. According to Hoover, murderers spent, on average, less than four years in prison.
Despite these unsubstantiated statistics, which were clearly meant to scare or intimidate his
listeners, he stated at least twice in his speech that he is not being alarmist, but rather “speaking
conservatively” about the horrible crime wave which he claimed was destroying America and
democracy itself.%® At the end of the speech, he said “I hope I have painted a sufficiently ghastly
pictures of this super-army of criminality,” once more negating his claims that he was not being

alarmist.1%°

But the problem again is that Hoover had little proof and provided no sources for his
statistics, and the reality is that he was either lying or embellishing. The Uniform Crime Reports
(UCR) statistics show that in 1936, 754 people under twenty-one years of age were arrested for
criminal homicide out of the 461,589 arrest records studied by the FBL.%! In 1932, the number
was 590.1%2 As for the claim of twelve thousand murders in 1932, the UCR statistics show that
there were 5,306 arrests for “felonious homicide” for that year, less than half of the number that
Hoover claimed.* Unfortunately, the one in sixteen homes statistic could not be verified, but it
is hard to believe given the others that Hoover gave were false, and especially dubious when in

1939 he inflated the statistic to one in four homes.%*
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His 1937 article, “War on the Sex Criminal,” which was printed in the New York Herald
Tribune, was guilty of the same baseless accusations. Above the article was a large photo taking
up nearly a third of the page which depicted a disgusted woman clutching a frightened young girl
as a large silhouette of a hand reached out at both of them, symbolizing the specter of the sex
criminal. To drive this image home, the article claimed that “the sex fiend, most loathsome of all
the vast army of crime, has become a sinister threat to the safety of American childhood and
womanhood.”'%® This assertion was followed by more unsourced statistics which posit that “in
one large eastern city alone, an arrest for sex crime is made every six hours, on the average, day
and night.”*% Given twenty-four hours in a day, that would be four sex crimes a day, and 1,440
for the year in one large city alone. This claim is countered again by the UCR statistics, which
show that in the previous year, 1936, 5,132 rapes had been committed across the entire nation—
or at least those states who were reporting to UCR.” Hoover blamed lax criminal laws and soft
punishments for the supposed increase in crime, citing “parental indifference, parole abuses,
political protection and other factors” which made offenders into dangerous monsters because
they had learned that they could easily get away with their crimes. He also claimed that even
petty offenses were “a blazing signpost pointing to a future of torture, rape, mutilation, and
murder,” as those who got away with small crimes would go on to commit increasingly worse
offenses.'% His solution was for communities to increase their vigilance and ostracize any
suspicious persons, for “the ‘harmless’ pervert of today can be and often is the loathsome

mutilator and murderer of tomorrow.”10?

105 J, Edgar Hoover, “War on the Sex Criminal: The safety of America’s women and children...,” New York Herald
Tribune, September 25, 1937, 22.

196 Hoover, “War on the Sex Criminal,” 22.

107 «“Uniform Crime Reports,” 1066.

198 Hoover, “War on the Sex Criminal,” 22.

109 Hoover, “War on the Sex Criminal,” 23.

40



In 1938, Hoover gave another fear-mongering speech, this time asserting his position as
law enforcement to shut down those who did not believe that crime was on the rise. He told his
audience that people who believed they knew more than law enforcement, those who believed
that crime was instead decreasing—as the UCR statistics support—were wrong. Not only that,
but he also invoked his position in the FBI to lend more credence to his increasingly outrageous

claims:

crime is not decreasing and criminals are not reforming. The records of the Federal
Bureau of Investigation show that crime is increasing; more murders, manslaughter,
robberies, sex crimes, burglaries and automobile thefts were committed during the first
nine months of 1937 than during the same period last year.!1°

Like his other speeches, the statistics he cited were incorrect—such as a homicide occurring
every forty minutes!*! —and designed specifically to frighten an already terrified audience—
such as thirty-three murders a day or that there were 4.5 criminals for every schoolteacher—and
his imagery became increasingly graphic.!!2 In attempting to build the public’s confidence in and
reliance on the fledgling FBI, he appealed to parents’ biggest fears and named the problem for
them, even if it was false: “I hope I speak for every mother, who in the horror of grief, has gone
trembling to the city morgue to look upon the defiled, broken body of some innocent child, raped

and tortured by some sex-crazed monster who, himself, left prison by the parole method.”3

Hoover was an effective orator, and his speeches transfixed and terrified the public, who
then turned to law enforcement and legislators to do something about the crime wave destroying

both America and democracy itself. In response to public pressure, officials came forward with
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myriad solutions, each which would only further demonize and pathologize homosexuals. Some
suggested having special bureaus with trained psychiatrists to handle sex criminals and to send
them to psychiatric facilities instead of prisons so that it would be harder to get free again,
something which was a major concern to the public and a criticism of the parole system. These
bureaus would also work with schools to find children who showed ‘abnormal’ sexual tendencies
and put them in psychiatric facilities.!** Of course, this meant that children who might be queer
would be locked away indefinitely, along with adult men whose ‘sex crime’ was having

consensual sex with another adult man.

1Y%

By the late 1930s, the American public had been whipped into a frenzy over sex crimes.
They demanded that public officials solve this problem. Unsure what else to do, state legislators
and law enforcement turned to psychiatrists for a solution. In the 1920s, psychiatry and
criminology had embraced Sigmund Freud’s concepts of psychosexual development, and the
emerging idea of the sexual psychopath fit neatly into this framework. The sexual psychopath
was a man of “uncontrollable impulses that psychiatric experts alone could identify and treat.”
This assessment appealed to the public for two reasons. First, it justified their fear of the criminal
as there is no way that the lay person would be able to identify such a person as a threat until it
was too late. Second, it provided a solution to that fear in the form of the psychiatrist, who could

identify and treat this threat. It allowed to public to continue in their hypervigilance while also
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giving an outlet to that fear. However, questions quickly arose about which impulses were bad

and which impulses were a healthy expression of masculinity.**®

Sex crimes represented male aggression, which in an age of passionate manhood was
meant to be a positive thing, and because definitions and traits of masculinity were shifting, the
sexual psychopath presented another stressor in the male mind. Thus, in defining this figure and
his impulses, the call to protect women and children shifted to a focus on sexual crimes against
children. This was because crimes against women were seen as more acceptable to the public
than crimes against children. Even as late as 1950, sociologists such as Edward Sutherland
asserted that “the ordinary citizen can understand the fornication or even forcible rape of a
woman...but he concludes that a sex act on an infant or girl must be the act of a fiend or a
maniac.” This was because women were seen as sexual beings and could cause desire in a man,
while children were “sexually innocent, without sexuality, and therefore unable to provoke
sexual desire let alone uncontrollable desires.”*!® Because of offenders’ choice in children as
their victims, sexual offenders—at least those who targeted children—were brought under the
aegis of psychiatry and theories of psychosexual development. These theories posited that
pedophiles and men who attacked children hyper focused on those who were the same age that
they were when their psychosexual development was halted, either by abuse, poor parenting, or

sexual contact with a pedophile or homosexual.

Because women—as opposed to children—were seen as normal sexual objects of desire,
few rapists (at least, adult white men who raped adult women) were classified as sexual

psychopaths, thereby soothing men’s fears about their expression of aggression and virility. This
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assured these men that “by choosing women as their sexual objects and by engaging in acts of
sexual intercourse, rapists demonstrated a ‘maturity’ that distinguished them from the archetypal
sexual psychopath, the immature man who committed noncoital acts with children, and aligned
them instead with ‘normal’ men.”*'’ Rather than being a perversion of male sexuality, the actions
of rapists was an exaggeration, and thus perfectly healthy. This had the side effect of normalizing
assaults against women. Instead of rapists who attacked adult women, the sex criminals that
received the most focus under this framework—and fell under the definition of sexual
psychopath—were effeminate homosexuals (or men who were not adequately masculine), old
men who attacked young women or children, and pedophiles. Notably, men of color were
excluded from the definition of the sexual psychopath because there was already a negative
sexual stereotype which villainized them in the American mind: the bestial black rapist.'!® This
idea was popularized in the 1900s and 1910s through newspaper articles which reported heavily
on black on white crime—specifically instances of black men assaulting white women. These
reports helped to cement the stereotype of black men as sexually aggressive and helped to justify

and even prompt lynchings across America.''®

The portrayal of the sexual psychopath as “emotionally primitive and sexually ravenous”
was easily accepted by the public, for it appealed to ideas of “the born criminal,” that a life of
crime was hereditary and could only be solved by mental hygiene or eugenics.*?° The latter had
already been a part of the zeitgeist, however, over the course of the 1930s the idea that crime—

especially sex crime—was hereditary resulted in the sterilization of criminals and gay people
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across the country, and most heavily in California.!?! As a result, mental hygiene programs were
aimed at parents to protect their children and ensure that they did not become sexual
psychopaths, which could happen due to bad parenting such as women dominating their
husbands or mothers doting too much on their children—or sexual contact with an adult.
Government programs and crime policing focused on sending men who might be sexual
psychopaths to psychiatrists, and if they were deemed to be sexual psychopaths, then they would
be sent to a psychiatric institution for an indeterminate amount of time.'?? Because
homosexuality was a sex crime, these policies were liberally applied to gay men, fully
pathologizing their sexuality and placing them in the same group as pedophiles and older male

rapists.

A long line of events and anxieties, spanning over three decades, led to the creation of the
sexual psychopath, each compounding into the other and causing increasing anxiety and
paranoia. The changes in masculinity at the turn-of-the-twentieth century were briefly soothed by
World War I and the economic stability of the 1920s. The Great Depression disrupted that
stability, as did the end of Prohibition and the disappearance of fairies. The latter event increased
paranoia about homosexuals, which J. Edgar Hoover and the media capitalized on, using crimes
against children to support their hysteria. Even though the criminal justice system was still
functioning and processing cases as they occurred, the public began to feel as if their government
was not doing enough to protect the most vulnerable populations—children. Psychiatrists,
despite insisting that that no crime wave was in progress, were forced to provide a solution: a

figure which would encapsulate the public’s fears and who could be punished in the name of
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stopping sex crimes. The definition of the sexual psychopath was hotly debated by psychiatrists,
and in the end the criteria was noteworthy for how exclusionary it was, how few people it
actually contained, and even more noteworthy for who it excluded specifically to ease men’s

fears about their own masculinity.
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CHAPTER FOUR

WHAT IS A SEXUAL PSYCHOPATH?

After over a decade of increasing media coverage of horrific sexual crimes, the American
public demanded solutions to the perceived crime wave, and the flourishing field of psychiatry
offered solutions. Ultimately, by the end of the 1930s, psychologists outlined an extension of
psychopathy—the sexual psychopath—but there was a period of development to get to this
classification of criminal. Freudian ideas of psychosexual development were popularized in
America during the first decades of the twentieth century, and psychiatrists drew heavily from
them to outline the different stages of development. Under these theories, arrested development,
believed to be caused by some sort of trauma as a child, led children to grow up to be criminals,
still trapped at the developmental stage they were traumatized. To support this theory, studies of
sex criminals in prison were conducted, including one by the Committee for the Study of Sex
Variants in 1935 and one conducted by Bertram Pollens at Rikers Island prison. The result of
these studies and theories was the passage of sexual psychopath laws in at least twelve states and
the District of Columbia'?® between 1938 and 1949, which allowed for anyone diagnosed as a

sexual psychopath to be confined to a mental institution rather than a prison so that the offender
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could be treated.*?* By 1967, that number had doubled to twenty-six and included Kansas,

Florida, Colorado, Massachusetts, and Washington.?®

One of the problems with these laws was that the definition of a sexual psychopath was
ill-defined, laws were vague, and critics of the laws believed that such a vague definition would
lead to overcrowding in ill-equipped institutions. There were a few points that psychiatric
professionals could be agree on, however. The definition of a sexual psychopath included adult
pedophiles, elderly men who victimized children, and homosexuals. The definition of a sexual
psychopath specifically did not include Black men—who many professionals believed to be
inherently emotional immature and sexual violent—and adult men who victimized adult women.
The latter is exceptionally important for this discussion, as men who attacked women were
viewed as normal and thus crimes against women were normalized as a healthy expression of
masculinity. Additionally, crimes against women were often understood to be private, even when
they occurred in a public place, because people assumed it was a domestic dispute and therefore

the business of the couple.

The public began to focus more on crimes against children, but the laws passed focused
on punishing criminals through institutionalization or sterilization, and mental hygiene efforts
focused on preventing children from becoming sexual psychopaths themselves via ‘correct’
gender modeling. In addition, neither of these efforts gave any attention to helping or protecting
children. Law enforcement and prosecutors underutilized many of the laws because they

frequently blamed children for their own victimization. Worse, certain crimes such as
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molestation—called carnal abuse—were not considered to be crimes at all despite the laws
prohibiting them unless said crime resulted in a physical injury. I argue that the response to the
sex crime panic was not about protecting the women and children at all or helping victims
recover. Rather, the response was designed—unintentionally or otherwise—to assuage the
anxieties of men that were brought to a fever pitch by the perceived emasculation brought on by

urban jobs and the disappearance of obviously effeminate gay men.

At first, the solutions to the supposed sex crime wave were focused on policing. In the
early 1930s, police officers were given more power to arrest suspicious persons before a crime
had even been committed. Communities as well were encouraged to ostracize and report
strangers or people considered to be suspect. As the hysteria increased and lynch mobs began to
form, new solutions had to be created.’?® Over the course of the first decades of the twentieth
century, Freudian ideas of psychology had been imported to the United States, and the fields of
psychiatry and psychology were flourishing. These increasingly accepted fields offered answers
and solutions that no one else could, so state governments, feeling the pressure of public cries for
action, used these new ideas and theories to form the basis of legislation. California, Ohio,
Minnesota, Michigan, and Illinois all passed sexual psychopath laws, and by the 1960s, thirty
states had passed similar laws.1?" The details of the laws varied depending on the state, but there

were several points where there was a broad consensus. A sexual psychopath was someone who
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was unable to control their sexual desires and who, as a result of that lack of impulse control,

would attack the object of his desires.

The foundational idea for each law was also relatively similar. Sexual psychopaths were
not only criminals; they were sick. Therefore, the right thing to do was to put them in institutions
for treatment rather than prisons, a belief which could have led to preemptive institutionalization
without an arrest. Anyone arrested for a sex crime would be examined by a psychiatrist, and if
they were diagnosed as a sexual psychopath, they would be sent to a psychiatric institution until
they were ‘cured.’ This punishment was vague enough that those deemed to be sexual
psychopaths could be held for an indeterminate amount of time, and the definition of a sexual
psychopath similarly remained vague enough to be “applied as indiscriminately as possible.”*?
The purpose of these laws was to segregate sex criminals from the public so that they could be
treated and rehabilitated, thereby preventing further sex crimes. Institutionalizing sexual
psychopaths also made them available “thereafter for interrogation in unsolved sex crimes.”*?
Of course, the vague prescription of ‘treatment’ ranged from nothing but isolation from the
public—as many people believed that sexual psychopaths were incurable—to “long, tedious
therapy.”**® Psychiatrists themselves could agree on little about the sexual psychopath, which
made agreeing on a treatment even more difficult. As late as the 1950s, some even argued that
“legislators had fallen into the mistaken belief that psychiatric treatments for this condition

existed.”13!
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This legislation had numerous unintended consequences. Most notable was how the
public became even more fixated on sex crimes. This in turn created even more “hostility toward
anyone suspected of or arrested for ‘sex offenses,” even if their acts were consensual and
nonviolent.”*3? Additionally, the public, the government, and the media were the ones to
spearhead the push for legislation to prevent sex crimes. Psychiatrists remained suspicious of
sexual psychopath laws, however. One of the biggest issues with the laws, they argued, was how
the laws would warp perceptions of sex crime: “confining petty offenders for preventative
purposes would impose a disproportionate burden on minor deviants while diverting attention
from the truly threatening cases, and there would be massive overdiagnosis of sex
psychopaths.”*3 Other critics claimed that the definition of a sexual psychopath was too ill
defined to build legislation around. Sex criminals were also argued to have the lowest recidivism
rates, and some feared that mass incarceration of anyone committing a sex crime would overload
institutions.®* Further, psychiatry had not advanced enough to offer reliable ‘cures’ for sexual

psychopathy.

Despite the arguments back and forth, the laws were passed, which should have been a
victory for the public against the sex crime menace. The problem was that many of the states
where sexual psychopath laws were passed did not use them. Over the course of the late
nineteenth century and through the first decades of the twentieth, legislators had already passed
laws against acts viewed as most threatening to the public—homosexuality, sodomy, sex crimes

against children, pedophilia—so prosecutors used those instead of the new sexual psychopath
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laws. In New York, legislators had considered stages of childhood development and created new
legal categories for crimes against children, including statutory rape, sodomy, and carnal
abuse.'® Between 1879 and 1921, at least thirteen states had expanded their sodomy laws to
include oral sex as just like anal penetration it did not “contribute to the procreative project.”*3®
Similarly, by 1937, thirty-three states created laws allowing for the sterilization of criminals,
prostitutes, and perverts. These laws more broadly defined what sexual abuse of a child was and
included not only penetrative acts but also fondling and lewd behavior. California’s laws were
the most comprehensive, and “by 1930, almost seven thousand Californians were sterilized,
many of them prostitutes and homosexuals. In 1937 the state expanded the law” and
“sterilizations rose accordingly (peaking at 848 in 1939).”*3" These laws and their aggressive

enforcement resulted in a huge increase in sodomy-related arrests, leaving sexual psychopath

laws underutilized once they passed.

II

Psychiatric professionals began to conduct studies on sex criminals in order to better
understand and stop the sexual menace that seemed to be plaguing the country. In 1935, the
Committee for the Study of Sex Variants (CSSV) conducted one of the earliest studies on sex
criminals. Their goal was to gather “multidisciplinary perspectives on the sex variant, [their]
term for homosexual, in order to offer counsel to a culture dealing with this expanding

‘problem’” and also to protect the public by learning to “distinguish the sex variant from the
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‘normal population.’”*3® These were lofty goals, and ones that seemed to legitimate psychology
as a force for good against the sex crime menace. But these goals also hearkened back to the
anxieties surrounding the disappearance of the pansy as discussed in the previous chapter: to
assuage cisgender heterosexual fears about sexuality, homosexuals needed to be visibly different
from the rest of the population. Not only that, but studies such as these further pathologized
homosexuality and pushed the homophobic idea that sexuality was something that needed to be

fixed by professionals.

Studies that followed did not deviate far from the goals and missteps of the CSSV study.
The New York City Mayor’s Committee on the Study of Sex Criminals (CSSC) used data from
1930 to 1939 and cited sources that may have been surprising at the time. Sixty-one percent of
the two hundred fifteen men studied were first time offenders, and of those who did have a
criminal history, only 14 percent had been charged with sex crimes previously. Eighty percent of
the men studied were white, and most of the men were low-income. The victims ranged in age,
but were mostly female. When it came to types of crimes committed, the study found that men
under thirty-one years of age were more likely to commit “statutory and forcible rape, abduction
and seduction,” while older offenders “were mostly involved in crimes of incest, carnal abuse,
impairing the morals of a minor, sodomy, and indecent exposure.”**® While the study does not
explain these differences, medical writers of the era believed that older men chose children as
victims because they could more easily hide their aberrance or deficiency from a child than they

could an adult woman.4°
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Despite proving that sex criminals have a low recidivism rate and claiming that there was
an increase in sex crimes but not a crime wave, the Committee still concluded that “abnormal sex
offenders who are neither mentally defective nor insane, but who, because of constitutional
penchants for abnormal methods of satisfying sexual passions, are dangerous to be at large.”**!
This statement was easily applied to gay men, who were not found to be mentally defective or
insane but abnormal nevertheless as their sexual proclivities varied from what was considered
the norm. Furthermore, the Committee also suggested an early version of what would become
sexual psychopath laws, with the caveat that those convicted remain confined in institutions
“even after the expiration of sentence.” *? Over the course of the 1930s, the government cracked
down on cruising, sodomy, and vice. As a result, gay spaces became more dangerous for gay
people to visit. In New York City alone, “hundreds of gay men were arrested...for cruising or

visiting gay locales.”'*3

Bertram Pollens, the senior psychologist at Rikers Island Penitentiary, headed a clinic for
sex offenders at the prison during the 1930s as well, using seven hundred prisoners as the sample
population. Using Freudian ideas of the Id, Ego, and Superego, Pollens explained offenders’
behavior by positing that all criminals’ psychosexual development halted at either the Id or Ego
stage. Those who were halted in the Id stage exhibited what he called “infantile sexual
behavior...characterized chiefly by sexual offenses against young children.” Those in the Ego
stage committed crimes “on the basis of their own selfish desires.”*** In the book he wrote based

on the clinic, one of Pollens’s main points was that sex criminals displayed emotional
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immaturity. His suggestion then was “that the only proper method of dealing with the sex
criminal at present is to segregate him from the community, to place him in an institution which
is neither penal nor correctional, so that he may be supervised, studied, guided, and, if possible,

treated.”'*® This idea, too, echoed the sexual psychopath laws that were to come.

After Pollens’s study, psychologists conducted additional studies as psychology
continued to grow and become even more widely accepted. But these studies all had issues
which immediately called their findings into question. Colleagues criticized Pollens for his
reliance on Freudian theories, which were already evolving and moving beyond their creator, and
for his lack of professionalism in writing. Additionally, many studies, including those discussed
in this chapter, had woefully small sample sizes. None of the five studies investigated for this
chapter had a sample size larger than eight hundred.!® This is a problem because larger
conclusions were being drawn from a population that was not representative of sex offenders on
the whole, and legislation was being drafted on the basis of faulty or incompetent science. This
misstep was often compounded by a lack of additional information such as age, race, occupation,
and socioeconomic status, which would have provided more insight into why sex criminals had
committed their crimes. The studies of sex offenders and sexual psychopathy more generally
tended to agree “on only two points: the men [studied] not only suffered from uncontrollable
sexual desires, but they also lacked emotional and sexual maturity.”*’ They were believed to
understand right from wrong but lacked the impulse control to reign in their urges to do things

they knew were wrong. These studies of sex offenders, despite their limited efficacy, paved the
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way for theories of psychosexual development to flourish and guide both popular thinking and

legislation in the form of sexual psychopath laws.

III

Psychologist Sigmund Freud’s theories of both psychosexual development and
personality served as the foundation for psychiatric conclusions about the sexual psychopath.
Psychologists of the 1930s relied heavily on his idea that any disruption to said development
and/or personality would result in dysfunction and likely sexual psychopathy as well. The
problem with Freud’s theories—and psychiatrists’ subsequent reliance on them despite mounting
criticism—was that they had little evidence backing them up. Freud based his theories on his
patients, “a small number of emotionally disturbed adults whose experiences may not apply to
most people.” *8 By the turn of the century, Sigmund Freud’s theories of development and
personality were already being criticized for their lack of scientific basis, as most American
psychologists at the time believed heavily in scientific positivism and experimental science. In
part for this reason, Freudianism was attacked as immoral in 1910 at a meeting of the American
Neurological Association.!*® Psychologists wanted to use the scientific method and repeated
experimentation to make conclusions about the mind, but “for those willing to subordinate direct

verification to theoretical completeness, Freud offered the ability to extend the principle of
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determinism over a wider area of human action.”** Still, and despite increasing criticism,

Freudian ideas proliferated, peaking in academic circles after 1930.%°!

Even looking at a small handful of his patients proves that their circumstances were too
specific to be applied broadly to the population. Anna O., a woman who Freud never actually
met, suffered a hysterical collapse “at the age of twenty-one, during a period when she had been
responsible for prolonged day and night nursing of her father, Siegmund, who was dying of
tuberculosis.”™®? It is clear to a modern audience that stress was more likely the cause of this
woman’s collapse rather than some form of developmental issue. The ‘Rat Man,” whose moniker
was based on his obsessive fear that his father and girlfriend would be victims of rat torture, was
diagnosed with obsessional neuroses (what today we would call obsessive compulsive
disorder).?®® Given that OCD occurs in 1 percent of the adult population, conclusions about Ernst
Lanzer, the Rat Man, could not be broadly applied.'®* Finally, the Wolf Man, named for his
“recurring dreams of [white] wolves sitting in the walnut tree outside his castle-like villa,” lived
in Russia during the Russian Revolution and later World War 1. He began seeing Freud as a
patient in 1910 because he was severely depressed. The reason quickly became obvious: between
1906 and 1909, his sister committed suicide, his father died suddenly, and finally his mentor
passed during a throat cancer operation.’® Given the successive deaths in his family and the

political turmoil around him, the Wolf Man’s circumstances could not be considered applicable
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to a broader population. Still, despite the extraordinary cases of his patients, Freud used them to

create his theories of the mind that he applied to the population writ large.

In America, Freud’s psychoanalysis found a ready home, and psychologists of the 1950s
and 1960s wrote extensively about both the practice and the reason for its popularity. Some
speculated that since America began as a colony, it lacked self-confidence, as “an awareness of
comparatively lowly origins colors the responses of many of its newly prosperous and educated
persons.”?® This lack of self-confidence invited self-reflection in its citizens, which
psychoanalysis could help with, serving as a “challenging, novel frame of reference, one that
offered ‘scientific’ warrant for a new approach to personal relationships.”*®’ Other psychologists
have pointed out that the ‘inferiority complex' between the world wars, and how psychoanalysis
promised “increased vocational efficiency and personal satisfaction,” which would have made it
appealing to the public.'®® In that same vein is the most compelling argument, which is that
America during the twentieth century began to heavily promote individualism, and Freudian
ideas appealed to that. There was also an openness to discussing sex, which in many ways had

been an untouchable topic.

Freudianism gave sanction to the increasing exasperation with public standards as
opposed to private feelings; it upheld the truths of human nature as against the hypocrises
[sic] and cruelties of conventional morality; it stressed the enormous role that sex plays in

man’s imaginative life, in relations to his parents, in the symbolism of language.*>

Freud’s theories of development, sexuality, and human psychology seemed to offer solutions to

the problems many Americans were facing. The growing reputation of psychology as a field of
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study similarly gave the impression that these theories were grounded in science and therefore

trustworthy.

Regardless of little scientific backing, Freud’s theories helped shape discussions about the
causes of sexual psychopathy and how to prevent it. One of those theories was that of the Id,
Ego, and Superego. In simple terms, the Id, located in the subconscious, is responsible for a
person’s base instincts and urges—basic needs, sex or pleasure, survival. Humans are born with
the Id already operational. The Ego, which develops during infancy, is part of the conscious
personality and the person’s perception of self and surroundings. The Ego’s job is to use reason
to make decisions and negotiate with the Id to achieve pleasure and satisfaction in a socially
acceptable way. The Superego, another unconscious portion of the psyche, develops by the age
of five. It learns the moral values of society and makes sure that those values are followed. It is
responsible for both feelings of pride but also self-criticism. The Superego’s job is also to control
the Id but expects more moralistic goals from the Ego than simple survival. These three
components of the personality were thought to help humans maintain the balance between their
base urges, their reasoning, and their moral compass. Psychiatrists studying sex crime used these
theories to explain aberrant behavior: “sexual deviation represents not a regression but a failure

to develop; the id fails to become subordinated to the ego and the superego.”*®°

Freud’s stages of psychosexual development similarly played an integral role in theories
about sex crime. Freud posited five stages of development, the first of which he called the oral
stage. This occurred from birth to twelve months, wherein pleasure would be derived from the

mouth—such as suckling or putting objects in the mouth—and the Ego developed. The next
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stage was the anal stage, which occurred from age one to three, and pleasure was derived from
the anus and excretion as potty training was an important milestone during this period. The third
stage was the phallic stage, occurring from three to six years of age. During this time, pleasure
was derived from the genitals and the stimulation thereof. Masturbation began during this phase,
as well as the development of the Superego. Additionally, Freud theorized that at this point boys
were more attracted to their mother, and girls were more attracted to their fathers (the
Oedipus/Electra complex). Stage four was the latency phase, lasting from ages seven to eleven,
where children’s sexual interest was repressed in favor of social and intellectual development.
This stage was also the one where homosexuality was most common as children spent much of
their time with same-sex peers. Finally, stage five was the genital stage, which occurred from
puberty until death. This stage was a sexual reawakening, where pleasure was derived from

heterosexual peers.

Both Freud and Freudian psychologists believed that sexual dysfunction occurred when a
person experienced trauma during one of the stages of development, which caused them to
become stuck at that stage, unable to develop past it. Freud also believed that parents who were
too strict or too lenient about their children gratifying their sexual needs could similarly arrest
the child’s development, leading them to obsession or continued interest in their adult life.*5! For
example, children who sucked their thumb too much or who were punished harshly for thumb-
sucking would have an oral fixation as adults, channeled into oral sex, sucking candy, or
cigarette use. This avenue to obsession, while dubious, is extremely important for the discussion

of sex crimes and sexual psychopathy: “If a person is barred from discharging tension by one
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route, he will seek another outlet which is as much like the forbidden path as it is possible for it
to be,” however, “commerce with a substitute object leaves the person with residual or
undischarged tension.”*®? This idea gave psychiatrists, including Bertram Pollens, the impression
that this residual tension was what made sex criminals into habitual offenders even though
statistics showed that their recidivism rates were very low. Law enforcement and legislators
trusted the word of psychiatrists, as critiques of Freud were mostly confined to academic circles

in the 1920s and 1930s, and the shallow logic of the theories seemed to make sense.

Trauma, abuse, and neglect were other ways that psychologists believed a person’s
development could be truncated. In a parents’ magazine discussing sex offenders, author Irma
Hewlett reviewed studies of sex criminals and discovered that the men studied were found to
know right from wrong but were so immature that they could not restrain their impulses, sexual
or otherwise. Additionally, nearly all of them had horrific childhoods full of familial abuse and
neglect: “Their normal desires to play and be active were stifled. Many of them were used to
blows and got nothing out of being good. No wonder strong hatred of all authority mounts inside
them.”®3 This played into similar fears at the time about juvenile delinquency. It was believed
that children’s development could similarly be stunted by weak fathers or overbearing mothers,
which made it hard for children to identify with strong men and could confuse their gender
identity. Thus, the solution became mental hygiene and child-rearing practices: “Parents had to
provide their sons with sex education and avoid responding to the boys’ sexual problems with
severe reprimands or embarrassment, offer an adult male for them to identify with, avoid

overprotective mothering, and protect their sons from sexual encounters with adult men.”*%* This
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seemed to make sense to law enforcement and legislators, as many, including J. Edgar Hoover,
blamed crime on poor parenting.'% Psychiatrists also advised sexual education for children and
for parents to recognize that sexuality was a normal part of development. However, these ideas
were resisted by parents who did not want to accept the idea of their children exhibiting sexual

behavior or accept masturbation as normal.

In lieu of new ideas about development and how to stave off sexual dysfunction, the
sexual psychopath was viewed as a man trapped in the phallic stage of development. Psychiatrist

Benjamin Karpman concluded:

Sexual offenders’ failure to mature sexually not only left them with a diminished ability
to control their desires, but...the strength of those desires was greater than normal
because men who committed sex crimes remained at an immature stage closer to the
instinctual, and they had never been subject to the repression required to attain
maturity. 1%

Further, using these same theories allowed for a simplistic explanation of homosexuality and
pedophilia, the most feared and inexplicably intertwined crimes in the public imagination. It was
believed that a pedophile fixated on children of the age that he was when his development was
halted, as they have the same maturity level, and he better identifies with children of that age. In
that same vein, homosexuals were explained in almost the same terms but with a more sinister
twist. At this time, it was believed that homosexuals added to their ranks by seducing children,
who would then grow up to be homosexuals that preyed upon children.’®” Thus, boys whose
development was halted by sexual contact with an adult man would grow up to be not only

homosexuals, but also pedophiles.
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IV

Having discussed the foundational ideas that backed the figure of the sexual psychopath,
it is now important to discuss the specific kinds of people who fell under that label as well as
who was excluded and why. One of the biggest victims of pathologizing sexual deviation in such
a way—and associating it with violent sex crimes—was gay men. As discussed before, those
men were believed to automatically be pedophiles because the public thought they needed to
attack children to add to their ranks. Thus, homosexual acts such as sodomy were still
criminalized, lumping them in with “grievous acts like rape, necrophilia, fetishism,
exhibitionism, bestiality, and the condition was in close psychic proximity to sadomasochism,
pedophilia, and incest.”®® Psychiatrists believed that homosexuals were sexual psychopaths
because their failure to develop past adolescent homosexuality left them emotionally immature
and incapable of restraining their desires, both of which were prime indicators of sexual

psychopathy.

Because homosexuality was increasingly viewed in sinister terms due to the
disappearance of visible homosexuals, the public very willingly accepted this group of men into
the ranks of the sexual psychopath, so much so that some pushed for their institutionalization
rather than imprisonment “since, in their view, putting these men in sex-segregated environments
might be more of a reward than a punishment.”*®® To many, jails and prisons alike were a cesspit

170

of homosexuality,*"” and “police, physicians, and even judges...stated openly that prisons could
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breed homosexual tendencies,” leaving those incarcerated “in worse shape than before.”*’! Such
an argument shows a lack of empathy for these men but also shows very succinctly how

successfully othered they were at this time.

Elderly men who assaulted children were also considered to be sexual psychopaths.
Again, this was thought to be a result of emotional immaturity, although not from a lack of
psychosexual development. Rather, elderly men became sexual psychopaths “as a result of a
regression to an earlier stage of development brought on by senility.”'’? As men aged they
experienced a kind of second childhood, which psychologists termed ‘regression,’ their mental
faculties fading and leaving behind emotional immaturity. Additionally, their aging took a toll on
their bodies, and many men’s fears of impotence increased, even more so at the idea of ridicule
for that impotence by an adult woman.” Given that during the 1930s men sought to express
their masculinity through acts of physicality and through their role as breadwinner, the process of
aging and the figure of the elderly man took on a sinister note. Getting older robbed men of their
physicality and often their role as breadwinner. Thus, this was believed to be the reason that
elderly men chose child victims: “elderly men could complete a sexual act with an ignorant or
weak child, or ‘conceal their deficiency’ from such a child, more easily than they could with an

adult woman.”"*

Sexual deviants a term which ranged in severity from public urination to violent sexual
assault or necrophilia—were also included in the definition of a sexual psychopath because they

were noted for lack of emotional maturity brought on by stunted psychosexual development.
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However, this definition was also applied to men who did not fit the mold of mainstream
masculinity. Effeminate men and homosexuals (which were often thought to be interchangeable),
the hypermasculine, out-of-control psychopaths (which were mostly boogeyman-type caricatures
rather than real people), and pedophiles (which represented a perversion of masculinity) were all
lumped into the same group, characterized by their deviations from acceptable forms of
masculinity. At the same time, there were two groups of men who did not fall under the
definition of the sexual psychopath but very well should have, and their exclusion is noteworthy
specifically for the ways they allowed the public to retain their racist stereotypes and soothed the
anxieties of white middle-class men. It is even more noteworthy given that psychologists
themselves could not agree upon a standard definition for the sexual psychopath. The illogical
inclusion and exclusion of different types of men reflects the cultural anxieties of the era while

highlighting how precarious it was to draft legislation around such a figure.

The first group was men of color, specifically Black men. When African American men
committed sex crimes, the reporting of these crimes tended to focus only on black on white
crime in the South. Few reports of said crimes called the perpetrator a sexual psychopath, and
even fewer black men were diagnosed as such. This of course was so that the public could retain
its stereotype of the bestial Black rapist. Additionally, instead of being treated in institutions,
Black men “who continued to be overrepresented among those convicted of rape, were more
likely to be imprisoned or executed.”*” Rather, African Americans were believed to have a
different path of psychosexual development than white people. Instead of progressing smoothly

through the stages discussed by Freud, Black children “engaged in adult sexual conduct at all
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ages, spoke freely about their sexual activities, and failed to display any of the ‘moral sense’ that

came with maturity.”"®

Black people, still living under the specter of pro-slavery rhetoric, were depicted as a
childlike race with little self-control who needed to be guided by a paternal hand. Additionally,
Black people were seen as openly sexual from a young age, especially Black men. Narratives
about Black men raping white women proliferated in newspapers during the nineteenth-century,
and historian Estelle Freedman asserted that these newspaper stories “publicized, justified, and
sometimes explicitly incited” the rash of lynchings in the United States during the 1880s.
Newspaper reports of rape at the time helped to “[cement] the image of the rapist as a dangerous,
beastly black male,” while contrasting this depiction with white rapists as an irregularity.}’” By
the 1930s, the idea of black men as bestial rapists was still relatively new, but it was well-
ingrained in the white American consciousness. The reasoning for excluding Black men from the
definition of a sexual psychopath then was that emotional immaturity and the supposed lack of
control over their sexual appetites, despite fitting the definition, was inherent in the race rather
than resulting from arrested development. Thus, Black offenders could not reach the emotional
maturity levels of a white person or gain control over the sexuality, even with psychiatric
interference, so they could not be helped and were not considered sexual psychopaths. According
to Albert Ellis and Ralph Brancale, psychologists who conducted a highly criticized study of sex
offenders in 1956, “only incarceration or death could prevent African-American sex offenders

from committing further sex crimes.”!’
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Adult men who attacked adult women were also notably excluded from the definition of
the sexual psychopath. While the narrative had changed from protecting the women and children
to simply protecting the children (the efficacy of which protection I will be discussing later), the
creation of the sexual psychopath cemented that exclusion of women from said protection and
had very real consequences. During this time period, feminism called for greater freedom and
sexual agency for women to little effect. Additionally, “as birth control, companionate marriage,
and female sexual desire” were becoming more normalized.!”® The result was incremental
liberation for women, but it also negatively impacted the sexual roles of women and shifted the
way that men perceived them. During the nineteenth century, women were seen as a civilizing
force which would restrain the passions and sexual appetites of their husbands. What Barbara
Welter coined the Cult of True Womanhood demanded that women be pious, pure, submissive,
and domestic, but as women demanded greater autonomy and industrial capitalism integrated

some women into the workforce, perceptions of them changed.'®

Importantly, many of the Victorian ideals associated with the Cult of True Womanhood
became obsolete, specifically female purity. Increasing access to and efficacy of contraceptives
made retaining a woman’s purity and practicing sexual abstinence unnecessary. Additionally, the
role of women as a civilizing influence on their husbands, controlling the “economic lust and
antisocial tendencies of the middle-class male” was rendered useless by capitalism.'8! By the
1910s and 1920s, middle-class men had access to the money and education required to obtain a

stable job. These jobs, while stirring concerns about overcivilization from some, were also “so
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highly routinized that individual passion had little destructive potential.”*®? The “self-employed,
risk-taking capitalist” of the nineteenth-century was an uncommon sight in this era, so women

were no longer made to serve as restraints upon male passions.*®

In the nineteenth century and even before, prostitutes, women of color, and working-class
women had for the most part been viewed as promiscuous and cunning. Working-class women,
many of whom were immigrants, were expected to clothe, raise, and feed their children, much
like middle-class women. However, they were also expected to work full time and take care of
the domestic duties on top of that.®* Additionally, Black women were excluded from many jobs
because of their gender while also facing discrimination for their race. This left many of them
confined to the lowest echelons of the labor market, working at nut factories or doing laundry or

domestic work.18°

Because of the second-class nature of much of women’s work—Ilow wages, long hours,
grueling or repetitive work—some women turned to prostitution, which many of the reformers of
the 1910s and 1920s viewed as something women were tricked into, a form of white slavery.
However, prostitution for some was better than working the hard factory jobs. Margaret Von
Staden was a prostitute in the 1900s and 1910s who started working at the age of twelve, excited
to use the money she made to buy clothes and nice things for herself. Instead, “the nerve-racking
work of the garment factory and $3 a week in wage brutally shattered her fantasy.” She
continued doing menial jobs, eventually found a boyfriend to give her money and gifts, but when

he left Von Staden turned to prostitution rather than going back to living on such menial
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wages.'8® Jane Addams recalled a similar story of a girl in Chicago who saved “her wages to
finance a whole week at the theater,” and afterward “could not bear to return to the reality of the

sweatshop.”

By the 1930s, however, the suspicion and scorn normally reserved for working-class
women had spread to white middle-class women as well, who were “increasingly viewed as
sexually savvy and manipulative.”*®” Those women had until then held an almost revered but
restrictive “position of modesty and innocence.”* Ironically, this view of women allowed men
and the public to place them as a class that needed to be protected, thereby removing women’s
agency. But after gaining the right to vote, women demanded that agency back, calling for
autonomy outside of the home and liberation from patriarchal oppression. Combined with the
invention of birth control, it became slightly harder to infantilize women in the same way as
before. Thus, their position as the pure and innocent victims was ceded to children while victim
blaming and normalization of attacks against women increased. During World War I, women
who were attracted to soldiers, dubbed ‘khaki fever,” and the prostitutes who solicited them
created fears of venereal disease among soldiers, which the government believed could have a
negative impact on the war effort. To combat this, Congress passed the Chamberlain Kahn Act in
1918, which allowed authorities to detain women suspected of having such a disease. However,
this resulted in the mass detainment of women for the crime of promiscuity. Thus, while some
women were celebrated during the war as “representations of American purity,” those who used

their sexual agency to sleep with soldiers were believed to “endanger men’s fighting capacity
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through sexual immorality and disease.”*® Additionally, prostitution, which had previously been
viewed as white slavery or the product of victimized girls and women, was depicted as the result
of “dangerously ‘autonomous” women who preyed upon men.**® This change of perspective and
the detention of promiscuous women and prostitutes led to the incarceration of thousands of

women, many of whom were not only held without trial but also held long after the end of World

War [.191

Offenses against women were made normal from a psychiatric perspective because the
psychosexual framework those professionals used often depicted women as wanton. In the
previous chapter, I discussed the inexplicability of adult men choosing child victims and how
officials saw the rape of a woman as normal because adult women could be sexual objects. The
psychosexual framework tries to explain this scientifically: “By choosing women as their sexual
objects and by engaging in acts of intercourse, rapists demonstrated a ‘maturity’ that
distinguished them from the archetypal sexual psychopath, the immature man who committed
noncoital acts with children, and aligned them instead with ‘normal’ men.” Attacking adult
women was thus “an exaggeration, rather than a perversion, of adult male sexuality.”'%? The
result of this was that men who attacked women were told that they were normal. Additionally,
law enforcement and legislators viewed domestic violence as a private matter, so attacks against

women, whether or not they were between partners, were viewed through this lens and ignore.
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Children became the focus as women were pushed to the side, which “[preserved] men’s right to

use aggression against women as one of the prerogatives of male sexuality.”%

In addition to ideas about women, idea about children and the construction of childhood
were also changing, reinforcing the idea that they needed to be protected. Howard Chudacoff
defines four major periods of childhood in America: up until the American Revolution, children
were considered small adults; from the Revolution to the mid-nineteenth century, ideas about the
value and dearness of children replaced the “older, unsentimental view;” and from the late
nineteenth to early twentieth century, ideas of “child guidance and protection took root.”%
Industrialization resulted in men working outside the home and women buying mass-produced
goods, replacing the older model wherein the family produced and sold goods. The guidance of
children and the development of their character became more important, resulting in more school
attendance and “moving them off the streets into playgrounds and youth organizations."** More
than ever before, a child’s happiness became a key factor in childhood. Protecting that happiness

and ensuring the healthy development of children thus became important to American middle-

class society.

A%

Finally, it is important not only to look at what was done to protect children at this time,
but also at the ways that adults viewed children and those protections, analyzing the character of

the sex crime panic and its true purpose. Sexual psychopath laws were not the only legislation
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passed with the purpose of protecting children from sexual abuse. There were also carnal abuse
laws that were passed in the 1920s, such as those in California, which criminalized molestation
during the infancy of the panic and often called for the sterilization or institutionalization for
those convicted of such abuse. Unfortunately, much like the sexual psychopath laws, these laws
saw little use. The problem was that many people did not consider molestation a crime unless
there was an injury because the psychological scars of sexual abuse had not yet been accepted.
Thus, parents whose children had been molested only viewed it as serious enough for legal
action if “those genital acts ruptured a girl’s hymen or injured a boy’s anus.”**® The most
common forms of sexual abuse against children such as molestation, coercive incest, and abuse
by acquaintances were almost entirely ignored when it came time to discuss how to protect
children. This becomes obvious when looking at who was included or excluded from the
definition of a sexual psychopath. The focus was on elderly people and homosexual pedophiles,
but heterosexual pedophiles or men who attacked adult women were not considered to fall into

the same category.

At the same time that legislators were creating sexual psychopath laws, many men in the
judicial system believed that protections for children should be scaled back because they did not
consider the acts committed against said children to be a crime. During a public hearing of the
Joint Legislative Committee to Investigate the Administration and Enforcement of Law in late
1939, a district attorney (DA) suggested to the committee that in order to reduce the number of
rape charges in his county, the penalty of statutory rape should be reduced if a girl is sixteen or
older because “a girl 16 years of age knows enough to consent to the act.” Another DA told the

committee regarding his county, “we have a lot of rape second, but I don’t call them sex crimes.”

19 Robertson, “Separating the Men from the Boys,” 12.
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These quotes make it clear the attitudes of the district attorneys of New York, but one of those
men spelled it out: “Statutory rape is, after all, normal sexual relations.” The person who was
asking him questions responded in agreeance: “Normal function of the human being, in other
words, but the law says it is different.”*®” This was not only their opinion, however, for these
ideas also crossed over into their courtroom behavior. For example, in some cases, prosecutors
would direct jurors to “disregard defendants’ admissions of guilt and [indict] men only in those
cases that involved virgins, or the use of physical force or other explicit exploitation.”**® After so
much outcry calling for the protection of children, it is strange that court officials would instead
recommend the scaling back of protections and make it harder to convict certain offenders. It
also makes it clearer that the actual goal was punishing select individuals such as those deemed

sexual psychopaths rather than upholding the law.

Not only did many officials not believe that certain acts were crimes, but they also
believed that children could invite their own victimization. In a study on sexual deviation by the
California Department of Mental Hygiene and the Langley Porter Clinic published in 1953,
researchers supported these ideas at an academic level. In their report, they claimed they found
“that about two-thirds of the seventy-four victims studied consciously or unconsciously
encouraged the offender.” These victims, which they called ‘participant victims’ “were
emotionally disturbed due to unsatisfactory parent-child relationships™ and “entered the sexual
relationship, usually with a person well-known to the family, in order to gain affection, attention,

and approval and/or as punishment to relieve a sense of guilt which had its origin in the home

197 “public Hearings,” Report of the Joint Legislative Committee to Investigate the Administration and Enforcement
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life of the child.”*%® While this study is already suspect due to its small sample size, the research
completely ignores the power dynamics between an adult and a child and the manipulation or
social pressure that can result from such an unbalanced dynamic. Nevertheless, it highlights the
attitudes of many people who believed that children could not only consent to but could invite

and encourage sex acts an adult might do to them.

The downplaying of the severity of certain sex crimes and the blaming of children was
not confined to psychiatric professionals and court officials. Parents’ magazines also reflected
these views. In an article titled “The Facts on Sex Offenses,” Edith Stern outlined the differences
between rape and statutory, claiming that “adolescents who not only know what they are doing
but may even lead men on swell the recorded total.” Additionally, she shared an anecdote of a
twelve-year-old girl who was raped, but because the man claimed to believe she was seventeen
or eighteen and she supposedly flirted with him, and the medical examiner said that she was
already sexually experienced, the author said that the twenty-seven year old man was immoral
but not the aggressor.2%’ She also believed that false accusations padded the sex crime statistics,
since “children may take out their own maladjustments and unconscious fantasies in accusations
of others.”?! Stern’s perspective is one shared by many parents and adults at that time: children
could be aggressors or lie or want sex from adults, and at this point in time, carnal abuse—what
today we call molestation—was not considered a crime unless the child had been injured in some

way by the act.
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If the public demanded that children be protected but then declined to use these
protections and in fact did not consider the most common sex crimes as crimes at all, then what
was the real goal? The answer lies not only in who was targeted by the panic and ensuing
legislation, but also in how the solutions were implemented. As has already been discussed, a
crisis of masculinity was at the heart of the panic. Because of anti-vice efforts in the 1920s and
the repeal of Prohibition, queer spaces, which had previously been illegal speakeasies, vanished,
and the overt homosexual in the form of the fairy was forced back into the closet. Homosexuals
were no longer as visible as they once were, and the increased enforcement and expansion of
sodomy laws led to an increase in sodomy-related arrests. In the public’s imagination the
homosexual became a sexual menace lurking in the shadows. Not only that, but men who did not
fit the ideal mold of masculinity, which was already in flux, feared that they would be accused of
being a homosexual. Thus, even though the news coverage of the sex crime panic and the dozens
of cases that gripped the nation were committed by adult men attacking young girls, the sexual
psychopath laws were largely directed toward homosexuals, especially homosexual pedophiles.
Meanwhile, heterosexual pedophiles and rapists were ignored almost entirely when devising
solutions. This focus had the effect, possibly unintentionally, of normalizing sex crimes
committed by straight men, as homosexuality was being targeted, rather than the sex crimes writ

large.

Additionally, the panic and the legislation that followed focused on retributive justice and
punishment of offenders. The sexual psychopath laws had no provisions for how to help the
victims and focused solely on the offender, confining them so that they could be ‘cured’ of their
sexual deviance by finishing their psychosexual development. Efforts that were directed toward

children similarly focused on offenders. The mental hygiene movement focused on child-rearing
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practices, advising parents on how to act and how to treat their children so that they did not grow
up to become sexual psychopaths themselves.?%? While there were positive ideas within the
movement, such as normalizing discussions about sex and masturbation (which parents resisted)
or not treating them in extreme ways such as neglect or overbearing micromanagement, much of
the discussion was aimed at preventing a child from becoming a sexual deviant rather than
preventing them from becoming victims of sexual crime. There was also little to no discussion of
how to help and support children who had been victimized. Once the crime had been committed,
the media and the law focused only on revenge. It was not until long after the panic that solutions
focused on helping children. Psychiatrists and mental hygienists alike agreed that childhood
abuse and neglect were often the main cause of issues with psychosexual development (which
could lead to sexual psychopathy), yet the Child Abuse Prevention & Treatment Act, which
introduced broad definitions of abuse and neglect, was not passed until 1974. Similarly, the
Declaration of the Rights of a Child, which was adopted by the United Nations in 1959, was
signed by the United States, but it has still not been ratified to this day and is the only nation in

the UN not to have done so.

Thus, the crux of the sex crime panic was not sex crimes at all, but rather the punishment
of homosexuals and the soothing of men’s anxieties about masculinity. Perhaps the most
illuminating piece of evidence of this is the pause in the sex crime panic during World War I,
which Estelle Freedman discussed in her essay, “‘Uncontrolled Desires.’”” Arrest rates for sexual
crime remained stagnant during the war, but the number of newspaper articles and radio
broadcasts about those crimes drastically decreased. Instead, the focus shifted to the perceived

hypersexuality of certain women and anti-prostitution efforts in order to prevent venereal
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diseases in military men. While this could be attributed to a focus on building a war economy
and concerns with the political situation abroad, it is also probable that World War II provided a
temporary solution to the crisis of masculinity in the United States, “[legitimizing] male
aggression” and shifting “national attention toward external enemies,” which decreased the
public’s focus on sex crimes.?*® Post-war, however, attention returned almost immediately to the
sexual psychopath. Returning soldiers were encouraged to marry and have children, signaling a
return to traditional family life and resurrecting the sexual psychopath to represent threats to that

tradition.

203 Freedman, ““Uncontrolled Desires,’” 96.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ANITA BRYANT AS A MICROCOSM FOR MODERN AMERICAN MORAL PANICS

Moral panics in the United States have become more commonplace in recent decades,
ramping up over the course of the twentieth century. Each has their own distinct flavor, with
some focusing more on communism, some on the spreading of disease, and more recently, on
variant gender expression. There are, however, several common threads and rhetorical points
found in nearly every moral panic since the 1930s, which will be the focus of discussion here:
homosexuals (or any variant sexuality) as a threat to the family and the moral fabric of the
country, and children as a vulnerable population that needed to be protected from homosexuals
lest they be groomed into becoming homosexuals themselves. This trend can be seen not only in
the panic that makes up the bulk of the previous chapters, but also during the Red Scare, where
communism was associated with atheism and homosexuality, which were both seen as threats to
children and the family. Homosexuals were also seen as a threat to national security because, by
virtue of being in the closet, they were more easily blackmailed, something J. Edgar Hoover
sought to prove by blackmailing his own closeted agents. The AIDS epidemic during the 1980s
and 1990s similarly positioned homosexuals as a danger to the nation and its health. In the years
since the legalization of gay marriage, transgender people have faced similar accusations of
grooming children into becoming gay and have been the targets of legislation which would

prevent them participating in public life.

These themes, while present in nearly every moral panic since the 1930s, are best

encapsulated by the sudden spike in antigay sentiment in the late 1970s. This spike was
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championed by Anita Bryant and the Save Our Children campaign®®, beginning with the repeal
of an anti-discrimination ordinance passed in Dade County, Florida. The ordinance, which was
similar to those passed in over thirty other municipalities already, banned discrimination based
on sexual preference in housing, employment, and public accommodations. Religious
conservatives immediately fought back, claiming the law would force schools, even religious
ones, to hire homosexuals who would then teach their children about gay sex and how to have
it.2%° Such pushback against homosexual teachers was echoed in California and Texas by

206

schoolboard officials?®® and doctors in Indiana?®’, who believed that children could morally

corrupted or made to become gay simply by having a gay teacher.

Bryant spoke of her religious belief that homosexuals were an affront to God and of the
civil rights of parents to protect their children from corruption, purposefully coopting the
language of the Civil Rights Movement to place herself and parents like her as a marginalized
group with a just cause. Her rhetoric and that of her pastor helped to repeal the Dade ordinance,
and then she and her supporters formed Save Our Children and decided to take their cause to the
national stage, using Bryant’s established fame to spread their message. Their rhetoric is highly
reflective of previous and forthcoming moral panics, centering around the evils of homosexuality

and placing the so-called moral majority as the protectors of children against those evils.

204 Bryant later changed the name to Save America’s Children after the Save the Children Federation sued them
because name confusion was negatively affecting their donations. Additionally, Bryant also created Anita Bryant
Ministries as a charitable organization whose donations were tax deductible. For this chapter, I will be using the
name Save Our Children to avoid confusion when describing her work.
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During the first half of the 1970s, gay rights and approval of gay people were on the rise,
likely resulting from the explosion of the gay liberation movement after the Stonewall riots in
1969. Positive gay media was increasing: publishers were publishing queer authors and their pro-
gay stories, including E. M. Forster’s novel Maurice and Rita Mae Brown’s novel Rubyfruit
Jungle; movies and TV shows were made which depicted gay people in a positive light, such as
The Christine Jorgensen Story, a fictionalized biopic about a real transgender woman who
transitioned in the 1950s, and That Certain Summer, which was possibly one of the first TV
movies to depict gay people in a sympathetic light.?%® This new positive and more open depiction
of queer people was aided by successful fights to roll back draconian media censorship laws,
such as the Hayes Code, which was replaced the modern MPAA rating system in 1968.
Additionally, in December 1973 the American Psychiatric Association unanimously voted to
remove homosexuality from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders
(DSM).2% Gallup polls revealed that Americans viewed homosexuals as a discriminated group
that needed protection, and legislatures seemed to agree.?'® More than thirty municipal and
county governments broadened their definitions of civil rights to include sexual preference as a
protected identifier, focusing specifically on anti-discrimination in housing, public

accommodations, and employment.?!! In March 1972, East Lansing, Michigan passed such a
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law, followed by Ann Arbor, Michigan in August. Over the next four years, Seattle, Minneapolis,

and even Washington, D. C. would join in passing protection ordinances.?*?

Following this wave of positive attention, the Dade County Coalition for the Humanistic
Rights of Gays (DCCHRG) in Florida lobbied the Dade County City Commission to get a
similar ordinance passed. The DCCHRG viewed this ordinance as an important extension of the
civil rights and women’s movements of the present and previous decades. Without legal
protections, the DCCHRG feared that “gays and lesbians would continue to live in fear of
blackmail, firing, loss of child custody, and eviction.”?'® They introduced the Dade County
ordinance to the city commission on December 7, 1976, where the commissioners passed it
unanimously, deciding that there would be a final vote on January 18, 1977 after hearing from

the public.

Anita Bryant, a nationally famous singer, appeared at the hearing to weigh in, a moment
which altered the discussion of civil rights for homosexuals for decades to come. Bryant was
born in Barnsdall, Oklahoma in 1940. She was noted for her singing ability from a young age
and began performing in churches by the age of two. By the time she was a teenager, her fame
had grown enough that she was singing on television and radio. She won Miss Oklahoma and in
1959 was a runner-up in the Miss America pageant. She became known across the country for
her singing, and her career exploded over the course of the 1960s and 1970s due to her broad
appeal. Her music was unthreatening, emphasizing patriotism, the nuclear family, and Christian
values. This appealed to many people who felt threatened by the rock music of the youth and the

civil rights protests occurring over the course of the 1960s.2*4 She married Bob Green in 1960, a
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Miami disc jockey who became her manager, and because the pair had trouble conceiving, they
adopted a child. However, her marriage soon faltered as a result of her fame, and she gave up on
her ultimate ambition—to sing on Broadway. Instead, she believed that she needed to accept

God’s will by making her most important roles that of Mrs. Bob Green and a mother.?*®

Continued fame, however, did not elude Bryant for long. In 1968, the Florida Citrus
Commission offered her a contract for a hundred thousand dollars a year to be the spokeswoman
for Florida Orange Juice. She accepted and “quickly became famous as the embodiment of
Florida’s mythic culture of sunshine and wholesome health.” More jobs followed, and Bryant
appeared in commercials for household names such as Coca-Cola, Holiday Inn, and Kraft. She
also continued her religious work, speaking and singing at religious events and revivals and
writing nearly a dozen books which emphasized the idea of using faith to cope and leaning on

God in times of struggle. 21°

It was through her commercial and religious work that she learned of the Dade ordinance.
Her pastor came to her and her husband, requesting help for the upcoming hearing before the
Dade County Commission. He told them that the ordinance would give homosexuals special
privileges and that it would force schools, even religious ones, to hire openly gay teachers.
Despite her self-proclaimed ‘live and let live’ attitude toward homosexuals, she was perturbed by
the idea that a gay person might teach her children, so she decided to take a stand.?!” She wrote
to the commissioners to argue her case that the ordinance went against God’s will, and she went

on the conservative radio show of Shirley Spellerberg to reiterate her beliefs, even going so far as
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to call the ordinance “a violation of her civil rights as a parent.” When January came, Bryant

attended the public hearing and opposed the ordinance in person.?!8

At the hearing, church leaders had organized opposition to the ordinance, and they and
their congregations attended in droves with Bryant as the spokeswoman. She told the
commission that she was a mother and a Christian who wanted to raise her children with her
Baptist values, but that the proposed ordinance “would endanger her children by exposing them
to homosexuality.”?!® Those who spoke after her similarly condemned the proposed measure as
“legal sanction for perversion and deviancy.” They argued that the ordinance was not about the
fourteenth amendment or civil rights but rather an attack on traditional American family

values.??0

Additionally, opponents of the ordinance also attempted to make the case that
homosexuality was not something that could be protected by civil rights. They asserted that
homosexuality “was not an innate condition like race or sex” but rather a choice regarding
lifestyle or an act that a person carried out. Thus, gay people didn’t deserve the same legal
protections given to people of color and other minority groups??! Robert Brake, a Catholic
attorney and city commissioner for Coral Gables, Florida, seized upon this rhetoric.???
Additionally, he affirmed the rights of black people and women solely to separate “homosexuals
from a valid claim to civil rights.”??® After all, people of color could not change the color of their

skin, whereas homosexuality was seen by religious communities as a choice (something which
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departed from the scientific community’s belief in the 1930s that it was a compulsion). Anita
Bryant echoed similar ideas in a telling 1978 interview she did for Playboy: “If they’re a
legitimate minority group, then so are nail biters, dieters, fat people, short people, and murderers.
Who will be next in line to ask for special privileges?”’??* This type of rhetoric about civil rights
echoed conservative ideas of the previous decades. The social upheaval of the 1960s was still a
specter in the public consciousness, and conflict over these kinds of civil rights issues, as well as

the Equal Rights Amendment and women’s liberation, were still raw.?%°

The gay activists who appeared at the hearing did not present the same united front as
their opponents. Few of them spoke of the discrimination that queer people faced, and none of
them presented evidence. Additionally, they seemed to have conflicting reasons as to why the
ordinance should be passed. Instead, rather than speaking of the violence that they faced, gay
activists spoke more of their wish to be able to come out of the closet without losing their jobs,

homes, and children.

In spite of the lackluster defense of the ordinance and increasing protests from religious
groups, the Dade ordinance passed. Gay activists went home without celebrating. However,
religious opponents immediately began to organize a campaign to repeal it. Brake did not know
Anita Bryant personally, but he recognized that her support in the repeal efforts would be crucial.
Her wholesome persona and national fame would win them public favor, so he approached her to
serve as chair of the repeal effort. She agreed, and her group chose the name Save Our Children
to reflect the message they wanted to convey to the public. Save Our Children (SOC) consisted

largely of religious and civic leaders, and although Bryant was the chair, her function was
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primarily that of spokesperson. Save Our Children was a multi-ethnic, multi-religious
organization, gaining approval from non-white communities by encouraging “other minority
groups to view homosexuals as distinct from themselves and to vote against civil rights for
homosexuals.””??® The group organized petitions to repeal the ordinance, circulating them in their
churches, neighborhoods, and workplaces. Additionally, SOC also produced a newsletter, gave
organizing kits to their supporters, and paid for TV advertisements. One such ad depicted
stereotypical Americans at the Orange Bowl in Florida “juxtaposed with drag queens, leather
men, and bare-bosomed Dykes on Bikes” at the pride parade in San Francisco. Their message
was clear: if America did not band together to repeal the ordinances, then the wholesomeness of

American family fun would be replaced by iniquity and moral degradation.??’

After the progress toward gay rights during the first half of the decade, it is
understandable that gay activists would be perplexed and concerned about the growing influence
of Save Our Children. However, placing this legislative fight in its broader historical and
national context provides some answers. Religious awakenings and spikes in conservative
political activity—often resulting in moral panics—usually begin as a response to progressive
social movements.??® In the 1930s, panic about the sexual psychopath resulted from the radio
allowing more people to hear about crimes all over the country, creating the illusion that more
crime was happening when reporting was what had increased. That combined with the end of
Prohibition, which sent obviously effeminate gay men back into the closet, and changing

definitions of masculinity resulting from the cementing of capitalism in America, led to panic
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about homosexuals attacking children. In the latter half of the twentieth century, there were

numerous factors which contributed to the sense of cultural anxiety.

The first of these factors was these factors was the Lavender Scare, which has been
historically overshadowed by the Red Scare. Around the same time that Senator Joseph
McCarthy gave his speech about communists in the American government in the 1950s, Deputy
Undersecretary John Peurifoy made a speech as well, attempting to assuage fears about the size
of the communist threat. In this speech, he mentioned that nearly one hundred homosexuals had
been fired from government positions. This detail sparked “concern and outrage throughout the
nation, heated debates on the floors of Congress, countless newspaper articles, and numerous
White House meetings” about the homosexual menace in the government and the security risk

that that posed.??°

This was the beginning of the Lavender Scare. Quickly a distinction was made between a
loyalty risk—those who were of sound mind but who were willing to give away state secrets in
exchange for money or personal gain—and security risks—those who were loyal but who by
way of drinking, drug use, mental illness, or perversion—could still end up revealing secrets.
Homosexuality was often used interchangeably with security risk, as alcohol use and chattiness
were associated with homosexuals. Government officials regularly portrayed homosexuals as
incapable of keeping secrets, “their great desire to talk” making them “quick to confess and name
names.”%%® This fear of homosexuals as a threat to national security resulted in the dismissal of

thousands of homosexuals from civil service, and because the public did not oppose these
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dismissals, no gay employees challenged it until 1957.2%! This practice of exclusion was
devastating to the gay community, not because of the notoriety it gave them but also because the
federal government had set a precedent that was then followed by private employers, further
restricting employment for homosexuals.?% It also further cemented homosexuals as villains in

the American imagination.

Another important factor which contributed to tensions was the cycle of protest and
social movements which occurred over the course of the 1950s and 1960s. The Civil Rights
Movement, which gained considerable momentum in the 1950s, triggered this cycle, not only by
introducing techniques of busing, sit-ins, and other forms of nonviolent protest but also showing
other movements what effective collective action looked like despite the violent protest by white
supremacists. Additionally, the success gained with school integration and eventually the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, however limited, gave other movements proof that “protest is
worthwhile.”?3® Student movements, which rose up in response to the Vietnam War and
increased with the expansion of the draft in 1965, emulated these protest tactics as they called for
university reform, increased freedom of speech and civil rights, decolonizing, and an end to the

Vietnam War.23

Women as well took advantage of the protest cycle to advocate for their health, equality
in the workplace, and increased bodily autonomy. Birth control was approved by the FDA in

1960, and five years later the Supreme Court ruled in Griswold v. Connecticut that the Fourteenth

21 Johnson, The Lavender Scare, 5. Frank Kameny was the employee, and his case went to trial in 1960 (Kameny v.

Brucker). He appealed his firing repeatedly until the case reached the Supreme Court, which failed. He went on to
found the Mattachine Society in Washington, D.C. to help fight the federal government’s exclusion of gay people.
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Amendment’s protection of privacy extended to the right to use birth control to married women,
something which some found to be immoral.?® The same right was not extended to unmarried
women until 1972 in Eisenstadt v. Baird.?®® Regardless of the morality questions, in 1973 the
Supreme Court similarly ruled in Roe v. Wade that the right to privacy also included a woman’s
right to an abortion.?*” The women’s movement was successful enough that Congress passed the
Equal Rights Amendment in 1972, but major conservative voices spoke up against it, including
Shirley Spellerberg, a notable conservative radio host, and Phyllis Schlafly, who started a
campaign called “STOP ERA.”%® The former referred to the ERA as “socialist legislation” and
referred to “women libbers attacking the family, those revolutionaries attacking The American
Way.”?%® Many conservative opponents, including a large number of women, “feared that the
ERA would undermine traditional gender roles, allowing men to shirk their bread-winning role
and forcing women to work outside of the home.”?*® The rigid gender roles that pressured many
women to stay in the home, caring for children and doing household labor, were seen by some
women as a special privilege and a protection, and they believed that if men and women were
treated equally before the law that they would lose those protections.?*! Opposition to the ERA

was such that in 1982 the amendment expired, two states shy of ratification.

Despite some failures, the overall successes of many of these social movements were

threatening to conservative sections of the population, and provided motivation for the increasing
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right-wing organization that marked the last decades of the twentieth century. Increasing access
to televisions added to this sense of a growing threat, allowing more people to not only hear
about these struggles but to see them in color as well, making them seem bigger and more
immediate than they might have otherwise been. The Stonewall Riots of 1969 added to that
tension, as did the success of the gay liberation movement in the following years.?*? Increasing
instances of recreational drug use and more open discussion and depiction on nonreproductive
sex acts made these changes seem more threatening.?*® Overall, there was a sense among
conservatives of moral decline in America, echoed not only by Anita Bryant but also by
conservative Christian televangelists such as Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson, who likened

homosexuality “to satanism, adultery, and murder” and created a pervasive cultural anxiety.?**

The expansion of civil rights for queer people and the increasing legislation designed to
protect them from discrimination was just one more affront to conservatives, and the idea that
homosexuals might become teachers sparked heated debate. One of the most common talking
points used to vilify homosexuals is that homosexuals are made, not born. Therefore, in order to
create more of them, homosexuals must prey on children, molesting them and indoctrinating
them to homosexual ideas. A short 1961 propaganda film entitled Boys Beware described
homosexuality as a “sickness that was not visible like smallpox, but no less dangerous and
contagious,” hinting at but never explicitly stating the recruitment idea.?*® Similarly, in 1950
many popular magazines used this talking point, including one who quoted Eugene D. Williams,
a special assistant attorney general for California, who stated that homosexuals would seduce any

young person because “he must have degenerate companions, and is ever seeking younger
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victims.”?*® Even J. Edgar Hoover, the director of the FBI during the 1930s, shared the same idea
in several speeches over the course of his tenure, alluding to without naming a degeneracy that

needed to spread itself in order to increase its power.?*’

The public perceived homosexuals as a threat to childhood innocence and feared that if a
homosexual became a teacher, it would give them access to the children that they sought to

corrupt. Anita Bryant believed the same. In a 1978 interview, she claimed that

under the proposed ordinance, every sexual deviation would have been legally acceptable
among schoolteachers. Right behind the homosexual community in Dade County was a
group of prostitutes who were going to initiate similar legislation permitting whores to
stand up in front of kids in the classroom and proclaim their sexual deviation and then ply
their trade.?*8

However, this false charge of molestation is not about sexual abuse. Rather, by positioning
homosexuals as threats to children, homosexuality was further stigmatized under the guise of a
moral crusade. Thus, the claim that homosexuals were automatically child molesters was “a
mechanism of social regulation used to reinforce the closet” and place heterosexuality and
‘family values’—something which the very existence of homosexuality threatened—at the core
of American identity.?*° This conflict between concerned conservative parents and the
homosexuals they believed wanted to seduce their children “is predicated on the idea that the

traditional nuclear family is an intact, nurturing place for both adults and children,” ironically
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and unfortunately obscuring the statistical reality that the most common place children

experience sexual and physical abuse is in the home.?>°

As a result of these myriad factors, the Save Our Children petition campaign was a
success, and on June 7, 1977, there was a new vote in Dade County on whether to repeal the
amendment. Two churches chartered buses so that hundreds of Baptist churchgoers and SOC
supporters could attend. They carried signs which had slogans “such as ‘God Says No. Who Are
You to Be Different?’ and ‘Protect Our Children, Don’t Legislate Immorality for Dade County,’”
and filled not only the chambers of the Dade County Courthouse Commission, but also the
hallways beyond, yelling at their opponents.?! Robert Brake spoke again at the hearing,
announcing his stance that “homosexuals deserved no public visibility or rights,” and that if gay
people wanted to be gay, they could do it in the privacy of their own home, a stance which

cruelly mimicked imagery of the closet that gay people were trying to leave.?>?

Bryant echoed similar points, reiterating her civil right as a parent to protect her child
from the influence of homosexuality. When describing the hearing and vote to Playboy

interviewer Ken Kelley, she passionately asserted that

Freedom of religion is guaranteed by the Constitution, and if you believe that adultery,
homosexuality, drunkenness and things like that violate your religious standards, you
then have the right to prevent a teacher from standing up in front of your children and
promoting sin. We were fighting religious bigotry. What gives the homosexual any more
right to stand up in front of children and talk about his sexual preferences than a man who
has a great Dane as his lover??>
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Her misunderstanding of the First Amendment aside, this quote succinctly highlights her view of
the ordinance. She believed that a teacher who happened to be a homosexual would teach her
children about sex and his sex life rather than teaching the subject he was hired to teach. It is an
idea that has been echoed by other conservatives and which reduces homosexuals to the kinds of
sex they have rather than viewing them as whole and complete people. Similarly, the idea that
there was a slippery slope that led from homosexuality to bestiality was repeated in religious and
conservative circles up to the late 2010s. Rick Santorum, once a Republican presidential
candidate, used this argument, comparing homosexuality not only to bestiality but to pedophilia
as well. A representative from Texas, Louie Gohmert, also believed in the slippery slope, but

included polygamy as one of things homosexuality could lead to.?>

Bryant and Brake’s rhetoric, combined with the overwhelming support from their
churches and the national attention their fight had garnered, led to the repeal of the ordinance by
a margin of 2 to 1. Amidst the celebration, Bryant and Save Our Children decided that they
would make their movement national, endeavoring to repeal similar ordinances across the
country and setting up an office in Washington, D.C. Newspapers covering the success of Save
Our Children in Dade County noted that increasing support and protest of gay rights had raised
questions that the nation now had to answer, such as whether gay people should be allowed in
the military or in church leadership.?®® The backlash against homosexuals was quick. Antigay
legislation began to crop up, preventing homosexuals from adopting or fostering children, and
“gay newspapers [reported] increased police harassment of gay men in Detroit, Los Angeles,

Denver and other cities.””?%®
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In 1978, California state legislator John Briggs proposed Proposition 6 (later called the
Briggs Initiative), which would prevent gay people from teaching children. Like Anita and her
followers, Briggs called homosexuals child molesters and claimed that the existence of the gay
rights movement proved that gay people “would not be satisfied until they had limitless power.
What better way to achieve this, Briggs asked, than stealing the hearts and minds of youth?”2>’
Californians rejected the Briggs Initiative, due in part to grassroots activism by the queer
community in their allies. Not only that, but many major players in American politics opposed
the ordinance despite having never spoken about homosexuals before, including Ronald Reagan,
Gerald Ford, and even Jimmy Carter.®® Some historians have suspected that these figures,
specifically Reagan, opposed the ordinance because of the effect it would have on straight
people. This was because Briggs went further than Bryant in his rhetoric, claiming that it wasn’t

just homosexuals which were corrupting society but also their heterosexual allies.?®® Regardless,

the Briggs Initiative was defeated in a landslide.

Senator Briggs was not the only figure carrying out antigay rhetoric. In 1979, notable
conservative televangelist Revered Jerry Falwell founded Moral Majority, a political
organization with the goal of promoting conservative Christian values. Through this
organization, Congress proposed the Family Protection Act in 1981 which would deny federal
funds to any pro-gay organizations and prevent money from the Legal Services Corporation

being used in gay rights litigation.?®° The bill was endorsed by President Reagan but was
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ultimately defeated, however the name of the bill makes it clear that homosexuality was a threat
to the family. In 1982 the United States military formalized their policy about homosexuality by
saying “homosexuality is incompatible with military service...The presence of such members
adversely affects the ability of the Military services to maintain discipline...to maintain public
acceptability of military service; and to prevent breaches of security.”?®! This policy was revised
when President Bill Clinton issued a new one in 1993 which barred open homosexuals from

military service but which also prevented harassment of closeted homosexuals.

Violence against queer people increased as well, including the 1978 assassination of
Harvey Milk, the first openly gay man elected in California. There was also the murder of Robert

Hillsborough, who was attacked by four young people while he and his boyfriend?®?

were
walking home. His boyfriend, Jerry Taylor, managed to escape, but Hillsborough was pinned
down and stabbed fifteen times in the face and chest while his attackers shouted slurs. Witnesses
reported that the attackers yelled “Here’s one for Anita” during the murder, and Hillsborough’s
mother, Helen, filed a lawsuit against Anita Bryant and Save Our Children for five million
dollars. Helen argued that the rhetoric employed by Bryant and her colleagues during the Dade
vote were specifically designed to urge their supporters to violence against homosexuals.?®® Dade

County asked Save Our Children to denounce such violence, but their request was ignored, and

when Playboy interviewer Ken Kelley asked her about the lawsuit, Bryant said

There 1s a homosexual murder every day in San Francisco. It made me sad and it shocked
me that anyone would think I had anything to do with it, but my conscience is clear. |

261 United States General Accounting Office, Defense Force Management: DOD’s Policy on Homosexuality, June

1992, https://www.gao.gov/assets/nsiad-92-98.pdf.
262 Newspapers that reported on the murder referred to this man only as his roommate.
263 "Mother Of Homosexual Sues Anita Bryant,” Santa Cruz Sentinel, July 1, 1977.

94



can’t be responsible for how people react to what happened in Dade County. My stand
was not taken out of homophobia but out of love for them.?%

This statement is ironic given the tone of her previous assertions in the interview and her pleas to

her audience to stop the homosexuals who she claimed were coming to molest their children.

The queer community, however, did not accept the repeal and subsequent violence
without resisting. Gay people boycotted Florida orange juice, hoping that their protest would
affect Florida’s bottom line. Over the rest of the summer, there were pride parades and critiques
of the antigay movement, with around five hundred thousand activists in America marching and
participating. Several thousand people similarly marched in Europe and Australia, protesting the
treatment of queer people in America.?®® Gay resistance also, like other organized social
movements before them, invoked the ideals of the founding fathers into their protests, arguing
that they too had a right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. Progressive movements
found that “appeals rooted in the national creed have proved an effective means of generating
tangible pressure for social and political change,” as well as drawing attention to the alarming
distance between the ideals espoused in the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence

and the reality of many people living in America.?%®

Anita Bryant also received a fair amount of backlash as a result of her role in the Dade
repeal and her continuing work with Save Our Children. While she managed to keep her Florida
Citrus Commission contract despite the ongoing ‘gaycott,’ the boycott of Florida Orange Juice
by gay activists, she lost a contract with the Singer company and the opportunity to host her own

television show. She also lost her “perennial job as narrator of the Orange Bowl parade,” and
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even her booking agent, Dick Shack. She was “shocked when most of her bookings

d?%”—most booking agents were scared off by the threats of homosexuals to protest her

evaporate
appearances” and began appearing mostly on religious shows, with gay picketers waiting outside
to protest. Bryant said she was surprised that the gay community had the power to lose her so
many of her appearances: “It’s not the democratic way at all—if we had lost, we would have
said, well, we feel bad, but that’s it. Well, they lose and they punish you for winning. I had no
idea of the viciousness or vindictiveness of the homosexual community.”?® Considering her
organization of the repeal efforts and her continuing work with Save Our Children to repeal

protections for gay people across the country, Bryant’s estimate of how SOC would have

responded if they ‘lost’ comes off as ironic.

Save Our Children continued its work, spreading their petitions, organizing kits, and
newsletters. Concerned citizens who received their literature even wrote in to local newspapers
expressing their alarm about gay people. One such citizen wrote to the Belleville Telescope,
relaying how she had received a letter from Bryant: “She...says that militant homosexuals want
their lifestyle to be considered respectable and accepted by our society. She tells me that one
militant homosexual group published a newsletter giving techniques to entice and recruit young
men to commit unnatural acts.”?®® Bryant’s use of the term ‘militant homosexual’ was used to
demonize queer activists by positioning them as a sinister force with an agenda, and the writer
believed that because Bryant had dealt with homosexuals personally that she knew what their
agenda truly was. Because of Bryant’s national fame and continued persona of wholesomeness

despite her violent rhetoric, she was seen as someone who could help stop the ‘militant
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homosexuals.’ Bryant leaned into that ethos and continued to push the idea that homosexuals
wanted to recruit children to their ranks even as she expanded into other areas of concern for
religious conservatives, such as gay people working in churches. At the end of the letter, she
asked “will you help me to stop the militant homosexuals™ in order to protect the children of

America, and gave an address where people could send their support.?°

Given the cultural anxieties of the era and the fear-mongering and heavy religious ideals
of Save Our Children literature, the organization managed to gather public support. Through
their work, SOC was able to repeal protections for gay people in Wichita, Kansas; Eugene,
Oregon; and St. Paul, Minnesota. However, since Save Our Children’s national campaign, the
organization has largely fallen out of the public spotlight. Bryant’s divorce from Bob Green in
May 1979 damaged not only her reputation but also Save Our Children’s, drawing sharp
criticisms from the Christian community that made up a large portion of her following. As a
result, she publicly softened her stance against the gay community. Embarrassed by some of her
remarks, she claimed to return to the ‘live and let live attitude’ she initially espoused, but she in
1980 she told Ladies Home Journal “don’t try to flaunt it or legalize it.”?’* Bryant tried to stage
several comebacks in the 1990s, but her audience continued to shrink, and she could find no one

to invest in her.

On the other hand, Save Our Children’s organizing efforts did much to galvanize the gay
community in addition to evangelical Christians. The Stonewall Riots in 1969 started the modern
gay liberation movement, but by the mid-70s, many queer people were content to bask in the

freedoms they had earned. Bryant’s success during the 1977 and 1978 campaigns proved how
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easily those freedoms could be taken away, effectively radicalizing and politically awakening
gay people across the nation.?’? The figure of Anita Bryant had given the gay community
something to rally against, and the protests against her had granted gay people an important
visibility on the national stage. Grassroots efforts to battle homophobic legislation continued
after Bryant left the spotlight, eventually resulting in several major victories. In February 1982,
Wisconsin became the first state “to pass a law based on sexual orientation.”?’* March 1987 saw
the creation of the AIDS Coalition To Unleash Power, or ACT UP, whose members were
dissatisfied and angry with the lack of attention and aid given to people suffering from
HIV/AIDS.?"* Less than a decade later, Congress passed the Violent Crime Control and Law
Enforcement Act of 1994, which would increase the severity of sentencing in federal cases which
were determined to be motivated by hate, prejudice, or bigotry.?” In Lawrence v. Texas (2003),
the Supreme Court ruled that sodomy laws were unconstitutional, and in Obergefell v. Hodges
(2015) the Court ruled that the Fourteenth Amendment’s due process clause guaranteed the right

to marry, regardless of sex.

Like previous moral panics in America, cultural anxieties created by progressive
movements and social upheaval rose to a fever pitch of moral outrage, centering children as a
population in need of protection from a homosexual threat. This panic in particular uses many of

the same talking points as well. The idea that homosexuals needed to recruit children in order to

272 Faderman, The Gay Revolution, 360.

213 “LLGBT History: The Country’s First LGBT Anti-Discrimination Bill,” National LGBT Chamber of Commerce,
October 14, 2017, https://nglcc.org/blog/Igbt-history-the-countrys-first-Igbt-anti-discrimination-bill/.

274 Jennifer Brier, Infectious Ideas: U.S. Political Responses to the AIDS Crisis (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2009), 159-160.

275 Congress.gov, "Text - H.R.3355 - 103rd Congress (1993-1994): Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act
of 1994," September 13, 1994, https://www.congress.gov/bill/103rd-congress/house-bill/3355/text.

98



create more of themselves—and also the idea that homosexuals wanted to add to their ranks in a

militant fashion—had been used repeatedly since the 1920s at least
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION

The beginning of the twentieth century was marked by profound change. The end of the
second industrial revolution cemented capitalism in the United States, shifting the economic
structure of the family and removing most physicality from the jobs of many middle class, white
men. These changes—combined with the end of Prohibition, which forced fairies back into the
closet in the 1920s—created anxieties about masculinity rather than assuaging them. These
changes raised questions about what it meant to be a masculine man and turned the homosexual
into a shadowy menace preying upon the women and children around them. Additionally, the
proliferation of the radio during this time resulted in a handful of heinous sexual crimes against
children quickly reaching the public, giving those crimes an increased sense of immediacy.
Hearing stories of crime across the country made the public feel as if more crimes were being
committed and that a sex crime wave was in progress when the reality was that reporting and

ease of access to said reporting was what increased.

Despite there being no evidence of such a crime wave, public outcry led to the creation of
the figure of the sexual psychopath, a person characterized by emotional immaturity and an
inability to control their sexual impulses. This figure was created using Freudian theories of
psychosexual development, ideas which were considered credible despite contemporary
critiques. Since then, Freud’s theories have been disproven and even considered dangerous. His
American followers believed at the time, however, that if a person experienced trauma during a

particular developmental stage, they would remain stuck at that stage into adulthood. The only
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treatment for this form of psychopathy was psychiatric intervention wherein a psychologist
would guide the person through the rest of their development. However, the groups included and
excluded from the definition of a sexual psychopath are extremely telling. First, the definition
included homosexuals, pedophiles, and elderly men who preyed upon younger women. The idea
was that homosexuals had been attacked by a homosexual in their youth and ‘recruited,’
pedophiles were attracted to children because their development halted when they were the same

age as their victims, and that elderly men were, because of senility, experiencing a second

childhood.

Black men and adult white men who attacked adult women, however, were excluded
from the definition of a sexual psychopath. Black men were excluded because of the racist belief
that the emotional immaturity and lack of control over sexual impulses which characterized
sexual psychopaths was inherent in Black people. Therefore, Black men could not benefit from
the prescribed treatment for sexual psychopaths. The exclusion of adult men who attacked adult
women is similarly telling, as it normalized attacks against women by telling such men that their
crimes were a healthy if not exaggerated expression of masculinity. After all, women were seen
as a normal object of sexual desire, while viewing children in the same way is an aberration. This
is reflected in the lack of attention given to marital rape—which was legal in the United States

until 1993—and date rape, as well as the low conviction rates for rape.

The figure of the sexual psychopath fell out of popularity, however the rhetoric regarding
homosexuals—the idea that they needed to ‘recruit’ children to add to their numbers, that they
were inherently pedophilic, that normalizing homosexuality was a slippery slope to normalizing
bestiality and pedophilia, and they were promiscuous and immoral-—continued with very little

change into the late 1970s and Anita Bryant’s Save Our Children campaign. Her belief that

101



homosexual teachers would teach children about the allure of homosexuality and turn children
into homosexuals themselves is indicative of such stagnant rhetoric. These ideas endured through
the AIDS panic of the 1980s and 1990s and past the legalization of gay marriage in 2015, and
their use continues today in the form of the ‘groomer panic’ surrounding transgender individuals.
Homosexuals, rather than being viewed as full and complete people with a sexuality that
happened to vary from what was considered the norm, were reduced to the kinds of sex that they
had and treated as if that sex was the whole of their personality. Reducing homosexuals to
deviance and sex and false ideas of recruitment tactics made homosexuals seem like ominous,
lurking threats and made it easier for the public and for public figures like Anita Bryant to frame

them as sex-crazed maniacs looking to seduce their children and destroy American families.

This rhetoric also has important implications for the present, as anti-transgender bills are
being passed at an alarming rate. In 2022, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis passed HB 1557/SB
1834, which has become known as the Don’t Say Gay Bill. This bill prohibits “classroom
discussion about sexual orientation or gender identity,” and the wording is vague enough that it
could very well include homosexual teachers discussing their partners.?’® Not only that, but it
would also keep students from talking about the queer people in their life and bar queer students
from discussing their lives and experiences, effectively denying “their very existence.”?’” Much
like the Briggs Initiative, this bill is predicated on the idea that homosexual (or transgender)
teachers would, rather than teach the subject they were hired to teach, indoctrinate children and

teach them to become homosexual or transgender themselves. While the attention has shifted
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somewhat away from the homosexual as a dangerous sexual menace, the target has become
transgender individuals, with children placed as a population that needs to be protected from

them.

Unfortunately, there has been a recent shift in attitudes about sexuality, and the Florida
bill is one small part of it. As the broader public becomes increasingly more accepting of
homosexuality, a new population has fallen into the crosshairs of the exact same rhetoric:
transgender people. In the same way that homosexuals were reduced to the sex they have,
transgender people have been reduced to their genitals and their transition process. Similarly,
conservative figures have claimed that transgender individuals—Ilike gay men of the past—are
trying to recruit or sexualize children when they advocate for gender-affirming care and
education about gender for young people. These statements are couched with claims about
children not knowing what they want and fears that they will change their minds and regret
undergoing surgery. Not only does this strip the autonomy from young people, but it makes the
erroneous assumption that young children are having top or bottom surgeries rather than simply
socially transitioning. These statements have created fear among parents and the public, who
know very little about the experiences of transgender people, leading to the protest of drag events

for children and legislation against transgender individuals.

As of March 15, 2024, the American Civil Liberties Union is tracking four hundred
seventy-nine anti-LGBTQ bills which aim to redefine sex, censor school curriculum, ban
transgender people from participating in high school, collegiate, and professional sports, and

prevent trans individuals from receiving gender-affirming care.?’® Many of these bills focus
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specifically on male-to-female transgender athletes, all but ignoring female-to-male athletes.
Trans women are then reduced to their genitals, which have been framed as a threat to women
and ironically places anyone with a penis as a potential rapist. Anti-trans rhetoric has increased
exponentially over the last decade, culminating in conservative political commentator Michael
Knowles stating that “transgenderism must be eradicated from public life entirely...for the good
of society” at the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in March 2023 to thunderous

applause.?’

This research into the sexual psychopath is important not only for its insight into the
history of sexuality and masculinity in the United States and how the public handled those
cultural anxieties, but it reveals the template of modern American moral panics: homosexuals
and queer individuals as a menace to the moral fabric of society, and children as a population that
need to be protected from them. Other sources have typically only covered one aspect of this
topic. For example, Fred Fejes’ Gay Rights and Moral Panic focused largely on Anita Bryant’s
Save Our Children campaign; Estelle Freedman’s “‘Uncontrolled Desires’” and Stephen
Robertson’s “Separating the Men from the Boys” looked mostly at the sexual psychopath’s
creation and the social conditions surrounding it; and Jennifer Terry’s An American Obsession
highlighted the pathologizing of homosexuality. However, using that information collectively
shows the trends and ideas discussed in this thesis and has larger implications for American
moral panics: the protection of children has been used repeatedly as a rhetorical tool, something
precious and pure which only the adults can protect, while the real sources of danger for

children—incest, school shootings, sexual abuse by the people they know and trust—go all but

279 Alex Cooper, CPAC Speaker Michael Knowles: ‘Transgenderism Must Be Eradicated,” The Advocate (March 6,
2023).
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unchecked and ignored. Protecting children was never the goal. Punishing outsiders and those
who do not fit gender or sexual norms was the goal, in addition to preserving standard ideas

about family and gender, all in service of ameliorating cultural anxieties.
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