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“Keep Learning Going” – Summer Celebrations

Pride Month

LGBT America and World War II 

On the eve of the United States’ entry into World War II, Congress passed the first peacetime conscription act, 
which allowed Congress to draft up to 900,000 able-bodied young men. Before World War II, the U.S. Military 
and Selective Service did not cover sexual orientation as part of the screening process for military service. In 
1940, however, the military and its psychiatric experts set stricter standards for the assessment of prospective 
soldiers. Military officials and psychiatrists believed homosexuality was a “psychopathic personality disorder” and 
that homosexual individuals were unfit to fight. The military used this belief to rationalize the exclusion of LGBT 
men from military service. Following the passage of the 1940 conscription act, the military expanded screening 
procedures to “weed out” homosexual men and created an elaborate administrative apparatus to detect and 
discharge homosexual soldiers.

When Pearl Harbor was attacked in December of 1941, however, the U.S. Military loosened its restrictions. By the 
end of the war, over 10 million Americans had served in the Armed Forces, creating an immense burden for the 
military’s screening apparatus. Moreover, with the United States now at war, the military needed to mobilize quickly 
and sharply felt the need for more manpower. The thoroughness of the screening process was compromised both 
by the pressure to enlist as many soldiers as possible and the sheer number of young men seeking to join the war 
effort.

Even though military officials could not afford to exclude all LGBT recruits, the military’s anti-homosexual policies 
were enforced and expanded throughout World War II. Many of the LGBT men and women that served in the 
armed forces during World War II were dishonorably discharged or denied veterans benefits for their sexual 
orientations.

During World War II, many LGBT men and women served alongside each other, laying the groundwork for the rapid 
growth of LGBT communities and culture in the postwar years. LGBT culture thrived in major ports such as New 
York City and San Francisco, where large numbers of LGBT men and women serving in the military joined existing 
LGBT communities. After the war, thousands more LGBT men and women migrated to New York City and San 
Francisco to partake in the cities’ vibrant and increasingly visible LGBT culture.

Christine Jorgensen 

Christine Jorgensen was born in New York in 1926 as George William Jorgensen Jr. In 1952, she made headlines 
when the New York Daily News reported “Ex-GI Becomes Blonde Beauty.”

After serving in World War II as a military clerical worker, Jorgensen learned about doctors in Europe who were 
attempting some of the first sex reassignment procedures. In 1950, Jorgensen traveled to Denmark to undergo 
two years of hormone treatments and psychiatric evaluations. In 1952, Jorgensen changed her name from George 
to Christine and became one of the first Americans to undergo sex reassignment surgery.

When Jorgensen returned to the United States in early 1953, she was already a celebrity. Newspapers reported 
on her biography and the science behind her sex reassignment. While others attempted to prove that Jorgensen 
was still not a “real” woman, Jorgenson praised the scientific asvances of the atomic age. Following Jorgensen’s 
successful transition, others followed in her footsteps. Charlotte McLeod and Tamara Rees, both World War II 
veterans, also traveled to Europe for sex reassignment surgeries in the 1950s.

Jorgensen and a group of doctors, scientists, and psychologists challenged the idea that there are two opposite 
sexes. Instead, they argued that gender was a spectrum. When asked whether she was a woman or a man, 
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Jorgensen would reply, “You seem to assume that every person is either a man or a woman . . . Each person is 
actually both in varying degrees.” Doctors and psychologists also began to consider the differences between sexual 
orientation, gender identity, and biological sex.

Long after her surgery, Christine Jorgensen continued to enjoy celebrity status. Living in New York, Jorgensen often 
appeared on television and radio programs. When her autobiography was published in 1967, it sold well and was 
made into a movie in 1970. Jorgensen died in California in 1989, at the age of 62.

The Lavender Scare 

Following World War II, awareness of homosexuality increased and LGBT communities gained greater visibility, 
especially in cities such as New York and San Francisco. Increased visibility, however, did not translate into 
acceptance from the general public. Many Americans continued to associate homosexuality with crime, mental 
illness, and immorality.

The Lavender Scare began in the earliest years of the Cold War—alongside the more famous Red Scare—and 
continued through the 1960s. During this period, thousands of LGBT employees lost their jobs because of their 
sexual orientations.

Around 1946, the State Department began to quietly root out LGBT employees, rationalizing the “purge” with 
claims that they posed a threat to national security. Many American political leaders, especially Senator Joseph 
McCarthy, believed that LGBT men and women in government roles were security risks. Some believed that LGBT 
employees were more prone to blackmail because of their sexuality and therefore more likely to reveal important 
information to the United States’ enemies. Others associated homosexuality with weakness of character and 
immorality that would make LGBT men and women more likely to join subversive organizations. In 1950, McCarthy 
argued that LGBT men and women had “peculiar mental twists” that made them susceptible to Communist 
recruitment. Congress conducted hearings behind closed doors about the threats allegedly posed by LGBT men 
and women employed by the federal government—especially the State Department. Testifying in a public hearing 
before the Senate in 1950, Undersecretary of State John Peurifoy revealed that 91 State Department employees 
had been fired or forced to resign because they were homosexual.

Peurifoy’s testimony brought the issue of LGBT men and women in government into the public spotlight, sparking 
outcry. Many Americans believed that LGBT men and women were immoral and psychologically disturbed, a danger 
to American religious and family life. News media and incendiary political figures like McCarthy emphasized the 
threat that LGBT government employees posed to national security, connecting homosexuality with Communism 
and fueling public panic.

Congress launched investigations into the federal employment of LGBT men and women, collecting data about 
Washington, D.C.’s LGBT population and the opinions of doctors and psychologists. The directors of many 
government agencies testified before Congress that they did not tolerate LGBT employees, but individual support 
of the angencies’ stance was mixed. Secretary of Commerce Charles Sawyer told the investigating committee:

The privilege of working for the United States Government should not be extended to persons of 
dubious moral character, such as homosexuals or sex perverts. The confidence of our citizenry in 
their Government would be severely taxed if we looked with tolerance upon the employment of such 
persons.

Many federal agencies conducted rigorous investigations of their own, surveilling and interrogating suspected 
LGBT employees and checking police lists of suspected homosexuals for employee names. Additionally, the FBI 
instructed all local police departments—starting with Washington, D.C.—to report whether or not an arrested 
individual was a federal employee. As a result, a federal employee could be arrested in California for homosexuality 
and lose his or her job on the other side of the country. Many LGBT employees of the federal government lost their 
jobs as a result of the congressional investigation and the new policies it enacted.
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At the end of the investigation, the investigating committee published a report of its findings, concluding that 
the employment of LGBT men and women undermined the interests of the federal governments. With very little 
supporting evidence, the committee found that LGBT employees were “security risks,” and urged all government 
agencies to aggressively enforce anti-LGBT policies. In the aftermath of the congressional report, President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower signed Executive Order #10450, banning all LGBT men and women from U.S. government 
employment. Executive Order #10450 also applied to LGBT men and women who worked for any private sector 
organization that contracted with the federal government.

An estimated 5,000 to 10,000 LGBT employees of the federal government lost their jobs during the Lavender 
Scare. Many had difficulty finding new work and endured considerable financial and emotional strain, some even 
resorting to suicide. LGBT government workers who remained undetected often declined opportunities to advance 
their careers out of fear of being discovered. Ultimately, the Lavender Scare ruined the lives of thousands of LGBT 
men and women and resulted in a tremendous waste of human potential in the federal workforce.

The political climate of the Lavender Scare also affected the LGBT employees of state and local governments 
as well, especially teachers. Many Americans feared that LGBT teachers would corrupt their children. Across 
the country, school administrators and concerned parents rigorously persecuted LGBT teachers. In the 1960s, 
California teacher Mark Morrison was fired and lost his teaching credentials when his consensual relationship with 
another male teacher was uncovered by school administrators. With the help of the American Civil Liberties Union, 
Morrison’s case came before the California Supreme Court. Although the Court ruled that the school district had the 
right to keep Morrison away from “impressionable children,” the Court also found that Morrison’s homosexuality did 
not affect his ability as a teacher. The Court’s ruling in Morrison v. State Board of Education weakened the argument 
that LGBT men and women were necessarily unfit to teach because of their sexual orientations.

Morrison’s case was just one of many examples of resistance to the anti-LGBT government policies. In 1957, 
Franklin Kameny, an astronomer under the employment of the Army Map Services, lost his job because of his 
homosexuality. In a 1958 letter to the Civil Service Commission, Kameny wrote, “I have no prospect of a suitable 
job. My financial resources are completely exhausted.” Kameny fought back against his dismissal in court, and 
his case reached the Supreme Court in 1961. When Kameny’s final appeal failed, he helped found the Mattachine 
Society of Washington, D.C. The Mattachine Society fought against anti-LGBT discrimination, especially within 
the federal government. With the support of the Mattachine Society, other LGBT men and women who lost their 
jobs sued the federal government. These legal battles and many public demonstrations pressured the federal 
government into changing its policies. In 1975, the Civil Service Commission announced that LGBT men and 
women could no longer be barred from federal employment for their sexual orientations.

The Kinsey Reports 

As LGBT men and women continued to endure the disapproval of their society, the research of Professor Alfred 
Charles Kinsey began to change how the scientific community thought about homosexuality. Kinsey became the 
director of Indiana University’s Institute for Sex Research in 1942. In 1948, Kinsey disrupted traditional conceptions 
of normal sexual behavior with the publication of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. This book and Sexual 
Behavior in the Human Female (1953) are more commonly known as the Kinsey reports.

In his reports, Kinsey draws unconventional conclusions about human sexual behavior based on over 18,500 
interviews with Americans. In an early review of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, Harper’s Magazine wrote, 
“Age-old ideas about sex embedded in our legal and moral codes are revealed as myths and delusions.” One 
traditional notion about human sexuality that the Kinsey reports challenged was the prevalence of homosexuality. 
Kinsey’s radically nonjudgmental discussion of homosexuality shocked many Americans. Most people thought 
LGBT men and women were abnormal or diseased, but Kinsey treated homosexuality as something ordinary. 
Moreover, Kinsey argued that homosexuality was much more common than Americans generally believed.

Kinsey’s reports sparked heated controversy among both the American public and the scientific community. 
Although Kinsey’s research was embraced by many members of the scientific community, many others questioned 
the accuracy of Kinsey’s data and methodology. Kinsey’s books were widely consumed and significantly altered the 
public and scientific communities’ understandings of sexual behavior, including homosexuality.
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Science, Medicine, and Homosexuality 

In 1886, German psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing published Psychopathia Sexualis, in which he argued 
that homosexuality is a “degenerative” disorder. Krafft-Ebing was one of the first of many scientists to adopt a 
pathological theory of homosexuality, characterizing same-sex attraction as a disease that must be treated by 
mental health professionals. Some scientists even denounced homosexuality as morally bad. Although some 
prominent scientists and psychologists—such as Sigmund Freud and Alfred Kinsey—argued that homosexuality 
is natural and harmless, theories of pathology persisted well into the 20th century. In 1956, psychiatrist Edmund 
Bergler wrote that “[homosexuals] are sick people requiring medical help.” The American Psychiatric Association 
included homosexuality in the 1952 and 1968 editions of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM), legitimizing the notion that homosexuality is a mental disorder that must be diagnosed and treated.

Many of the psychological and medical experts who believed that homosexuality was a disease also believed 
that it could be treated with conversion therapy. Conversion therapy is a generic term for any treatment that 
attempts to change the sexual orientation of an LGBT man or woman to heterosexual. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
the two most practiced forms of conversion therapy were behavior modification and psychoanalysis. In behavior 
modification conversion therapy, the psychiatrist would encourage the LGBT patient to create negative associations 
with homosexual experiences and positive associations with heterosexual experiences. Creating these negative 
associations often entailed exposing the patient to electric shocks and chemicals that induce nausea. Practitioners 
of psychoanalytic conversion therapies, on the other hand, sought to convert their patients to heterosexuality by 
using “talk” therapy to help their patients understand the roots of their “disease.” Many psychoanalysts believed 
that homosexuality was caused by problematic relationships with parents and same-sex friends in early childhood. 
Modern research suggests that these conversion therapies were largely unsuccessful and often caused serious 
harm to the patient.

By the 1970s, the scientific community had largely changed its views on the causes and nature of homosexuality. 
In 1973, the American Psychiatric Association removed homosexuality from the DSM and no longer recognized it as 
a mental disorder. Following this decision, conversion therapy sharply declined in popularity. Today, most conversion 
therapy is religious-based and provided through conservative Christian organizations. Most mental health experts 
doubt both the effectiveness and the ethics of conversion therapy. The American Psychiatric Association, the 
National Association of Social Workers, the American Counseling Organization, and the National Association of 
School Psychologists are among the numerous mental health organizations that have taken positions against the 
practice of conversion therapy.



T C I  F R E E  L E S S O N  -  E X P L O R E

© Teachers’ Curriculum Institute 5

EXPLORE MORE ACTIVITIES:

This activity is part of a complete lesson available online to TCI users in History Alive! Pursuing American Ideals, 
Lesson 40, Fighting the Cold War at Home. More explore activities are available online at www.teachtci.com.

Reflect:

1. How did military policy towards LGBT servicemen and women, as well as the enforcement of that 
policy, change during World War II?

2. What was the Lavender Scare?

3. Evaluate the argument that the anti-LGBT policies of the federal government during the Lavender Scare 
were justified by concerns for national security and public interest. Give evidence to support your claim.
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