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INTRODUCTION

WHEN THE US SUPREME COURT released its 5-4 decision in Obergefell v. Hodges finding a constitutional right to marriage for same-sex couples, the national reaction was as polarized as the court itself. Most progressives and liberals celebrated the outcome as a long overdue affirmation of equality for gay, lesbian, and bisexual people, while many conservatives condemned the decision. Some Christian traditionalists blamed the ruling on “the emotional terrorism of the left” and identified it as a dire blow to religious liberty and the nation’s welfare. Religious leaders on the right admonished their flocks that, as a Family Research Council official put it, “the truths of Scripture regarding human sexuality are not malleable” and that “neither the rulings of a court nor the pressure of secular culture should sway their allegiance to clear and authoritative biblical instruction on men, women, family, and marriage.” The influential Catholic lawyer Robert P. George, past chair of the National Organization for Marriage, a group opposing same-sex marriage, wrote that Obergefell should be regarded much as Abraham Lincoln viewed the Dred Scott decision in 1857: as an “anti-constitutional and illegitimate ruling in which the judiciary has attempted to usurp the authority of the people.”1

The Obergefell decision, released on June 26, 2015, made same-sex marriage into settled law. But it hardly stemmed the attempts to shun, restrict, and even outlaw such marriages. Within weeks, Kim Davis, a county clerk in Kentucky and a conservative Pentecostal Christian, became a media sensation and a heroine to the grassroots right for going to jail to avoid authorizing same-sex marriage in her jurisdiction. Others sought exemption by refusing such services as wedding cakes to same-sex couples, hoping the judicial system would support their religious freedom to do so; indeed, courts will be hearing cases related to the ruling for years.

Such fiery emotions and legal wrangling have not been restricted to the issue of same-sex marriage. Shortly after the 9/11 attacks on New York and the Pentagon, a prominent fundamentalist Christian leader appeared on national television and blamed the terroristic violence on “the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle… all of them who have tried to secularize America.”2 Another blamed a mass shooting in Aurora, Colorado, on “a sin problem” that he saw embodied in the permissibility of abortion and similar signs of an ungodly nation.3 Still another attributed the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting to the effect of atheism, abortion, and same-sex marriage, saying, “We have killed fifty-four million babies and the institution of marriage is right on the verge of a complete redefinition.… I think we have turned our back on the Scripture and on God Almighty and I think he has allowed judgment to fall upon us.”4 Over and over, America’s “sexual depravity” and embrace of various types of sexual “immorality” have been held liable for horrific acts of violence that God has ostensibly refused to prevent.5

Why do these sexual issues provoke such fervent and enduring debate in the United States? Why have our public debates over sex and sexuality been so numerous, so ferocious, so religiously inflected, and so immune to definitive resolution? The answer is not simple, and many of the common ideas about the origins and nature of our current impasse over sexuality—the virtual civil war that has come to seem such a disheartening and permanent part of our nation’s social and political fabric—are simply incorrect. Some argue that this impasse results from fissures that opened after the sexual revolution of the 1960s, but conflicts like these have a far longer history. Many see the conflict as pitting religious people against sexual freedom, and some religious people similarly see a secular crusade against religious liberty. But neither explanation really illuminates the ferocious controversies over issues ranging from birth control to same-sex marriage.6

To fully comprehend how we got to this divisive and seemingly intractable culture war over sexuality, we have to come to terms with a deeply historical religious preoccupation with sex and understand how it has shaped subsequent American political debates over women’s rights, gender roles, and sexual mores. That preoccupation emerged out of the long history of Christianity and was made all the more powerful by entrenched notions, both overt and unspoken, that Christian morality should provide the basis for our nation’s law and politics. Certainly, religious leaders outside Christianity have also been involved, sometimes deeply, in these huge debates over morality, sexual behavior, and gender roles. But for most of US history, until quite recently, Christians played a dominant role in American life; so too Christians, across the Protestant-Catholic divide and the full range of traditionalist to progressive, have predominated as those most vigorously connecting sex and politics and waging the most passionate battles in this arena. Many citizens have believed that sexual morality consists of a system of values that must be guarded and preserved for the greater social good, but whether those values focus on obedience to traditional family norms or on freedom of sexual expression and relations has grown into a source of profound division, even within American Christianity itself. Indeed, by the time the Obergefell decision came down, the rupture between Christian antagonists in the sex wars felt irremediable: one could plausibly argue that American Christianity had flat out split into two virtually nonoverlapping religions.

Moral Combat tells a story of the steady breakdown, since the early twentieth century, of a onetime Christian consensus about sexual morality and gender roles and of the battles over sex among self-professed Christians—and between some groups of Christians and non-Christians—that resulted. That consensus was both Christian and national, as Christians overwhelmingly dominated the nation numerically and in terms of influence for most of its history. Up through the end of the nineteenth century, whatever else Americans disagreed about—slavery, states’ rights, urbanization, immigration, labor laws—most accepted, and took for granted as natural, a sexual order in which men were heads of households, wives were to submit to husbands’ authority, and monogamous heterosexual marriage was the only sanctioned site for sexual relations. Those who broke the rules were punished or shunned, as when early New England courts prosecuted sodomy, adultery, and divorce; or when communities rejected groups that forswore monogamous wedlock in favor of communal celibacy (Shakers), polygamy (some Mormons), complex marriage (the Oneida community), or free love (various associations others deemed “cults”).

The modern women’s rights movement—above all, the push for women’s right to vote—prompted a crisis for those shared assumptions. Slowly but relentlessly, the old unanimity splintered, with some Christians embracing new ideas regarding women’s rights and roles and others redoubling their efforts to preserve the old sexual order. Women’s increasing presence in the workforce and growing access to contraceptive technologies further sundered this consensus. Again, many Christians staunchly resisted change; others hailed it as a step on the long march to justice. Like the wider populace, American Christians—who remain profoundly influential a century after suffrage, notwithstanding the growth of religious diversity and secularization—are a great deal more divided over sex than a hundred years ago. And with each side claiming God’s blessing in pursuing its moral vision, this division has helped lead to deep, thoroughgoing cleavages in our politics.

Claiming God’s blessing in political debates was not new to twentieth-century America. In fact, one of our nation’s most ingrained impulses, going back to some of the early colonial settlers, has been the presumption of speaking in the name of God, willing as God wills, doing as God would have us do. But as a result of the fracturing Christian consensus, the period covered here did witness a new sort of enthusiasm for such claims by both advocates of the old sexual order and sexual progressives or reformers. Just as God-talk, broadly defined, framed countless political debates over the Revolutionary War, Manifest Destiny, and slavery and abolitionism, so too would it later underlie the political rhetoric on issues of sex and gender. Feminists supporting women’s right to vote and anti-feminists calling on women to stay home and focus on their children, white supremacists fighting for a racially pure America along with traditional gender roles and civil rights workers demanding justice for African Americans and the poor, pro-life activists picketing abortion clinics for the sake of the unborn and pro-choice marchers invoking women’s health and rights: citizens on all sides of these and other bitter political fissures have claimed godly righteousness for their cause.

For those who worked to sustain the old sexual order and resisted models for sexual relationships and behavior outside traditional marriage, a driving force has been fear. That is, fear of certain kinds of changes has aroused passionate defiance, motivated acts of resistance, and galvanized political support for the anti-change side. In the warfare over sex, the fear is typically one of three kinds: fear of increasing women’s freedom, especially freedom over their own bodies as well as the ways that women’s sexuality might call into question their dependence on men; white Protestant fear of encroaching religious or ethnic “others,” a fear that long manifested against Catholicism and Catholic power and would later manifest against African Americans, “Muslims” writ large, and more; and a widespread and easily stoked fear that America is a once great nation now pitched into grave decline, largely because of the evil activities (very often, evil sexual activities) of some of its own citizens. So women, nonwhites, and homosexuals and other “nonnormative” sexual actors (the transgendered, the fluid, the flagrant) have repeatedly represented something like the enemy within, shredding the sacred fabric binding together a God-blessed nation.

In an important way, then, debates around sex can be characterized broadly as a conflict between change and tradition, at least in a very specific sense: those who oppose changes in the norms governing social expectations and legal frameworks for regulating sex and gender versus those who are comfortable with at least some of those changes or who grow comfortable in time. Those who call themselves (and whom I will call) traditionalists or conservatives tend to be of the first mindset. Progressives or liberals, from the moderate middle to the edge of the spectrum, tend to be of the second and value changes perceived to be inclusive, that is, those that expand access to power and influence for persons once excluded, marginalized, or stigmatized for behaving outside the norm. These labels—traditionalist, conservative, progressive, and liberal—are imprecise and imperfect modifiers, to say the least, subject to caricature and lumping people together who do not always wish to be so lumped. But Americans have employed them for a long time, and they work reasonably well to convey particular attitudes toward change and tradition when it comes to sex and gender, as I am using them here. This “two camps” model is not to suggest that there are only two singular and coherent attitudes toward sexuality—there have always been many whose position on some issues might lean conservative and on others liberal, and plenty of people have stood somewhere in the ambivalent middle of the far poles. But our political culture, rightly or wrongly, has made it difficult to break out of these either/or options, not least when it comes to sex and gender. On any given sexual issue at any given time in the history I recount, the overall clash has ultimately crystallized into two sides: those favoring, to varying degrees, change and progress versus those keen to preserve order and tradition.

Over time, these two attitudes toward sex and sexual morality became aligned with two increasingly divergent and oppositional outlooks on modern life itself. One was eager to be open to modern ideas, inclusive of eclecticism and expansive diversity, and relatively accepting of women’s equality and changing roles; the competing outlook longed for traditional order, resisted many changes to the status quo, and remained consistently wary of shifting gender norms and changing attitudes toward sexual morality. Doubtless these divergent attitudes toward change and tradition have been rife in many historical times and places; at least in the US context, however, such attitudes were once less widely aligned with opinions regarding sexual morality. More and more over the course of the twentieth century, attitudes toward sex signaled attitudes toward modernity itself: openness to changing sexual norms bespoke openness to other modern cultural and social changes, whereas resistance to such norms accompanied resistance to—and fear of the effects of—many other forces of modern change. One’s stance on sex, then, has increasingly over time become shorthand for an attitude toward contemporary challenges to tradition.

As the following chapters illustrate, these competing outlooks shaped and fed on each other in a sort of dialectical process over time. Progressive gains in liberalizing or legalizing certain practices—birth control, say, or sex education in public schools—served to confirm their conservative opponents’ sense that modernity was sinful; in turn, conservative efforts to fight back and restore the old values confirmed progressives’ sense that sexual liberation was utterly crucial to progress. In other words, the rival attitudes of the traditionalists and the progressives have been, in crucial and persistent ways, mutually constitutive of one another; and each side has galvanized supporters with narratives of nightmare scenarios sure to occur in the absence of immediate action. Politicking for causes has always worked this way, of course; rousing adherents via doomsday threats is nothing new. But we cannot understand our own debates—over LGBT rights, trans-friendly bathrooms, abortion, marriage, sex education, chastity, sexual harassment, even religious exemptions for health-care coverage of contraception—until we go back to the past and attempt to understand this specific dialectical trajectory concerning sex.7

AT THE HEART OF THE twentieth-century conflict over sexual morality were debates over the very meaning of sex, gender, and sexuality. At the turn of the twentieth century, the prevailing view across the religious and most of the political spectrum was that male and female were fixed categories, the differences in reproductive organs proof that these divisions were part of biological nature and/or God’s created order. Inextricably bound to these natural categories were the social and cultural meanings, expectations, and public as well as domestic roles that defined and separated men’s activities from women’s. Hence, these roles and meanings, too, were presumed fixed and not simply proper but, indeed, normal. If male and female were divinely fixed categories, embodied in men’s authority over women and fulfilled in female chastity followed by marriage and childbearing, then any sexual relationship outside of monogamous, procreative, heterosexual wedlock was—especially for women—beyond the pale.

Over time, these premises—most particularly the relation between biological sex and the social roles ascribed to men and women—were contested and increasingly reconceived. By the end of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, growing numbers of Americans were comfortable with a relative separation between biology and culture, or a division between “sex” and “gender”; increasingly, many came to see both gender and even sex itself as fluid manifestations across a spectrum of possibilities: open to modification, creativity, and choice rather than binary or complementary classifications of male/female. And this shift inevitably accompanied new ways of thinking about sexuality. Many others, however, resisted these changes and their implications for role norms in the family and workplace, relationships such as marriage, and identities such as transgender or intersex. These critics did not necessarily want to see, for instance, gay, lesbian, or bisexual identities accepted as regular and normal variations on heterosexual ones or public restrooms welcoming transgender persons to freely follow their identity over perceived biology. The history this book recounts is the long story of growing conflict and divergence between these points of view.

Gender, sex, and sexuality have very much been political issues: in countless ways over the decades since the early 1900s, Americans have battled out their views in the ballot box, the lawyer’s office, and the courtroom. How people have thought about the core definitional questions pertaining to sex and gender—natural or constructed, fixed or fluid—has had crucial ramifications for their political reasoning about a range of issues that attach to these categories. Notably, from the beginning of these debates, the concept of women’s rights in elite circles clearly referred chiefly, if not exclusively, to white women. This history, then, is inextricably interwoven with America’s racial history and the realities of intersectional identity that, for years, resulted in women of color creating their own activist organizations with only internittent collaboration with whites.

The politics of sex took on new urgency amid the push for women’s rights that accelerated in the late nineteenth century and begat sweeping new changes in the twentieth, beginning with the right to vote. The suffrage movement arose in 1848, when the first women’s rights convention took place in Seneca Falls, New York. But it only became a major political force decades later, as American women increasingly chafed at their disenfranchisement and correlative lack of political influence. By the 1910s, millions of women and men were active in the movement through its two major organizations: the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), headed by Carrie Chapman Catt, and the National Woman’s Party, led by the more radical Alice Paul. In June 1919, the US Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment, granting women equal voting rights; it was then sent to the states for ratification. In August 1920, after decades of hard work by many thousands of Americans, women in the United States—white women, that is, shored up by racism that refused to grant rights to black women—won the legal right to vote in all state and national elections.

The suffrage victory stimulated further determination among those who, for various reasons, resisted women’s equality. There had always been antagonism to women voting from some factions.8 Many argued that granting women full citizenship would damage their reproductive organs and hence threaten the sacred role of mother to which women were born. In 1905, former US president Grover Cleveland himself had argued against women’s suffrage in Ladies’ Home Journal, insisting the vote would destroy “a natural equilibrium, so nicely adjusted to the attributes and limitations of both [men and women] that it cannot be disturbed without social confusion and peril.” Cleveland here repeated and expanded upon a sentiment he had already expressed in that same periodical, that good citizens need not fear suffrage’s impact upon the country but rather “its dangerous undermining effect on the characters of the wives and mothers of our land.” In other words, “Women change politics less than politics change women.”9 The specter of changing women—hardening their soft edges, coarsening their character—was a frightening one, indeed.

The suffrage opposition included a great number of women too, women who believed truly terrible changes would result from female suffrage. The National Association Opposed to Women’s Suffrage, formed in New York in 1911 and led by fervently traditionalist women, published a journal originally called The Woman’s Protest that in 1918 became The Woman Patriot, subtitled “A National Newspaper for Home and National Defense Against Woman Suffrage, Feminism and Socialism.” The group claimed a membership of 350,000 people across the United States and sought to paint suffragists as mannish sensualists who put an unfeminine love of self above love of country. They and other anti-suffragists argued that granting women the vote would not increase but in fact reduce women’s influence in the political sphere, destroy home life by producing women greedy for commercial employment and aloof to family, diminish women’s interest in charitable and civic activities, and, by ending many of the protections enjoyed by women, encourage men to divorce and leave penniless their wives—thus forcing women to work outside the home. Even when the suffrage amendment succeeded, a considerable number of Americans held some version of this view.10

The greatest hostility to suffrage came from the Jim Crow South, where conservative ideas about gender roles blended with an old states’ rights suspicion of any federal political action, most especially action that might expand the franchise to black women as well as white. It had only been a few years since Kentucky-born filmmaker D. W. Griffith had adapted a novel by the Southern Baptist minister Thomas Dixon into a blockbuster film, The Birth of a Nation, which thundered against the concept of racial equality by conjoining it with black men’s purported lust for white women (the fearsome specter of black-on-white rape permeates the film). Many white Southerners invoked similar themes as the suffrage battle raged: Virginia legislator Hugh White, for instance, argued that female suffrage and black suffrage were essentially the same issue and that both threatened white supremacy, a basic Confederate value that remained defiantly alive. Mildred Rutherford, president of the Georgia United Daughters of the Confederacy, warned her state legislature that women’s suffrage “comes from the North and West and from women who do not believe in state’s rights and who wish to see negro women using the ballot.” South Carolina senator Benjamin “Pitchfork Ben” Tillman repeatedly argued that female suffrage would have a major impact on the nation’s rate of births, deaths, infidelity, and divorce: just as women’s rights had led to the downfall of the Roman Empire, so too would the affliction of suffrage “usher in another thousand years of moral blight, sexual depravity and degradation,” annihilating America. The equation was clear: women’s rights would trigger both rights for black people and sexual degradation, resulting in not the birth but the effective murder of a nation.

Opponents of women’s political equality—defenders of the status quo in politics, religion, and society—had more to worry about than suffrage alone, both before and after the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. In 1920, Americans still shook in the aftermath of World War I and the vast societal shifts of recent decades, when the United States had rapidly transformed from a predominantly agricultural and rural economy to one more industrial and powered by cities. Reverberations from this change were still felt in labor strikes and battles over working conditions in mills and factories, as well as through elevated poverty and unemployment statistics. High rates of immigration frightened many urban residents, and worries grew about the spread of Communism, anarchism, and other radical philosophies in America. The so-called Red Scare of 1919–1920 witnessed the deportation of thousands of foreigners believed to be importing these seemingly corrupt beliefs into the United States, and the resultant phobia encouraged legislators to craft the Quota Act limiting immigrants to 350,000, passed in 1921, and the far stricter National Origins Act, passed in 1924. Alcohol use had been greatly curbed by the Eighteenth Amendment, which took effect in January 1920, but the illegal activities spawned by Prohibition inflated organized crime, another menace to dread. For Americans trying to make their way in the early twentieth century, these were tumultuous times.

The achievement of national suffrage for women also took place amid larger challenges to old ideals and hierarchies of race and gender. An ethos of freer sexual expression burgeoned in this era, particularly in urban areas, as an underground gay culture flourished and more women donned short “flapper” dresses, bobbed their hair, and in other ways flaunted their disdain for the Victorian morality embedded in social norms and the law. For critics, the menace of the “New Woman” now coming into her own could wreak havoc on the nation’s morals, despite the obscenity statutes sustained by threats of imprisonment. Meanwhile, if an African American man was imagined, rightly or wrongly, to have had so much as a fleeting lustful thought about a white woman, prison was the least of his worries; instead, he could be lynched: publicly hanged (and often mutilated) while jeered by raucous mobs ostensibly protective of white women’s honor. Conservative forces retrenched through mechanisms such as fundamentalist churches and the reorganized Ku Klux Klan, an organization for native-born white Protestants that agitated against people of color, immigrant Catholics and Jews, and others deemed threatening to white supremacy. Progressives were likelier to partake in the popular eugenics movement, which promoted many of the same race-based theories under a different guise but with the same hope of bettering a pure white race while containing the proliferation of black and brown bodies.

Efforts to buttress the old order took place on many fronts, but none were more vigorous or enduring than the endeavors that focused explicitly on reproduction, motherhood, and sex. The arguments fueling these efforts echoed the suffrage crusade, with one side demanding women’s rights and their opponents casting such demands as the product of selfish ambition, debauchery, and anti–family values. The more that traditionalists fought against women’s rights on these terms, the more liberal supporters worked to expand their base of support and fortify those rights, deepening the fault line that divided two increasingly antagonistic frameworks for construing women’s roles and gender more broadly. As we will see, debates on social concerns ranging from birth control to same-sex marriage spring from these same seeds.

In short, the intermixing of religion, sex, and politics took on a specific sort of urgency after the failure of anti-suffrage efforts in 1920, and, for progressives no less than traditionalists, the urgency of these issues has only escalated through the decades. As the fissures deepened, the stakes seemed ever higher: by the late 1960s, a fight over sex education had become, at least for the most ardent participants, an urgent struggle for the fate and future of America. When issues like abortion and gay rights moved to the center of the nation’s politics, conservatives and progressives alike increasingly viewed the stakes in terms of national destiny: whether, for conservatives, the nation would embody traditional Christian values and whether, for liberals, the traditional privilege accorded to white hetero-male authority would be dismantled or sustained. If sex and gender alone have not encompassed all the issues dividing us—and they emphatically have not—they have nonetheless been key points of conflict in our public life from the time when women got the vote. Moral Combat begins at that crucial historical moment and narrates what has transpired since.

TELLING SUCH A COMPLEX AND far-reaching story over a century’s historical trajectory is a challenge. Some nuance is inevitably lost when a broad narrative attempts to explain critical events over a long duration, and any historian must select what to include and what to omit, hoping for coherence without oversimplification. The pages that follow highlight a series of episodes over a full century that I believe are key to understanding the conflicts and transformations in this profoundly consequential history. The saga opens amid the victory of women’s suffrage in the United States, a moment that presaged the breakdown of the old Christian and national consensus on sex. The first chapter surveys the acceleration during the 1920s of the powerful movement for birth control, a cause that prompted fierce conflicts during the feverish decade of the 1920s. Subsequent chapters turn to other controversies that raged with particular heat during subsequent decades: over censorship and obscenity in the 1930s, over interracial sex and race-mixing in the 1940s, over new findings about women’s extramarital activity in the 1950s, over sex education sponsored by schools in the 1960s, over abortion in the 1970s and 1980s, over sexual harassment in the 1990s, and over same-sex marriage and citizenship rights for sexual minorities in the early 2000s.

All of these battles had important protagonists who played a crucial public role, and so my discussions of the controversies highlight the central roles of particular individuals: Margaret Sanger, the feminist and birth control crusader; D. H. Lawrence, censored writer and painter; the anthropologist Ruth Benedict, whose late work ignited a congressional firestorm over interracial intimacy; the biologist and best-selling sexologist Alfred Kinsey; the physician and sex education crusader Mary Steichen Calderone and her longtime antagonist, the fundamentalist preacher-publisher Billy James Hargis; the Baptist minister Howard Moody and the Catholic feminist Frances Kissling, both activists for legal abortion; Anita Hill and Paula Jones, two former government employees whose allegations of sexual harassment made them the center of national controversy; and Gene Robinson, the first openly gay bishop in the Episcopal Church. All of these pivotal individuals and their public work enduringly shaped social attitudes toward sex, gender, and sexuality that continued to develop long after their time in the spotlight. Moving through central portions of these characters’ stories—snapshots in the longer arc of their lives that reveal their impact on changing gender norms—the following chapters entwine their struggles in a protracted moral combat.

Whether self-avowed Christians or proponents of another creed, these figures fought on behalf of what they believed was good for America and its people. All gathered fervent supporters and also faced fierce opposition from those religious believers who saw both their personal moral values and their country under threat. Dire warnings against the destruction these revolutionaries would reap echoed unremittingly over time; indeed, even when the forecasts seemed to fail, the condemnations and warnings never ceased but rather remained robust in every historical moment, a ceaseless sexual Cold War overhanging the mood of the nation. Indeed, it should go without saying that all of the specific issues animating these conflicts continued to be contested long after the decades in which I examine them: none—not one—has been settled to all citizens’ satisfaction, and all persist as targets in both American religion and our fraught politics.

The persistence of stalwart activists on all sides confirms the high stakes for those wanting to conserve a particular model of the status quo that maintains an older notion of traditional order, gender hierarchy, and obedience to strict sexual limits—as high as they have been for the revolutionaries seeking something new. Those fearing change have instilled that dread in others through warnings of moral ruin and the wholesale failure of American civilization if sexual rules are relaxed, while those welcoming it have offered visions of a healthier society freed from archaic constraints. That’s a charged conflict, indeed—closer in many minds, perhaps, to a mortal combat. This book shows how sex has been both a source of profound fear and an effective tool for fueling the most basic political clashes and power struggles of recent American history. Ultimately it reveals how the old consensus shattered and why.







CHAPTER 1

THE BATTLE OVER BIRTH CONTROL IN THE ROARING TWENTIES

THE BIRTH CONTROL MOVEMENT, WHICH first arose in the mid-1910s among free-thinking radicals and social reformers in New York, generated fierce controversy and debate stretching over decades. The achievement of women’s equal voting rights boosted the movement’s momentum, and it gradually attained some measure of respectability in the 1920s. But even as support for contraceptive access spread widely during that decade, opposition increasingly mobilized to try to halt the movement. Two key developments resulted: the growth of deep, consequential divisions among Christians regarding sex—more specifically, the morality of nonprocreative sex within marriage—and the far-reaching politicization of those divisions, involving a ferocious contest over political power and the law. By the early 1930s, the Christian consensus on sex that framed the nation’s morals prior to this time had cracked, and advocacy for contraception within marriage was increasingly viewed as morally acceptable and, crucially, as perfectly consonant with American liberty.

No person played a greater role initiating these developments than Margaret Sanger, the signature leader of the birth control movement. Sanger dedicated most of her adult life to the fight for women’s contraceptive access and reproductive rights. Her frankness about the importance of women achieving the ability to control their childbearing, and her tireless labors to that end, earned her keen admiration as well as fervid loathing among Americans, including many notable American Christian leaders and the wider Christian citizenry, both Catholic and Protestant. During the 1920s, Roman Catholic leaders consolidated their resistance to birth control, growing more vocal and organized in their opposition to it. Meanwhile, many influential Protestant leaders, persuaded by Sanger’s lobbying, relaxed the opposition that had marked the nineteenth-century Protestant stance on contraception, moderating their positions within the framework of marriage and family norms. Both sides mobilized supporters by building up doomsday scenarios, arguing that the failure of their cause would mean victory for an enemy whose ultimate goal was the wholesale degradation of womanhood. On that much—that those were the stakes, dire indeed—the rivals agreed.
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PROTESTANT CHRISTIANS CAMPAIGNING AGAINST PERCEIVED vice and immorality had, for decades, worked to restrict access to contraception, none more successfully than Anthony Comstock (1844–1915). In 1873, Comstock, a Civil War veteran for the Union side and a pious Protestant with strong ties to the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), founded the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice, a group chartered by the New York legislature. Comstock’s fellow incorporators—seventeen men, many of whom had served on the YMCA’s own anti-vice committee before creating this new organization—elected him secretary and chief special agent, and he remained in that role for more than forty years, until his death. Comstock’s organization was soon joined by the New England Society for the Suppression of Vice (later renamed the New England Watch and Ward Society), as well as like-minded associations of crusading Protestants in cities such as St. Louis, Chicago, and San Francisco. All worked to eradicate publications deemed obscene, but Comstock led the way in his dedication to the cause.1

Since the early nineteenth century, information about both pregnancy prevention and termination had been available through midwives and print publications; by the 1850s, advertisements for contraceptive products appeared in newspapers, magazines, and other popular literature. The growing visibility of contraceptive devices and information made them an obvious target for Christian outrage and obscenity charges, and their prohibition became authorized in the Comstock Law passed by Congress on March 3, 1873. Officially called the Act for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use, the federal law stipulated imprisonment and steep fines for anyone who possessed, published, sold, or mailed any printed object, image, or instrument deemed obscene, including “any article whatever, for the prevention of conception, or for causing abortion.”2 Search-and-seizure warrants could be issued by a judge to an appropriate authority, who would take possession of such materials and destroy them. This far-reaching law raised almost no controversy at the time, and many states subsequently passed their own anti-obscenity laws, so that offenders could be prosecuted in state as well as federal courts.

The national prohibition on mailing obscene materials meant that postal workers too were now censors, and President Ulysses Grant promptly appointed Comstock to serve as a special postal agent to oversee and implement mail confiscation procedures. As early as January 1, 1874, Comstock claimed to have seized 194,000 obscene images; 134,000 pounds of obscene books; and hundreds of thousands of printing plates, contraceptive writings and devices, sex-related drugs, and more. This decades-long fight against obscenity resulted in scores of high-profile trials, book burnings, and the arrests of bookstore workers, writers, activists, actresses, and art gallery owners.

The Comstock Law, and the proliferation of similar state laws that followed, made the distribution of contraceptive information illegal and sharply curtailed the practices of midwives. After 1873, many states punished people who received information about contraception as strenuously as those who disseminated it. Fourteen states—Colorado, Indiana, Iowa, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Montana, Nevada, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Washington, and Wyoming—proscribed oral instruction about birth control. Others criminalized the possession of written guidelines, some authorizing search-and-seizure procedures for suspected offenders. One state—Colorado—thought it possible to ban the transport of mere knowledge pertaining to pregnancy prevention into its borders, while another state—Connecticut—prohibited the very act of preventing conception.3 Methods that had been well known, accessible, and increasingly reliable in the nineteenth century—condoms, vaginal sponges, and pessaries or “womb veils” (early versions of what would come to be called the diaphragm)—were now banned for large sectors of the population. While some states exempted doctors or druggists from the laws, seventeen states along with the District of Columbia barred doctors from contraceptive instruction even in their own medical offices. The success of Comstock and his allied Protestant reformers in outlawing contraception was truly vast in scope, illustrating the broad Christian consensus that existed regarding concepts of sexual vice, immorality, and the need for legal constraint.

Efforts to legalize contraceptive access gained momentum in the early twentieth century, largely through the work of radicals such as Margaret Sanger, who eventually became the movement’s major leader. Born Margaret Higgins, she was the sixth of eleven children born to an atheistic father and a pious Catholic mother of Irish descent. The family lived in Corning, New York, amid a largely Catholic community of laborers who mixed little with the affluent class. Her mother took the responsibility of seeing to it that young Margaret was baptized and confirmed in the Roman Catholic Church.4 Her father, however, was a staunch critic of the church who valued freedom of thought—“freedom of the mind from dogma and cant,” as she later put it; it was he, she wrote, who “taught me to think.” After her father brought the famous freethinker Robert Ingersoll to Corning for a speech, the family was shunned and her father’s livelihood greatly reduced in spite of her mother’s well-known piety. In her mother’s life, Margaret wrote, she saw the brutal costs that childbearing could impose on women. After bearing eleven children over twenty-two years, her mother died at fifty; her father lived into his eighties.5

Margaret married William Sanger in 1902, and they had three children together, living first in Westchester and then New York City. Margaret’s real passion for contraceptive access emerged when, a few years after her marriage, she worked as a nurse and midwife among poor families in lower Manhattan. She later described how the cruel conditions facing women and girls horrified her. Women were forever pregnant or nursing, children were always hungry, babies died from neglect and hunger (sometimes to the relief of their haggard parents), and the cramped quarters facilitated men raping their own daughters. “The menace of another pregnancy hung like a sword over the head of every poor woman I came in contact with,” she wrote. As a result of these conditions, improvised abortions were rampant, and full of perils that women were lucky to survive.6 According to Sanger’s autobiography, the destitute women spoke bitterly of how “the rich” knew tricks for preventing pregnancy, while poor women resorted frantically to remedies ranging from drinking turpentine and rolling down stairs to shoving shoe hooks or knitting needles high up into their cervices. Catholic women spoke of “Yankee tricks” among the wealthier classes and asked “what the Protestants did to keep their families down”—a sign that well-to-do women outside Catholic circles seemed to have some knowledge of controlling conception, legal or not. Sickened by this “heartbreaking” situation, in which impoverished women lived terrified lives as “beasts of burden,” Margaret recalled, “my own happy love life became a reproach.”7 The death of one of her patients after a second attempted abortion was the last straw. Haunted by her own ignorance and failure to ease poor women’s suffering, she had found her cause.

In New York she participated actively in the Socialist Party and the labor activism of the Industrial Workers of the World, among comrades who included radicals such as Emma Goldman, ten years her senior and a strong proponent of legalizing contraception. Sanger’s labor activism amplified her concern about the suffering of destitute women and children, further confirming her sense that women needed access to contraception. Not only were working women unable to control their childbearing, but the starving, shivering mothers who attempted to join strikes against their employers risked further poverty for their children. All of this suffering—so needless, in Margaret Sanger’s view, if Americans could only bring themselves to act on their humanitarian ideals—was her professed motivation for launching a movement to give women access to contraceptives and to making reproductive rights her life’s work.

Sanger clashed almost immediately with Comstock. In early 1913, he banned her weekly sex education column, “What Every Girl Should Know,” printed in the Socialist paper the New York Call. (The following week, the indignant editor ran an empty box under the heading, “What Every Girl Should Know—Nothing! By Order of the Post Office Department.”) In 1914, after launching her own magazine (The Woman Rebel) to challenge Comstock’s restrictions on sexual information, Sanger was indicted for indecency and the first issue seized by the post office; she was soon arrested and charged on criminal counts that carried a possible sentence of forty-five years in prison, impelling her to flee for Europe. She remained there in exile until late 1915, when Comstock was safely in the grave. His death that September at age seventy-one had come shortly after his final trial: a dogged and ultimately successful endeavor to convict her husband William Sanger under the Criminal Code for distributing a birth control pamphlet she wrote. His New York Times obituary reported that up to his final year, Comstock “caused the arraignment in State and Federal courts of 3,697 persons, of which 2,740 either pleaded guilty or were convicted.”8 Despite his death, Comstock’s impact would long be felt as what Sanger termed “the dead hand” that still imprisoned contraceptive information; for although Comstock’s “body has been entombed,” Sanger wrote five years after his death, “the evil that he did lives after him,” forcing ignorance on the people and oppressing them with his “witch hunting” crusade.9

Sanger refused to let that “dead hand” control her. After his death, this nurse-midwife who had been galvanized by her early public health work in the immigrant ghettoes of New York worked steadily to promote a movement for birth control, which she profoundly believed to be a just, noble, and humane cause. Over the next few years, as she recognized the need to appeal to broad factions of people in order to build strength for the movement, she grew more pragmatic in her tactics. The New York papers and national magazines like Harper’s Weekly and Current Opinion published sympathetic pieces that treated contraception as a scientific issue, examining questions of eugenic improvement, public health, and women’s rights.

Not all attention was sympathetic, though; her growing influence prompted the formidable Catholic leader and Catholic University of America social ethicist John A. Ryan to urge his fellow clergy to be clear, forceful, and persistent in articulating the moral law against contraception, as well as staunchly enforcing that law.10 Ryan’s ethics included support for social justice and labor rights as well as opposition to “race suicide,” a term popularized some years earlier by President Theodore Roosevelt in warning Americans that the fertility rate of immigrants and ethnic minorities outpaced that of white Anglo-Saxons and that for the latter to use birth control was to risk the extinction of the white race. Ryan and other Catholic leaders, while less direct about whiteness, clearly meant to call attention to the greater hazard of reducing the population of what Ryan’s fellow Jesuit M. P. Dowling called “those who are in a position to rear sturdy sons and daughters, who are best fitted to be the bulwark of the nation… the privileged classes.”11 In the eyes of these Catholics, Sanger was steering the nation to race suicide; indeed, she was becoming what one historian calls “a particular bête noire” to clerics because, to their minds, she encouraged women to be selfish and materialistic in refusing to bear as many children as God would send.12 Sanger herself increasingly sensed that Catholic leaders could be a potent enemy to her cause.

Her fame growing, Sanger traveled widely to deliver lectures, and she lobbied for reform of obscenity laws. In October 1916, she opened in Brooklyn the first American clinic explicitly focused on birth control (Planned Parenthood dates its origins back to this very facility). She was again charged with distributing birth control information and devices, and although she and her lawyers made sure that court witnesses heard testimony from Brownsville mothers about the horrific conditions in which they lived and the assistance they and their infants received from Sanger’s clinic, she was jailed for thirty days anyway. She worked with, though did not belong to, both of the competing birth control associations in New York, and she began publishing pamphlets (including her collected columns “What Every Girl Should Know”) and the Birth Control Review.13

In 1920, the same year that women’s suffrage triumphed, Sanger earned still more recognition from the publicity surrounding her latest book, a feminist manifesto titled Woman and the New Race. An argument for contraception as an essential instrument for women’s freedom (and, incidentally, for men’s full freedom and happiness as well), the book spoke directly of the need for a “new sex morality,” in contrast to that of conservative religion: a morality crafted by women themselves and one that differed substantially from current values, in that “the new standard will be based upon knowledge and freedom while the old is founded upon ignorance and submission.” Sanger knew that this morality threatened church doctrine, and she proclaimed it proudly: “Let it be realized that this creation of new sex ideals is a challenge to the church.”14 The book was an immediate success, selling out in hardcover and undergoing several printings before being reissued in softcover by Truth Publishing, a radical press whose list prominently featured other titles in sexology and birth control.

In 1921, Sanger worked to bring together a wide range of American and English birth control advocates for the First American Birth Control Conference, held that November in New York. Convening such a conference was an audacious act, teetering toward the gray areas of the laws still forbidding obscenity. The conference would become the starting point for the American Birth Control League—the predecessor organization of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America—and it would enduringly transform the way Americans thought and talked about contraception. It would not be an exaggeration to say that the furor unleashed by the events of the conference, which pitted Protestants against Catholics while also dividing Protestants into opposing camps, marked the start of the culture wars over sex that would divide Americans for decades to come.

Sanger’s ambitions for the conference were exceedingly high, and she privately predicted it would be a “turning point” for American attitudes toward contraception. She also knew that many would come out especially to hear her.15 Her supporters—a number having cut their teeth in the movement for female suffrage—held equally high aspirations, convinced that birth control was the next vital step in women’s emancipation from patriarchal control and the tyranny of unplanned pregnancies. Physicians, economists, ministers, and at least one rabbi would attend and speak at the conference, while Dr. Karl Reiland, Episcopal rector of the famed St. George’s Church (on whose vestry the senior J. Pierpont Morgan served), was slated to preside over the final public session on birth control’s morality, featuring a culminating speech by Sanger at a newly built venue in Manhattan, the Town Hall.

Sanger had amassed more than ninety women and men to serve as conference officers and committee members. It was a motley group of true believers, social climbers, and calculating hangers-on who had their own reasons for associating with Sanger’s cause: a strategically assembled federation of radical feminists and wealthy socialites, prominent physicians and New York financiers, theatrical celebrities and high-powered literati, economists and clergy. Bertha Rembaugh, the formidable lawyer for the Women’s Trade Union League of New York who passionately defended factory workers, young immigrant women, and prostitutes, was there alongside Louisa (Mrs. Pierre) Jay, better known for frequent attendance at high society debutante balls than for gritty political activism. Affluent members of the Whitney clan, such as Dorothy Whitney (Mrs. Willard) Straight and Mabel Whitney (the second Mrs. Dexter) Blagden, had social profiles resembling that of Mrs. Simeon Ford, wife of the owner of the Grand Union Hotel and also a committee member. But here, rather than being mere ladies of leisure, wealthy women could unite in common cause with the brilliant Dr. Alice Hamilton, the socially conscious physician and first woman appointed to the Harvard Medical School faculty, and the outspoken Mary Halton, a well-known gynecologist and feminist in Greenwich Village. Such mingling was hardly unusual: many elite women of the period had been goaded into political work by the suffrage movement, which perhaps reduced the shock of seeing society dames support this outwardly radical and seemingly illicit venture.16 At once interested in women’s rights, “racial improvement,” and their own wealth and social prestige, they proved an ideal fit for Sanger’s activism.
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Many men stood alongside the women on the conference committee. They were liberals, at least on social issues, and willing members of an organization headed by a famously feminist woman. Their numbers included husbands of suffragists as well as Kendall Banning, an author and the managing editor of Hearst’s Magazine and Cosmopolitan; Lowell Brentano, the author, playwright, and heir to the Brentano’s book firm, which had published Woman and the New Race in hardcover; Rabbi Rudolph I. Coffee; Herbert Croly, the editor of the New Republic; the noted writer Theodore Dreiser; the Harvard biologist E. M. East; the Yale economist Irving Fisher; the inventor John Hays Hammond Jr.; and the physician Dr. S. Adolphus Knopf. Like the women, they supported Sanger’s cause for a variety of reasons: to reduce poverty and overpopulation, improve public health, diminish psychiatric disturbances and infant mortality, and create better conditions for fair labor laws, among others. Diverse ideals united this motley group of men, no less than their female counterparts.

Sanger also made sure to include Protestant clergy, underscoring the fact that Protestants no longer spoke with one voice regarding contraception. Clerics affiliated with the conference committee were well known for their social activism: the Episcopal priest Arthur E. Whatham, for instance, had much earlier decried racial discrimination in the South and in the Episcopal Church, promoting the cause of hiring black bishops and corresponding with Booker T. Washington; Karl Reiland was “one of the Episcopal Church’s most outspoken liberals,” of whom it was said that he preached a gospel “burned with social zeal and a love for his fellow men.”17 Reiland would roundly call on the church to change its attitude toward birth control and “support this method of raising the level of existence,” lambasting religious objections as “irrelevant.”18 As their sermons and writings then and later made clear, these clergymen believed Christian leaders should champion birth control for the health of mothers and children and for the good of marriage and the family, themes that would be treated expansively in the conference.

On the morning of November 11, the conference began, and for two long days, professionals delivered prepared lectures promoting contraception as a vital panacea for women, especially poor women whose high birth rates brought about poverty and frequently led to life-threatening abortions and even infanticide. Freedom for women was a vital plank in the conference’s platform for traditional family life, linked to concerns about children’s well-being: women who were free to make choices about how many children to bear would ostensibly be better, more loving mothers. Monogamous marriage was “the most important institution in any community” and the home the “backbone of the state”—the very foundation upon which the nation must be built. Happy marriages required purposeful rather than unplanned reproduction.19 This traditionalist child- and home-centered message—a focus on the family and most especially poor families, for the sake of America’s future—was an ever-present theme of the conference and the activism that surged in its wake.20

Yet concern for the family often mixed with other social and nationalistic aspirations, caught up in the eugenic ideas then common among the white middle and upper classes. Controlling reproduction could ensure happy marriages for all, and for many, it was also a way to reshape the population. Birth control supporters frequently articulated a hope that the movement would aid in reducing the birth rates of “foreign,” “defective,” and “unfit” groups so that they would not come to outnumber healthy Anglo-Saxons. Birth control was not only about female emancipation, then; it was also about controlling the racial makeup of the nation, often quite overtly. Both ideals—women’s freedom and racial improvement—seemed to many American-born whites in this period to share a common basis in science, and countless numbers believed that eugenics held the key to a better future for the nation.21

Sanger invoked eugenics in her own first formal address to the gathering, noting that the “healthy and fit elements of the nation” carried the burden of the unfit, who were increasing at a dangerous rate. Both nationally and globally, “the masses of the unfit” had propagated to such an extent that they had to be warehoused in “palatial residences for the unfit, for the insane, for the feeble-minded—for those who should never have been born.” Poverty, imbecility, delinquency, crime, and even war were some of the troubles resulting from a “weakened and deteriorated race”; the solution was to stop such misery at its source.22 Sanger tapped into common fears, then prevalent among the white upper class, that immigrants, African Americans, and other “others” would soon subsume the entire white race in America. The future of civilization itself, then, appeared to rest on the success of birth control programs, in the United States and abroad.

But this negative eugenics program was far from the only driver of the movement; in fact, advocates were deeply conflicted about questions of coercion that surrounded birth control. Most participants at the First American Birth Control Conference were concerned that global overpopulation was “a menace to the peace of the world” and were enthusiastic about birth control to alleviate this problem.23 But there was an active debate about choice and coercion. While clearly advocating methods of controlling the unfit, most participants expressed the general view that, as one put it, “we are advocating Birth Control only for those who want it.” Birth control should be “an individual matter,” a “choice,” many professed. Sanger herself spoke fervently of motherhood being “the function of dignity and choice, rather than one of ignorance and chance.” Physicians, sociologists, psychologists, and more spoke explicitly about birth control as a matter of personal preference that must be guided by sound morals as well as scientific principles.24

Like Sanger, many speakers expressed a deep concern for women, those who were poor no less than those who were well-to-do, who had been destroyed by the demand that they serve as baby machines; indeed, several argued strenuously that women’s subjugation was a causal factor in the “unfitness” of many children who had been born unloved and were poorly cared for in infancy and childhood. Virginia C. Young, an Episcopal deaconess long committed to practical mission work among women and the poor, detailed this view in her own address, “Problem of the Delinquent Woman.” She insisted she was there “to speak for those who cannot speak for themselves,” for she lived and worked among streetwalkers, incarcerated prisoners, and other women treated as “flotsam and jetsam,” above all “the City Negro and the City Prostitute”: “all of them potential mothers, many of them already mothers, and most of them so badly-born themselves that they might often be said to have been ‘damned into the world.’” Young promoted the “distinctly spiritual values underlying this movement” for birth control: devotion to a world in which all children were wanted, every citizen was loved, and each person felt equally called to “a fostering of all that is beautiful and worthy and precious for the strengthening and enriching and glorifying of human life.” Until women were freed from subjugation, children who were unwanted, unloved, and unfit would continue to be born and suffer lives of misery.25

At last, on November 13, it was Sanger’s turn to deliver her long-awaited culminating lecture at the conference. Arriving at the Town Hall that evening, the famous woman thrust her way through a boisterous crowd to the entrance door. But instead of entering triumphantly, Sanger found the doors locked against her—an attempt by Manhattan police to halt the meeting. When the doors opened to let out the crowds already gathered inside, she was whisked up by adoring and indignant fans and propelled to the stage, where she made repeated attempts to convene the meeting and address the promised lecture subject, “Birth Control: Is It Moral?” to no avail. Within minutes, Captain Thomas Donahue had physically seized her, escorted her offstage, and arrested her along with fellow activist Mary Winsor. Officers paraded the women to police headquarters while hundreds of Sanger supporters defiantly sang “My Country ’Tis of Thee” in their wake. Sanger could not have staged a more dramatic episode to publicize her cause—or, as it soon turned out, to highlight what she now perceived to be the gravest threat to American liberty and women’s freedom: the Roman Catholic hierarchy.

Sanger and Winsor spent the night in jail before a court magistrate released them without charges the next morning for lack of evidence, and the police disruption of the meeting made front-page news for days.26 The most explosive story appeared on November 15 in the New York Times, “Birth Control Raid Made by Police on Archbishop’s Order.” The first sentence put it bluntly: “The police suppression of the birth control meeting at the Town Hall Sunday night, which culminated in the arrest of two of the speakers after they had refused to leave the stage, was brought about at the instance of Archbishop Patrick J. Hayes of this Roman Catholic Archdiocese.” Hayes’s secretary, Monsignor Joseph P. Dineen, had been present at the meeting, and reporters put the pieces together from there: Sanger had invited the archbishop to the meeting, the archbishop’s office had sent a complaint to police headquarters, and the monsignor met up with Donohue at the meeting to induce him to shut it down.27 The legal reasoning for halting it was shaky—hence the police acted extralegally—but church leaders believed it was morally justified. The conference conveners rescheduled the meeting on birth control’s morality for November 18, as Sanger worked tirelessly to stir public indignation toward the Catholic leaders’ bullying tactics.

At stake in the ensuing skirmish over public discussion of sexual morality were the limits of liberty as well as religion’s role as a help or hindrance to democracy. Rivals debated what sort of religion was compatible with American freedom, an issue that had long percolated in American culture. But unlike the period in which Comstock’s directives loomed large, in the wake of women’s suffrage many were concerned with how religion would or could accommodate women’s newly gained rights. Sanger’s allies and a broad swath of birth control supporters believed that such rights included the freedom to speak publicly about contraception; religion could not rightfully restrict that privilege. Sanger’s ouster and arrest at the hands of those who apparently felt otherwise bestowed these issues with new urgency.

In a public statement printed in the Times, Sanger informed readers that Catholic leaders, including the renowned John Ryan, had spurned an invitation to debate her publicly at the conference’s closing session (travel expenses defrayed), in favor of surreptitious sabotage. Sanger made sure to note that the offer still stood. She continued, “I am inviting Archbishop Hayes, or any representative he wishes to send, to the meeting next Friday night. We hope the Archbishop will attend or be represented to present the Catholic Church’s side of Birth Control.”28 In advertising these invitations to conservative religious figures, Sanger suggested that she extended the privilege of public debate even to those unwilling to extend the same courtesy to her; the birth control cause, she proposed, had nothing to fear from open examination of all sides of the issue. Catholic leaders’ refusal to debate Sanger publicly, while pressuring police behind the scenes to silence her, cast them as both timid and undemocratic.

The press saw it her way, and the affair quickly became a story of Catholic cowardice and patriarchal bullying, transforming Sanger’s cause by adding and amplifying an anti-Catholic component to it. Subsequent reporting highlighted statements by birth control supporters that the “utter absurdity” of police attacking the meeting was “the very best that could have happened,” for the harassment motivated apathetic bystanders to awaken and fight the Catholic despots.29 Members of the conference committee stoked such sentiments by adopting a resolution that protested “the outrageous action of the police in closing the mass meeting, especially in view of the statements that the action was taken on the direction of the Roman Catholic hierarchy.”30 Many of the social elites making such charges were of the sort who, until very recently, surely would not have dreamed of discussing contraception in polite society, whatever they thought of the Comstock laws. A dramatic shift in conventional wisdom was underway regarding the importance of Sanger’s cause and her right to promote it.

The venue of the police interference surely helped frame the debate. Finished only ten months before, the Town Hall had been built by the League for Political Education, an affluent group of suffragists and socialites intent to create a civic space devoted to open inquiry and discussion of assorted topics. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish leaders had publicly united at the laying of the cornerstone in praise of free speech, democratic education, and what Rabbi Stephen S. Wise called “the religion of America,” all embodied in the new edifice and its activities.31 When the Town Hall opened in January 1921, the festivities lasted a full week. “YE SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH, AND THE TRUTH SHALL MAKE YOU FREE,” declared the plaque on the building’s façade, quoting John 8:32. Indeed, the building’s patrons, religious and secular, were confident that open inquiry would lead, inevitably, to the heights of emancipated civilization. Standing at the heart of Times Square—123 West Forty-Third Street, between Sixth Avenue and Broadway—the structure loomed tall, a monument to free speech more majestic than the glittering temples of consumer capitalism surrounding it. With its suffragist provenance, the building also stood as a proud symbol of women’s freedom, at least the freedom of those who were white, native-born, and well-situated. For those still skeptical of Catholicism’s compatibility with American ideals, wresting Margaret Sanger off that particular stage was nothing less than a strategy to muzzle democratic principles and stifle an emancipated woman.

When Sanger finally delivered her lecture on November 18 at the Park Theatre, twenty policemen and an additional twenty private guards stood watch over a setting where, according to the New York Times, “fully 8,000 persons, men and women, struggled to get into a place that holds only 1,500.”32 The subject of Sanger’s address remained, “Is Birth Control Moral?,” but the event now supplied an opportunity to denounce the tactics of suppression used by church and police and to link these tightly with Catholic opposition to birth control writ large. The Episcopal priest of St. George’s Church, Karl Reiland, chaired the meeting as originally planned, and he publicly announced his “emphatic protest against the outrageous and unwarranted interference” that stopped the earlier meeting. Others spoke too—notably Harold Cox, an English journalist and former member of Parliament—and highlighted the moral values behind the birth control crusade while castigating Catholic pretensions to serving as arbiters of Nature and natural law.33

Sanger’s speech was the main event. She addressed head-on the question of morality, contrasting her approach to that of her Catholic opponents and contending that the discussion of morality belongs not merely to theologians and scientists but to “the people,” and most especially those oppressed for centuries: women.34


The church has ever opposed the progress of woman on the ground that her freedom would lead to immorality. We ask the church to have more confidence in women. We ask the opponents of this movement to reverse the methods of the church, which aims to keep women moral by keeping them in fear and in ignorance, and to inculcate into them a higher and truer morality based upon knowledge. And ours is the morality of knowledge. If we cannot trust woman with the knowledge of her own body, then I claim that two thousand years of Christian teaching has proved to be a failure.35



In this, the speech of her life, Sanger threw the Catholic hierarchy’s accusations of women’s selfishness back against church leaders themselves. What was truly selfish and immoral, she argued, was to keep women down by force, rather than encourage their flourishing through knowledge. Church leaders gave few signs of being anything but power-hungry and cruel, in her rendering. Their disruption of the Town Hall meeting—“a disgrace to liberty-loving people, and to all traditions we hold dear in the United States”—was thoroughly in line with their suppression of women.36

Sanger plainly believed that the Catholic Church embodied a patriarchal hierarchy that used fear and intimidation to demean and degrade women. She thus condemned Catholicism on the two grounds that mattered most to her promotion of birth control: the church’s treatment of women as slavish procreators and the threat of increasing race degeneracy if Catholics and nonwhites bore too many children. The right of a child “to be desired” was also crucial; indeed, controlling conception dignified the mother-child relationship and expressed a more civilized moral code of “greater forethought for others” and ultimately “a higher sanction for the value of life itself.”37 Female emancipation, the rights of children, and racial uplift were once again stitched together into a seamless whole, this one a protest against the Catholic hierarchy and a reassessment of what it meant to value life.

Following Sanger’s performance, opponents rose to air their views. Archbishop Hayes had not responded to her invitation to speak that evening, but other critics were on hand, most notably Canon William Sheafe Chase of the Garden City Episcopal Cathedral. Chase issued a fiery condemnation of the reformers’ ostensible atheism, calling them “deficient in moral and psychological insight” and preoccupied with “outward and material progress.” Their “vague humanitarianism without God” caused them to resort to “mechanical means” for race betterment, when they ought instead to be “educating souls in self-control.”38 For the birth control advocates on hand, Canon Chase, known for his activism on behalf of Prohibition and censorship, was an heir to the reviled Anthony Comstock. Indeed, Chase represented an extension of Comstock’s model of anti-obscenity activism: he went on to fight obscenity in the movies through his Federal Motion Picture Council, and he also worked assiduously to oppose the sex education materials distributed by reformers, objecting vociferously to any mention of female sexual pleasure. Chase exemplified the continuing skepticism among some Protestants toward the sorts of moral arguments made by Sanger, even as the tides began to shift around them.39

After the critics concluded, Sanger got the final word. She responded to their advocacy of sexual self-control over birth control by noting that the nation’s laws robbed married women of the very right and possibility of sexual self-control, placing the decision for sex entirely within the realm of men. Those laws plainly had to change, Sanger declared, and the American woman “must have control over her own body.” Men too needed the right to control procreation; this was a freedom not solely intended for women. Above all, Sanger advocated a freedom that was to be in service to marriage, not debauchery—to love and fidelity against the painful circumstances that led to adultery and marital breakdown.40

Sanger’s final comments aimed specifically at the notion she took to be central to the Catholic position: that the sole purpose of sex was for the procreation of children. Calling that argument “perfectly absurd” because it reduced humans to the level of animals, she pled for sex as the “sacred” and “beautiful” expression of love between two people, even when they did not intend to have children. “I contend that they can go into that relationship with the same beauty and the same holiness with which they go into music or to prayer.”41 Calling sexual power that which “gives us spiritual illumination,” Sanger echoed sex mystics from Alice Stockham and Ida Craddock to Edward Carpenter and D. H. Lawrence, who sought to raise sex from the gutter in which they felt Comstock and Catholics had thrown it.

In the immediate wake of the Town Hall raid, church leaders—well acquainted with Sanger’s notoriety and radicalism—hardly leapt to her defense. The Christian Century, the weekly organ of American mainline liberal Protestantism, appears to have simply ignored the raid altogether; in 1921, the topic of birth control remained too delicate a subject for open and public discussion in the Protestant churches. That would rapidly change, however, spearheaded by the explosive revulsion for what seemed to the mainstream press to be Catholic prudery and anti-American authoritarianism. So successfully did the tide turn after Sanger’s public ouster from the Town Hall that even many who had heretofore opposed her cause rallied sympathetically to her defense, marking a sea change in the news coverage of Sanger, birth control, and the Catholic hierarchy. An editorial in the Outlook, a widely read weekly news journal, made the point clearly, saying that while editors were “not in sympathy with Mrs. Sanger’s methods” and “very doubtful about the good taste and wisdom of discussing the subject of birth control… in a public hall before a popular audience,” the “violent” and “brutal” behavior of the police warranted protest as “a dangerous and, we think, illegal violation… of the fundamental right of free speech guaranteed by the United States Constitution.”42 The event tapped into old Protestant trepidations about tyrannical church control of civic issues—an issue that, in the press coverage, virtually trumped discussion of the sexual issues at hand. Freedom itself, more than chastity, appeared to be the moral value most clearly threatened in this dispute.

A blistering editorial in the New Republic, a periodical that had long favored legalizing birth control, made this connection even clearer, insisting that Archbishop Hayes’s behind-the-scenes enlistment of the police as “puppets” for the suppression of free speech could have easily gone unexposed, had Sanger not been “so courageous a woman” or the magistrate who dismissed her case not “upright.” The writer, likely TNR editor Herbert Croly—a friend and supporter of Sanger—pointed out that Hayes’s protest was the church’s clearest and most public sign yet of wholesale opposition to birth control, and that these positions (anti–free speech and anti–birth control) were deeply linked. “Birth control is obnoxious to men and women of obscurantist mind,” he wrote, and the effort to deny public discussion of the issue showed the weakness of its case. Catholics opposed divorce too, after all, but American lawmakers did not think they needed to abide by “natural law,” much less suppress discussion of the topic. Gleefully, this writer noted that the archbishop’s failed tactics of suppression had only strengthened Sanger’s cause and that, consequently, “the outlook for the birth control movement is brighter than it ever was.”43

Hayes continued to stand at the center of the birth control movement’s spotlight, exhibit A for what, to critics, was so awful about the Catholic Church: its insistence on “compulsory maternity,” its romanticization of suffering and refusal to ameliorate the miseries that followed upon “unregulated breeding,” its dogged claims of the “unnaturalness” of contraception, the forced obedience to arbitrary dogma, its reliance on thought control and denial of the right of people to think for themselves, its imposition of sexual abstinence on the priesthood, and its aim of suppressing sexuality writ large among the human population.44 Sanger’s critiques circulated widely as, together, Woman and the New Race and The Pivot of Civilization—two works that elaborated these claims in detail, along with her own felt persecution at the hands of Catholic leaders—sold 567,000 copies between 1920 and 1926.45 Catholic leaders had “worked miracles of publicity that would have been impossible to a regiment of press-agents,” she later wrote; she reveled in making that point every chance she got.46

The First American Birth Control Conference and the Town Hall raid, as it came to be known, launched a decade of tumultuous religious conflict over contraception. Popular support for birth control grew, and many religious leaders sought to clarify, revise, or rethink their positions on contraception. Sanger’s own role was never uncontroversial, and many distanced themselves from her more radical pronouncements. But there is little doubt that both her outspokenness and the very fact of having her speech stifled prompted many to reconsider their attitudes no less than it spurred Catholic critics on the other side. American church leaders knew of Sanger’s loathing of their patriarchal suppression of women; indeed, their apparent involvement in the Town Hall raid suggested how dangerous Archbishop Hayes feared her to be.

Sanger persistently framed the debate as one about bedrock American values, particularly free speech and American democratic principles of equality. The Catholic Church could preach what it wanted to its own people, but turning doctrine into law was antidemocratic.47 She berated church authorities in Rome for irresponsibly encouraging the uncontrolled breeding of poor and rich alike, resulting in enormous and interconnected social evils that weakened the nation, such as poverty, prostitution, low wages, child labor, and war. Over and over again, she built on the theme—already developed prior to the conference but immeasurably aided by the Town Hall raid—that Christian hierarchs were mulish obstacles to change who, “for the sake of an outworn dogma of submission,” would shamelessly wreck the lives of women by calling on them to “breed, breed, breed” and “condemn their progeny to pain, want, disease and helplessness.”48 The full and equal citizenship of American women, only recently earned at the ballot box, was at stake.

The most important effect of the Town Hall episode, with Sanger’s arrest front and center, was that it directly situated sex at the center of a widely publicized and very public debate. Sex itself was a subtext in a much vaster quarrel about the meaning of American ideals. Questions of free speech and democratic deliberation, religious authority and the power of the state, the limits of liberty and women’s emancipation: all were now, more explicitly than ever before, linked to publicly disputed norms of sexuality and reproduction. Cherished sexual values were subjected to frank and open examination, if not entirely denuded of euphemism. Sanger’s arrest helped her to make not just a moral argument for contraception but also a political argument for contraception—or at least for the right to talk about it. With this argument, she recast contraception advocacy from something radical into an all-American pursuit, and opposition to birth control as fundamentally anti-American.

The fracas following Town Hall accelerated a war between competing religious authorities and modes of moral advocacy, one that started in high circles of leadership but would soon permeate the pews and disperse widely into the American citizenry. Sanger linked claims about morality and about sex with claims about politics, casting those who disagreed with her about sexual matters as both immoral and un-American. By doing this so successfully, Sanger—perhaps more than any other figure before or since—drew the battle lines employed by religious and political leaders in the long national war over sex. In years to come, the emerging disagreements between Protestant and Catholic leaders evident during the Town Hall raid controversy would widen. Even as they increasingly diverged and looked on each other with disdain, if not contempt, the Catholic and Protestant views of sex shaped themselves into newly settled dogma.

CATHOLIC OFFICIALS HAD SOUGHT TO quiet Sanger’s advocacy of contraception by saying such discussion was inappropriate. Paradoxically, the clergy’s efforts to silence her and—when she was not silenced—their subsequent rebuttals of her position actually provoked leaders to speak more loudly about sex than ever before. This was surely an inadvertent effect of the attempt to prevent the Town Hall meeting from taking place, which aimed at ceasing public discussion altogether. After that event, clerical authorities who had worked hard to show that American Catholics were just as virtuous and patriotic as other Americans, found themselves on the defensive in this conflict, and those at the top of the US hierarchy were forced to defend church doctrine to large-scale audiences of often suspicious non-Catholics.

By the early 1920s, after several long waves of European immigration, there were approximately twenty million Catholics in America, comprising about 20 percent of the population. But while Catholic people were very much a minority, the numbers had increased by about eleven million in the past forty years, and the Roman Catholic Church was the largest single religious body in the nation.49 To many non-Catholics, its political influence was outsized and worrisome, and many feared that Catholics ultimately wanted an American theocracy based on church doctrine. These fears were especially profound in urban areas with large Catholic populations—such as Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, and above all New York, the largest and reputedly wealthiest Catholic archdiocese in the United States at the time—where local bishops could wield tremendous political power.50

This was certainly the case with Archbishop Hayes in New York. As a fairly new archbishop in 1921—he had risen to the post in March 1919—Hayes was perhaps best known as one of the creators of the National Catholic War Council (NCWC), the first permanent organization of Catholic bishops throughout the country (later renamed the National Catholic Welfare Conference). In this role, Hayes was one of the four American Catholic bishops who signed the progressive “Program of Social Reconstruction,” written by John Ryan. For leaders like these, birth control was the very opposite of a social justice issue: as Ryan wrote in a scathing letter to one birth control proponent who had the audacity to solicit him for money and membership in the American Birth Control League, “I had much rather give the money to an organization for the training of prize-fighters. It would aid in the development of at least some manly and human qualities.”51 Fighting birth control was a fight for the poor, as they saw it; and they surely resented the fact that Sanger and her allies had framed the Catholic position in such different, wholly negative terms—as an authoritarian grab for power and the wholesale repression of women’s rights.

In a public statement outlining his opposition both to the conference’s public forum and to birth control more generally, Archbishop Hayes spoke as “a citizen and a churchman, deeply concerned with the moral well-being of our city,” and he argued that his “protest against the use of the open forum for the propaganda of birth control” was in no way sectarian but for the welfare of the larger public. Hayes declared that he spoke for nearly a million American women, not counting the “thousands of other indignant women and distressed mothers” who were shocked by the public discussion of “a subject that simple prudence and decency… should keep within the walls of a clinic.” But like Ryan, he also showed agreement with some of the eugenic appeals of birth control, adducing evidence from those he deemed “distinguished scientists” concerned to head off “the impending deterioration of the race.” Hayes cited the recent New York meeting of the International Congress of Eugenics for its emphasis, “if the race was to be better born,” on such goods as monogamous marriage, “more children in the families of the well-to-do as a moral duty,” and “better safeguards against the marriage of imbeciles and insane.”52 Far from refuting any of this eugenic language of a “better born” race, Hayes concluded, “Human experience confirms all this.” His conclusion made a similar appeal to nativist, eugenic fears of the demise of the American (white) race, particularly the upper classes: “May Divine Providence inspire America to fix its canon against self-slaughter at the very source of human life, lest the sacred and highest end of the family—mother and child—vanish from our homes, and the stranger, alien to the American ideal, who, however, obeyed God’s command to increase and multiply, enter to possess the land.”53

Catholic teaching staunchly opposed basic assumptions of the birth control movement, and Catholic leaders at this time sought to refute what they deemed Sanger’s malicious misrepresentations of their moral priorities. According to Catholic doctrine, contraception distorted God’s plan for a holy Christian marriage by interfering with the sexual act between husband and wife and preventing the natural possibility of conception. That teaching was simply nonnegotiable (outside of what would later be termed the “rhythm method”). Catholic leaders also opposed the movement’s advocacy of women’s freedom to own and control their bodies. To traditional Catholics, women did have a moral duty to preserve and uphold traditional values; they were not supposed to create a “new sex morality” quite distinct from church teaching, as Sanger would have it.54 Feminine submission in marriage and motherhood (or, alternately, in the chasteness of the convent) was a divine duty, not a relic of the past. Moreover, just because the clergy forbade birth control did not mean the church was imprisoning its own people by means of fear, ignorance, and a merciless doctrine of submission to authoritarian leadership. Church leaders understood the ideas they were up against in terms of the very definition of womanhood which the birth control movement threatened to upend.

While the Catholic position did not exactly harden, in this climate it gathered passionate intensity for a robust defense. Reasonably enough, Catholic leaders took full advantage of the birth controllers’ anti-Catholic rhetoric for their own ends. As they worked to stoke lay Catholic indignation at Sanger’s persistent ill treatment of them, they harnessed that anger for the cause of sexual morality. A 1923 article by Paulist father J. Elliot Ross, published in the popular Catholic World, was typical. Ross, citing Tertullian to the effect that “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of new Christians,” consoled readers that “persecution is good for the Church.” That apparently universal truth boded well in the present context, since, Ross noted, a “bitter campaign of vilification” against Catholics was raging. For over a year, accounts had been coming in of anti-Catholic discrimination: public schools were terminating Catholic teachers, for instance, and it seemed to some as if a wholesale Protestant boycott against Catholics were being waged. Formerly lax and lukewarm Catholics were not only now shoring up their faith and renewing their interest in the church but growing more activist on the issue of birth control. “Persecution brings out a latent faith,” Ross assured readers, “just as war brings out a latent patriotism.” And not only that: the anti-Catholic campaign had drawn in many non-Catholics as well. Ross concluded on a gleeful if bloodthirsty note: “If they would only be goaded into giving us a few real martyrs, if they would actually kill a few Catholics because they were Catholics, converts would roll in like a great tidal wave.”55

Less than two and a half years after the First American Birth Control Conference, on March 24, 1924, Archbishop Hayes rose to the rank of cardinal. The Vatican appointment seemed clearly indicative of Rome’s approval of Hayes’s public defense of the faith against the sort of emancipatory freethinking agenda represented by Sanger. An apparent favorite of Pope Pius XI—a writer for Time magazine in 1935 noted that the pope called him caro fratello (“dear little brother”)—Hayes remained in that post for the rest of his life, mostly refraining from the sort of public confrontation he had earlier executed with Sanger.56 But he did speak out against birth control when he deemed it necessary, as when he deduced non-Catholics were once again misrepresenting the Catholic position and delivered a sermon at St. Patrick’s Cathedral emphasizing his regret and uncomfortable embarrassment at addressing this subject “to good, clean people like you.” Nonetheless, the “Prophets of Decadence” were loudly preaching this “perversion” of the reproductive faculty, and therefore it was “impossible for me to remain silent.”57

It is no small irony that what spurred Catholic leaders to speak more directly and vigorously in public about contraception than they had likely ever done before was Sanger’s activism. Later observers have agreed that Sanger had greater success than church leaders in informing Catholics of their own church’s position on contraception. And since it was untenable to allow her such leeway to educate their flocks, Sanger and the birth control movement forced Catholics to speak when they, like Hayes, may have wished to remain silent. That is, while Catholic leaders would say that American culture was changing (and declining) while the church remained a fortress of natural, long-promulgated law, Sanger herself in fact impelled the church to speak loudly about sex.

And not only loudly: later observers would note that it was largely due to Sanger’s public notoriety and activism that the Catholic Church developed its stance into an inflexible position that ultimately “eviscerated nuance,” as one put it: a refusal to differentiate between beliefs about natural law, human life, God’s authority over sex, and the value of suffering compressed these into “a tightly woven rhetorical package,” such that Catholics “lumped contraception, forced sterilization, euthanasia, and abortion into the same abhorrent category.”58 By this logic, access to contraceptives was basically equivalent to these other evils, and allowing it led to what editors at the Catholic periodical Commonweal warned would be “the ultimate destruction of human liberty at the hands of an absolute pagan state.”59 This equivalency position, with its dire political overtones, was a position that many outside the church increasingly found inexplicable, rigid, and antiquated. That seemingly inflexible Catholic standpoint combined with the fame that rapidly accrued to Sanger in the wake of the First American Birth Control Conference essentially transformed the feminist leader into one of the most famous and effective activists in the nation’s history.60

In February 1926, the director and executive secretary of Sanger’s American Birth Control League, Anne Kennedy, had a private meeting with Patrick J. Ward, who was employed by the National Catholic Welfare Conference. That “unlikely political encounter,” as one expert called it, revealed the “widening gulf between Catholic and Protestant perspectives on marriage” less than five years after Sanger’s ouster from the Town Hall stage. In an urgent memorandum to his superior, Father John Burke, concerning this meeting, Ward first dismissively listed Kennedy’s reasons for favoring birth control. “Little new in her statement of the case. Advanced the usual stock arguments of economic conditions, being practical, spacing children, mothers’ health, the right of people to ask and physicians to give medical information, etc., etc.” Plainly, the “stock arguments” of Kennedy and Sanger carried no weight with Ward or his priestly leader.61

Then Ward got to the real shocker:


She holds that aside from the propagation of children, the sexual act has of itself a spiritual and uplifting (!) value which it was intended to have by the Creator. It is an expression of supreme attachment and the unity of two beings. It can therefore be indulged in not only legitimately but is a help in our spiritual progress, apart altogether from its use to bring a child into the world. For this reason science is helping man in his spiritual progress by putting into his hands means more hygienic and prophylactic than heretofore used.… I told Mrs. Kennedy the so called spiritual value she was putting on the sexual act was a purely emotional and sensual one. The spirituality of the act lay solely in the knowledge and in the disposition at the moment of conception that a human being was being brought into existence endowed with a soul in God’s image and likeness, and which it was God’s intention should one day return to Him to enjoy eternal bliss.62



The parenthetical exclamation point accented how absurd the Catholic hierarchy found the suggestion that sex might be a wholesome act even if conception did not occur.

But “the most important result” of this meeting, in Ward’s terms, was Kennedy’s disclosure that the American Birth Control League was “considering Federal legislation to allow doctors to give contraceptive advice” (emphasis in original) and, still more, to distribute and sell contraceptive devices obtained directly from manufacturers. Coming efforts to change American laws pertaining to birth control would pose a whole new host of challenges to a church that had been compelled to take a more public stance on contraception, for in light of such legal challenges Catholics found themselves entangled in national political debates on intimate sexual matters. The tides were shifting on women’s roles and the regulation of sex, thanks in no small part to Sanger, the woman once baptized Roman Catholic, and American Catholic leaders felt duty-bound to speak out politically like never before.63

PROTESTANTS, TOO, WERE TRANSFORMED BY Sanger and the birth control movement, particularly as a result of the Town Hall raid. Sanger had opened a door to church leaders in her final speech, when she asked them to “have more confidence in women.” That invitation was tinged with a taunt, of sorts—“If we cannot trust woman with the knowledge of her own body, then I claim that two thousand years of Christian teaching has proved to be a failure”—but she held fast in her hope that some church leaders saw it her way and would work collaboratively with her movement.64 That hope bore fruit—for whatever ambivalence toward contraception remained prior to the Town Hall raid, Protestant acceptance of birth control coalesced quickly and dramatically during the 1920s.
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Fear of Catholicism was an important factor enabling Sanger’s rapid and far-reaching success among Protestants. Aided by the associations between Catholic authoritarianism and anti-Americanism, and by widespread indignation that a celibate clergy would dare to halt even discussion of contraception in a democratic society, Sanger exploited anti-Catholicism to secure Protestant support. She worked diligently, often behind the scenes, to reach out and secure greater openness on the part of Protestant leaders toward birth control—and toward sexuality more broadly. However little stock she may have put in the religious arguments about morality that occupied Protestant clergy and church committees grappling with the subject, Sanger understood the importance of securing Protestants as allies. And she continued, in this endeavor, to make the most of the strategic usefulness attached to anti-Catholicism.

One of Sanger’s allies, the Anglican priest William R. Inge, dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, elaborated this view of the Protestant-Catholic contrast with particular disdain. In a 1923 Atlantic Monthly essay, revealingly titled “Catholic Church and Anglo-Saxon Mind,” Inge sought to explain precisely what distinguished Protestantism from Catholicism. All sorts of racial presumptions pervaded the article (submissive Poles, Irish, and Mediterraneans versus the hard-working Nordics), but Inge’s chief point was to show that the Catholic Church “has steadily developed, in accordance with the inner logic of its principles, into an autocratic, militant empire claiming universal sovereignty.” The fatal flaw was indelible and permanent, as the very notion of independence, to Inge, was “absolutely irreconcilable with Catholicism.” Inge went on to make typical claims about Catholics being more loyal to church teaching than to their own nation (describing the church as “a powerful solvent of state loyalty”).65 Ultimately, the Vatican was “anti-democratic,” Inge noted; there was no room for any notion of progress, and the best thinkers of modern times were “banned as poisonous.” In short, “the Catholic universe of truth is static.” Inge’s unforgiving conclusion was that Catholicism, despite its “numerous and potent… attractions” for masses of people, was “an imposture.” Protestantism, by contrast, was “the religion of the genuinely modern culture, the civilization of experimental science and hopeful political experiments.” Protestantism did not merely accept but openly welcomed the advances of “philosophy, Biblical criticism, and natural science,” making it ultimately “the form of religion which is homogenous with and adapted to modern civilization.” Inge spoke for many birth control supporters in condemning Catholicism as, at base, anti-American.66

While Protestant anti-Catholicism played a significant role in the Protestant acceptance of birth control, animus toward Catholics was not the only, or even the most important, factor. As Inge suggested, the Protestant position on birth control followed an internal modernist logic consistent with a progressive position on a number of other issues in American society, including the teaching of Darwinian evolution and the publication of literature formerly deemed obscene. Progress appeared inevitable and largely good; knowledge led to illumination and the betterment of society; independence of thought and intellectual freedom were absolutely essential to true understanding and development, and antithetical to self-appointed authorities. These were some of the positive grounds on which Protestants could base their support for birth control access as well as critique the Catholic Church. Protestants knew that the Catholic hierarchy was insistently anti-Protestant and had been since the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. If American Protestants were open about voicing their own anti-Catholicism, it was within a much longer context of vocal conflict and dissent.

Among white Protestant clerics, Sanger scored a major victory in March 1925, at the Sixth International neo-Malthusian and Birth Control Conference held at the Hotel McAlpin in New York. There, after a session on the religious and ethical dimensions of birth control, a number of Protestant and Jewish clergy—the Protestants including Episcopalian, Congregational, Unitarian, and Baptist ministers—endorsed birth control, passing a resolution calling on churches to support it as “a moral and religious duty for the betterment of the human race and the establishment of the Kingdom of God among men.” Rabbi Stephen Wise of the Free Synagogue gave a vigorous defense of the movement, noting that a child’s life was so sacred that it should only be brought forth if society could give it “fair opportunity to find its highest service.” The Reverend Dr. Charles Francis Potter, a Unitarian, called birth control “the greatest moral issue before the church today” and urgently advocated for the open distribution of technical knowledge as an antidote to immorality, insisting that even if knowledge led some into sin, the greater harm was the suffering caused by ignorance—a sign that the very definition of “immorality” was shifting. The Reverend Potter showed himself to be partisan to the eugenic side of the movement as well, insisting upon the Christian duty to stave off the births of the “unfit.”67 The topics of these and the other clergy talks varied, but the general message endorsed birth control on the grounds that it would promote monogamy, morality, peace, and health. Perhaps it was the resonance of this message that inspired Sanger to appeal to Protestants’ deepest ideals for Christian life in a book she published the following year: Happiness in Marriage was a paean to the institution and a guide for ensuring that sex between a married couple was not solely meant for procreation but was a sacred experience.

By 1927, one of the nation’s most prominent liberal Protestant clergymen, Harry Emerson Fosdick, was widely known as supporting birth control. He had first gained national renown with his 1922 sermon “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?,” which criticized fundamentalist intolerance and called for a model of “Christian fellowship” defined as “intellectually hospitable, open-minded, liberty-loving, fair, tolerant.”68 Five years later, and fourteen months after his appointment as the pastor of New York’s Park Avenue Baptist Church (the church of John D. Rockefeller Jr., which would shortly move to Riverside Drive), Fosdick delivered an explicitly pro-contraception sermon that received wide media coverage. Fosdick cited overpopulation as his main rationale for favoring birth control, while asserting the need for sexual self-control and ridiculing the “new freedom” of sexual expressionism that undercut monogamy.69 Fosdick’s sermon—along with a 1929 article, “Religion and Birth Control,” which received wide distribution and circulation when Sanger’s newly formed National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control (NCFLBC) reprinted it as a pamphlet—perfectly encapsulated the grounds on which religious leaders were willing to support the birth control cause, none more important than strengthening marriage.70 Indeed, as one historian has noted, it was marriage itself that gave Protestant clergy an “existential opening to other-than-absolutist views on marital contraception,” differentiating themselves sharply from Catholics.71

The NCFLBC aimed to generate a national lobbying effort to convince members of Congress to amend the federal laws that still listed contraceptive information and devices as obscene and forbade their transmittal through the postal service. Sanger knew that Protestant leaders and their denominations were a crucial constituency that needed to be lobbied, and she did so with gusto, attending countless church conventions in order to reach religious leaders directly and corresponding regularly with them by mail, as she urged them to reach out to fellow ministers within their own denominations. Although her legislative goals were not quickly met, her extensive efforts with clergy bore much fruit among religious communities.

A number of Protestant leaders interacted with Sanger behind the scenes. For instance, in April 1929, the Unitarian John Haynes Holmes, minister of the Community Church of New York, initiated a correspondence with Sanger that would last several years. It began with Holmes offering his support in the wake of a recent raid upon Sanger’s clinic, “a perfectly outrageous affair” that Holmes believed was initiated by “the same old benighted forces” she had long fought.72 Sanger thanked Holmes for his offer to help, and by September 1930 he was serving as vice chair of the eastern district of the National Committee on Federal Legislation for Birth Control. She spoke at Holmes’s church on more than one occasion and wrote a short blurb to honor his twenty-fifth anniversary in the church’s ministry in 1932; in between, Holmes actively supported Massachusetts senator Frederick Gillett’s bill to remove significant federal restrictions on physicians’ ability to distribute contraception. As their warm correspondence shows, Sanger and Holmes worked collaboratively on several fronts to persuade others of the rightness of the birth control cause.73 Protestant denominations began taking a stand in favor of her committee’s bill to repeal the Comstock law.

Sanger was gaining allies not only among white Protestants but among African Americans as well, including religious leaders. During the 1920s, coverage of Sanger’s campaign in the black press was overwhelmingly positive, as black writers editorialized about the positive gains to be made from the birth control movement. In February 1923, a writer for the Baltimore-based Afro-American, a black-owned-and-operated newspaper, remarked approvingly on Sanger’s recent visit to Baltimore and noted that the government must either permit women to obtain contraceptive knowledge or set aside funds to aid their children. Two years later, William N. Jones, in his regular column for the Afro-American, wrote of the progress to be wrought from the movement’s promotion of “the deeper meaning of the marriage vow in future children.” A few years later, the paper transcribed the entire commencement address delivered by Dr. Adam Clayton Powell of New York’s Abyssinian Baptist Church to Nannie Helen Burroughs’s National Training School for Women and Girls in Washington, DC, where he quoted Margaret Sanger’s words in a recent address: “‘Supreme happiness does not consist in seeking one’s own pleasures, but in working for the good of others.’”74

Glowing articles in New York’s major African American newspaper, the Amsterdam News, accompanied a lecture by Sanger at the 135th Street branch of the New York Public Library, sponsored by the North Harlem Community Forum. The coverage focused again on the divide between what Sanger termed “two classes” of American women: “those who have birth control and those who have not”—rich and poor. Enthusiasm accompanied Sanger’s hope of establishing a birth control clinic in Harlem, and in October 1929, the social workers of Harlem, meeting at the New York Urban League headquarters, voted to endorse the plan after a persuasive speech by Sanger insisting that birth control “reduces both infant and maternal mortality,” improves “the health of the mother,” and raises “the economic condition of the entire family.” When the newly established birth control clinic in Harlem held its official “house warming” in November 1930, the featured speakers included no less than the revered African American intellectual leader Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois and the Harlem Hospital surgeon Dr. Louis T. Wright, along with prominent black clergy: Shelton Hale Bishop of Harlem’s St. Philip’s Episcopal Church (the second-oldest black Episcopal congregation), Floarda Howard of St. Jude’s Chapel (also Episcopalian), and Willard Monroe of Memorial Baptist Church. According to the Amsterdam News, “they all welcomed the establishment of such a center in Harlem,” and their support of Sanger’s work would long continue. In her column for the paper, “The Feminist Viewpoint,” Thelma Berlack Boozer praised Sanger and recommended the recent “Negro number” (a special issue focused on issues facing African Americans) of the American Birth Control League’s Birth Control Review, praising the league’s position that federal law should legalize birth control. Birth control was necessary, Boozer insisted, in order to solve the nation’s poverty and attendant ills.75

As time went on, not all coverage in the African American press was positive. In 1934, Cornelius Scott’s Atlanta Daily World rebuked Sanger and her movement for interfering with “God’s law and His plans” and lamented the selfishness of modern women who would shirk their homemaking role.76 Another negative reaction to the movement would grow among African Americans suspicious that the birth control campaign targeted blacks and was a surreptitious method of genocide. But even when her support for negative eugenics was pronounced, she made clear that the targets were “the mental defectives, the morons and those with transmissible diseases” and not racial groups, as she told an undergraduate interviewing her for the Yale University newspaper in 1934.77 Sanger condemned racism on numerous occasions and told Earl Conrad of the Chicago Defender, “The Negro’s plight here is linked with that of the oppressed around the globe.” With her message that birth control aided in dismantling racism by placing greater value on each human life, Sanger consistently had the support of many African American leaders, including clergy. The Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. would eventually become an ally of the birth control movement, accepting Planned Parenthood’s Margaret Sanger award by proclaiming the importance of family planning to white and black Americans alike: “Together we can and should unite our strength for the wise preservation, not of races in general, but of the one race we all constitute—the human race.”78

The Christian leaders, black and white, who supported Sanger in the 1920s counted on her defense of traditional marriage. As a sex reformer who needed to secure deep support for her cause from religious allies, Sanger adopted a pose of conventional morality in her prescriptive writing, one she did not always live out in her private life. She believed that it was necessary to speak to potentially sympathetic constituencies in terms and values with which they identified. In this case, marriage and the family were major points on which she connected with many supporters; after all, she too had married and lived the domestic life (though eventually divorced), and she too was a mother. Church leaders’ attempt to reconcile support for contraception with a continued defense of traditional marriage would soon come under fire from conservative Protestants who saw the two as incompatible. But leaders increasingly saw support for contraception as a necessary engagement with modern realities. Whatever remnants of hesitation lurked in the hearts of Protestant leaders in 1921 about the need for substantial change regarding birth control virtually evaporated in subsequent years.

BY THE END OF THIS tumultuous decade, the polarization over birth control within American Christianity had noticeably intensified. The divergence was evident in three documents on contraception issued in close proximity to each other—one Anglican (important and influential for the Episcopal Church in the United States, and broader American Christian debates as well), one Roman Catholic, and one American Protestant. Together, these revealed much about the deepening gulf among Christians and how these groups faced the dilemma of shifting societal views on sex and gender. While Anglicans made minute but discernible adjustment to conservative principles, Catholics responded with determined retrenchment against shifting values, and American Protestants with outright acceptance of, and adjustment to, modern realities. None of these positions was without controversy. The Protestant documents generated internal disagreement during the process of their creation—there were dissenting votes on both—and all three prompted substantial conflict among American religious leaders and church members. But they did indicate the broad contours of the increasingly divided landscape.

The Anglican statement emerged out of the seventh decanal Lambeth Conference—a global convening of Anglican bishops and other church leaders to discuss matters of Christian import and offer guiding principles—which took place in August 1930. The body passed a total of seventy-five resolutions apropos various doctrinal and logistical matters, declarations that were not binding (as no Lambeth resolutions could be) but carried moral weight and influenced many American Protestants both among and beyond America’s Episcopal elite. A number of these focused on marriage and sexuality. Resolution 13, for instance, affirmed the sexual instinct as holy and divinely implanted in human nature and acknowledged the bonding function of sexual intercourse in marriage. Resolution 16 condemned abortion as an abhorrent, sinful practice. Reaping nearly all the attention in the conference’s wake, however, was Resolution 15, which argued that any “clearly felt moral obligation to limit or avoid parenthood” should follow a Christian method, the most obvious of which was total abstinence from sexual intercourse. Only when there was a “morally sound reason for avoiding complete abstinence” could other methods be used. The resolution roundly denounced the act of preventing conception, whatever the method, arising from “motives of selfishness, luxury, or mere convenience.”79 But it explicitly suggested that contraceptive methods other than abstinence did have an acceptable use, and in this, it went squarely against the 1920 Lambeth Conference, whose leaders had warned emphatically against artificial means of contraception no matter the circumstances. The change in Anglican teachings on contraception was not universally embraced. Nearly a quarter of the bishops present at Lambeth in 1930 rejected this particular resolution (193 voted for it, 67 against), and the resolution prompted a firestorm throughout the international Anglican communion, including the Episcopal Church in the United States.

Traditionalists criticized the Lambeth resolution as vague (what constituted “a morally sound reason” for eschewing abstinence?) and confused (why was abstinence so praised in a document commending contraception?), and they condemned the apparently sudden departure from doctrinal convention that disapproved of all unnatural barriers to conception. The most caustic critics understood the document to be opening the door to chaotic disruptions in Christian thinking about sex. The renowned poet and social critic T. S. Eliot (a convert to Anglicanism from Unitarianism) published a rebuttal that scathingly disparaged the statement’s excessive reliance on the individual conscience at the expense of seeking spiritual counsel from the clergy.80 In a thoroughgoing defense of traditional Christian sexual morality, the Welsh historian and government administrator J. Conway Davies argued against dislocating the sexual relationship from its biological function, raging that the Lambeth bishops were trying to intermix a Christian view of sex with a radically distinct notion of sex as “soul-union.” The latter view, exemplified in the British writers Edward Carpenter and D. H. Lawrence (not to mention Sanger herself), promoted sexual love as what Davies belittled as “an act of practical Mysticism.” The Lambeth bishops, Davies argued, had ultimately forsaken Paul and Augustine for Carpenter and Lawrence, Sigmund Freud, and the birth controllers, succumbing to thinly evidenced psychology that attributed modern neurosis to sexual problems rather than to sin and spiritual malaise.81

Such acid evaluations made clear that birth control—more precisely, the pagan, mystical, romantic, and ostensibly selfish assumptions that justified its use—led inexorably to “feminine revolt,” and to the destruction of family and society. In opening the door to contraception, claimed critics, the bishops amended two centuries of traditional teachings on human nature, gender, virginity, and the role of the church in society as well as individual salvation, presenting a “Reduced Christianity.” Now, Davies concluded in despair, “in contrast to the great Pauline utterances on the warfare between flesh and spirit, we are given a set of side-long glances at some modern problems, concluding to a prudent and circumspect muffling of the drums.”82 No matter that the bishops had meant to strengthen marriage and the family by cracking the door open to contraception. Birth control was not a humane response to practical problems; it was a warhead annihilating the traditional meaning of sex both inside and outside marriage (since birth control information could not easily be restricted to married couples). From this perspective, the Lambeth document marked a wholesale revolution in long-established Christian thinking about crucial issues of body and soul, gender and power, and the hierarchical relation between male and female.

Four months after the release of the Lambeth documents, and with many Anglican elites still up in arms, the leadership of the Roman Catholic Church clarified its own position on birth control. Pope Pius XI elucidated the church’s condemnation of contraception in the papal encyclical Casti Connubii (Of Chaste Wedlock), released on December 31, 1930. Along with its affirmation of the unchanging nature of the moral law and Catholic teaching, the encyclical directly criticized those—the Anglican bishops, that is—who adjusted their stance for rashly departing from centuries of Christian doctrine. The document also affirmed the sanctity of marriage as an indissoluble union and offered strong censure of divorce and abortion, and it charged priests to do everything possible to enforce these moral teachings among lay Catholics. Casti Connubii underlined the importance of women’s homemaking role and summoned wives to be obedient to their husbands, holding fast to traditional gender roles and meanings of sexuality as divinely ordained. All of these teachings, the text insisted, were part of a timeless, seamless, God-ordained whole.

While the document strongly reiterated the teaching that the primary end of intercourse was procreation, it recognized “secondary ends” that were not prohibited so long as the act remained “natural”—that is, open to the possibility of procreation. Such secondary ends included marital love, a theme that Catholics were not accustomed to hearing much about from official Catholic teaching. Casti Connubii also appeared to acknowledge (if somewhat obscurely and not certainly) the acceptability, so long as one did not reject parenthood outright, of intentionally avoiding intercourse during the fertile days of the wife’s menstrual cycle, presumably a licit way to forestall pregnancy through timed abstinence (what would come to be called the “rhythm method”). Nonetheless, this was an encyclical that bolstered existing church doctrine and sought to ensure that Catholics did not go the way of the Lambeth innovators. The Vatican statement was a sharp rebuke to Anglican leaders who had broached the possibility of “Christian” methods of contraception other than abstinence—and a dire warning to any others who might be tempted to follow.

Four more months passed before the third significant religious document emerged, this one from American Protestant leaders. The US press had given extensive coverage to both the Lambeth document and Casti Connubii; both were closely studied by leaders of the Protestant denominations affiliated with the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCC), a body that claimed to represent between twenty-one and twenty-two million Protestant church members in the United States. After years of political wrangling over birth control and extensive efforts by Sanger’s office to lobby church officials, it was time for Protestants to decide where they stood.

Shortly after Lambeth sanctioned birth control in limited circumstances, the FCC formed a Committee on Marriage and the Home for the purpose of rethinking its own position. Universalists, Unitarians, and Reform Jews had already clarified their support for contraception; from one angle, then, the choice facing the Protestant representatives was between standing with the traditionalist Catholic hierarchy and the Anglicans or with those religionists who had already adopted a more liberal view.83 Views were mixed, to say the least: the House of Bishops in the Protestant Episcopal Church had spoken out against birth control in 1925, but some clergy were shifting their views on the subject, as were leaders in other denominations. Chaired by the Reverend Howard C. Robbins, the former dean of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, and comprising a total of seventeen men and eleven women as signatories, the FCC committee issued a statement in April 1931 that received wide attention, including a report on the front page of the New York Times. The report showed a majority of committee members accepting birth control within marriage as “valid and moral” and as insisting that “this undoubtedly represents the prevailing Protestant point of view”; a small minority (three out of twenty-eight) claimed that the morality of contraception remained in doubt and that Christians ought to “uphold the standard of abstinence as the ideal” without recommending artificial methods.

Those committee members who endorsed the moral validity of “the careful and restrained use of contraceptives by married people” reasoned that such use allowed for the appropriate spacing of children and control of family size, protected mothers and children from undue travails and poverty, and acknowledged the inherent goodness of intercourse as an expression of a married couple’s spiritual union and love. Admitting the possibility of an increase in such evils as adultery as a result of contraceptive knowledge, the signatories further urged church, society, and parents to educate and instill morals into the nation’s youth, so that this new knowledge would be used for good rather than for ill. The dissenters, including the committee chair and two of its female members (Mrs. Orrin R. Judd, a Baptist and the president of the Council of Women for Home Missions, and Emma Bailey Spear, a Presbyterian and president of the board of the Young Women’s Christian Association), accepted the goodness of sex in marriage but held fast to abstinence as the only moral method of preventing conception.84

But the FCC committee’s disagreements were far less consequential than the points on which it agreed. The FCC committee took pains to explicate the two amazing “mysteries” that were at stake when it came to marital sex and contraception. The first and more obvious, in the context of the period’s discussions of birth control, was the creation, with God, of new and precious human life and the resulting experience of parenthood. And if it sounded traditionalist to describe the mother role as the highest realization of womanhood, the statement as plainly called the father role the supreme fulfillment of manhood. The egalitarian note struck by the equation of fatherhood and motherhood continued in the second mystery, which was the divine meaning of sex between married partners as the “supreme expression of their affection and comradeship” and a “manifestation of divine concern” for their joy—literally, a gift from God to reward their faithfulness. Committee members wanted it to be understood that, despite their disagreement on the single issue of artificial contraceptive methods, there was overall agreement that sex in marriage was good and holy quite apart from its procreative potential. Keeping desire within bounds was essential, the statement warned, in order to maintain this holiness and avoid “sex indulgence,” just as one would avoid excess in other appetites. But the statement’s bold emphasis on the sacred goodness of marital intercourse—stated in plain language, without qualification—was a significant development in American Protestant discussions of sex.85

Praise for the FCC report was soon forthcoming. The prominent Congregationalist minister Russell J. Clinchy’s defense of it appeared in the Washington Daily News (alongside an opposing piece by the Catholic priest Francis J. Hurney) and again in a prominent Congregationalist journal. Calling the report “a wise, balanced and scientific study of the physical, mental and spiritual factors of birth control,” the progressive Clinchy praised the authors for “commend[ing] the judicious, scientific and ethical use of methods of contraception for medical, eugenic and moral purposes.” He struck a robustly feminist note in emphasizing the health and well-being of the mother, insisting that a woman’s “prime function” was “not as a breeder of children” but as a “spiritual personality,” a “daughter of God” who should not be coerced into motherhood. The notion of a woman’s God-given right to control her own reproductive life could hardly acquire a more forceful defense. Clinchy also defended contraception on the grounds of children’s rights to be cared for before other children are conceived, and on its support for the happiness and lasting love of the married couple. Excessive sexual continence was “both undesirable and impossible” to couples who truly loved each other. Scientific birth control was, therefore, valid for reasons spanning a range of virtues. Clinchy imagined his audience as a like-minded group of “moral optimists” who would agree that most people would use this new technology for good, rather than for ill, and that contraception was an instrument of progress that could usher in a happier, healthier world. For those, like Catholics, who believed that this new control over reproduction was “of the devil” and had only carnal implications, “it will be the opening of the gates of death.” But for those who believed this new power was “of God,” it would bring a new era of life and love. Clinchy articulated, as well as any Protestant, the hopeful future to be sought through the liberation of married sexual love via birth control.86

The FCC report attracted reproach as well. Commonweal excoriated it in an editorial. Analyzing the report for an ethics course during his fellowship year at Union Theological Seminary, the young German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote sourly in his notes about the American Protestant turn toward the ethical, “since the dogmatic is no longer understood by Protestants,” the birth control report being one more example of the American indifference to true theology.87 The American document sparked tremendous controversy among Protestant detractors, so much so that members of the FCC spent two years fighting over it before finally laying it aside without endorsement.

The report had a massive influence nonetheless, suggesting why Sanger had worked so hard to shape it. It was both a bellwether of change and a spur to public discussion, and it was crucially shaped by Sanger’s intensive work with FCC clergy. Without acknowledging her own role in its creation (which could have been deadly to some clergy whose constituents were skeptical of Sanger), she roundly praised its emphasis on birth control as a perfectly moral way to promote women’s health and family happiness, and she maintained, as a newspaper headline put it shortly afterward, “It’s What I’d Have Written Myself.”

Protestants of this period who were increasingly accepting of birth control typically held what one historian has described as “a curious mixture of liberal and conservative views on contraception.” The “liberal” elements in Protestant acceptance of birth control included a positive view toward science and medical opinion (much of which was on contraception’s side), a focus on the laity and interest in ordinary people’s experience, an interest in privacy, an emphasis on individual rights (including the rights of women and children), a romantic sense of sexuality that interpreted human sexual intercourse as a spiritual experience, and an optimism that rightly educated people would mostly choose to be moral. The “conservative” elements that blended with these ideas were, chiefly, a concern with marriage between one man and one woman as the bedrock of civilization, a profound concern for social order and stability (hence the appeal of eugenics), a positive view of the self-control necessary to all human social relations, and an interest in holding on to important aspects of tradition even as times were changing.88 That mix was essential for persuading a wide range of Christians that contraceptive advocacy was contrary neither to their faith nor to fundamental American values.

Sanger’s cooperation with clergy continued after the report was issued, and the FCC found itself in need of her help. Amid the controversy over the report, a high-ranking FCC administrator, Worth M. Tippy, wrote a worried letter to Sanger noting that the birth control statement had “aroused more opposition within the Protestant churches than we had expected” and that some churches were dissociating themselves altogether from the FCC. Tippy asked her for names of wealthy birth control supporters from whom he could appeal for money, adding, “I assume that you would not want your name used in any such appeals.” Sanger scribbled a note on the letter that she would “help in every way gladly,” and her formal response affirmed that she was “grieved” by this opposition, would eagerly send names to help the FCC, and had “no objection whatsoever to your using my name in any way possible if it will be of help to you.” She continued, “I admire so tremendously the courage the Federal Council has had in taking up this subject that I want to help in every way possible to strengthen your hand and I know that there are hundreds of others who feel the same way.” Tippy regularly came back to Sanger with specific monetary amounts he needed and begged for her further assistance, which she regularly gave, including contributions from her own funds.89 The money she helped raise even paid for the hiring of a new administrator, L. Foster Wood, whose work appeared to focus entirely on educating churches for birth control. Sanger periodically reached out to supporters, such as the wealthy banker and philanthropist George Blumenthal, to help pay Wood’s salary and the budget for his work.90 Keeping careful track of donor names and contributions—and making clear that she expected her investment to reap real results in terms of support for the birth control movement—Sanger helped the FCC financially in this way for a number of years to come, helping it to survive the loss of support from conservative Protestants.

Hence the Federal Council of Churches continued on a steady course in a progressive direction on birth control and sex more generally, despite the growing complaints of some conservative members. In 1932, its Committee on Marriage and the Home compiled and published what it titled A Bibliography on Young People’s Relationships, Marriage and Family Life, a twenty-three-page annotated list of recommended books in this area. While most titles focused on subjects such as parenting, instilling religious values in children, health, and “mental hygiene,” a good number of the sources had something to do with sex: for instance, Parents and Sex Education, by science writer and educator B. C. Gruenberg; The Sexual Side of Marriage, by physician M. J. Exner; and The Sex Life of Youth, by Grace Loucks Elliott and Harry Bone. Another typical title was Young People’s Relationships, a pamphlet manual for church leaders of young people ages sixteen to nineteen, penned by Benjamin S. Winchester for the FCC’s Conference on Preparation for Marriage and Homemaking.91

Winchester’s pamphlet played a small but telling role in the growing opposition of the conservative Protestant camp to the changes that were afoot in mainline Protestantism in the wake of the twin movements for women’s rights and birth control access. A fundamentalist weekly, the Sunday School Times, became a frequent critic of the FCC while under the editorship of Charles Gallaudet Trumbull, who nineteen years earlier had written a heroic biography of Anthony Comstock. In August 1932, an uncredited writer for the paper lambasted Winchester’s publication as “vile” for discussing such topics as dancing, “petting,” and the possible naturalness of “the sex impulse”; the writer also approvingly cited a Southern Presbyterian missive associating the FCC with “sex filth” and a Northern Presbyterian dissenter reacting with disgust to the FCC because of “the horrible birth-control scandal of last year.” While the fundamentalists echoed the Catholics in opposing contraception, they were also critical of Catholicism: in the same issue, for instance, a writer denounced “the sensuous charm of the great cathedrals of Roman Catholicism, enslaving mortal souls by pagan rites rendered alluringly beautiful” and the “cheap and tawdry idolatry of this great apostate church.”92 Catholic-fundamentalist rapprochement around sexual issues was far in the future, but the birth control issue intensified both Catholic and fundamentalist Protestant opposition to the FCC and the mainline Protestants it represented.

Despite persisting disagreements between liberal and conservative Protestants regarding birth control, there were signs of widespread approval among the public in the years following the Lambeth and FCC Committee reports. After taking a poll in 1938, Ladies’ Home Journal reported that 79 percent of American women approved of contraception.93 By 1940, polling by George Gallup consistently showed that between 70 and 80 percent of all Americans favored “the distribution of birth-control information to married persons by government health clinics.”94 As birth control gained in acceptance among Protestants and lay Catholics alike, culminating ultimately with the Supreme Court’s overturning remaining bans on birth control access for married couples in Griswold v. Connecticut (1965), other issues took its place as key points of contention. But the ire of conservative critics over birth control and sex more generally would not be easily assuaged.

THE PERIOD FOLLOWING 1920 AND the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment witnessed conflicts and controversies of many kinds. Especially for conceptions of women’s rights and sexual freedom, the 1920s was a period of discord and decisive change. Sanger’s campaign for frank discussion of and legal access to birth control marked a pivotal moment in the history of American debates about sexuality and morals, and the acrimonious religious and political realignments of the period secured her deeply bifurcated reputation. Catholics, along with traditionalist Protestants, continued to denounce and view her in demonic terms. Liberal Protestants persisted in a mutually profitable relationship with Sanger, as they sought to distance themselves from Catholic authoritarianism—gradually adopting Sanger’s language supporting women’s right to control their own bodies and to experience sexual pleasure not bound to procreation.

Certainly the political, religious, and philosophical divisions among these disparate parties were deep, and they traded bitter accusations. But all cared passionately about the betterment of the human race and the improvement of American society. All believed that both the nation and the world would benefit from increased propagation of particular types of human beings, and from decreased breeding among others. And all sought to persuade others of the rightness of their own position—by distorting or silencing the other side, if necessary—and to shore up that stance by every legal means available.95

At stake, ultimately, in the religious war over birth control were competing moral visions about human liberty, autonomy, and freedom: rival convictions about the very definition of humanity and the proper place of choice, duty, and pleasure in human life. Catholic leaders loathed Sanger because they believed she sought to destroy the ties of love and fealty between mother and child, husband and wife, church and person. Sanger detested the Catholic hierarchy, in turn, because she believed it sought to control not only the thought and behavior of faithful Catholics but also the people, laws, and culture of the United States (indeed, of the whole world). Each position attracted adherents beyond the immediate constituencies of Sanger and Catholic leaders, as both parties made broad appeals to morality and referenced the human family, the needs of children, the goodness of parenting future generations, and the awesomeness of life itself. Both factions deeply believed in the rectitude of their cause, and there were vast and irreconcilable differences between their moral visions. The sharpest differences were matters of gender and power—a fact seen plainly by Sanger no less than by traditionalists such as Archbishop Hayes. The conflict over birth control was, in this sense, part of a much larger cultural debate in this period about female autonomy, one intensified by the successful suffrage campaign. As voters, women had now secured rights unknown to their foremothers; the larger impact on the nation of women’s citizenship was an unknown and, to many, truly terrifying prospect.

But the birth control debate also revealed similar divisions regarding the authority of science, the limits of free speech, and the shape of modernity itself. Indeed, the debate about gender in the 1920s was deeply interwoven with an equally significant dispute about the role of religion amid modernity and about the status of scientific knowledge in relation to religion. While some political progressives saw religion as an essentially conservative if not downright oppressive force—an institution that sought unrestricted privilege and self-propagation in service to its rich, powerful, mostly male leaders—others viewed religion as a potentially progressive and vital institution, caring for the poor in a heartless world by agitating for a living wage over and against the capitalistic exploitations of the period. Just as progressives were leery toward anything that looked like a fundamentalist or Catholic attempt to suppress science or subjugate women, conservatives were suspicious about the free exchange of sexual knowledge and anxious to advance their version of traditional morality for the sake of church and nation. These forces—gender, science, knowledge, free speech, and modernity—collided in the furor over birth control in the 1920s, which changed forever the American conversation about religion and sex.







CHAPTER 2

CENSORSHIP OF LITERATURE AND POPULAR ENTERTAINMENTS

THE BIRTH CONTROL CONFLICT THAT burgeoned in the 1920s intensified dissent in both religious and political realms over the exchange and distribution of sexual knowledge. Broad disagreements about the meaning of obscenity lingered into the next decade, only to erupt over materials quite distinct from contraceptive information. And the fault lines deepened: just as liberal Protestants had shifted to a more open position on birth control during the 1920s, the 1930s witnessed their gradual but steady retreat from censorship-minded public scrutiny of entertainment. This period witnessed the visible emergence of religiously rooted defenses of free expression, however cautious—as well as new disagreements among religious people regarding what should be considered obscene and whether government or religious authorities were in the best position to regulate obscenity. Mainline Protestants who might once have endorsed official or unofficial censorship became more skeptical of state efforts to censor art and literature, even as some religious people were growing more tolerant of the spiritualization of sex that had colored the FCC statement on home and marriage. Many of their fellow Christians demurred, however, and grew more adamant about the need to protect virtuous citizens from the ill effects of sexually suggestive ideas and graphic depictions of passion.

The 1930s witnessed a new openness regarding sex in literature, accompanied by the proliferation of forms of popular entertainment often seen as provocative and trafficking in obscenity. These prompted new efforts at censorship by religious people, as local citizens and church people across the nation joined efforts to stamp out erotic matter that might boost immorality among youth. But this era of censorship was notable for several new developments: Catholics supplanted Protestants as the most visible and vocal advocates of censorship in the United States, some liberal Protestants became more openly skeptical of censorship, and censorship created opportunities for collaboration, or at least alignment of interests, between Catholics and traditionalist Protestants.
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A dispute over one particular novel illustrated the swiftly changing fate of censorship in this period and signaled a new era in which censorship was more controversial than it had been under Comstock. On November 25, 1929, a Massachusetts district court convicted a local Cambridge bookseller, John DeLacey, and his store clerk for selling obscene literature in the form of Lady Chatterley’s Lover, D. H. Lawrence’s sexually explicit novel about an adulterous love affair. DeLacey’s Dunster House Bookshop in Harvard Square was a favorite of college professors, cultured locals, and erudite readers who lived in or visited the area. Still, the shop had not stocked Lawrence’s book; DeLacey had only acquired it at the insistence of a customer who turned out to be John Tait Slaymaker, an agent of the anti-vice group known as the New England Watch and Ward Society. Despite the whiff of entrapment, money had exchanged hands in the procurement of an obscene book; local laws mandated a guilty verdict. Judge Arthur P. Stone issued an eight-hundred-dollar fine and a severe sentence to DeLacey—four months’ imprisonment in the House of Correction—along with a two-hundred-dollar fine and two-week sentence to the clerk.1

Edged with the titillating forbiddenness long associated with Lawrence, the author of some twenty prior volumes that included the previously censored Sons and Lovers and Women in Love, the story was ripe to make headlines in major newspapers across the country. Slaymaker, using only part of his name to avoid recognition and persisting even after DeLacey noted that he did not carry the work in his shop “because of its nature,” had demanded that the bookseller order the novel for him from a third party. Newspapers splashily exhibited the spectacle of a bookish college supplier selling smut to an anti-vice crusader posing as a scholar, one who must have felt grimly triumphant as he returned to Watch and Ward headquarters bearing—finally!—his prize. The Middlesex County district attorney, Robert T. Bushnell, condemned the deceptive tactics of the Watch and Ward Society, whose crusading in Boston dated back to 1878. Remarkably, although he was the prosecutor handling the case and would have been the right person to denounce DeLacey, Bushnell warned instead that to “induce and procure the commission of a crime,” as agent Slaymaker did here, was to engage in “criminal conspiracy.”2 Nonetheless, the law demanded that he prosecute DeLacey, and he did.

The court ultimately revoked DeLacey’s jail sentence altogether, lest the “brazen piece of effrontery” committed by Slaymaker vindicate the solicitation of a crime. Although censorship of Lady Chatterley’s Lover endured, the stunt at Dunster House Bookshop damaged the anti-vice cause’s credibility and reaped extensive public criticism. After Bushnell’s denunciations of the Watch and Ward Society’s methods, three members of the society resigned, and the board of directors initiated an impartial investigation to see if any “illegal, improper, or unethical” methods were employed in the Dunster House Bookshop case. Vigilante justice, which in the view of the Watch and Ward Society’s many supporters served the cause well, proved deeply embarrassing to other Cantabrigians, who found its methods unseemly and disliked the national spotlight such belligerent acts shone upon their fair city.3 Ripening beneath these disagreements over tactics, though, was a more fundamental dispute about whether it was appropriate to target literature for censorship in the first place.

The Dunster House Bookshop made Boston “the butt of national ridicule”—“I am sick and tired of having Boston and Massachusetts represented as backwoods sections populated by yokels,” said District Attorney Bushnell after DeLacey was prosecuted. It also deeply damaged the standing of the Watch and Ward. Whether out of conviction or desperation, in 1930 the society invited the Roman Catholic leader of Boston, William Henry Cardinal O’Connell, to serve as an honorary vice president of the organization. The attempt by a Protestant organization to collaborate publicly with a Catholic leader known to warn his own flocks against consorting with Protestants was surprising, to say the least, although the society had cooperated with Catholic law enforcement officials in the past. The cardinal, well aware of the stain on the Watch and Ward’s reputation, declined.4

Catholic leaders and some conservative Protestants began to shift their efforts beyond strict censorship laws to internal ecclesiastical modes of controlling the literary consumption of their flocks. The secretary of the Massachusetts Bible Society did join a campaign for reforming the state’s obscenity laws, but the leadership of Boston’s Catholic diocese conceded that censorship laws typically provoked “a resentful counterattack waged with the weapons of ridicule and satire which largely nullify the good of the prohibition” and that “civil law is not a cure-all adapted to remedy this evil.” Shifts in tactics by no means signaled a change in values, but this famous trial foreshadowed later modifications in efforts to uphold decency. By the end of the 1930s, the Massachusetts Civil Liberties Committee reported that Boston’s Watch and Ward Society had wholly ceased its efforts at prosecuting obscene books and had “completely withdrawn from the field.”5

The Dunster House Bookshop case augured new fault lines regarding censorship and the religious control of literature containing sexual content. The deep conflicts that were developing in Anglo-American religious thinking about sex intensified those fault lines, and these conflicts were on vivid display in the wider religious debate over Lady Chatterley’s Lover. As censorship lost credibility in many prominent circles, conservative critics continued to blast works and writers they deemed blasphemous. Analyzing Lawrence’s intentions for that novel along with its critical reception during the 1930s provides a way to link the political and religious conflicts that worked together to deepen the fracture in American Christian thinking about sex.

While popular audiences would later think of Lawrence as little more than an author of titillating smut, he was celebrated by many nonconformists and literature critics in his own day, even as censors and traditionalist Christians viewed him with disgust. Denunciations of Lawrence, including scorn for his literary talent, were always deeply inflected with moral pronouncements about his subject matter and his determination to write about sex in the frankest language imaginable, defiantly using words many considered vulgar. Such words appeared in his last novel, Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which roused the most polarized reactions and was the subject of the fiercest controversies. The religious debates regarding that novel and Lawrence more generally reveal the deeper conflicts in Anglo-American religious thinking about sex that would roil obscenity debates for years to come.

DAVID HERBERT LAWRENCE (1885–1930) WAS born to a miner father and former schoolteacher mother in a coal-mining town in Nottinghamshire, England, the fourth of five children. A sickly child who was an avid reader and painter, he was part of a conventional family, and his upbringing was traditional and rigorously religious. His mother made sure that he and his siblings regularly attended Sunday school and services at Eastwood’s Congregational Chapel, known for its stern morality.6 As an adult, Lawrence would criticize the prudery of Reformed Protestantism, yet he ardently praised other facets of the tradition, notably its music. Lawrence began writing poetry and fiction while working as a schoolteacher in London, publishing his first novel, The White Peacock, in 1910.

In 1912, at the age of twenty-six, Lawrence fell in love with Frieda Weekley, the wife of one of his former college professors. She left her husband and children for him, and they married and remained together for the rest of Lawrence’s life. Frieda was avant-garde in her views about sex and marriage; she had had several lovers during her first marriage, including the psychoanalyst Otto Gross, a follower of Sigmund Freud who had published notable work on sexuality. Already a devoted fan of Nietzsche, Frieda drank in Freud’s ideas as reinterpreted through Gross, focusing on one in particular: “the act of sexual love was a sacrament and if the sacrament were freely given and taken the ills of society would disappear.”7 Frieda carried this view with her into her relationship with Lawrence and also continued to have numerous extramarital liaisons while with him; this understanding of the sacramentality of sex would emerge repeatedly in Lawrence’s writing. Lawrence cherished the romantic themes of sexual passion, raw physicality, and the wondrous beauty of human bodies in his writing, as well as his life, and for him, they had everything to do with true religion: sex itself was potentially a sacred experience.

It was during his early married years that Lawrence’s literary work first encountered controversy, when his 1915 novel The Rainbow was labeled obscene. It contained scenes of lesbianism, nakedness, and exuberant sex, all depicted in graphic detail. After receiving a complaint, a London court ordered the publisher, Methuen and Company, to hand over all unsold copies of the book; the publisher then demanded that Lawrence return his advance of three hundred pounds. Lawrence’s New York agent confirmed that with its explicit scenes the book could not be published in the United States.8 Women in Love, a subsequent novel first written in 1913 and thoroughly revised in 1917, was rejected by several publishers for fear of a similar reaction before eventually finding acceptance—and courting much controversy among those desiring purity in print. Even friends and former disciples sometimes turned against Lawrence, as when one described Women in Love as “sub-human and bestial.” There were other criticisms of Lawrence’s work: he often wrote from personal experience, and associates who recognized themselves as characters in a Lawrence story sometimes threatened libel suits. Still others found his writing far too earnest, stilted, pompous, and preachy to be taken seriously.9

But to Lawrence, the most dangerous critics were the censors, and he refused to concede any ground. His work was in no way smut, he argued, for it focused not on the dirtiness but the very holiness of sex. “Let us hesitate no longer to announce that the sensual passions and mysteries are equally sacred with the spiritual mysteries and passions,” Lawrence urged in the foreword to Women in Love. “Who would deny it any more? The only thing unbearable is the degradation, the prostitution of the living mysteries in us.” Lawrence was here writing directly against the American censors who were complaining of his “Eroticism,” a charge that greatly puzzled him. “Which Eros? Eros of the jaunty ‘amours,’ or Eros of the sacred mysteries? And if the latter, why accuse, why not respect, even venerate?” But the trouble seemed to be not that Lawrence wrote of the spiritualization of sex, but that he wrote of sex at all. That subject landed his works in the lap of the law, over and over again.10

In 1925, living in Italy, Lawrence wrote his last significant novel and the one that would become the most infamous of all, Lady Chatterley’s Lover. He also painted a number of oils and watercolors featuring naked bodies (many of them depictions of himself and several of Frieda), phallic imagery, and love and eroticism as sacred themes. Both on the page and on canvas, he conveyed very similar messages about sex, love, and life that centered on liberation from social norms and full surrender to the wise god of experience. His erotically charged painting Contadini (1928), a sensuous depiction of a naked Italian peasant man, was representative of both his work and its reception: Lawrence was photographed painting it, he mentioned it in several letters to friends, and a later biography pointed out that the figure’s “dark head and nude torso link him to Mellors,” Lady Chatterley’s fictional lover.11 When a London art gallery exhibited a good number of these paintings in 1929, reportedly attracting some twelve thousand spectators, critics complained of lasciviousness and indecency, until Scotland Yard detectives seized thirteen of the “filthy productions” for obscenity. Lawrence could only take what a free speech activist called “a poet’s revenge,” publishing a derisive rhythmic poem depicting the “lily-white” officers fainting “in virgin outrage” upon beholding one of Lawrence’s nudes. The “hypocrisy and poltroonery” of these “craven, cowardly” officials, he wrote to the gallery owner, were contemptible.12

Struggling with tuberculosis and profoundly frustrated with the relentless censorship of his writings and his paintings, Lawrence entered a sanatorium in Vence, France, in early 1930—even as, across the Atlantic Ocean, John DeLacey awaited his final fate in the Dunster House Bookshop case. On March 2, the very day after his medical discharge, Lawrence died. Photographs accompanying the obituaries showed a worn-looking man who appeared far older than his forty-four years. His admirers would argue that Lawrence died brokenhearted though unwavering, a man who never tried to hide his loathing and contempt for those “grey Puritans” and prudish Victorians who pursued his work with salacious abandon in order to ban it for the ostensible sake of purity. The Dunster House Bookshop case was noteworthy enough to be mentioned in an appreciative New York Times obituary appearing two days after Lawrence died.13

GRASPING THE FORCES ARRAYED AGAINST Lawrence requires understanding the history of literary censorship in Europe and America. Legal restrictions on obscene literature long embodied a Christian consensus regarding sexuality and sexual morality, reflecting the belief that to read about sexual sin was profoundly dangerous. Leaders of the Catholic Church kept a list of publications they deemed objectionable for sexual or heretical content, called the Index Librorum Prohibitorum. An early list of prohibited works appeared in the ninth century, and the first modern edition appeared in 1559. Later editions grew longer and longer, as more books appeared that church leaders found offensive, either for potentially inciting lust or for challenging church doctrine.

In France and England, anti-vice laws in the nineteenth century had generated obscenity statutes that were both more specific and more expansive than their antecedents. Between 1821 and 1892, government officials in France prosecuted twenty-six literary works, from Gustave Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal to Marguerite Eymery’s Monsieur Vénus and erotic poetry by Paul Verlaine and Guy de Maupassant. In England, authors and artists fought battles of their own with officials and citizens seeking propriety and the preservation of national character. The Obscene Publications Act of 1857 gave courts the power to seize and destroy materials deemed obscene; sale of such corrupting materials was a criminal offense, and offenders were regularly punished for over a century. British officials famously condemned Radclyffe Hall’s 1928 lesbian novel The Well of Loneliness, one judge at trial noting, “These unnatural offences between women which are the subject of this book involve acts which between men would be a criminal offence, and involve acts of the most horrible, unnatural and disgusting obscenity.”14

In America literary censorship arrived on the Mayflower, with Plymouth’s governor, William Bradford, inflicting punishment in 1628 on a rebellious colonist found to have “composed sundry rhymes and verses, some tending to lasciviousness.”15 The first literary censorship trial in the United States took place in Massachusetts in 1821, over the printing of John Cleland’s 1749 erotic novel, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure—more popularly known as Fanny Hill—a case that went all the way to the US Supreme Court. Officials fought against writers such as Walt Whitman and Herman Melville because of the ideas expressed in their writings, and sometimes because of their behavior as well. And we have already seen the ways in which American censors such as Comstock and the array of vice societies that burgeoned and flourished during the Progressive Era pursued not only novelists but also freethinking activists like Margaret Sanger, whom they saw as jeopardizing virtue and the status quo.

The religious underpinnings of literary censorship were personified in Comstock, for years the king of the nation’s Christian censors. He argued that lewd writing would breed lust, which “defiles the body, debauches the imagination, corrupts the mind, deadens the will, destroys the memory, sears the conscience, hardens the heart, and damns the soul.” Obscene literature had enormous power, overwhelming and overtaking even the best of people. Ordinary readers of such material, he warned, inexorably became “rakes and libertines,” polluting their families, abandoning their children, and desecrating their homes. But Comstock reserved his greatest ire for those “so-called ‘liberals’ of this land” who fought the censors and turned “monsters” and “devil-men” into martyrs for free speech. This “mawkish sympathy for criminals” left no room for the true victims: “the youth cursed for life, the wife widowed, the child orphaned, the family disgraced, pauperized, and destroyed.” To Comstock and those who shared his way of thinking, obscenity ruthlessly ensnared all who touch it, wreaked familial disorder, and devastated the broader social world; the vile sin had to be eliminated at its very source.16

During this period, tensions were growing between modernist literature and traditions of literary censorship. James Branch Cabell’s Jurgen endured charges of being an “obscene” book upon its 1919 publication, as John S. Sumner, the head of the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice since Anthony Comstock’s 1915 death, attacked its sexual content and prosecuted its publisher and editor. In 1920, editors of a well-known American avant-garde periodical, The Little Review, were hit with obscenity charges for printing work by James Joyce—excerpts from what would eventually become Ulysses. Likewise, Theodore Dreiser’s novels Sister Carrie (1900), The Genius (1915), and An American Tragedy (1925) also enraged the censors for their supposedly immoral content. In a letter to a university student writing his master’s thesis on literary censorship, Dreiser wrote starkly, “Any writer, artist, painter or sculptor, or thinker of any breadth of mind who wants to present reality is now being ignored or misrepresented by a kept Press.” In that environment, it took “real courage” to write truthfully of sex.17

Those who supported censorship viewed the enforcement of purity and decency as a crucial way of maintaining order, or of restoring it during a time of change. Awash in societal changes brought about by immigration, urbanization, modernization, and feminism, as well as the economic uncertainties wrought by the stock market crash of 1929, Americans might well seek stability in traditional social norms and reassurance that younger generations would uphold them. The minds of youth, still in formation, needed protection from corrupt literature intended to arouse sensation and encourage debauchery, lest they be overtaken by lust and cease to be functioning citizens contributing to a well-ordered society. The flesh could overtake the spirit, a warning that ran deep in the Christian tradition starting with the apostle Paul’s own inner warfare; stringent disciplinary regimens had long been advocated as barriers to temptation. Perhaps this was a low view of human nature, rendering persons helplessly impressionable and even imprisonable by the power of print, but literature could also uplift, and the wholesome variety might well abet virtue. Even as many early-twentieth-century writers and readers were chafing against longstanding rules of propriety in literature, then, others held to them as pillars of moral constancy and social control. Little wonder, in such a milieu, that the literary censorship of sex became a battleground.18

The controversy over Joyce’s writing that began in 1920 did not end quickly. Joyce’s work was the subject of trials in the United States that stretched to 1934, when a federal appeals court upheld lower court judge John M. Woolsey’s earlier decision allowing for publication. It was a euphoric moment already, as Prohibition—the one against alcohol sales—had just been rescinded in December 1933; that, along with the pro-Ulysses decision, could seem to augur a more lenient age. In his foreword to the first legally published edition of Ulysses, the civil liberties lawyer Morris Ernst wrote jubilantly about the victory over the “prudery-ridden” censors who “have fought to emasculate literature…, have sought to reduce the reading matter of adults to the level of adolescents and subnormal persons, and have nurtured evasions and sanctimonies.” The outcome for Ulysses, Ernst continued, was “a turning point” and “a body-blow for the censors.” Writers could eschew euphemisms and “describe basic human functions without fear of the law.”19 But regardless of the Ulysses decision, literary censorship continued, with books like Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath attacked for supposed indecency countless times over many decades, and the government’s ban on Lady Chatterley’s Lover in effect until 1959.

MOST AMERICANS, OF COURSE, DID not have access to Lawrence’s infamous love story in its early days, and the vast majority in the 1930s likely accepted the notion that it was a dirty, immoral book. Debates over popular entertainment hit more people directly, and attempts to censor various products marketed for popular amusement garnered significant disagreement. Motion pictures, long a target of Christian censors like New York’s Canon William Chase and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), came in for years of more highly regulated scrutiny, for instance. Hollywood already had a reputation for debauchery, partly because of the publicity given to the romances and sexual escapades of its movie stars, and a series of scandals that shocked audiences and attracted reproach to the film industry drove industry representatives in 1921 to hire a moral overseer who would ensure decency in motion pictures. They selected Will Hays, a Presbyterian elder and postmaster general of the United States, and made him president of the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA), which they established in 1922. Industry leaders were trying to avoid censorship and increase mass audiences, and they hoped that the MPPDA would stem the rising protests against sensationalism and ostensibly lewd content in films.

One of Hays’s first actions was to invite two thousand representatives of influential religious, educational, and civic organizations to a conference in New York, offering them a voice in evaluating film content and advising industry representatives. He forged a Committee on Public Relations to serve as a liaison between the MPPDA and the public, informing the Hays office of its objections to any films and promoting approved films to the public so that filmmakers would be incentivized to make more. Religious groups were part of that committee from the outset, including the National Catholic Welfare Conference and several other Catholic organizations, the Central Conference of American Rabbis along with other Jewish groups, and the FCC as well as other Protestant associations. Hays’s office worked steadily with Hollywood producers, eventually producing a list known as the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls”—situations and topics that films should avoid altogether or treat with special care, most having to do with sex.
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Some Christian censors were not immediately mollified by the work of Hays and the MPPDA. For instance, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, which had focused attention on the dangers of motion pictures as early as 1906, shortly after the five-cent theaters opened, continued to target movies into the 1930s, on the grounds that their power over children and youth was formidable and that viewers could become “addicted” to film no less than to alcohol. Seeing Hays’s office as ineffectual, a group of churchmen, women’s groups, and business leaders calling itself the Federal Motion Picture Council sought government regulation of the movie industry. In 1930, the WCTU responded to a new wave of so-called sex pictures by leading a host of Christian organizations—churches, missionary societies, women’s clubs, and more—in pressuring Congress to enact a strong censorship law and save the nation from the movies’ dangers.20 Such legislation was exactly what the MPPDA had repeatedly attempted to forestall.

The Catholic publisher of the film industry’s leading trade paper, the Motion Picture Herald, was thinking deeply during this time about how to promote movies that offered virtuous entertainment to families and that reflected, or at least did not undermine, the values of the Catholic Church. Like Hays, Michael Quigley disliked the idea of movies being subject to federal oversight, but he believed a suitable instrument could be created from a code of decency whose rules were clearly articulated and would be compulsory for all filmmakers—a more formalized tool than the “Don’ts and Be Carefuls.” He worked on devising such a code with a couple of Catholic priests, including one who was also a playwright and dramatist, and he consulted with Hays along with members of the industry. The document was decidedly Christian in orientation, its details leaving “no room to doubt,” as one observer put it, “that the agenda was primarily concerned with sins of the flesh.”21 Adopted in 1930 as the Motion Picture Production Code, this system of self-regulation was intended to preempt federal censorship by producing salubrious movies for mass entertainment. Implemented correctly, the code itself would regulate the content and distribution of all Hollywood films concerning issues such as profanity, crime, and sexuality. The Hays office did not emphasize the Catholic origins of the code; it was better, in that climate, to describe it merely as reflective of broadly American moral values.

The code’s section on sex was considerably longer than those treating murder, religion, and other topics, and it began by insisting, “The sanctity of the institution of marriage and the home shall be upheld. Pictures shall not infer that low forms of sex relationship are the accepted or common thing.” Specific instructions covered such subjects as adultery (“sometimes necessary plot material, must not be explicitly treated or justified, or presented attractively”), passionate love scenes (“should not be introduced except where they are definitely essential to the plot… passion should be treated in such manner as not to stimulate the lower and baser emotions”), rape (“never the proper subject for comedy”), and interracial sex (“sex relationship between the white and black races is forbidden”).22 Other sections regulated the showing of bedrooms, dances, vulgarity, and more. By accepting the code, motion picture producers hoped to persuade critics that they could successfully regulate themselves on sexual and other moral content.

But apprehension about the sincerity of studios’ dedication to clean entertainment continued to grow, particularly as the Depression depressed movie ticket sales and racked up enormous losses that Hollywood filmmakers determined could only be reversed by more exciting, racy movies. Between 1930 and 1934, films were more sexually explicit than they had ever been, and the Hays Code was largely ignored. Henry James Forman’s best-selling book, Our Movie Made Children, published in 1933, alarmed American audiences by describing the moral damage wreaked on children by these decadent films, a message taken up and spread by Christian writers in numerous periodicals and other vehicles that blamed Hollywood for the sexual promiscuity of American youth. That same year, the president of the National Council of Catholic Women warned that Hollywood was creating films that were “a menace to the physical, mental and moral welfare of the nation.”23 In this climate, many felt that external pressure on the studios would be needed to hold the line on wholesome film.

Protestants were apprehensive too: even those who were gradually liberalizing, though uncomfortable with the tactics of anti-vice societies, wanted wholesome amusements and knew some regulation was necessary. In late 1931, for instance, the Christian Century pontificated against an editorial in the Nation that excoriated censorship of literature and film alike. Against the Nation’s advocacy of “permitting grown-ups to decide for themselves what books they shall buy, what plays they shall see, and even what pictures of undressed females they shall look upon,” Century editors contemptuously scorned “the glib rationalizing of liberals of this kind—found in large numbers in the Manhattan sector.” While agreeing that citizens should be “freed from capricious and tyrannical state control,” it was obvious to the writers that there was a need for “some community control over the commercial activities of the individual,” lest the United States become a nation of “smut.” The occasional overreach by censoring authorities was simply “the price that the community must occasionally pay” for decency.24

In 1934, US Catholic bishops established the Legion of Decency as a mechanism for mobilizing the faithful and other concerned Americans to work for decency in movies, urging adherents to stay away from films deemed dangerous to their moral well-being. Within a few months of its founding, Catholic leaders declared that over two million Americans had signed the Legion’s pledge.25 Advocating consumer boycotts rather than federal legislation, the Legion soon eclipsed the efforts of the WCTU, which acknowledged the Catholic organization’s good results, noted the cooperation of Protestant organizations in its efforts, but continued to push for federal legislation. The film industry, sensing that self-regulation under the Legion was highly preferable to a federal law, began more intently to work on self-censorship.

That year, a prominent Catholic and public relations officer in the Hays office named Joseph Breen was appointed head of the Production Code Administration, serving as the chief enforcer of the Hays Code. Under Breen’s direction, officials worked to cut suggestive lines from scripts and change plotlines when they were deemed too immoral. After the censors read the script for the film Casablanca, for instance, filmmakers made adjustments to lessen the suggestion of adulterous sex in the affair between Rick and Ilsa, though it remained strongly implied. A few years later, because of the censors, the strong sexuality of A Streetcar Named Desire was toned down, and a full four minutes of scenes were deleted before its release. The censors also banned a French film version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover (L’Amant de lady Chatterley).26

Catholic concern about the cinema’s influence was so high, in fact, that in 1936 Pope Pius XI issued an encyclical letter on the topic, Vigilanti Cura, that praised the Legion of Decency while condemning the “lamentable progress—magni passus extra viam—of the motion picture art and industry in the portrayal of sin and vice.” Vatican leaders had already twice addressed delegations of the International Motion Picture Congress, the second held in Rome earlier in 1936. But the subject was of “such paramount importance” and the hazards of “pernicious and deadly” effects on morality so grave that the leadership deemed it necessary to address it in this encyclical. The document reproached film industry leaders for not carrying out their pledge to safeguard “the moral welfare of the patrons of the cinema.” It exhorted bishops across the world to press Catholics in the motion picture industry to work for virtuous entertainment, as part of the larger program of Catholic Action (the organized effort mobilizing lay Catholics for church work as well as broad social reform and spiritual improvement). Bishops were also to obtain an annual pledge from members of their dioceses similar to the one developed by the Legion of Decency, promising to abstain from motion pictures “offensive to truth and to Christian morality.” Moreover, the pope’s encyclical called for a bishop-led national office in every country to review all films and categorize them as “permitted to all,” “permitted with reservations,” and “harmful or positively bad.” Such a system, though expensive, would protect the morality of Catholics and non-Catholics alike and help ensure that films in all nations would promote “the highest ideals and the truest standards of life.”27
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Popular pulp magazines also received attention from concerned citizens, especially Catholics—who were, after all, long accustomed to literary bans because of the Vatican’s Index Librorum Prohibitorum. Convinced that the lewd stories printed in such magazines were a “moral poison” and part of a “widespread… campaign to destroy the morals of both youth and adults,” Catholic bishops in 1938 founded the National Organization for Decent Literature (NODL), which was headed by John F. Noll, bishop of Fort Wayne, Indiana, and a committee of other Catholic leaders. Concerned that popular romance, true confession, and crime and detective magazines glamorized premarital and extramarital sex, divorce, and criminality, the NODL enlisted local Catholics across the country to help eliminate such publications from stores and communities and make them inaccessible to Catholics and non-Catholics alike. NODL supporters took a pledge to abstain from reading such literature and, still more, to refuse doing business with stores that sold it. Local NODL members visited drugstores, newsstands, and other shops to urge sellers to get rid of these materials for good; if urging didn’t work, the threat of a boycott just might. In some areas, compliant storekeepers could display NODL certificates of approval to assure customers of their respectability.28

As these organizations found success in their efforts to suppress sexual content not only for believing Catholics but for the whole of American audiences, resistance arose. As early as 1936, the Nation editorial board warned readers of the insidious Catholic influence over the motion picture industry, noting that the Hays Code had been written by the Catholic hierarchy and that Breen had now been given “dictatorial powers” to demand revisions in movie scripts even before production began. According to the editors, the MPPDA and the Legion of Decency were in cahoots, and the Catholic Church was all but running Hollywood. Given that seventy million Americans attended the cinema each week, while there were only around twenty million Catholics in the nation, non-Catholic moviegoers surely had the right to decide “whether they wish to have their films censored in advance by the Catholic church.”29

The syndicated columnist Drew Pearson later gave the same treatment to NODL, denouncing the Catholic “zealots” who “have become unofficial censors of American magazines” with far too much public power. Pearson was especially incensed at the influence NODL had on US postmaster general Frank Walker, a Catholic. Similar complaints echoed in the liberal Protestant magazine the Christian Century, where articles condemned Catholic censorship efforts as encroachments on civil authority and American liberty. An article titled “Vigilante Censorship Is Spreading” denounced the church’s “cultural Ku Kluxism,” “terroristic censorship,” and “cultural storm troopers,” while the magazine’s editor, Charles Clayton Morrison, called the church hierarchy “the counterpart (or should I say, the prototype?) of the fascist or nazist or communist ‘party’ with the dictator at its head.” Edmund Wilson, criticizing Catholics’ role in suppressing his Memoirs of Hecate County and their more general “efforts to interfere with free speech and free press,” likened the church to the Stalinist comintern. The visibility of Catholics as censors prompted liberal Protestants to retreat from advocating moral monitoring of popular entertainments. It was a protracted sequel to the war over free speech and Catholic power that played out in the birth control controversy of the 1920s.30

Just as liberal Protestants had loosened their stand on birth control during the previous decade, in the 1930s they shifted away from supporting censorship of mass entertainment. Their aversion to the methods of both the Legion of Decency on film and the NODL on literature evinced a shift in liberal Protestant sensibilities whereby, as one historian puts it, “moral criticism of public entertainment went from being a duty of the middle-class to evidence of its outmoded prudishness.”31 As Catholic leaders in essence took over the role of public moralists, those same Protestants who had as late as 1931 scorned the “glib rationalizing” of the anti-censors more or less joined their cause.

With Protestant-Catholic tensions so rife in the nation, it was early for conservative Protestants and Catholics to collaborate significantly on issues of mutual concern. But censorship was one area where they could and occasionally did. One contemporary writer, R. L. Duffus, intrigued by the “patchwork of incongruities” that had come to characterize contemporary Boston, placed censorship cases such as the Dunster House Bookshop incident at the center of his perceptive analysis of the emergent religious realignments that were rapidly transforming the “little old Boston” of the Boston Brahmins, those cultured descendants of the commonwealth’s founders. Once a largely Protestant city, Boston’s majority was now Irish Catholic. Differences of both opinion and temperament divided these English and Irish settlers, Duffus noted, but “in respect to their opinions about domestic morals the two stocks and the two religions are not far apart.” Likening Cardinal O’Connell and A. Z. Conrad—Boston’s Catholic archbishop and the long-serving pastor of the Park Street Congregational Church just off Boston Common—Duffus noted that their different theologies did not prevent concurring attitudes toward “questionable” literature. Catholic and conservative Protestant cooperation was nowhere better evidenced, according to Duffus, than in the New England Watch and Ward Society, a “perfect example of the catholicity—with a small ‘c’—of Boston’s Puritanism.” Although Protestant in origin and administrative leadership, it was an important vehicle where “Catholic and Protestant joined hands” in unity against immoral books. Catholics and conservative Protestants had discovered their agreement about “modern influence[s]” that, to their minds, imperiled the traditional family; their collaborations were just beginning.32

In the wake of the Dunster House Bookshop case, the religious politics of censorship shifted away from federal law toward attempts by religious authorities to oversee and regulate the bounds of propriety. Traditionalist Protestants and Catholics alike took steps to impose order over popular literature and mass entertainments, and the efforts of groups like the Legion and NODL, like those of Watch and Ward, generated critique from those who did not fully share their worldview or their sense of what was appropriate to read or see on the movie screen. The ideas about religion and sex that D. H. Lawrence conveyed in his novels reaped divided reactions even when the books were out of court and the national spotlight, serving as a bellwether of much that was to come.

LAWRENCE WAS A PARAGON OF unconventional, nonconformist thinking, and his writing represented a threat to the nation’s Christian consensus on sex. It was not simply that he advocated for a wholly different morality than that of Christian chastity, traditional marriage, and the family; the larger threat lay in the fact that he presented his own vision of love and sex as a genuinely religious one, a compelling and authentic alternative to traditional Christianity. His work, influenced by radical thinkers such as the sexually daring writer Edward Carpenter, pioneered a fusion of sexual candor and religious ecstasy that would help shape how future sexual revolutionaries, including some Christians, thought about sex and sexual morality. While that wider impact was not yet evident in the 1930s, the substance of his writing, most especially Lady Chatterley’s Lover, helps explain how he drove a wedge into the Christian agreement about sexual virtue.

“I am a passionately religious man,” wrote the twenty-nine-year-old Lawrence in 1914, “and my novels must be written from the depth of my religious experience.”33 Whatever Lawrence may have meant by the word—and critics have long wrestled with his intention—neither he nor his works were “religious” in any conventional, institutional sense. The author was a seeker of physical and spiritual vitality, a lover of spontaneity and inward feeling as well as fleshly embodiment, a romantic who opposed the aridity of the rational intellect to dream of sacred creativity. He wrote elsewhere of poetry as “religious in its movement,” of “the essential feeling in all art” as religious, and of cosmic reverence as driving all of life.34 As a later observer would note, in order to achieve his own religious quest and escape from “dead beliefs and ideas,” Lawrence had to “break free of any religious life-experience that was regimented by legalistic and moralistic religious tradition.”35 A “passionately religious man” he was, by his own definition, but even so, his brand of religiousness was sure to alienate if not incense those committed to a more traditional piety.

In an eloquent and highly personal essay published in 1928, “Hymns in a Man’s Life,” Lawrence wrote tenderly of the Protestant hymns he learned as a child, acknowledging that “they mean to me almost more than the finest poetry, and they have for me a more permanent value, somehow or other.” However “banal” they might be in structure and substance, he urged readers to imagine the wonder they had excited in him as a child and that remained with him still. Indeed, Lawrence meditated, such wonder was surely “the most precious element in life,” one that alone could stave off the boredom and deadness of modern civilization; the “sense of wonder” was “the religious element inherent in all life, even in a flea,” “our sixth sense,” “the natural religious sense.” Science, too, wrote Lawrence, partook in this selfsame wonder and was in this sense “as religious as any religion,” at least until it became stuffily didactic (“as dead and boring as dogmatic religion”).36

As a onetime devout Protestant, Lawrence remained throughout his life consumed by the Bible, Jesus, and the theme of holy love, but his was no ordinary religiosity. In one critic’s wry words, Lawrence aimed to “keep the poetry of the hymnal” as well as “desecrate the church.”37 In condemning its rigid prudery, however, he meant to call attention to the deeper joy and purity he felt the institution had destroyed, in its Protestant and Catholic forms alike. As he wrote in an essay posthumously published in England and not published in the United States until 1953, “A Propos of Lady Chatterley’s Lover,” the Catholic Church was not inherently anti-sexual, since it had made marriage “a sacrament based on the sexual communion, for the purpose of procreation,” such that the “act of procreation is still charged with all the sensual mystery and importance of the old past.” If the church taught differently now, it was the pope and the priests who had distorted its true message. Lawrence rejected what he believed to be the dry, cracked disembodiment of the Protestantism of his time in favor of a rich sacramentalism that had a mystical reverence for physicality and sexual union at its center.38

Interwoven throughout Lawrence’s hot-blooded religiosity, then, was a keen sense of the vitality, the basic sacredness, of sex. In his essay “Making Love to Music,” Lawrence wrote that “sex is so large and all-embracing that the religious passion itself is largely sexual.”39 In another essay, he denounced the hypocrisy that forced men and women to renounce their own sexuality in service to some distorted morality. Writing of the accusations levied against his so-called lurid and obscene novels, Lawrence retorted that he was “one of the least lurid mortals,” for he absolutely detested “cheap and promiscuous sex… heartless sex.” Rather than cheapening sex, Lawrence saw himself as writing against the artificiality of modern life, above all against contemporary forms of prudery that brought only coldness and misery into human relations. Sexuality, which enacted the “natural flow” of sympathy between creatures, was central to Lawrence’s highest religious ideal.40

Lady’s Chatterley’s Lover deliberately and unremittingly represented such ideas. The novel is a love story between unlikely lovers: the aristocratic Connie Chatterley and her estate’s gamekeeper, Oliver Mellors, both unhappily married to other people. Their relationship centers on their sexual passion and compatibility, suggesting the mutual sympathy and dynamism they find in one another and the restoration of their religious awe after years of dismal numbness. Connie’s unpleasant husband, Clifford Chatterley, is an example of the absolute deadness of most men of his class, a man the novel early on describes as having a cold heart, paralyzed and impotent from his time in the war, “chirpy” and “watchful” with a “slight vacancy” about him, a “blank of insentience.” Connie, on the other hand, is “a ruddy, country-looking girl with soft brown hair and sturdy body and slow movements full of unused energy,” sensual in every respect. When, walking in the wood, Connie and Clifford happen on Mellors and she sees him for the first time, she feels him as “a swift menace… like a sudden rush of a threat out of nowhere.” Gun slung over his shoulder, the “almost handsome” servant stares “straight into Connie’s eyes with a perfectly fearless, impersonal look, as if he wanted to see what she was like”; she spies in his eyes “a look of suffering and detachment, yet a certain warmth” and sees him as “curiously full of vitality.” Their eyes meet, and it is “as if he wakened up”; subsequently, once Connie returns to her daily life with the dull Clifford, she is filled with “an inward dread, an emptiness, an indifference to everything.” The chapter ends with Connie going through her days “drearily, wearily,” stuck on the “empty treadmill” of habit. “Nothingness!” she inwardly despairs. “To accept the great nothingness of life seemed to be the one end of living. All the many busy and important little things that make up the grand sum-total of nothingness!”41

Mellors lives close to the earth and is more comfortable around the animals he tends than people. Indeed, he seems animalistic himself, in Lawrence’s descriptions, living by instinct and closer to nature than civilization. When Connie later chances on him bathing outdoors and first sees his beautiful naked back, sculpted by years of outdoor physical labor, it is “a visionary experience” that “hit[s] her in the middle of her body.”


She saw the clumsy breeches slipping away over the pure, delicate white loins, the bones showing a little, and the sense of aloneness, of a creature purely alone, overwhelmed her. Perfect, white solitary nudity of a creature that lives alone, and inwardly alone. And beyond that, a certain beauty of a pure creature. Not the stuff of beauty, not even the body of beauty, but a certain lambency, the warm white flame of a single life revealing itself in contours that one might touch: a body!



Before long, Connie and Mellors have sexual intercourse, which “lift[s] a great cloud from her, and give[s] her peace.” After the first time Connie and the gamekeeper “come-off together,” her sexless husband Clifford detects “something new in her, something to him quite incomprehensible.” Indeed, much has changed: “the flux of new awakening,” “the new bath of life,” “the voiceless song of adoration.” The sex itself is her newfound salvation: “Connie would not take her bath this evening. The sense of his flesh touching her, the very stickiness upon her, was dear to her, and in a sense, holy.”42

Some time later, after a rapturous night in which “the reckless, shameless sensuality shook her to her foundations, stripped her to the very last, and made a different woman of her”—the “sharper, more terrible… thrills” of anal sex—Connie compares her experience with Mellors to that of Abélard and Héloïse as well as the Greek gods, the electric sensation “burning the soul to tinder”: “The refinements of passion, the extravagances of sensuality! And necessary, forever necessary, to burn out false shames and smelt out the heaviest ore of the body into purity. With the fire of sheer sensuality.” While Connie had before imagined that a woman would die of humiliation at such sexual abandon into “the last and deepest recess of organic shame,” instead she experienced blissful wonderment and dissolution of all embarrassment and fear; “naked and unashamed,” she was stripped to “the real bed-rock of her nature.” It was a triumph: “So! That was how it was! That was life! That was how oneself really was! There was nothing left to disguise or be ashamed of. She shared her ultimate nakedness with a man, another being.” Poets and purportedly civilized people were “liars” for trying to persuade people they wanted sentiment, when “what one supremely wanted was this piercing, consuming, rather awful sensuality. To find a man who dared do it, without shame or sin or final misgiving!” Refinement and coarseness merge through this consuming, purifying union of lady and gamekeeper—both joyous, and she finally alive to “the very heart of the jungle of herself” after years of walking death.43

By novel’s end, Connie is pregnant with their child, and both are seeking divorces from their livid spouses so that they may be permanently wed to each other. Theirs was what Lawrence called “a deeper morality” than obliging people’s ordinary “little needs”: the morality of seeking out the full achievement of the rhythm of life and death, the “vivid and nourishing relation to the cosmos and the universe.” This rhythm emerged tangibly in love: When Connie asks what Mellors believes in, he pauses before responding, “I believe in being warm-hearted. I believe especially in being warm-hearted in love, in fucking with a warm heart. I believe if men could fuck with warm hearts, and the women take it warm-heartedly, everything would come all right. It’s all this cold-hearted fucking that is death and idiocy.” Later, after Connie tells Mellors that what distinguishes him from other men is “the courage of your own tenderness,… like when you put your hand on my tail and say I’ve got a pretty tail,” he bluntly boils down his own quality of tenderness to its perfect essence: “cunt-awareness,” or the courage to touch another embodied, passionate soul. “Sex is really only touch, the closest of all touch. And it’s touch we’re afraid of.” The final sentence of the whole book comes from a letter Mellors sends to Connie, a droll farewell from his penis to her vagina: “John Thomas says good-night to lady Jane, a little droopingly, but with a hopeful heart—.” However contrived, turgid, sexist, or absurd any of this may sound, the novel’s worship of ecstatic physical union could not be more obvious.44

Lawrence was not entirely alone in writing of sex this way, but his popularity made him a sort of spiritual tribune for a new sexual morality. In his own repeated clarifications of his aims in writing Lady Chatterley’s Lover, Lawrence said that he sought to write of the beauty, holiness, and cleanliness of sex, over against pornography (which he elsewhere defined as “the attempt to insult sex, to do dirt on it”). He was delighted to see the “real revolution” in sexuality wrought by the young, whom he praised for “rescuing their young nudity from the stuffy, pornographical hole-and-corner underworld of their elders, and… refus[ing] to sneak about the sexual relation.”45 Defending Lady Chatterley’s Lover against the censors, Lawrence explained, “And this is the real point of this book. I want men and women to be able to think sex, fully, completely, honestly and cleanly.”46 Restoring the “deeper… greater morality” of humankind required returning to “vivid and nourishing relation to the cosmos and the universe.” The solution Lawrence offered was not Christian—he believed it was older than Christianity, Plato, or Buddhism—for “the Christian religion lost, in Protestantism finally, the togetherness with the universe, the togetherness of the body, the sex, the emotions, the passions, with the earth and sun and stars.” But “sex is the great unifier,” and “in its big, slower vibration it is the warmth of heart which makes people happy together, in togetherness.”47 Lawrence’s eclectic religious interests took in far more than Christianity, but there was no doubt that he perceived sexuality in profoundly sacred terms.

Many of Lawrence’s detractors deemed him abnormally obsessed with sex and offered armchair psychological diagnoses explaining his fixation. He was “a sex-crucified man,” one wrote in typical fashion—a casualty of warped cravings for whom sex was “a means of escape that will give him neither refuge nor rest, a perpetual thorn in the spirit, a reminder of his own insufficiency and weakness and lack of courage.” A tortured man whose art was merely self-justifying autobiography: such was the ignominy heaped on Lawrence long after his death.48

The censorship of Lady Chatterley’s Lover supposedly centered on its steamy depictions of adulterous sex. But take another look at the full context of that sexual activity. The traditional marriage between the aristocratic and sedentary Clifford and bored but dutiful Connie is one of hierarchy and the subordination of a submissive wife to her sexless but demanding husband; against that arrangement, Connie chooses to be with a common man of a much lower class, one who disbelieves in such hierarchies and who is muscular, carnal, and erotically thrilling. Mellors speaks crudely yet treats her as an equal and speaks openly about viewing her sexual fulfillment as important as his own. Connie rejects aristocratic roles and norms of propriety in favor of a simpler, more modest life with an unrefined man who seems wholly indifferent to social conventions, disdainful of manufactured measures of social class, and untroubled by sexual equality. Hers is an unambiguous rejection of civilized society with its hierarchies and upward ambitions, in favor of the rough-and-tumble world of intimate passion she fashioned with Mellors in the forest. It is this world, characterized by freedom and personal abandon, that Lawrence promises will nourish and sustain Connie and Mellors over time, in contrast to the cramped, angry, and stifling realm of conventional wedlock.

For traditional audiences, the scandal of the book was not merely sex or an unfaithful tryst. The greater outrage was the wholesale repudiation of traditional marriage, gendered order, and elite male power. The book described more than secret infidelity, the kind that might just tear apart a marriage; it bespoke the annihilation of cherished social norms, if not Christian civilization itself.

LAWRENCE’S RELIGIOUS VISION OF SEX was controversial. However much he battled the censors and sought to explain the far distance between his writings and obscene pornography, he could not overcome their hostility. Those most vexed by Lawrence—admiring his literary gifts while detesting the content of his work—included a set of conservative Christian literary critics. The most prickly (and most influential) of these was Thomas Stearns Eliot (1888–1965), the Missouri-born writer and St. Louis native who moved to England in early adulthood and eventually became a British subject. In England, Eliot converted from the liberal Unitarianism of his upbringing to a conservative strain of Anglicanism, describing his conservative predilections in 1929 as “classicist in literature, royalist in politics, and anglo-catholic in religion.”49 The Anglo-Catholic Eliot, orthodox in his Christian devotion, loathed the unorthodox Lawrence and at times seemed intent on grinding his literary reputation to dust.

T. S. Eliot did have occasional words of measured praise for Lawrence; an early reference from 1917 has Eliot describing him as “a poet of quite peculiar genius and peculiar faults.”50 But the attacks far outweighed admiration. In 1927, Eliot published his first critique of Lawrence for La Nouvelle Revue Française, a French journal about English novels. Eliot argued that Lawrence’s “splendid and extremely ill-written novels—each one hurled from the press before we have finished reading the last” had but one subject in mind. He described Lawrence as “a demoniac, a natural and unsophisticated demoniac with a gospel,” arguing darkly that Lawrence’s characters lacked “all the amenities, refinements and graces which many centuries have built up in order to make love-making tolerable.” When those characters “make love—or perform Mr. Lawrence’s equivalent for love-making—and they do nothing else,” they essentially moved backward through evolutionary time, passing backward the ape and fish to “some hideous coition of protoplasm.” Eliot shuddered at the “progressive degeneration in humanity” exhibited in the novels, lamenting, “This is not my world, either as it is, or as I should wish it to be” (emphasis in original).51 It was rather a world in which Eliot found, or at least claimed to find, sex quite intolerable. Eliot’s acerbic portrait diminished Lawrence not simply to the level of brutes but to the most primitive stage of living cells.

Lawrence returned the invective, identifying Eliot as the very type of dry, lifeless corpse he found so abhorrent among civilized people. He may also have gotten back at Eliot in a slyer way. Some literary critics pointed out that Lady Chatterley’s dour husband, Clifford, seemed closely modeled in his ideas and language on Eliot, and that some of his speeches insisting on ordered emotions and belittling passion and the body struck themes from Eliot’s own writing.52 Further, Clifford had become a writer after his disabling injury in the war (an injury that left him impotent), and his writings, in Lawrence’s words, contained “no touch, no actual contact”: “It was as if the whole thing took place on an artificial earth,” yet Clifford was “morbidly sensitive” in wanting the approval of all. Chatterley/Eliot was a pathetic, needy, and crabbed person, all malice and superficiality, of little substance.53 He was just the sort of traditionalist Christian who would despise Lawrence’s work and deem it demoniacal.

Indeed, Eliot exemplified a particular Christian way of thinking about religion and sex that Lawrence spurned, representing an attitude toward passion that would have been at home with the Christian censors. After Lawrence’s death, he wrote that Lawrence had “failed completely” at creating genuine art, for he merely reveled in his own sensations without turning them to greater ends. Lawrence was “a very sick soul,” and Eliot vilified Lawrence’s “offensive” use of Christian faith for “non-Christian or anti-Christian” ends, attributing this tendency to the decadent lure of a “shadowy Protestant underworld” that picked and chose its religious symbols at will and was far outside the bounds of orthodox Christianity. Lawrence mistook human love to be the highest good, rather than the love of God; he pined for a degree of human intimacy that was impossible between living persons, particularly for one who did not realize that “the love of two human beings is only made perfect in the love of God.” Political reform, social justice, racial equality—all were ultimately as egotistic and as inadequate for genuine human connection and meaning as sex, in Eliot’s view.54

Eliot repeated and embellished these critiques in his 1934 book on the moral failings of modern literature, After Strange Gods: A Primer of Modern Heresy, in which he described Lawrence as a “great genius” sickened by “a distinct sexual morbidity.” Denouncing “the deplorable religious upbringing which gave Lawrence his lust for intellectual independence,” Eliot scoffed, “like most people who do not know what orthodoxy is, he hated it.” He damned Lawrence’s lack of “tradition” and analyzed him as having had “no guidance except the Inner Light, the most untrustworthy and deceitful guide that ever offered itself to wandering humanity.” Having adopted what Eliot plainly deemed a “spirituality” that was flighty, self-righteous, and unmoored, Lawrence exhibited a “spiritually sick” vision, a “social obsession” with upending the proprieties of social class. Lawrence’s characters displayed “the absence of any moral or social sense,” betraying “no respect for, nor even awareness of, moral obligations” or conscience. They epitomized the worst instincts of humanity: the very model of modern heresy, the destruction of the moral universe.55 The renunciation of traditional marriage signaled a wholesale rejection of civilized manners and obedience to the dictates of society.

Eliot was not alone in his contempt of Lawrence’s spiritual earnestness toward sex, his dismissal of civilized conventions, and his determination to renounce modesty and bring sexual matters out into the light. Not long after Lawrence’s death, Ruth Frisbie Moore, a conservative literary critic, wrote disparagingly of his frank language—calling “spades spades”—and “outrageous grossness,” a quality of the “spade cult” who claimed Lawrence as “its major prophet”: “Lawrence himself treated [Lady Chatterley’s Lover] as an inspired utterance, and the more radical critics approached it in a religious spirit, according it the reverent treatment a true Fundamentalist offers to Jonah and Genesis.” Lawrence and his “disciples” displayed “perfect moral certitude” in their assessments, a snobbery about their explicitness that was dogmatic, self-righteous, and “cock-sure”—altogether pious to the point of ludicrous condescension. “For those of us with a devout upbringing,” she wrote, “there is a decidedly musty odor about some of Lawrence’s statements.” His defenders were “veritable Impuritan Fathers,” making “obeisance to his gods” in endless praise for his work as “rhapsodic,” “flamingly intense,” “rapturous,” “ecstatic,” and more. Harold Gardiner, the long-time literary editor of the Jesuit magazine America and a widely influential Catholic critic, lamented “the minute detailing of sexual aberrations” in the novel and noted that it was like other restricted books that do not merely depict sin but in fact “teach immorality.” Lawrence, in the view of such antimodern critics, had mistaken health for sickness, honesty for vulgar desecration. By making depravity seem alluring, his writings posed an urgent danger to the culture.56

Whereas Lawrence saw it as both possible and essential to reconcile religion and sexual candor, Eliot and many other conservative Christians believed that the sort of sexual openness embodied in Lawrence threatened the very essence of Christianity. Even if it was a “serious quest for an alternative spiritual tradition” spurred by many of the same impulses that nurtured Christian faith—alienation from rational scientism and the worship of money—it was “will-worship of the ego,” another Anglican writer put it.57 A young Thomas Merton, who would become one of the major American Catholic writers of the twentieth century, pronounced Lawrence “a complete pagan” whose “gospel culminated in the proclamation of himself as a Messiah, as one who had come to save the world from intellectualism and give back to men the joyful ‘mindlessness’ of the Hopi snake dance.” A “very flourishing cult of Lawrence the Messiah” existed, in the view of these critics, and its antidote could not come soon enough.58 From the traditionalist Christian point of view, the possibility of a rich and powerful alternative to Christianity coming to fruition was dire, as it would dethrone the powers of church authority in favor of something earthier and disorderly, the rejection of self-sacrifice and church authority alike. Eliot and his cohort could not abide Lawrence’s antinomian challenge.

Female sexual awakening, an important theme in Lawrence’s writings, was also a threat to a conservative Christian worldview that continued to uphold traditional gender norms as well as a hierarchy that remained closed to the idea of women’s equality within the church and the broader society. The notion that women did not merely tolerate sex for the higher good of childbearing but that, once awakened, they realized they needed sex—such an idea certainly did not trouble all Christians, but in the ordered world of the conservatives it was hazardous. The specter of the sexually liberated female, ominously embodied in Margaret Sanger, also saturated Lawrence’s work: however cogently later feminists would critique those portrayals for reifying gender hierarchy and female objectification, they were nonetheless subversive to the Christian worldview of the period. Lawrence’s frank acknowledgment and graphic depictions of female appetites was shocking in the 1930s. The threat to Christianity posed by writers such as Lawrence appeared twofold: the problem of a seemingly decadent, pagan religion was but the flip side of the hazard posed by a positive view of sexuality and the honoring of sexual pleasure for women.

Eliot and many other Christian writers detested Lawrence’s fiction for its anti-church anarchism and its renunciation of tradition, marriage, and social customs, and their perspective reflected the public Christian consensus still ascendant in the 1930s. Soon enough, however, liberal Protestants and even some Catholics reread Lawrence and undertook to defend him, sometimes even resurrecting part of his vision of sexuality for illumination and Christian appropriation. These reassessments appeared in the 1940s and into the 1950s (and beyond). Brother George Every, a British Anglican scholar and poet, wrote several times about Lawrence and showed increasing admiration for the ways in which his work illuminated “the limitations of the liberal, democratic, and scientific outlook” and exemplified a critique of “modern scientific and sociological thinking” that made some sense—even though, from Every’s Christian worldview (and certainly Eliot’s and Merton’s), his solutions were antithetical to Christian truth.59 Citing Every’s writings, an Anglican priest argued in 1951 that some “amends” were necessary to counter “the abuse that has been hurled” at Lawrence “by so many Christians.”60 The renowned Nathan Scott, a literary scholar and ordained Episcopal priest who helped found the academic field of “literature and theology,” gave ample attention to Lawrence and reassessed the linkage between religion and sexuality that had so profoundly offended Eliot, by resituating Lawrence within a particular mystical stream of tragedy in the European Romantic tradition; Lawrence, Scott pleaded, understood and deeply felt the “anguish” of humanity’s “ontological solitude” and utilized sex to illumine both humans’ alienation from one another and divine union or completion.61 This kind of openness to Lawrence’s writing signaled the new sorts of religious thinking about sex that were beginning to emerge.

By the summer of 1959, when a federal district court overturned the postmaster general’s refusal to transmit the infamous Lady Chatterley’s Lover through the mails and thus freed it from US censorship, Lawrence was winning praise as a religious visionary. As derision of Lawrence gave way to various degrees of admiration, even a theologian at Concordia Seminary, a school of the very conservative Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, could write, “Pastors involved in marital counseling and theologians involved in the doctrine of creation will be stimulated by Lawrence’s holistic principle to search the Biblical Word anew.” Influential Christian thinkers were treating Lawrence’s work as a font of creativity for Christian theologizing and praised his deep understanding of the meaning of Christian love and sexuality: if not quite a Christian himself, Lawrence could now be seen, in the words of one critic, as “almost a Christian.”62 Perhaps the culmination of this new thinking came some time later, in the 1960s, as when Horton Davies, a Welsh historian of Christianity and ordained Congregationalist minister who taught at Princeton University, wrote a piece on Lawrence that began somewhat theatrically, “Is David Herbert Lawrence also among the prophets? Is this adopted son of Sigmund Freud also among the saints?” Davies’s article focused entirely on Lawrence’s writings about sexuality, love, and the body, and his responses to these questions was an unambiguous yes.63 For traditional Christians, Lawrence had gone from being a despised anti-Christian pagan to a prophet and a saint.

THE DUNSTER HOUSE BOOKSHOP CASE and successive shifts in Protestant and Catholic modes of censorship and control of literature and film are important for revealing new fault lines in American religious attitudes toward sex and the sexual content of popular entertainments. The religious debates about Lady Chatterley’s Lover, popular movies, and pulp magazines showed growing disagreements over how best to protect the morals of the nation—especially American youth—and maintain social order. The censors had perceived Lady Chatterley’s Lover to be a menace, believing that Lawrence’s sexually wild religiosity threatened to upend the gender hierarchy and conservative religious norms of the time and jeopardize the stability of the nation itself. Similar worry greeted other suggestive materials, even as the strategy shifted away from censorship laws to active religious involvement in the control and distribution of film and literature. Ultimately, the concerns articulated about sexual content were deeply tied up with worries about modernity, challenges to traditional church authority, and anxiety that feminism would upend the godly male order of the created world.

Conservative Protestants and Catholics remained suspicious of one another throughout the 1930s and beyond. But they were united in believing that sexually risqué materials should be rigorously monitored and kept out of the hands of youth. Decades later, in one of those ironies of history, it was a Catholic—Justice William Brennan, devoutly religious and no fan of graphic sexuality, and the only Catholic then on the Supreme Court—who wrote the majority opinions in the 1964 cases that overturned America’s strictest twentieth-century obscenity laws, dramatically transformed the very meaning of “obscenity,” and sharply restricted the bounds of censorship.64 Among other lessons, it was a reminder that Protestants weren’t the only Christian group splitting ranks over sex.







CHAPTER 3

SEGREGATION AND RACE MIXING IN THE EARLY CIVIL RIGHTS ERA

MUCH OF THE DEBATE OVER censorship in the 1930s centered on content deemed overtly sexual or depicting extramarital relationships. Most regulations did not aim to suppress portrayals of adult relationships that might fall outside of general conventions: love affairs between Catholics and Protestants, for instance, were not regulated by the censors or production codes, even if many people in both religious groups disapproved of them. Only one kind of consensual adult relationship between a man and a woman not married to other people was forbidden by the Motion Picture Production Code: intimate relationships “between the white and black races.” The taboo on interracial intimacy in movies prevailed because the very idea of love and marriage across the color line was offensive to white Americans at this time. For years, there was no topic more forbidden, no issue more explosive, than interracial sex.

Race, of course, has always been one of the most contentious issues in American life. The African slave trade that began in the 1620s led to almost two hundred and fifty years of legally sanctioned white enslavement of black people, horrifically brutal in every respect and predicated on assumptions of black inferiority and white supremacy. Officially, slavery ceased with the end of the Civil War in 1865, but what followed were decades of conflict over the conditions by which white and African American people could coexist and interact in the United States. By the 1940s, when World War II proved to be a moment of decisive change in the nation, calls for full equality were gaining traction, even as resistance by whites remained strong; some of the most heated political debates of the time concerned race. And nothing stoked greater fury or fear than the idea of interracial intimacy, love, and sex.

The taboo white Americans placed on intimacy with African Americans long predated the 1940s, but it gathered particular momentum during that decade. Apprehensions over gender, purity, and the future of civilization that had roiled the debates over birth control and censorship found potent manifestation in the fear that this taboo might be eased or even eradicated. White Christians in the World War II–era South maintained their slaveholding ancestors’ belief that God created separate black and white races and that He intended them to stay that way for the sake of white purity; framed by assumptions permeating white Southern culture, their reading of the Bible made such a worldview appear starkly obvious, and they pressed this view on each other and their children. The very thought of sex between a black man and a white woman infuriated white Southerners who wished to maintain both gender and racial hierarchy; this had been true for decades, and the prospect was a key argument used to shore up segregation, not to mention a recurrent rationale for lynchings and other murders of black men. But challenges to segregationist Jim Crow laws in the South lately seemed to be coming fast and furious, mainly from a federal government that most white residents thought had no right to interfere with Southern tradition. As desegregation increased, both by force and by choice, the pious aversion toward racial intermixing, marriage, and reproduction in some quarters only grew more belligerent and explosive.

In the mid-1940s, amid the horrors of World War II and the fascist reign of Adolf Hitler in Germany, this issue blew up in both houses of Congress. The outburst stemmed from a 1943 collaboration between two anthropologists at Columbia University, Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfish, who coauthored a short pamphlet they titled The Races of Mankind. In 1944, distribution of the months-old pamphlet abruptly halted when it was deemed subversive by critics suggesting that the two anthropologist authors were likely Communists out to undermine the United States. Unwittingly or not, the authors had struck a nerve deep in the heart of Christian Dixie, threatening the architecture of racial separation and white supremacy that forbade sex across the color line. Anti-Communist sentiments were strong, and the McCarthy hearings were just around the corner; the repugnance for interracial sex that was so fierce among religious white Southerners helped speed along this new era of fear.
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HOSTILITY TOWARD SEX ACROSS RACIAL lines—and especially toward sex between white women and black men—long rested on a specifically religious basis or rationale. Rooted in the history of slavery and emancipation, the taboo against interracial love was deeply entangled with ideas about God’s racially ordered plan. Whether they owned slaves or not, white Americans who supported the slave system had no difficulty believing that the biblical references to slavery meant that the enslavement of Africans was just and that slavery was divinely sanctioned, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries no less than biblical times. Further, many white churchmen both in and beyond the South creatively inferred from the book of Genesis that God had cursed Noah’s son Ham and his generations of offspring with black skin, consignment to bondage, and general subjugation to whites. In short, white Americans found support in the Bible not only for slavery specifically but also for racial inequality and segregation more generally: sex across the color line was thus a religious violation of God’s law.1

The word “miscegenation,” meaning the mixture of two or more races, first appeared in 1864, but laws prohibiting sex and marriage between the races in America went back to the 1660s, when colonial governments forbade interracial sex to bolster racial hierarchies, keep the so-called white race pure, and guard against the putative sexual depravity of black people. Stereotypes of Africans as more sexual and aggressive than whites had come over the ocean with the English settlers, who believed such people were “lewd, lascivious and wanton people” and were keen to mate across the color line.2 By 1705, the Virginia Assembly was resorting to six months’ imprisonment and a large fine for any white person caught fornicating across the color line, and ministers who performed interracial marriages were also fined.3 Such statutes eventually pervaded all of the Southern colonies and, later, states: at least forty-one states enacted anti-miscegenation laws at one time.

Of course, these laws rarely applied in practice to white men; both before and after emancipation, black women were vulnerable to multiple forms of sexual coercion. Enslaved black women habitually suffered the humiliation of rape by their white masters, so much so that rising numbers of mixed-race babies motivated colonial governments to pass laws declaring the children of enslaved women to hold slave status as well. Slave masters could literally increase their own wealth by raping and impregnating their female slaves, even as white women giving birth to a so-called mulatto or mixed-race infant were severely punished. The legal apparatus developed to prohibit all sexual activity between white women and black men was wholly absent for black women, who were, without penalty, subjected to forcible sex, whipping, physical restraints, and public nudity.

Such practices were obviously about white control over black labor, but they were also, as one historian starkly puts it, about “feeding the sexual appetites of the powerful and about the degradation of those made to feel powerless.”4 Mixed-race children could still shock those not from the elite South: a Vermont native visiting Monticello in the early nineteenth century wrote to his father about Thomas Jefferson’s interracial household and his slave, Sally Hemings: “The story of black Sal is no farce—That he cohabits with her and has a number of children by her is a sacred truth—and the worst of it is he keeps the same children slaves—an unnatural crime which is very common in these parts.”5 The right of white men to manhandle black women, rape them, impregnate them, and keep those offspring as slaves was rarely questioned, adding cruel absurdity to laws forbidding interracial marriage between freely consenting partners. These ravages of the American slavery system would live on in the later sexual violence inflicted by white Ku Klux Klansmen and gangs on black women perceived to be a threat (or whose husbands were perceived as such).

Far from being a negligible factor or an afterthought, religion was foundational in the anti-miscegenationist worldview. White disgust toward miscegenation rested on—and was reinforced by—Christian theology and racialized readings of the Bible. God had created separate and distinctive races, the argument went, and He expected them to stay that way. Whites had long associated blackness with contamination and impurity and built ample religious justification for this link from the Bible, generating what later commentators have called a “theology of segregationism.”6 This theology sometimes addressed sex specifically. Christians had long believed that the fall of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden came about through sexual sin; the serpent that lusted after Eve and tempted her into eating the forbidden apple was presumed to be male. Some pro-slavery writers before the Civil War characterized the serpent not just as male but specifically as a pre-Adamite black man, the Louisianan Samuel Cartwright going so far as to call the serpent a “negro gardener.”7 Tennessee clergyman Buckner Payne accepted this view, along with the corollary that as a creature created before Adam, the black figure was subhuman and had no soul. In 1867 Payne wrote, “A man can not commit so great an offense against his race, against his country, against his God, in any other way, as to give his daughter in marriage to a negro—a beast—or to take one of their females for his wife.” Those who disagreed weren’t simply wrong but evil: “The states or people that favor this equality and amalgamation of the white and black races, God will exterminate” (emphasis in original).8 Cartwright similarly argued that “the hybrids” created through race mixing “were so exceedingly wicked” that they impelled God to destroy the world in the great flood. Miscegenation seemed to be the root of all corruption, the vilest of sins.9

If Christian theology could so thoroughly support slavery, racism, and opposition to interracial sex specifically, it could also validate the Southern cause in the Civil War. In 1863, delegates to meetings of the pro-slavery Southern Baptist Convention—a breakaway denomination formed eighteen years before, when northern Baptists underscored their opposition to slavery—pronounced the Civil War “just and necessary” and praised God’s “divine hand in the guidance and protection of our beloved country.” The North’s opposition to Southern ways was, noted the Virginia Baptists, “alike subversive of the teachings of Christianity and the genius of constitutional liberty and order.” Their own faith lay in the “sweet assurance that our cause is a righteous one.” Pro-slavery congregations throughout the South deemed the Southern war effort a religious calling of sorts, a sacred duty in upholding God’s laws for the races.10

Even after the South’s defeat, white Christian clergy often led the way in teaching their flocks that they were nevertheless an honorable people with every right to rule over blacks, and that they were waging God’s war against the evil, atheistic North. It was a theology, in other words, that upheld racial inequality as divinely established: “We do not believe that ‘all men are created equal’… nor that they will ever become equal in this world,” averred a Southern Baptist minister in 1883.11 Gender hierarchy was fundamental to this interpretation of Christianity; so was racial hierarchy. With the end of slavery, old legal boundaries between white and black had been erased; for whites concerned to preserve their dominance in the status quo, blacks and whites needed to be thoroughly separated, and black people needed continual reminders of their limitations and their place in society—reminders that were aggressively enforced.

Slavery’s destruction did not change the core belief in black inferiority held by so many whites—Northerners as well as Southerners—committed to white supremacy. In the South, most policies of Reconstruction failed as white Southerners managed to re-create structural hierarchies of racial dominance and subordination, all while they read their Bibles, prayed, attended church, and considered themselves true keepers of the Christian faith. Trading pro-slavery for pro-segregation theology, many white Americans were adamant in their belief that they were a people chosen by God who were in every way superior to African Americans. They must therefore remain separate and not intermix. Legislatures and courts enacted this theology into law, and not only in the South: two years after the Civil War ended, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld the legality of segregated railway cars, affirming that “the natural law which forbids [interracial marriage] and that social amalgamation which leads to a corruption of races, is as clearly divine as that which imparted to [the races] different natures.” State supreme courts in Indiana, Alabama, and Virginia also invoked God’s divine law to uphold bans on intermarriage and to reinforce in human law the “theology of separate races.”12 By assumption, custom, and eventually law, the presence of even so little as “one drop” of nonwhite blood in a person’s family history could exclude him or her from laying claim to whiteness.

Scientists and other scholars working in the latter decades of the nineteenth century took for granted this Christian view of the divine origin of racial separation and the evils of race mixing. Under the pseudonym “Caucasian,” the author of Anthropology for the People: A Refutation of the Theory of the Adamic Origin of All Races (1891) wrote, “From this theory, that God made the yellow and the black races inferior, physically, mentally and morally, we infer that he designed them for a subordinate and dependent position.” There was no question that God demanded the preservation of “blood purity,” for which He implanted “the instinctive mutual and universal repulsiveness of races” so that the very idea of “political and social equality” would be “repugnant.” Lest there be any doubt, Caucasian warned that miscegenation “is not only an enormous sin against God, but a degrading bestiality which can result only in unmitigated evil and final destruction.” He echoed Payne and Cartwright in declaring that the biblical flood recounted in the book of Exodus resulted from mixing between white and nonwhite races, creating a situation so corrupt that God destroyed the world and began again.13

Other white Christian writers echoed similar claims into the twentieth century. Charles Carroll’s The Negro a Beast (1900) and The Tempter of Eve (1902) argued vociferously that miscegenation was the worst of all sins. The Congregationalist minister and social scientist H. Paul Douglass, a vocal opponent of racial bigotry, bewailed the vast influence of The Negro a Beast in the South, noting that door-to-door sales of the book had helped it become “the Scripture of tens of thousands of poor whites, and its doctrine is maintained with an appalling stubbornness and persistence.”14 Published by the American Book and Bible House in St. Louis, the book was nearly four hundred pages of scriptural exegesis and liberal quoting from other Southern Christian writers, and it included numerous illustrations of caricatured black people and etherealized whites. One, showing a wedding between a black man and a white woman, was titled “The Beast and the Virgin” with this caption: “Can you find a white preacher who would unite in holy wedlock, a burly negro to a white lady? Ah! parents, you would rather see your daughter burned, and her ashes scattered to the winds of heaven.”15 Certainly, less dramatic versions of this taboo were far more widespread throughout the country; after all, the Motion Picture Code had, as one of its general principles, forbidden movie depictions of relationships between the races. But “Professor” Carroll, as the publisher called him, advanced “biblical, scientific, and common sense arguments” to make a dramatic Christian case against racial mixing.

During and after the Reconstruction era, white violence against black men accused of sexual crimes rose dramatically. Officials, Ku Klux Klansmen, and other white vigilantes patrolled neighborhoods and attacked both men and women who were believed to be having sex across the color line. Fear of black people’s increasing political power blended with anti-miscegenation ideology, so that white Southerners translated black calls for economic opportunity and political equality into black men’s purported sexual desire for white women. This “threat to white womanhood,” one historian writes, upheld “a powerful alibi for denying black people the basic rights of citizenship.” The Democratic Party’s very coalescence across the class lines that divided whites was grounded in their successful fearmongering about interracial sex, which took on new urgency as “social equality” took on the insinuation of coerced sexual intercourse between black men and white women.16
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Illustration decrying the horrors of interracial marriage, from Charles Carroll, The Negro a Beast (1900).





Democrats in the postwar South consistently asserted that African Americans would inevitably seek not only sex with white women but interracial marriage itself, and that the mixed-race progeny of such marriages would augur devastation of the pure white race. Blacks resisted this narrative: as the African American minister Henry McNeal Turner wrote in 1866, the notion that black men wanted white women was a “foolish dream” of “Southern fanatics”: “What do we want with their daughters and sisters? We have as much beauty as they.… All we ask of the white man is to let our ladies alone, and they need not fear us.”17 But the anti-miscegenation narrative was brutally effective in maintaining white power over newly emancipated African Americans. The ostensible sexual immorality of African Americans was a persistent rationale used during Reconstruction by white leaders who opposed full rights for freed blacks and their descendants. Whole categories of black Christians—ministers, lay people, and entire church assemblies—were painted with accusations of licentiousness, the repetition of which charge helped sustain and feed whites’ beliefs in their own superiority and the unfitness of blacks for citizenship.

Shadowing this creed in the South, incidentally, was the reality that many communities continued to tolerate the concubinage relations between white men (particularly those of high status) and black women who might well bear their children, receive financial support, and serve as a second family. The journalist Ray Stannard Baker’s Following the Color Line (1908) documented the commonness of these families throughout the South, while noting that “the better class of Southern people” were starting to attack these conditions along with other cross-racial encounters, starting with the clergy. When a Methodist pastor in Alabama railed against the fact that Montgomery had “four hundred Negro women supported by white men” and “thirty-two Negro dives operated for white patronage,” the local paper reported the statistics and railed against such vices.18 The anti-miscegenation taboo and the specter of rape also veiled the murky fear that white women might conceivably desire to be with black men if they could. W. E. B. Du Bois noted in 1913 that whites acknowledged but one racial problem, put most frantically as, “Do you want your sister to marry a Nigger?” As he observed, however, the ban on interracial marriage must be destroyed, “not because we are anxious to marry white men’s sisters, but because we are determined that white men shall let our sisters alone.”19

White Americans violently maintained the prohibition on miscegenation well into the twentieth century, most notably through the lynching of African American men and women. According to one study, of the thousands of African Americans who were lynched in the Southern states between 1877 and 1950, more than half were accused of murder or rape.20 The chief justification for lynching itself was its ostensible use as a deterrent to black rapists. Writing to the Nation in 1916, a white Northerner transplanted to the South spoke for many when he noted how “troublesome and insolent” Southern blacks were to whites and connected this to sexual brazenness before advocating lynching for rapists: “It may be bad to lynch, but is it not far worse for a demonized fiend, swelling with bestial lust, to lay his cursed hands on a pure, defenceless woman to satisfy his animal nature? Mr. Editor, you have never had a sister, a wife, or a child outraged by a beast who has all the privileges of respectable men.”21 As the study showed, white vigilante mobs killed black men even if there was no evidence or identification by the alleged victim. The Southern definition of black-on-white “rape” was expansive, as white laws and institutions refused the possibility that any white woman would willingly have anything to do with with a black man.22

Undergirded by white Christian visions of purity and sometimes ritualized by the invocational prayers of white ministers, large numbers of these lynchings were what one historian calls “spectacle lynchings,” with hundreds or even thousands of spectators present—some with cameras to document the occasion—in what was essentially a religious rite of purification. Prayer services sometimes preceded such lynchings. Many white churches, in fact, were patently indifferent to them, for lynch mobs often included their own parishioners. While some ministers condemned lynching and occasionally took action to prevent it or admonish participants, the expulsion of church members who had participated in lynch mobs could and did result in the defection of other members and criticism from the press.23 Many Southern white Christians believed the Bible supported the practice, some citing Phineas’s divinely ordered killing of an adulterous Israelite consorting with a woman of another race (he killed her too), recounted in the book of Numbers. The 1899 lynching of Sam Hose in Newman, Georgia—Hose was accused of murdering a white farmer and raping his wife—took place on a Sunday, “just after church let out.” His torturers cut off his ears, castrated him, and burned him slowly—with “absolute order and decorum,” one paper absurdly reported, until he died. One older man was quoted screaming, “God bless every man that had a hand in this” and “thank God for vengeance,” even as men quite indecorously rushed to cut off fingers, grab pieces of bone and skull, or otherwise acquire a fragment of Hose’s dead body as a souvenir.24

Anti-lynching campaigns invariably faced accusations of abetting sexual violence, as when Tennessee representative Finis J. Garrett argued in late 1921 that an anti-lynching bill should be retitled, “A bill to encourage rape.” His Mississippi colleague John E. Rankin agreed, arguing the following month that the bill “will cost the lives of innocent white women and children throughout the South, if not throughout the entire country.” Rankin continued, “The shadow of the Negro criminal constantly hangs… like the sword of Damocles over the head of every white woman in the South, and no one knows just when or where it is going to fall.”25 No fear better maintained Jim Crow segregation than that of rape across the color line.

Legal segregation met few successful challenges through the end of the 1920s. But opposition was growing, and attacks on segregation expanded in the 1930s, eventually with some support from Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration. Legal thinkers like Howard University School of Law’s Charles Hamilton Houston believed that segregated education, especially, was at the core of racial inequality in America and thus the key area to challenge. The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), founded in 1909, had long fought against racism and racist violence; under the leadership of Walter White, who became secretary in 1931, the organization commenced a steady campaign against the disfranchisement of black Southern voters and against segregation laws, especially their impact on unequal education for black students. The NAACP also aided the successful campaign to defeat the Supreme Court nomination of North Carolina judge John J. Parker—who had made comments opposing black suffrage—and spearheaded a major anti-lynching campaign in hopes of passing a federal law against lynching.

In the same decade, President Roosevelt—prodded on civil rights by his outspokenly liberal wife, Eleanor—appointed Mary McLeod Bethune, an African American Republican who became a Democrat because of Roosevelt’s policies, to serve as one of his African American policy advisors, a group of African Americans sometimes referred to as the president’s “Black Cabinet.” Both as the founder of the National Council of Negro Women in 1935 and as the Roosevelt-appointed director of the Division of Negro Affairs of the National Youth Administration in 1936, Bethune worked tirelessly for early civil rights reforms and for “the integration of all [America’s] people regardless of race, creed, or national origin.”When, in 1938, the Supreme Court ruled that states providing a school to white students had to provide a school to black students too, segregation received its first major challenge since “separate but equal” was upheld in Plessy v. Ferguson. The following year, federal officials reacted when the Daughters of the American Revolution refused to allow Marian Anderson, the great African American contralto, to sing at its segregated concert hall in Washington; instead, thanks to the efforts of First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and Interior Secretary Harold Ickes, Anderson sang outdoors at the Lincoln Memorial to an audience of seventy-five thousand people, black and white alike, and was introduced by Ickes, who proclaimed, “In this great auditorium under the sky, all of us are free.… Genius, like justice, is blind.… Genius draws no color line!”26

Many white Americans, particularly white Christian Southerners, were outraged by these efforts toward racial integration, and many worked vigorously to uphold white supremacy in law and in daily life. White Southern parents committed to this ideology continued to indoctrinate their children; as one historian writes, with extralegal methods of violence becoming intolerable, “white supremacists were forced to shift the process of socialization away from the public sphere and into the home.”27 Parents of this mindset did all they could to prevent their white children from mixing with black children, continuing to teach sons and daughters that they were superior to people of other races. White supremacists with more power to resist civil rights did so in the arenas they could, whether in housing discrimination, resistance to school integration, or political and legal work. Lynching, though in decline, remained the resort of choice for vigilantes.

The evils of interracial sex, and the specter of rape, remained a potent rationalization in this effort, the overriding basis for maintaining any means necessary to keep the races apart and control African American men by fear. In 1938, Senator Theodore Bilbo of Mississippi—a licensed Baptist preacher and an open white supremacist who was a proud member of the Ku Klux Klan—invoked this rationale when filibustering an anti-lynching bill before the Senate in apocalyptic terms:


If you succeed in the passage of this bill, you will open the floodgates of hell in the South. Raping, mobbing, lynching, race riots, and crime will be increased a thousandfold; and upon your garments and the garments of those who are responsible for the passage of the measure will be the blood of the raped and outraged daughters of Dixie, as well as the blood of the perpetrators of these crimes that the red-blooded Anglo-Saxon white southern men will not tolerate.



To outlaw lynching was to abet black rapists, Bilbo argued. Of all the crimes white Southerners could fathom, none was more worthy of swift reprisal, torture, and death than sex across the color line, an act that, even in the late 1930s, could only be fathomed as rape.28 In response and as part of an effort to counter the deep South’s belligerent hold on lynching and other racist practices, in 1939 Roosevelt’s attorney general, Frank Murphy, created the Civil Rights Section of the Justice Department to work with the NAACP and prosecute perpetrators; the division took seven years to win its first lynching conviction.

As the 1930s turned into the 1940s, African Americans were making strides in educational and economic mobility, and segregation laws faced further challenges. In 1941, under pressure from the March on Washington Movement, Roosevelt banned racial discrimination in defense industries that contracted with the government and created the Fair Employment Practice Committee (FEPC) to enforce this mandate. In 1942, the NAACP opened its Washington Bureau, Marian Anderson sang in a fully integrated Constitution Hall, and a group of students at the University of Chicago founded the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE), which the next year organized the first restaurant sit-in, a strategy that would long be used by civil rights leaders to challenge segregation of commercial and public spaces. The civil rights movement for black equality would continue to grow and meet successes in many areas for years to come.

But Southern white Christians who were committed to Jim Crow segregation continued to resist. Many Southern Baptists focused renewed attention on evangelism and missionary work within the black community as a means of “improving” race relations and deflecting African American interest in the civil rights movement. In 1942, the denomination’s Home Mission Board hired a black man—its first African American administrative staff member—to serve as a liaison between the white Southern Baptist constituency and the African Americans in the National Baptist Convention. Denying him an office because of its pro-segregation policy, the board editorialized the following year that such mission activity “makes it possible for Southern Baptists to cross all racial lines in preaching the Gospel without raising the question of racial or social relationships.” That same year, the Florida Baptist Convention’s Social Service and Temperance Committee, also working on interracial missions, assured white Baptists that “a happy relation between the races does not mean an amalgamation.”29

Religion was no mere postscript to the anti-miscegenationist worldview that was part and parcel of American racism eight decades after slavery was outlawed; with the Bible its keystone, Christianity was deployed for disgust toward racial mixing. Numerous Southern ministers and lay people alike maintained that racial separation was divinely ordained by God and proven by Scripture: obliterating racial distinctions, contaminating white blood, and creating a so-called mongrel race violated God’s plan for humanity. Integration and intermarriage—which went together, the one advancing the other—fostered amalgamation, thereby demolishing the people God had picked to rule the nation and the world.

IT WAS PRECISELY THIS SORT of racism that Ruth Benedict devoted much of her career to combatting. She was appalled by the racial animus so acutely visible in the United States during her lifetime, and she wanted to help eradicate it. Her perspective was rooted in an understanding of human culture that prompted her to be equally skeptical of sexual hierarchies and universal morals. Her background and training made her an ideal campaigner to call out anti-miscegenationist ideology and elucidate it for broad public audiences.

She certainly understood the powerful appeal of religious faith. Born Ruth Fulton in New York in 1887, her childhood was steeped in the Baptist tradition, though her version of Christianity was somewhat different from that of the Southern segregationists. Her religious upbringing was conventionally strict, and she embraced the religious world of her devout mother and grandparents. As a child, she was a regular attendee at Sunday School and worship services, including midweek prayer meetings, missionary programs, and other church events, and she was devoted to her Bible and to the figure of Christ himself. Ruth’s childhood church followed Baptist tradition in concluding each Sunday morning service with an invitation to the unsaved to make their public profession of faith and seek baptism. She made her own public profession at the age of eleven and eagerly anticipated her baptism in her diary, writing happily, “Jesus will wash away my sins.” She had a fondness for the stories of missionary women her mother read to her, and at that age she sometimes imagined herself becoming a missionary to heathen peoples herself. Instead, the adult Benedict grew skeptical of many of her early religious beliefs, and her engagement with other cultures would lead her to see religion as a product of human culture, deeply meaningful to its adherents but not of divine origin.

Ruth received a scholarship to Vassar, where she matriculated in 1905. The question of female suffrage pervaded the women’s college during her years there, as did smoking—both symbols of women’s emancipation. At Vassar, she became enamored with the writings of Walter Pater, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, John Burroughs, Walt Whitman, and Friedrich Nietzsche. After graduating in 1909, Ruth spent a year abroad traveling in Europe and learning a great deal about foreign cultures, customs, and outlooks on her own home country. She then did a stint as a social worker in Buffalo, working with poor families—many of them immigrants—but, feeling helpless to bring real help to those living in poverty, she quit to take a teaching position in Los Angeles. But this work too felt empty in comparison to the vibrant intellectual life she’d had at Vassar. During this period, she read Olive Schreiner’s Woman and Labour, a manifesto that argued for full economic freedom, social independence, and meaningful work for women as the means that would “for the first time fully enfranchise” true sexual love between women and men and bring about “a higher appreciation of the sacredness of all sex relations.” The work influenced her greatly, as a call to a feminism that would unify the sexes and overcoming the conflicts caused by old Victorian ideals coming up against new social realities.30 She married Stanley Benedict, a chemist, in 1914 and became Ruth Fulton Benedict. Though happy at first, she was also restless in their suburban town and, still more, intellectually starved. She worked on a writing project devoted to strong historical women—Mary Wollstonecraft, Margaret Fuller, and Schreiner—even as the marriage soured, with Stanley resisting her demands for equality within the marriage.

When she was thirty-one, Benedict went back to school, studying educational philosophy with John Dewey at Columbia University before taking a class in 1919 on sex and sex roles across different societies, taught by the feminist sociologist-turned-anthropologist Elsie Clews Parsons at the New School for Social Research. In a paper she wrote for that course, Benedict argued that women ought to be free to have sex exactly as they chose and with whomever they wished, marriage notwithstanding. That she also believed fervently in passionate love between two people was clear there as well as in her journal entries; no fan of casual sex was Benedict, but she was indignant at the societal and legal rules that made it difficult to liberate oneself from “the perpetual lock and key of marriage,” especially one that was loveless.31 Her interest in anthropology deepened as she discovered how it offered a way to explore such intimate matters in depth. Turning her sights to doctoral work, she received admission at Columbia, then a vibrant center of new thinking in anthropology, and obtained a PhD in anthropology under Franz Boas in 1923. After a long search for a permanent job, in 1931 and at the age of forty-four (and separated from her husband), Benedict received an appointment as an assistant professor at Columbia.

Benedict and Boas had common intellectual interests and a shared commitment to social justice. Boas, a German-born Jew who had immigrated to the United States a few years before joining the Columbia faculty in 1896, was the foremost anthropologist of his day. He famously promoted the concept of culture, teaching that environment was a far more important influence on human behavior than biology and race. As an organic set of learned beliefs, customs, and morals, cultures were not closed or static systems, immobile over time; rather, they were fluid, dynamic, and ever-changing. Cultures varied widely across the globe, not because some ethnic groups were more intelligent or physically stronger but because local histories and circumstances varied, leading to seemingly boundless variations on human beliefs and behaviors. Boas and his students were the modernists of their field, questioning principles that others believed to be absolute givens and acknowledging unlimited variety. They critiqued universal truths and theories that promoted a fixed model of human progress toward enlightenment, liberation, and beneficence; the horrors of their own age showed the folly of that model. Instead, they stressed the messiness and fascinating complexity of cultural development in all of its variety, seeing the makeup of societies as the product of chance rather than of intentional design. So-called primitive peoples received a measure of respect as complex social builders who may well be more sophisticated in their ordered webs than supposedly more evolved civilizations. Human development was anarchic, in the most enthralling way.32

Benedict shared this way of thinking about human cultures, and she set out her views in Patterns of Culture, published in 1934. The work sought to persuade the American public that “primitive” cultures were in no way inferior to supposedly more sophisticated civilizations. She focused on three different cultures: the Pueblos (particularly the Zuni) of the American Southwest, the Dobuans of Melanesia, and the Kwakiutl Indians of the Northwest Coast. She argued that every culture had its more and less intelligent people, its more and less physically robust populations—genes and hereditary traits varied within cultural groups as much as, if not more than, beyond them. But environmental and historical factors were far more important in determining a person’s makeup than were any inherent natural traits such as skin color. Rules such as those pertaining to sexual behavior were shaped by cultural patterns rather than dictated by divine law, and so, she extrapolated, there was little to fear from the loosening of those rules among younger generations in contemporary America: “The minor changes that occasion so much denunciation today, such as the increase of divorce, the growing secularization in our cities, the prevalence of the petting party, and many more, could be taken up quite readily into a slightly different pattern of culture,” she noted. They would soon come to seem “traditional” and “would be given the same richness of content, the same importance and value, that the older patterns had in other generations.” Rather than despise such differences across cultures, “wisdom consists in a greatly increased tolerance toward their divergencies.”33

The interest and tolerance that Benedict directed toward “divergencies” stretched over many subjects, including sexual behavior. “The whole question of sex and sex differences has been a passion with me throughout my life,” Benedict wrote in a 1936 letter to her close friend Margaret Mead, and that appeal certainly came out in her work.34 In fact, Benedict regularly sounded an appreciative note when comparing other cultures’ attitudes toward sex with those of mainstream Americans, which she not so subtly critiqued. The Zuni might look as “Puritanical” as our own repressive culture, but the Zuni people had “no sense of sin,” carried no “guilt complexes,” and did not frown upon sex as “a series of temptations to be resisted with painful efforts of the will.” They disapproved of chastity and delighted in sex, conveying on the whole a much healthier attitude toward it than did most Americans. Where Americans moralized and tsk-tsked, the Zuni way of commending a good man was to say, “Everybody likes him. He is always having affairs with women.” For the sexually healthy culture, Benedict concluded, “sex is an incident in the happy life,” rather than a source of shame.35 Benedict’s call for cross-cultural understanding was plainly tied up with a tolerant attitude toward sexual diversity and a skepticism toward religious ideas like sin that produced guilt and shame.

While Benedict was hardly the first to make this cross-cultural argument, Patterns of Culture put the idea and its implications into clear, digestible prose. The book became an influential tool for conveying this theory of culture’s influence, over and against models of biological determinism: it was widely reviewed, and it transformed how many Americans understood both their own culture and others. Social scientists as well as many members of the wider public embraced this paradigm shift toward understanding the power of culture to shape moral codes, and they understood the implication that America’s own moral codes were no less rooted in culture than those of the Pueblos and the Dobuans. All value systems had developed out of a rich repertoire of possibilities and choices, and none could be considered objectively right or wrong. Readers came to accept, if not appreciate, Benedict’s message: persons could remain wedded to their own value systems, but it was arrogant to presume one’s system to be divine truth and blithely moralize against others’ values, whether having to do with sex or other ethical matters Benedict drew out in the book. When, a few years after its initial publication, the book came out as a twenty-five-cent paperback, it was a best seller. As one observer later noted, Benedict’s ideas “truly became ‘common coin’ in the American psyche.”36

In 1939, as Benedict worked to popularize theories of human culture, Boas inaugurated a campaign to improve the way that American schools and teachers taught students the concept of race. That year, Boas had conducted a study, funded by the American Jewish Committee, which found that 20 percent of school textbooks were presenting eugenic ideas about the immutability of race, and superior and inferior races, that scientists had rejected decades before. Boas’s study repeatedly found texts in geography, history, biology, civics, and other subjects that promoted the white race’s superiority, with statements like, “Civilization has been developed and history has been made chiefly by the white race.”37 White supremacist assumptions permeated popular culture and much else besides, but Boas hoped these findings would stoke outrage in American readers aware that the German government was forcing that nation’s schools to teach false Nazi theories of racial superiority. Surely such doctrines had no place in American taxpayer-funded public schools. Indeed, they were profoundly detrimental to the vital role of education in strengthening American democracy.

Determined to change how schools thought about race, Boas publicized his findings as widely as he could. He produced a pamphlet titled Can You Name Them?, asking readers to see if they could identify the nationalities of the men featured on the pamphlet’s cover based on physical appearances alone; of course, he intended the answer to be no, as the pamphlet focused on disproving popular misconceptions about racial characteristics and the “false dogma” of racial traits that had been used “to justify political domination” and “led to merciless persecution of minorities.”38 Boas mailed the pamphlet to major newspapers across the country, including African American papers such as the Chicago Defender, and many ran stories covering his efforts. With other like-minded anthropologists, he also worked through various media—public speeches, pamphlets, exhibits, and radio programs, for instance—to teach teachers how to think more accurately about race. They were open regarding their goal of undermining “racism,” a recent term that they defined as “the attempt of individuals of one group to dominate another group based on false racial theories.”39 Teaching students about the role of culture as a force shaping human diversity would undermine false racial theories, lessening the prejudiced assumptions many people held about people who were physically unlike themselves.

Through Boas, Benedict grew convinced that public schools were a crucial place to intervene against racism. She joined the Commission on Intercultural Education of the Progressive Education Association, which aimed to help teachers and school administrators create programs to instill tolerance across ethnic groups. She worked to improve the curricula of intercultural education, a model created by well-meaning educators but one she felt was superficial in its handling of the real plight faced by groups such as Jews and African Americans. In 1940, she published Race: Science and Politics, a book she hoped would, like Patterns of Culture, reach a wide audience and help readers understand how scientists like her and Boas thought about race—and the implications for reducing racism. Benedict also wrote a resource guide for secondary school teachers called Race and Cultural Relations: America’s Answer to the Myth of a Master Race, telling readers, “No subject you study in school today is more fraught with consequences than this subject of race.”40 Benedict did not merely support equality of access and opportunity for all Americans, regardless of race; her anti-racism was part of a larger critique of the standing social order, one she shared with many other anthropologists, who argued that much more needed to change and that resources ought to be more equally distributed. It is not difficult to see why some to her political right were beginning to wonder if she were a Communist.

At that time, anthropological thinking about race was thoroughly in opposition to the ideas that still held sway at the time, especially in the South—ideas whose exponents wished to guard at all costs. And one of the chief grounds on which they made their case was sex.

IT WAS AS A RESULT of these efforts to popularize the new anthropological thinking about race that Ruth Benedict found herself in 1944 at the center of a public controversy over the pamphlet she cowrote with her fellow Columbia anthropologist Gene Weltfish, also a former student and then colleague of Boas. They had written The Races of Mankind at the request of two organizations: the United Service Organizations (USO), a nongovernment association created to support and raise the morale of military officers and their families, and the Public Affairs Committee of the US Office of War Information, a distributor of information and propaganda relating to America’s role in the war. USO officials intended to distribute the pamphlet to armed services personnel, hoping to encourage them as they fought the Japanese alongside nonwhite allies in the Philippines and Solomon Islands; the pamphlet would also work to counter Nazi theories of a “super race” and perhaps reduce racial prejudice in the soldiers’ own ranks.

The pamphlet was a short document whose basic message was that racial differences are only skin deep and that economic and educational factors—not race—explain cultural and social disparities between different groups. It cited a range of scientific, social, and educational research to prove that there were no “superior” and “inferior” races among humans. Distinctions that are purely physiological, such as skin color and hair texture, do not map onto intelligence or morality, the two wrote; all peoples are much the same in those areas, until one takes into account social, cultural, economic, and other factors that bring difference of opportunity into being. Indeed, intelligence tests performed on US soldiers during World War I showed higher scores for African Americans living in the North than white men from the South, readers learned. While there were, indeed, “races,” these meant little in light of the fact that “all the peoples of the earth are a single family and have a common origin.” The biblical story that recounted Adam and Eve as the biological parents of the entire human race “told centuries ago the same truth that science has shown today”: that all are brothers, and their very bodies represented “the record of their brotherhood.”41

Popular misconceptions to the contrary, in fact, the races that did exist were not really “pure” at all. Humans in earlier historical eras had regularly bred across cultural and ethnic lines—which meant, the authors explained, there was neither an unadulterated white race nor a pure black race. “Race mixture” had been produced “since before history began.” Moreover, “no one has been able to show that this is necessarily bad.” Different cultures might make such mixing “a social evil,” and in such a culture, “sensible people will avoid contributing to it by grieving if their children make such alliances. We must live in the world as it is.” Yet there were “no immutable laws of nature” that rendered race mixing injurious.42 German Nazis who believed in the purity and superiority of blue-eyed Aryans as a race had it all wrong—but then, so too did American whites who believed their own race was pure and superior to the black race. The further implication was clear: if races were not pure, nor even meaningful categories of differentiation, there was no inherent reason beyond societal disapproval that people could not love, marry, and reproduce across racial lines.

Easy to read and sold for ten cents, the tract was considered “a masterpiece of popularization of scientific knowledge,” according to its editor and the secretary of the Public Affairs Committee.43 Its enthusiastic promoters hoped it would be a tool to overcome race prejudice and its attendant ills, and its initial reception seemed promising. Like earlier interventions by Boas and Benedict, the pamphlet received an enthusiastic response among educators. When it appeared in print in October 1943, the New York City Board of Education recommended it to teachers for use in their continuing drive for tolerance, while the Detroit public school administration delivered the pamphlet and an accompanying educational poster series to every school in the district. The success of the pamphlet, along with the version produced for children, In Henry’s Backyard, was impressive enough that the American Council on Education tapped Benedict to study “the treatment accorded religious and racial matters in basic teaching materials used in our public schools and colleges.” The National Conference of Christians and Jews funded the study.44
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Cover of The Races of Mankind (1943), a pamphlet that drew great ire from white Southern leaders incensed at its premise of racial equality and the acceptability of race mixing.





But the public reception concealed trouble brewing behind the scenes. Even before publication, the pamphlet attracted apprehension in the USO, the organization that had set out to sponsor it. The USO president, Chester Barnard, wrote a five-page, single-spaced letter rejecting the prepublication manuscript on the ground that its distribution would be a “political effort” subject to interpretation as subversive. “The doctrine of equality of race runs directly counter not only to social practice in large sections of the country, but also to definite legal [proscriptions].… Distribution of such material on a large scale by an organization such as the USO will inevitably be regarded as an effort to change governmental policy.” The chair of the Public Affairs Committee responded that while the USO could choose what literature to distribute, Barnard’s rationale would “restrict the educational policy of any organization to limitations imposed by the most ignorant, the least trained, and the noisiest part of the public it seeks to serve.”45

The Public Affairs Committee persisted in publishing the pamphlet, submitting it to various USO member agencies despite Barnard’s concern. The initial run of thirty thousand copies in October 1943 proved not enough; second and third printings produced more pamphlets. The orders were staggering: the Army and Navy Division of the YMCA immediately ordered seventy thousand copies, the Rosenwald Fund ordered eleven thousand, and the US Army ordered fifty-five thousand copies for its orientation courses.

And then, suddenly, the pamphlet became the center of a public storm that would reach all the way to both chambers of Congress. In January, USO president Barnard ordered an end to its distribution by USO units to the armed forces, considering it “too controversial” for servicemen. Critics denounced this decision; as one writer mocked, “Perhaps Mr. Barnard and his board consider racial truths too heady a wine for the men who are ready to fight and die for the Four Freedoms and the Atlantic Charter.” Another noted, “if you happen to believe that the earth is flat you will find every book on geography ‘controversial.’… I fear that epithet is used by people who don’t like to have the facts presented.” Infuriated by the seeming cowardice on display in Barnard’s decision, scientists and other public figures protested the USO’s action, while other orders for the pamphlet poured in: the National CIO War Relief Committee announced its intent to mail copies of the pamphlet to all servicemen in the United States and, it hoped, overseas, as “one of the best answers to Hitler’s Aryan creed.”46 A fourth printing of the pamphlet produced a hundred fifty thousand copies in January, and a fifth added a hundred thousand more pamphlets two months later.47

Further furor erupted after a member of Congress (possibly Representative Bob Sikes of Florida) publicly announced that the US Army had procured fifty-five thousand copies for the purpose of training officer candidates, stirring up Southern white segregationists. Outrage filled the editorial pages of Southern newspapers. The News-Tribune in Rome, Georgia, editorialized, “If the Government has any surplus energy, it should be put into winning the war with the Axis, not into the crusade for social equality.” The Telegraph in Macon, Georgia, went still further: “If our representatives in Congress have any respect for themselves and their constituents they will utterly destroy the crawling vermin who are responsible for things like this.”48

Southern segregationists had caught more than a whiff of racial equality, integration, and racial amalgamation from the book, sensing a subversive intimate subtext that, while only indirectly stated, was clearly present. In March, US representative Andrew J. May of Kentucky and a few other Southern congressmen led the House Military Affairs Committee to pressure the US Army into halting its planned distribution of The Races of Mankind. Since that congressional committee controlled the army budget, the army had little choice but to comply, and it eventually destroyed its entire cache of pamphlets. The chief reason given by May for his opposition was the tract’s use of data that showed Northern blacks scoring higher on intelligence tests than Southern whites. In April, a House military subcommittee led by Representative Carl T. Durham of North Carolina assailed the pamphlet again, complaining that even if it were true that people of all races were brothers, “even brothers in the same family are not necessarily equal mentally, physically, socially, politically, or morally.” Indeed, the pamphlet’s problems extended “all the way from half-truths through innuendos to downright inaccuracies.”49

In the category of “innuendo” Durham and his allies surely included the pamphlet’s detailed discussion of “racial mixture” and the long history of peoples traveling, meeting others, and breeding with persons across races. As the authors wrote, “Thousands of Negro slaves have been brought into Europe at various times. Where are they now? People have come and gone in Europe for centuries. Wherever they went, some of them settled down and left children. Small groups were absorbed into the total population. Always the different races moved about and intermarried.” For this reason, and against everything German leaders were then saying about the so-called Aryans, “no European is a pure anything.” A “pure” race did not exist. Americans, too, were mixed and descended from all kinds of ancestors—“Cro-Magnons, Slavs, Mongols, Africans, Celts, Saxons, and Teutons.” And while further mixing of the races could “be made a social evil,” the authors wrote, “as far as we know, there are no immutable laws of Nature that make racial intermixture harmful.”50

Dixie statesmen would not stand for such a thing. Representative Joseph Bryson made an impassioned case for white supremacy against “the intermingling of the races” on the House floor, condemning the “long-haired men and short-haired women” who did not recognize the “innate intellectual superiority of whites over Negroes” and who persisted in “agitating for the amalgamation of the races.” Clearly, these agitators were subversive radicals and likely sexual deviants, as their rebellious hairstyles indicated (another favorite descriptor often invoked by critics was “starry-eyed”). In fact, Bryson insisted, against the clear trend toward culturalism in anthropology, “Archaeologists and evolutionists are quite unanimous on the subject of white supremacy.”51

Race mixing remained a profoundly disturbing idea to many white people, including these white Southerners, in the 1940s. White Southerners’ conviction, in one scholar’s words, that “the South was the last repository of the ‘pure’ white race” and their “pathological fear of miscegenation” ran ever higher as fear of Communism heightened during and after the war. White Southerners were profoundly aware that the Communist Party of the United States (CPUSA) held no opposition to interracial sex, and charges that the pamphlets’ authors were Communists were soon to come.52 Indeed, the FBI reported “with unease” that The Races of Mankind had made the rounds in the Communist Party headquarters in New York.53

Congressional leaders in both the Senate and the House were still fulminating about the pamphlet in May, when it emerged pointedly as a subtext in the heated debate over H.R. 7, a bill that would outlaw the requirement of poll taxes as requirements for the right to vote. Senator John Little McClellan of Arkansas warned his fellow legislators that to outlaw the poll tax was to start down a slippery slope of sexual chaos into intermarriage. He protested, “We do not discriminate concerning marriage in the South; we simply do not let the whites and Negroes intermarry.” The Southern Baptist senator Bilbo made this issue the very centerpiece of his own vigorous argument against H.R. 7, several times referring to the anti–poll tax measure as an effort to “rape the Constitution.” Noting that the Communist Party of the United States had, “in the first place,” called for “the abolition of all laws which prohibit the intermarriage of the races,” Bilbo railed directly against “the statements of Dr. Benedict and Dr. Willfish [sic] in their book entitled ‘The Races of Mankind’”: “There has never been a more disgusting conglomeration of scientific and physical facts than is to be found in this book. The whole scheme looks to the consummation of the plank in the platform of the Communist Party calling for the repeal of all laws forbidding the intermarriage of the races.”54 Bilbo’s tirade made the connection clear: the advocacy of intermarriage and sex across the color line was linked to Communism, an ideology seen to be both anti-American and anti-Christian.

Like Bilbo, Representative Malcolm Tarver of Georgia drew a similar link between the sin of intermarriage and the scourge of Communism. He was next to lambaste The Races of Mankind in a lengthy speech aiming to strike funding for the Fair Employment Practice Committee from the war appropriations bill. Convinced that the FEPC was itself a Communist-inspired plot to force black and white mixing, Tarver argued it was engaged not in the war effort but in “an effort to foist certain ideas of social, not economic, equality, which have long been entertained in this country, upon the white people of the country who feel a certain pride in their race, and justly so, and who, while they are willing and anxious that the Negro shall have his economic rights, are not willing, and will never submit, to his being forced upon them as a social equal and bedfellow.” It was “God Almighty” himself who had created the white race superior to the black race, and “while these facts have been controverted in the communistically prepared publication The Races of Mankind, which was prepared for circulation among our armed forces and which has been severely condemned by a subcommittee of the Military Affairs Committee, they cannot be successfully challenged by men and women of intelligence who are, in good faith, endeavoring to state facts.”55

Mississippi’s Bilbo continued to raise the twin specters of intermarriage and racial “amalgamation” every chance he could, blaming anthropologists from Columbia’s Boas to William Leo Hansberry of Howard University. Still inveighing against the FEPC in June, Bilbo informed Senate colleagues that, “Back in the heart of every Negro in America who is behind movements of this kind is the dream of social equality and intermarriage between whites and blacks”; and why shouldn’t they so dream, when, “Dr. Frank Boas, the great anthropologist of Columbia University, boasts of the fact that the intermarriage and the mingling of the two bloods would bring about a better race.” (Indeed, Boas had long suggested that racial hatred would be combated, over time, by “intermixture.”) In a speech to the Mississippi legislature that he insisted on preserving for posterity in the congressional record, Bilbo warned, “We have only to look about us and to read what time has recorded about race relations to realize that there are only two permanent solutions to the race problem—separation or amalgamation. If this first—a physical separation of the races—is not chosen, then the results will inevitably be the latter—amalgamation, a mixing of the blood and the destruction of both races.” Propounding falsely “negrophilistic” Christian gospels of universal brotherhood would lead to the embrace of miscegenation and “plunge the Southland into hopeless depths of hybridization,” a degraded, “mongrelized” condition that “neither wealth, nor culture, nor science, nor art, nor morality, nor religion itself” could cure. Civilization itself would collapse if sex and marriage were permitted across the color line.56Bilbo’s own racial views received considerable support from Southern white church leaders, ministers and lay people alike, who were affiliated with local segregationist Citizens’ Councils. One of his favorites, Archibald Stimson Coody IV, was an influential Sunday School teacher at the First Christian Church in Jackson, Mississippi, and what one scholar dubs a “folk segregationist theologian.” An open member of the Ku Klux Klan, Coody tapped into the resentment increasingly felt by many lay people toward the racially moderate position taken by some ministers and church bodies, and he insisted that white Southern Christians were under attack by an international conspiracy—whose methods included “mongrelization,” immigration, and taxation—made up of Communists, federal government officials, the NAACP, the National Council of Churches, and the United Nations. In 1944 he published a pamphlet titled The Race Question that strenuously defended the lynching of black rapists, noting that African Americans were far likelier to commit rape because of “atavistic sadism, or sadistic atavism,” an “irresistible oestrus,” and wholesale lack of “will power and character.” Not only was white men’s “summary execution” of such a vile wretch “natural and instinctive,” it was a noble exercise of every man’s “right to kill in defense of his person his home and his family.” Essential to the “safety of the white woman” was “the prompt extermination of every beast that commits any overt act against her sanctity.” Coody even described four lynchings in detail, some of them performed as hangings and one the burning of a live man chained to an iron stake in the town’s public square. “And that was the end of that,” he bluntly concluded. “Was it any worse than burning a witch?”57



[image: image]
Mississippi senator Theodore Bilbo delivering a typically flamboyant speech in 1946. KEYSTONE/HULTON ARCHIVE/GETTY IMAGES.





Bilbo utilized Coody as a speechwriter and advisor, and he was among the many dyed-in-the-wool Mississippians who wrote Coody with praise for The Race Question. He ordered extra copies to distribute to Senate colleagues and wrote coolly, “I believe if we will continue to propagandize the American people with the slogan of a physical separation of the races as the only solution of the race trouble that when all this ‘hell breaks loose’ we can get some real cooperation on the part of the public leaders of both North and South to a resettlement of the negro in Africa. It may be that we will have to kill half of them before the other half will be willing to seek a new country in Africa.” Through the national platform he occupied in the US Senate, Bilbo was able to transmit and popularize Coody’s brutal ideas to an audience far beyond Mississippi.58

During this time, Walter White, still heading the NAACP, spoke of his travels to visit with US soldiers in Great Britain, northern Africa, Italy, and the Middle East, and he denounced the racism that “a highly aggressive and vocal minority” of soldiers from the American South had carried with them into their overseas duty. The impact on their ability to fight successfully for freedom had been greatly compromised by their attempts to instill segregation overseas. But White reserved his greatest contempt for “what is going on here at home” to fuel that racism. “The news we have received abroad during the past 4 months has been almost universally depressing. It has been of certain Members of Congress pouring forth hate-filled tirades against the Commander in Chief of our Nation, and against racial and religious minorities, as vicious and intemperate in content and tone as any sent out by Goebbels from Berlin.” He singled out Bilbo for his “blatant boasts of filibusters against the anti-poll tax bill,” and he decried the congressional bloc that made it so difficult for American soldiers, “both white and Negro,” to get “objective information” on racial issues, placing blame directly on Andrew May’s successful halt of army distribution of “a factual, nonpropaganda pamphlet on The Races of Mankind, written by two of America’s most distinguished anthropologists, Profs. Ruth Benedict and Gene Weltfish.”59

Bilbo saw nothing but anti-Christian, anti-American propaganda in what Benedict and her fellow anthropologists were teaching about the races, and he continued his attacks, outraged that the culturalists appeared to be winning. He repeatedly called out Boas, whom he constantly reminded readers was a “German Jew” who had poisoned the minds of all his students, including Lillian Smith (author of Strange Fruit, the best-selling novel about interracial love that Bilbo called “one of the dirtiest pieces of literature that has ever been printed and circulated”). “Miscegenation and mongrelization and hybridization” were the entwined themes that “old Dr. Boas taught in Columbia University,” Bilbo railed yet again in 1945. Racial mixing, “whether one likes their odor or not,” was the anthropologist’s dogma, all in hopes of fueling sexual intercourse that was against God and nature. “He taught it to his students, and that damnable doctrine and poison has been scattered all over the United States through Columbia University and his teaching. Today he has students posing as teachers of ethnology and anthropology and trying to teach the American people that there is no difference between the white race and the black race, that they are the same, and had the same common origin.” Anyone who believed such things deserved to be “liquidated, deported, or put out of business in some way,” warned Bilbo—only violence could halt such a vile crime as interracial union.60

This nasty rhetoric against the pamphlet and its authors was a staple of the pro-segregationist literature of the time. Soldier Ira Calvin’s The Lost White Race (1945), republished under the title Only Blondes Are Angels by Ira Calvin White, censured “that pamphlet The Races of Mankind” and promised that it would forever be a blot on Franklin Roosevelt’s presidential administration. “If you are a decent person you will need a clothes pin on your nose while you study it, for it stinks.” White women’s virtue was clearly at stake. Calvin penned the poem “Pretty Pink Skin, Blue Eyes and Blond Hair” (“Out here in the far South Pacific / I have learned something quite terrific; / Your lovely skin is what I adore / And is just what I am fighting for”) and wrote that “all sane white men consider any union of a white woman with a Negro as immoral, and dog-level prostitution, no matter what kind of marriage rites may have been performed beforehand.” Calvin railed against sex across the color line in godly terms: just as “God made the tiger the enemy of the lamb,” He made “the colored man the certain destroyer of the white man.” This was “not the fault of the white man,” who was, in fact, an innocent recipient of this arrangement: “Why God made white women beautiful like His own angels, and gave white men eyes with which to recognize this fact, and then created other women not lovely to white men’s eyes, is a matter we need not take up here.” The very notion of white women mating with nonwhite men was too disgusting to contemplate. “White men haven’t protected and preserved the delicate whiteness of their women’s skins these thousands of years to wind up by handing them over to the colored races to despoil. They will die first!” And in this regard, Calvin assured, “rebellion against destruction is obedience to God.”61 Religion, racism, and anti-Communist politics entwined here as in the ideology of Bilbo, and the weight of this concoction rested on the taboo against interracial sex.

These writings continued to build off one another and were repackaged again and again. Benedict’s name and work reappeared once more in Bilbo’s final 330-page segregationist sermon, Take Your Choice: Separation or Mongrelization, self-published in 1947, shortly before his death. There he wrote that the “underlying purpose” of The Races of Mankind was “to further the program of amalgamation in this country.” Proclaiming the commingling of white and black blood in marriage an “unpardonable sin against race” and insisting with full religious fervor that “nothing is more sacred than racial integrity,” Bilbo devoted a full chapter to denouncing Boas and his students for their “evil, disastrous, and racial suicidal preachments” and “insane and corrupt doctrines of miscegenation, amalgamation, intermarriage, and mongrelization” that were destroying America. In his aim to produce “a Nation of mulattoes and mongrels,” Boas cared not that this “new brown race of Americans” would still carry “the odoriferous African aroma which forever remains with a human being no matter how small an amount of Negro blood flows in his veins.” Gathering Boas, Benedict, and Weltfish into a group that also included G. A. Borgese, a University of Chicago professor and author of the article “A Bedroom Approach to Racism,” Bilbo insisted that educators like these were filling the young minds of their students with “damnable doctrines of destruction.” A white person so willing to be “a disgrace to his own race” by advocating the death of racial purity and of “white man’s culture and civilization” must be completely “ostracize[d] from white society.”62

After Bilbo’s death in August 1947, a fellow Southern Baptist from South Carolina, the young Strom Thurmond, would be the most outspoken segregationist to take up Bilbo’s mantle in the Senate. Likewise offended by anything that threatened to reduce the stigma of race mixing and intermarriage, in 1948 Thurmond—then the governor of South Carolina—ran for president on the third party ticket of the Dixiecrats, or the States’ Rights Democratic Party, which was a split-off from the national Democrats. Denouncing President Harry Truman’s civil rights proposals, he regularly told audiences that the separation of the races was necessary for “the protection of the racial integrity and purity of the white and Negro races alike” and thundered to supporters, “I want to tell you, ladies and gentlemen, that there’s not enough troops in the army to force the southern people to break down segregation and admit the nigger race into our theaters, into our swimming pools, into our homes, and into our churches”—a theme repeated throughout his long career. Fifty-five years after that presidential campaign, a seventy-eight-year-old woman named Essie Mae Washington-Williams came out publicly as Thurmond’s daughter, the product of a union between twenty-two-year-old Thurmond and a fifteen-year-old black servant in his parents’ home.63 The prolonged white segregationist paradox lived on: repulsion toward one sort of cross-racial sex—between black men and white women—and fascination when the gender/race roles were reversed.

THE 1940S RACIAL CONFLICTS OVER segregations and miscegenation left a sustained legacy, as religious arguments for and against race mixing endured long after Benedict and Bilbo. Sex remained a profoundly divisive instrument in American Christianity and the nation’s larger political milieu, now sharpened by intensifying disagreements about race. To some liberals, conservative sexual morality would come to seem profoundly if not permanently tainted by racism, corrupted by the hate that appeared to fuel segregationist theology and the hypocritical disgust for open love across the color line. To Christian conservatives, anti-racist activism appeared hopelessly mired in an anthropological “culture” paradigm of cross-culture relativity that encouraged sexual decadence and amorality; from that angle, the fight for racial equality was bound up with a newly unleashed moral laxness and a hedonistic sensibility careless of social order. Whether caricaturish or factual, such divergent interpretations of the sexual politics of racial attitudes fueled a deepening rupture within American Christianity that simmered only just below the surface of broader party politics before breaking through a few years later.

Anti-miscegenationist and anti-Communist views became deeply entwined in the controversy over The Races of Mankind. The governmental attacks on Boas, Benedict, and Weltfish in wartime were just the beginning of a years-long crackdown on many scholars in anthropology and other disciplines for their alleged Communist sympathies and subversive activities undermining the nation. In the minds of anti-Communist crusaders, the threat represented by proponents of racial equality, in particular, was vast. In the early 1950s, Senator Joseph McCarthy, elected to the US Senate in 1946, summoned a wide range of artists, filmmakers, activists, and scholars before his Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations (part of the Senate Committee on Governmental Operations), the group aiming to root out Communist ideologies. Benedict was dead by then, but Weltfish was one of those called in 1953.64 The specter of interracial sex and miscegenation was one of the factors that brought her to the committee’s attention.

Only weeks after the Supreme Court in May 1954 handed down its anti-segregation decision in Brown v. Board of Education, White Citizens’ Councils arose to fight integration as well as mechanisms such as voter registration drives targeting potential African American voters. Citizens’ Councils widely distributed pamphlets like A Christian View on Segregation by Reverend G. T. Gillespie, a white minister in the Southern Presbyterian Church and the long-time president of Belhaven College in Mississippi. Gillespie blamed anti-segregation agitation on “negroes of mixed blood” along with “sources outside the negro race, and outside of America”—above all, Soviet Communism, which aimed to instigate a world revolution and “the complete amalgamation of all races.” Besides quoting segregationist statements from Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Booker T. Washington, the pamphlet cited numerous biblical examples as data pointing to God’s establishment of segregation, including the earth-destroying flood God sent to punish the “promiscuous intermarriage” of the different races descended from Adam and Eve; the prohibitions given to Moses not to crossbreed diverse strains of cattle, plant mixed seeds, or mix wool and linen in clothes; the warnings of Moses and Ezra to the Israelite Jews not to intermarry with pagans; and the order by Jesus to his twelve disciples to go “only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” in their first gospel mission.65

Soon thereafter, a young Baptist minister named Jerry Falwell tapped into Southern associations of civil rights and Communism. Preaching against school integration to his congregation in Lynchburg, Virginia, Falwell said, “Russia has made our racial problems her top ammunition in her propaganda scheme of proving the fallacies of capitalism to the world.… If Chief Justice Warren and his associates had known God’s Word and had desired to do the Lord’s will, I am quite confident that the 1954 decision would never have been made.”66 The White Citizens’ Council of Montgomery, Alabama, agreed, attacking a children’s book titled The Rabbits’ Wedding in which the male rabbit had black fur, the female white. Author and illustrator Garth Williams noted at the time that the book had “no political significance,” adding drily, “I was completely unaware that animals with white fur, such as white polar bears and white dogs and white rabbits, were considered blood relations of white human beings.”67 The independent Baptist fundamentalist John R. Rice, editor of the widely influential periodical The Sword of the Lord, wrote that Jim Crow laws were preferable to “unrestrained intermarriage of the races.”68

W. A. Criswell, pastor of the world’s largest Southern Baptist church (in Dallas) and one of the most influential Baptist leaders of the twentieth century, spoke out against desegregation to a joint session of the South Carolina state legislature, begging: “Don’t force me by law, by statute, by Supreme Court decisions,… to cross over in those intimate things where I don’t want to go. Let me build my life. Let me have my church. Let me have my school. Let me have my friends. Let me have my home. Let me have my family.” The Georgia Baptist minister T. C. Hardman wrote to the Christian Index: “To enforce social equality, as would result from mixed schools, would mean miscegenation and this brings about amalgamation, degeneration and approach to the level of the lower of the race.”69 As yet another white Southern minister put it, “To meet the requirements of being God’s chosen for a purpose, racial purity is essential.”70

These fundamentalists continued to rail against the twin specters of amalgamation and intermarriage as the chief evils to be avoided, often declaring that the real agenda of the NAACP was not merely desegregation but fostering intermarriage between blacks and whites. In the words of the fundamentalist Southern Baptist minister James F. Burke, “the amalgamation of races is part of the spirit of anti-christ. The Word of God is the surest and only infallible source of our facts of ethnology, and when man sets aside the plain teachings of this blessed book and disregards the boundary lines God Himself has drawn, man assumes a prerogative that belongs to God alone.”71 Many followed the example of Falwell, who founded Lynchburg Christian Academy, a private school that excluded African Americans and other nonwhites and exclusively served white children—literally, a segregation academy to keep the races apart and prevent sex across the color line so as to protect the purity of whiteness.

The South Carolinian Bob Jones went so far as to refuse African Americans admittance to his Christian college, Bob Jones University, until the Internal Revenue Service threatened its tax-exempt status in 1971—and then prohibited interracial dating by BJU students for nearly thirty more years. Pastor Noel Smith, who edited the Baptist Bible Fellowship’s Baptist Bible Tribune, repeatedly invoked the threat of intermarriage as the natural—and most fearsome—outcome of the civil rights movement, writing crudely in 1961, “To make intermarriage between Whites and Negroes as commonplace as black tomcats squalling in back alleys is the supreme goal of this integration campaign.”72 The trial judge writing to sustain Virginia’s anti-miscegenation law in Loving v. Virginia (1967) invoked the so-called fact that God had intentionally placed different races on different continents as clear proof that God “did not intend for the races to mix.”73 But the US Supreme Court, unbound by traditionalist white Christian antipathy for sex across the color line, did not agree and struck down the statute, opening the way for interracial love to flourish in legal marriage in Virginia and throughout the nation.

The events surrounding The Races of Mankind in the 1940s laid the foundation for these later conflicts. White segregationists, conservative in their Christian theology, grew ever more convinced that liberals were culturally relative, sexually amoral, racially subversive, and likely sympathizers with Communism. Their liberal counterparts increasingly saw racism and conservative sexual mores bound up in the same tight package of rigid adherence to a tradition of white male power upheld by fear. Sex and love across the color line threatened the racial hierarchies dear to many Southern whites. Those hierarchies were, in the minds of those devoted to them, the will of God and the ballast of a great American nation, even as others saw them as relics of a brutal racist past. Birth control and racy entertainments had already shocked the American Christian consensus of the early twentieth century. Interracial sex too, it seemed, could destroy the world.







CHAPTER 4

THE KINSEY REVOLUTION AND CHALLENGES TO FEMALE CHASTITY

AFTER WORLD WAR II ENDED in 1945, the United States faced new political challenges. Tensions quickly mounted with the Soviet Union and led to the Cold War, a hostile standoff between the two global superpowers that lasted nearly a half century. The threat of possible nuclear disaster hung heavy over Americans and especially so in the near aftermath of the 1945 bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Rates of religious membership, church and synagogue attendance, and religious institution building markedly increased in the immediate postwar era, as Americans sought a measure of peace and reassurance amid the political uncertainties of the time.

The national anxiety of this postwar period fortified a tendency to hold fast to familiar social and cultural norms, including traditional assumptions about sex roles, gender, and the family. Beginning in 1946, a spike in the nation’s birth rate occurred that would come to be known as the baby boom (“boomers” are those born between 1946 and 1965). Families who could afford it, and who weren’t prevented from doing so by the widespread redlining against ethnic minorities, moved their families into the suburbs, where they hoped to find safety in secure enclaves. The chosen lifestyle of most white Americans was purposefully traditional, and the values upholding it were part of the broad Christian consensus that continued to hold regarding marriage, casting sex as appropriate only within monogamous, heterosexual wedlock. Those flaunting or violating such norms—such as bohemians, unmarried girls who got pregnant, and divorced women—could pay a heavy social price, and some—like gay people—were treated as criminals.
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Crevices were continuing to form beneath the surface, and forces not yet visible in 1945 would shortly burst onto the scene, causing them to heave and expand. One of the most explosive episodes occurred thanks to two major studies on American sexual behavior nicknamed “the Kinsey reports,” a study of men published in 1948 and a report on women that came out in 1953. Both volumes were exhaustive in their coverage and boldly explicit in their descriptions of ordinary people’s sex habits, the upshot of each study being that Americans in private were far more sexually adventurous than their decorous public norms permitted. The books were publishing sensations that reaped divided reactions. American Christians were especially split in their responses: on the one side stood conservative Protestants and Catholics, on the other liberal Protestants, and especially younger generations of Christians. Even more important than these divided reactions was the fact that the reports induced figures across this religious spectrum to opine, for the first time, very publicly about sex. The reports thus spurred two sorts of upheavals: a revolution in religious thinking among some church people about how to think about normal sexual behavior and a sharp rise in open discussion and debate about sex, which pushed both liberal and conservative Christians into publicly staking out divergent stances on sexual morality.1

The taxonomic reports that electrified the nation had as the chief author Alfred C. Kinsey, an entomologist-turned-sexologist who did not shy away from provoking any audience. The two major volumes he supervised, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953), were the publishing sensations of their day and roused zealous if discordant responses, as did their author. To admirers, Kinsey was a pioneering scientific researcher in an age of moral hypocrisy, a tireless investigator of human desire and intimate behavior whose contributions to human history ranked with those of Karl Marx, Charles Darwin, and Adam Smith. To critics, he was a dissolute pseudo-intellectual bent on shredding the moral fabric of the nation by wrecking the family. Towering scientist and liberating revolutionary to some, lascivious fraud, religious threat, and likely Communist to others: Kinsey stood with Senator Joseph McCarthy as one of the most divisive personages of the 1950s.2

One of the most important legacies of the Kinsey reports was the revolution they inspired in religious thinking about sexuality. While he has often been credited, or blamed, for the so-called sexual revolution of the countercultural 1960s and the youth who based their (im)morals on “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll,” his impact was just as significant, if not greater, on religious leaders inspired to rethink Christian moral and ethical norms about sex. A virtual revolution in religious thinking about sexuality occurred in the wake of his reports, thanks in part to his dogged commitment to working with religious leaders where he could.

FROM THE START, KINSEY’S ACADEMIC work on sexual matters encountered mixed reactions from religious figures. In 1938, when he was forty-four years old, Kinsey began teaching a course on marriage at Indiana University that included frank information on the biological aspects of sex as well as lectures from other faculty members relating to economics, law, religion, sociology, and psychology. He also began conducting interviews with students and colleagues that he termed “sex histories.” That fall, a member of the campus religious council sought to assure skeptics that the marriage course emphasized “the positive aspect” of sexual behavior, namely “the everlasting beauty of the sacrament of marriage.” The course soon became infamous for its explicit discussions and graphic illustrations of sexual practices, however; within two years, indignant members of the local ministerial association petitioned the Indiana University administration to do something about the course, and the pressure forced Kinsey to stop teaching it. Undeterred, he focused his energies on interviewing as many men and women as possible to collect their sex histories, detailed accounts that sought to document the full range of their sexual feelings and behavior from earliest memory to the present. By 1939, Kinsey’s standardized questionnaire for these sex histories contained two hundred and fifty questions.

Among those whose sex histories Kinsey wished to learn about in detail were religious people. A nonbeliever himself, Kinsey had grown up in a devout Methodist home but had rejected the faith in adulthood and was critical of the role played by both Jewish and Christian sexual codes in fueling shame and guilt among the religious. He had a strong interest in understanding how religion affected sexual behavior, and he tirelessly pursued interviews from an array of religious sources, including clergy, for his planned books on the sexual behavior of ordinary people. A typical letter posted in September 1944 thanked Leonard Anderson, an Episcopal priest and director of Chicago’s first home for dependent African American boys, for giving his own sex history and also getting those of “all the boys who were in the house.” In another letter from early 1945, Kinsey wrote to E. Fay Campbell of the Board of Christian Education of the Presbyterian Church (USA), describing the parameters of his research and politely requesting Campbell’s own sex history, as well as introductions to other church people for additional histories. “If our sample is to cover the whole range of society,” pleaded Kinsey, “it must include a goodly representation from persons who are active in religious groups.” That request was apparently less successful, for though Campbell wrote back to thank Kinsey for his “interesting letter,” he ignored the request for sex histories and broader contacts.3 Kinsey persisted, however, eventually amassing a rich trove of interview data from diverse religious sources.

On January 5, 1948, Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, based on his interview data, was published by Philadelphia’s W. B. Saunders Company, a staid and relatively unknown publisher of medical texts. Nevertheless, the volume had been well publicized and heavily marketed in advance, and reviews preceded its official publication date in major venues such as Newsweek, Harper’s, the New Yorker, and the New York Times. These early appraisals were quite positive, as were most other assessments in the secular press. Some religious commentators rushed to condemn the book before it was even published, however. An editorial in the Jesuit publication America lambasted the book’s advance publicity as “pandering to prurience.”


The sound conclusions of genuine science are part of God’s truth and as such are never to be disowned, flinched from, hushed up. But there is a vast difference between the recognition and use of scientific truth by those who have a legitimate interest in it and its helter-skelter popularization among those who have no ground for interest save curiosity. As well might one popularize for the masses a strictly scientific treatise on the compounding of poisons.



With the “poisons” analogy, the magazine suggested its deeper concern with the book’s effect on American youth: its potential to contaminate and debase the innocent.4

One of the features of Kinsey’s analysis that would attract attention was his commentary on religion. In the first volume, his discussion of religion was consistent with the book as a whole, which aimed for a tone of detached objectivity, of pure reportage on the facts as he and his research team had found them. The topic of religion received brief mention from time to time and lengthier analysis in chapter 13, “Religious Background and Sexual Outlet.” Here Kinsey established his chief historical claims:


There is nothing in the English-American social structure which has had more influence upon present-day patterns of sexual behavior than the religious backgrounds of that culture.… This is no place to work out the details of the historic development, but it is important at this point to realize that these present-day codes are quite ancient, that they are the product of still older religious systems, and that throughout their history they have been the bases for the law which has formally expressed society’s interest in controlling human sexual behavior.



Kinsey was interested in the effects of religion on the more devout members of the major religious groups he studied (Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish). He concluded that religiously inactive males of all faiths were far more likely to masturbate and pursue sexual pleasure outside marriage than were their devout counterparts. But he was still more interested in how these older religious teachings continued to influence contemporary sexual habits even among the nonreligious. In Kinsey’s view, few recognized the enduring influence of Jewish and Christian concepts of sexuality on modern notions of right versus wrong and natural versus unnatural. To uphold such categorical distinctions was perforce to “stoutly defend the church’s system of natural law.”5

If religious leaders were relieved to hear that regular worshipers mostly heeded their teachings on sexual discipline, few showed it; immediate reactions from Catholic authorities were exceedingly critical of Kinsey’s book. Shortly after its publication, Chicago’s Loyola University issued to the media a “News Release on the Kinsey Report,” comprising a condensed version of a speech made by a Catholic physician in Loyola’s School of Medicine, Herbert A. Ratner. The speech criticized Kinsey’s research for conflating two distinct concepts: that of the “average” and that of the “normal,” complaining that Kinsey’s approach would entice readers to imagine sinful behaviors as normal and good simply because of their alleged frequency. Other Catholic commentators condemned Kinsey’s Darwinian biologism (which they perceived to reduce human affections and behavior to amoral instincts) and ostensible ethical relativism while raising further questions about the study’s sample and statistical conclusions.6 Such critiques did not initially appear to influence parishioners, however: George Gallup’s mid-February poll of Americans across the country found that “both Protestants and Catholics in the population express approval of the Kinsey study, although Protestants are more in favor than Catholics are.” According to Gallup, Protestants approved of the study as a “good thing” at a rate of 57 percent, compared with 10 percent who thought it a “bad thing” (the rest had no opinion or mixed responses); meanwhile, despite a dearth of positive statements about the volume from Catholic leaders, lay Catholics who expressed an opinion approved of it at a rate of 49 percent to 19 percent.7

As Sexual Behavior in the Human Male climbed best-seller lists, other publishers rushed to hop on the lucrative Kinsey bandwagon with a series of commentaries and discussions of the famous volume. Most were collections of articles by academic experts, and all of them included contributions from religious thinkers. One of the earliest, Albert Deutsch’s Sex Habits of American Men, was released by Prentice-Hall in May and featured comments from Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish clergymen, along with psychiatrists, psychologists, anthropologists, and other specialists. The Catholic writer Charles G. Wilber sharply criticized Kinsey’s suggestions about Catholicism (including the roughly 50 percent of “allegedly devout Catholics” reported to be petting to orgasm) and expanded on some of the critiques made by Ratner, protesting that the report’s authors “treat man purely as a zoological specimen” rather than as “a free agent who has duties and rights, and whose acts have social and moral implications.” Against the implication that the nation’s sex laws ought to be rethought, Wilber sharply retorted, “the mores of some of the people in the northeastern states should be changed to conform to the natural law.”8

However, the essays by Jewish and Protestant leaders were more measured, suggesting the range of religious reactions that greeted the Kinsey report. Rabbi Louis I. Newman, a colleague of Stephen Wise and prominent Zionist as well as an advocate for Reform Jewish education, served as the book’s authority on Judaism. He responded favorably to the Kinsey volume and quoted what he believed to be the finding with the most important implications for religion: “The differences between religiously devout persons and religiously inactive persons of the same faith are much greater than the differences between two equally devout groups of different faiths.” That meant, wrote Newman hopefully, that “religious groups, whatever their particular symbolism and imagery, and despite their theological warfare, do influence the conduct of their members. Perhaps if a common denominator can be found for the instruction by religionists, not defying, but utilizing aright, the research of such works as the Kinsey-Pomeroy-Martin survey, we can build a more serene and effective social order today.” For Newman, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male made the case for interreligious cooperation to ensure the best instruction in sexual morality for strengthening marriage, increasing individual and family happiness, and working for the “collective betterment” of society.9

The Protestant contribution was penned by the Reverend Seward Hiltner, the executive secretary of the Department of Pastoral Services at the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (soon to become part of the National Council of Churches). Hiltner, who would later serve on the faculties of the University of Chicago divinity school (1950–1961) and Princeton Theological Seminary (1961–1980), would prove an important figure in altering mainline Protestant attitudes regarding sexual morality, and his open-mindedness was already evident in the 1948 essay. Hiltner voiced his agreement with certain values expressed in the report, such as diminishing hypocrisy and looking for ways to address suffering caused by rigid intolerance of some sexual behaviors, but disagreed with other principles he saw embedded in it, such as the presumption that human beings were wholly like other animals in their sexual appetites. Sharing Rabbi Newman’s commitment to flexible engagement with Kinsey’s text, Hiltner was adamant that the volume should be heeded by church leaders, who had a choice to make about how better to instill their tradition’s sexual teachings. “We can try to be moralistic, or we can try to teach people to be ethical,” he noted. Clergy could pontificate, or they could help their people decide things for themselves. “In the one case we become policemen and propagandists. In the other, we are educators and shepherds.” All too often, warned Hiltner, Christianity had offered poor justification for its moral teachings while etherealizing sex beyond earthly recognition. Kinsey’s view offered a crucial, fleshly corrective to such vagueness. Without appealing for changes in the church’s traditional teachings on sexual morality, Hiltner called for a less prescriptive approach in guiding the faithful to observe them.10

A mostly favorable review of Sex Habits of American Men that appeared in the New York Times in mid-May criticized the three clergymen’s articles as the weakest in the volume. “It is not surprising that this should be true,” wrote the liberal reviewer, Bruce Bliven. After all, “it would hardly be reasonable to ask any clergyman at this time to discuss in a completely dispassionate way a study so violently out of accord with many of the assumptions of organized religion.” That brusque dismissal by Bliven, the editor of the New Republic and a foe of religious fundamentalism no less than of Communism, lumped Hiltner and Newman’s tempered liberal responses into the same mold of conservative indignation exemplified by Wilber, despite the fact that Hiltner and Newman offered a pointed contrast and defended Kinsey against knee-jerk moralizing. What Bliven failed to see was a distinct parting of the ways among religious groups on the subject of sex.11

The responses to Kinsey did not simply divide along neat Protestant-Catholic lines, however. A week after Bliven’s review, the celebrated Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr published his own response to the Kinsey report in his magazine, Christianity and Crisis. Niebuhr granted that Catholicism and Protestantism, in their traditionally “morbid and prurient attitude toward sex,” had both failed to realize “the ideal of relating sexual life sacramentally to the whole of personality and to the whole of a loyal community of persons in the family partnership.” Such criticisms echoed, or perhaps even went further than, Kinsey’s own descriptions of religion’s effects on Western sexual morality. But Niebuhr recoiled at the solution he believed Kinsey, whom he equated with “modern secularism,” offered. In a quotable line that many would repeat in their own critiques of Kinseyan scientism, he concluded, “The modern naturalism which seeks to solve the problems of man’s sexual life by treating him as an animal, only slightly more complex than other brutes, represents a therapy which implies a disease in our culture as grievous or more grievous than the sickness it pretends to cure.”12 Censure from this redoubtable theologian carried significant weight and influence among church leaders and lay members. Time magazine reported Niebuhr’s critique, opining that the revered thinker spoke for “many another churchman” in finding Kinsey’s attitude toward sex even worse “than the sad state of U.S. morals it indicated.”13 But although Niebuhr’s condemnation of Kinsey loomed large, there was no shortage of more positive responses, most of it from younger liberals.

Some of the most vocal praise from religious leaders appeared not in the nation’s newspapers but instead in Kinsey’s mailbox. The Reverend Wesley J. Buck, a young Lutheran minister in Council Bluffs, Iowa, wrote an appreciative letter to Kinsey in which he also requested a job on his research staff.14 Another admiring letter arrived from the Reverend Ward Avery from Bloomingdale, Indiana. The handwritten missive quoted the Bible on homosexuality and concluded that “God has ordained some men to be ‘that way’ for the purpose of glorifying Him, because they have been endowed with great spiritual capacity.” Although Kinsey’s staff often marked letters promulgating strong religious views with a red sticker meaning “Crank,” this time Kinsey was intrigued, and he urged Avery to come to the university to give his own sex history.15 Another missive arrived in September from a Methodist minister in Baltimore who claimed to have just completed his fourth reading of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and who lauded the book’s broad relevance for the church: “You and your associates deserve the highest praise for such a study as you have given to the world, with all of the facts contained. May God give us, as parents, educators, social workers, judges, ministers and others working with people, sense enough to be guided by the result of the Report, in order that we might deal with them as wise persons and not the fools we have been.”16 Such fan mail from ministers likely brought some relief and satisfaction to Kinsey, offering a reminder that opinions on the ground and at the grassroots level were more eclectic and diverse, and less uniformly skeptical, than those of denominational leaders. Not surprisingly, Kinsey was a keen correspondent with religious persons sympathetic to his research.

Initially, many religious leaders maintained a wary public stance toward Kinsey, doubtless influenced by the early caustic appraisals by Catholic and a range of Protestant leaders like Niebuhr. But with time, the fissures evident in the divergent reactions of the Catholic Wilber and the Protestant Hiltner began to deepen, as mainline Protestant leaders grew more comfortable in articulating what they saw as the useful aspects of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male. A sharpened Catholic reaction made national news in mid-September, when the National Council of Catholic Women passed a resolution deploring Kinsey’s volume as “an insult to the American people” and “a disservice to the nation which can only lead to immorality.”17 In contrast, the prominent mainline Protestant magazine the Christian Century printed an article by the liberal pastor and psychologist Roy Burkhart, warning that it would be unwise for church leaders to reject or resent these findings and calling for a “constructive attitude” toward them that would help inculcate “a wholesome attitude toward sex and love and marriage.” Already nationally known as an advocate for birth control and marriage counseling, Burkhart argued that the church had “an unusual opportunity” to enter into the field of sex, “since it is the only agency that gives guidance to the individual from birth until he is born fully into the life of the Spirit.”18 Since the earlier battle over contraception, Protestant church leaders had not stopped distancing themselves from what they deemed the extremism of Catholic dogma when it came to matters of sex. A tempered Protestant response to Kinsey’s work fit into that context, further deepening the divide between competing Christian worldviews.19

Burkhart’s practical experience with married couples presumably enabled him to see the practical applications of Kinsey’s work, in contrast to the abstractions offered by the more theological Niebuhr. Kinsey was distinctly aware of the varied points of view held by religious thinkers and public leaders, and he was heartened by the growing positive responses from many liberal Protestants who were actively engaged in pastoral care, chaplaincy work, and other practical professions. For instance, Kinsey commended the Episcopal clergyman Otis R. Rice—a chaplain at St. Luke’s Hospital in Manhattan and instructor at New York’s General Theological Seminary who would shortly become an executive in the Federal Council of Churches—for an article elaborating the pastoral utility of Kinsey’s volume. In the American Social Hygiene Association’s 1948 book Problems of Sexual Behavior, Rice distanced himself from the emotional reactions of both the “pessimistic moralists” in the church, who were filled with doom and gloom about the nation’s plunging morals, and the naïve Pollyannas who so readily dismissed Kinsey’s work as nonsense. Plainly, Rice noted, the pastoral counselor “has encountered sexual behavior again and again in the course of his normal ministry”; the chief value of the Kinsey report was, therefore, to remind the church of the need to rethink its basic moral tenets, as well as the need to deal more openly and directly with human sexuality as a part of helping persons attain maturity. In the wake of Kinsey’s study, Rice argued, “We shall need to re-examine… the principles of our moral theology. We shall need to re-examine our own pastoral opportunities, our homiletical opportunities. We shall need, perhaps most of all, to examine ourselves.”20

Kinsey’s unsolicited letter to Rice was filled with gratitude and approval for Rice’s balanced point of view, as he wrote that it was “encouraging to know that there are clergymen who do publicly approve of our work” and also “encouraging to know that the Church does have leaders who can be as level-headed as you are in considering the problems involved.” Kinsey praised the positive effects Rice’s article was likely to have on broader public opinion, remarking that he was “glad that an article like yours will help persuade the public that at least some segment of the religious leaders is ready to face fact.”21 As the correspondence continued, Rice seems to have given his own sex history to Kinsey, or at least showed a willingness to establish further contacts with religious leaders. “I quite comprehend,” wrote Kinsey (as he did to many other clerical correspondents), “that it takes a considerable amount of thought for one of your station to cooperate and to give a history. In consequence, I am doubly appreciative of your help in our work with clerical groups. We shall be delighted to follow through whenever any of these possible contacts work out.”22 Like many forms of human generosity, Kinsey’s was partly calculating, a means to entice friendly correspondents to join the data sample or at least to gain their tacit approval. While Kinsey was earnest in wanting support for its own sake, in an atmosphere of conservative Christian antagonism, Kinsey also surely felt triumphant in obtaining clergy sex histories.

In the months and years following the publication of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, Christian leaders increasingly took issue with one another’s reactions to Kinsey. The Reverend Joseph Barth, minister of the First Unitarian Church of Miami, preached a fervent sermon that sided with Kinsey against his conservative critics. Contrasting Kinsey to “conventional Christians,” Barth noted that whereas Kinsey was interested in the everyday realities of human sexual behavior, the “traditional” priest or minister is “very interested in human sexuality, as he would be interested in a snake in his living room—to watch it, and to catch it and to kill it.” As evidence, Barth cited the recent declaration by Catholic University of America’s Monsignor Maurice Sheehy that the volume was “the most anti-religious book of our time,” a description that, Barth protested, absurdly marked Kinsey’s volume as more sinister than even Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Barth admonished, “It is easy to see that from where that Christian priest sits, sexuality is the great human sin, and fascism is a lesser evil by far.” The minister went on to contend that the biblical Jesus had upended this hypocritical hierarchy of sin and that Kinsey himself exhibited “more of maturely religious value in fact and attitude… than most of the criticism I have ever heard in this field from the lips or pens of conventional Christians.” Besides its sheer wealth of facts, Kinsey’s report bore witness to empathy’s power over judgmental bigotry: “If that isn’t, in action, the attitude of love which Christians talk so much about but so seldom practice, then I don’t know what the word means.”23

In the face of such criticisms, Christians on the theological right, both Protestant and Catholic, dug in. Catholic priests took special offense at Kinsey’s declaration of the abnormality of celibacy. As Sheehy complained to one journalist, “Dr. Kinsey’s report gives the impression that if one has not some hidden or overt means of sexual expression he is beyond the pale of normalcy.”24 But conservative clergy mostly chose to center their critiques on matters of broad concern. The mere fact that the report broached such unpleasant or even odious topics as homosexuality, pedophilia, bestiality, and all manner of extramarital sex meant it was not “scientific” but plainly lascivious, they argued, and hence indefensible by any civilized standard.

Although Kinsey complained of such “emotional and illogical” reactions in his correspondence with religious leaders he deemed friendlier, he did not wholly trust the goodwill of any of the religious leaders of his time and certainly not of those leaders who seemed to him to cling to outmoded theories and superstitions.25 Yet he persisted in seeking out supportive religious leaders, and he found them in growing numbers. In June 1951 he wrote a hopeful letter to Karl Morgan Block, the Episcopal bishop of California who presided over lofty Grace Cathedral, to remind him of a pleasant meeting the two of them once had and to request an appointment during Kinsey’s upcoming visit to San Francisco. A July thank-you letter shows that such a meeting did occur, laying the groundwork for Block to introduce Kinsey to other Bay Area religious leaders. Some months later, Block wrote to thank Kinsey for “the magnificent service you offered our clergy at the conference on Pastoral Counseling in the matter of sex, held in the Cathedral House April 8, 1952.” Block praised the “insights and help” Kinsey gave to this group, remarking, “I can wish for nothing better for our clergy of all communions than to have the privilege of such an informal conference as was ours. Every priest and pastor will have a far more useful ministry if he obtains scientific knowledge of the sex life from one so unusually gifted and highly qualified.” A pleased Kinsey noted that the meeting “renews my faith in the belief that I have always had, that there are many groups in the church who are interested in utilizing what help science may give to an understanding of human problems.”26 Although many conservative Christians disagreed, Block plainly believed that the church had much to gain from the era’s most famous crusader for sexual candor. That proposition shortly grew even more contested with the publication of Kinsey’s explosive new volume two years later.

RELIGIOUS APPRAISALS OF KINSEY’S WORK grew immeasurably more contentious with the publication of his Sexual Behavior in the Human Female in September 1953. An acrimonious telegram sent to Kinsey on the day after the book’s release (and likely reacting primarily to advance media coverage) gives a clear account of how the volume was perceived in some conservative Christian quarters. John Chapple, the Catholic editor of the Ashland, Wisconsin, Daily Press, wrote:


I consider your report on sexual behavior in the human female the most direct and devastating attack upon Christian civilization during the present century with the single exception of the Lenin Revolution in Russia in 1917, of which it is a tremendously effective corollary.

I hope the American people recognize this report for what it is, a direct frontal attack upon Christian civilization and a dirty, beastly attack upon American womanhood. A disintegrating force let loose out of a Pandora’s box of evil which only after exhaustive efforts can be effectively neutralized.…

As for you, Dr. Kinsey, I as one American editor consider you as one of the most loathsome wretches ever produced in human form, or else an individual utterly bewitched by the forces of evil and darkness.27



Although criticism from Catholic quarters was hardly surprising, this fuming missive was particularly vivid in its accusations that Kinsey was well-nigh demonic and that his report on female sexuality was no less than an assault on “Christian civilization.”

Other Catholics reacted with similar venom and velocity. The Indiana Provincial Council of Catholic Women demanded information from Indiana University president Herman G. Wells about Kinsey’s teaching and general influence at the school.


If you, Dr. Wells, do not recognize how dangerous it is to popularize incendiary suggestions like these, we tremble at what may happen to our sons and daughters entrusted to the care of Indiana University.… In recent years we have seen in Nazi Germany what can happen to men when the traditional idea of moral law is questioned and then scoffed at. Dr. Kinsey questions the worth of Christian morality; he comes close to scoffing at it. Does he represent your thought, Dr. Wells? Does he represent the thought of Indiana University?



Wells’s response ignored the Nazi parallel but assured these Catholic women that “Dr. Kinsey’s research project is entirely divorced from the University’s teaching function.” Furthermore, Wells astutely countered the group’s religious argument with one of his own, defending Kinsey’s research and “the right of the scientist to investigate every aspect of life in the belief that knowledge, rather than ignorance, will assist mankind in the slow and painful development toward a more perfect society. To deny this right and this objective would seem to deny the belief in a divine order as it pertains to man and the universe.”28 Wells’s contention could not have been clearer: scientific knowledge was a necessary element of moral progress, and to suppress the one was to stifle the other and undermine genuine religion.

Wells’s response, however shrewdly it sought to turn religion to scientific ends, surely missed the point for Catholic and Protestant conservatives who attacked the female book much more furiously than they had the male volume. Two distinctive attributes of the second volume—neither of which was addressed by Wells but repeatedly emphasized by Kinsey’s critics—intensified the censure. First, the book paid closer attention to religion than the 1948 volume had, seizing every opportunity to blame and ridicule traditionalist religion for its sexual prudery. Sexual Behavior in the Human Female did not argue against God or theism in general, but it had plenty to say about antiquated superstitions and tyrannical religious institutions. Devoted adherents could surely perceive Kinsey’s contempt for their worldview, and they also sensed his glee in concluding that the “attempt in Judeo-Christian cultures to impose pre-marital chastity upon both males and females” was a visible failure, with nearly 50 percent of his sample having had coitus prior to marriage. It was surely also shocking to see in Table 92 that, of devout religious women who had premarital sex, 62 percent of Protestants and 50 percent of Catholics felt “no regret” afterward.29 Nonetheless, Kinsey did find that, just as was true among men, religiously devout women were more obedient to religious moral codes than were nondevout women, a point of potential encouragement for Christian leaders, who could thereby affirm religion’s effectiveness in instructing their most devout believers. Conservatives, however, rarely underscored these positive implications.

More offensive than the statistics pertaining to religiosity were Kinsey’s blunt assessments of what he considered to be religion’s negative attitudes toward human sexuality in general. Kinsey concluded (again, more pointedly than in the male volume) that those attitudes stemmed from irrational fear, which he associated with conservative Christians and Jews. Kinsey laced his discussions of “Hebrew” and Christian codes with terms such as “impediments,” “restrictions,” “obligations,” “absolutist philosophies,” and others suggestive of rule-bound legalism. Throughout the volume, Kinsey placed the blame for the “shame, remorse, despair, desperation, and attempted suicide” of women who transgressed particular moral codes on the religions that developed the codes, not on some purported “intrinsic wrongness or abnormality of the sexual act itself.” Eastern religions fared much better in Kinsey’s worldview, as did “primitive groups.” Both were examples of the “many religious groups which have extolled the beauty and sacred nature of all sexual activity, and have incorporated sexual symbolism and sexual ceremonies into their worship.” Such sex-positive religious folk as those who wrote “the ancient Sanskrit love books” offered hopeful inspiration: “The temple worship in ancient Athens and in certain Roman and Hindu cults, and religious ceremonies among primitive groups in many parts of the world, recognized the morality of both marital and non-marital sexual activities.”30

These appraisals of religion exasperated religious conservatives, who despised the elevation of promiscuity as something “sacred” and who detected insufferable smugness pervading what was, to them, the outlandish charge that strict mores either wreaked horrific psychological damage or abetted wanton depravity. But far more sinister and worrisome than Kinsey’s rendering of religion was the second attribute that decisively distinguished this book from its predecessor: its graphic focus on the sexual activity of women and girls. The volume’s fastidious attention to the regularity of female masturbation, petting, premarital intercourse, same-sex activity, and other practices besides marital coitus in the supine missionary position, was the chief subject of conservative religious rage toward the book and largely accounts for the sheer ferocity of the reaction to the Female volume. After all, the male volume had already proclaimed that men experienced about half their orgasms in situations that most Americans reputedly still reckoned sinful, unlawful, or otherwise objectionable. But when Kinsey claimed to find that much the same was true for women, his work threatened to upend the gendered sexual roles and expectations that, for religious conservatives, comprised the very foundation of a godly civilization. In short, gender figured deeply in the explosive reactions among religious conservatives to Kinsey’s publications.

The female volume included statistics on premarital sexual activity in contemporary women’s lives that made mainstream social norms look archaic and those who professed them positively two-faced. Fifty percent of women were having sexual intercourse before marriage? This number seemed outrageously high to religious critics, but still higher was the number who, claimed Kinsey with deadpan certainty, had been virgins in name only when they donned the wedding veil—plenty active, sexually, drawing the line only at actual intercourse. Kinsey declared that of the females in his sample born around 1890 to 1900 (members of a professedly more “sexually restrained” generation), some 80 percent described some sort of petting in their histories—sexual caressing that stopped short of intercourse—while about 90 percent of the entire sample and nearly 100 percent of those who had married had petted prior to marriage. Kinsey noted that many persons anxious about the “moral bankruptcy” of youth viewed petting as “the product of an effete and morally degenerate, over-industrialized and over-educated, urban culture.” But far from being a harbinger of the collapse of American civilization, petting was the product of “ancient mammalian origins”; it was not simply harmless but downright beneficial in preparing young women for sex in marriage. Kinsey made sure that religious leaders heard these points loud and clear, insisting, “It is petting rather than the home, classroom or religious instruction, lectures or books, classes in biology, sociology, or philosophy, or actual coitus, that provides most females with their first real understanding of a heterosexual experience.” Kinsey also claimed that female masturbation rates were quite high, even among the religiously devout: “In some of the most devout groups, as few as 41 per cent had ultimately masturbated,” he wrote—a startling statistic for conservative Christians that did not suggest “few” at all.31

As for the girls who had intercourse before marriage, Kinsey assured readers that no harm was done to them: 69 percent of those who were still unmarried at the time of their interview asserted they had “no regret” about their premarital sexual experiences, while a whopping 77 percent of the married women, Kinsey wrote, “looking back from the vantage point of their more mature experience, saw no reason to regret their pre-marital coitus.” Citing a variety of experts who claimed that premarital sex was naturally harmful and guilt-inducing for women, Kinsey acridly retorted that religion itself was the cause of such harm, not the sex itself. (He made a similar argument linking authoritarian religion with lesbianism, warning, “Our case histories show that this disapproval of heterosexual coitus and of nearly every other type of heterosexual activity before marriage is often an important factor in the development of homosexual activity.”) Whether by petting, masturbation, or other forms of sexual behavior, women who had experienced orgasm early in life were, Kinsey insisted, much better adjusted sexually in their married lives; moreover, such premarital orgasms among women were already common. In all, Kinsey wrote matter-of-factly, “about two-thirds (64 per cent) of the married females in our sample had experienced sexual orgasm prior to their marriage.”32

The overall pattern that emerged from the report was of vast and diverse sexual activity among girls and women, married and unmarried, in the United States. But the female volume did not claim that this situation had always been true; rather, the current scene was the product of important historical changes. The volume’s foreword, written by officials in the National Research Council, the entity through which the Rockefeller Foundation funded Kinsey’s work, attributed the “exceedingly rapid and revolutionary change in sex attitudes and practices” over the past half century to three factors: “woman’s progressive sexual and economic emancipation,” the “all-pervasive influence of Freud’s views and discoveries,” and the “exposure during the World Wars of millions of American youth to cultures and peoples whose sex codes and practices differ greatly from those in which they had been reared.” But of these factors—feminism, Freud, and foreigners—the first provoked the most explosive response by religious critics excoriating the female report, making plain that, for them, women’s emancipation represented a singularly dire threat.33

Sexual Behavior in the Human Female prompted an outpouring of articles in religious publications as well as pulpit and radio sermons, more than a few of which were reprinted for widespread distribution. These reflected the growing polarization in religious reactions to Kinsey’s work, from irate condemnations by Catholics, Baptists, and some Methodists to admiring paeans by Unitarians along with many mainline Protestants such as Presbyterians and Episcopalians. Critics on the right repeatedly warned that Kinsey’s report on women threatened to trigger the collapse of American civilization. At the First Methodist Church in Albuquerque, the Reverend William D. Wyatt raised the possibility of Kinsey’s connection to Communism and urged his congregants to recognize the report as “unsubstantiated, unscientific propaganda” that aimed for “moral anarchy.” First, Wyatt argued, Kinsey’s results were false: they were based only on interviews with women “willing to discuss sex matters with a stranger”—women, therefore, who held “liberal views on morals.” “Normal American women,” he insisted, “would refuse the request for such an interview”; he quoted other self-styled experts to bolster his view that those women were abnormal in either their licentiousness or their neurotic fabrications of “sensational affairs.” But worse than being false, Wyatt argued, the report was deeply dangerous, in that Kinsey had spurned “the morality of the Bible and the Ten Commandments, which has built our civilization.” If its data were not seen as phony factoids amassed to “junk our morality,” Wyatt warned, husbands would soon suspect their own wives of infidelity, and greater infidelity would indeed occur, since “we, like sheep, want to be like others, and are prone to yield to high-pressure propaganda.” Loose women placed the institution of marriage in peril, and American civilization hung in the balance.34

John S. Wimbish, the pastor of New York’s prominent Calvary Baptist Church, agreed with Wyatt, aiming a few more insults at the nearly six thousand women “who were lewd enough to be thus cross-examined” for Kinsey’s study. The volume “constitutes an attack on our American way of life more overwhelming than that of Pearl Harbor,” and Wimbish warned those who took it closely to heart that apocalyptic destruction would be its consequence:


As our civilization totters on the brink of chaos, we need to remember that God destroyed the antediluvians with the flood because of immorality. God destroyed the cities of the plain with fire and brimstone because of immorality, and what was wrong in the days of Noah and the days of Sodom and Gomorrah is still wrong today. May God have mercy on our nation when religion is frowned upon and Kinsey is idolized!35



The evangelical crusader Dr. Torrey M. Johnson concurred, preaching, “If Kinsey prevails there will be no future for the United States.” Johnson’s answer to the evils spawned by Kinsey was a “Holy Ghost revival” that would confirm the conception of the American home put forward by the Founding Fathers while satisfying a palpable fantasy of revenge. “When that day comes, the problems of America will be solved and the Kinseys and the Communists together with all other enemies of God and America—borers from without and within—will finally be driven to their holes never to return.”36

Most prominently, the internationally known evangelist Billy Graham delivered a dramatic radio sermon on “The Bible and Dr. Kinsey,” a message broadcast over the ABC network and soon published for even wider distribution in the expanding networks of evangelical Christianity. Graham castigated Kinsey for the graphic details throughout Sexual Behavior in the Human Female and warned, “It is impossible to estimate the damage this book will do to the already deteriorating morals of America.” Graham singled out the statistics on female marital infidelity as particularly shocking, and he emphasized the “lopsided and unscientific” nature of the report’s claim that “seven out of ten women who had premarital affairs had no regrets.” Those women, Graham assured his audience, were not among the “millions of born-again Christian women in this country who put the highest price on virtue, decency and modesty.” Those women were debased and callous in their sinful deeds, and their overrepresentation by Kinsey was an immoral misuse of science and “an indictment against American womanhood.” “Thank God,” Graham averred, this was not the full story; for, as yet, “we have millions of women who still know how to blush—women who believe that virtue is the greatest attribute of womanhood.”37
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Over these sermons hovered the specter of bawdy, degenerate women, treacherous in their refusal to submit obediently to the morality of church and home. Their flouting of authority and seeming eagerness for sexual emancipation aligned them in the traditionalist mind not only with free lovers of earlier generations but also with feminism, long an enemy to those who insisted on a divinely ordained male clergy and patriarchal family structure. Echoing older arguments against women’s legal and political rights, these conservative ministers stoked fear in their parishioners: if women were allowed to run wild in their sexual behavior, American civilization would crumble to dust, and Communism along with the devil himself would rise victorious—the evil, illegitimate offspring of female promiscuity.

In this religious worldview, the perversion of women was not the sole villain, it was conjoined with liberalism, and many of Kinsey’s critics associated the report’s female interviewees with the promotion of liberal morals and liberal religion more generally. Torrey Johnson put it bluntly:


Sow to the wind and reap the whirl-wind! This is the devastating harvest resulting from the seeds of infidelity sown by liberal preachers and theologians. It has played into the unscrupulous hands of such people as those who prepared the Kinsey reports. The preacher who does not believe the Genesis account of the creation of the world and of the creation of man and of the fall of man and of the need of regeneration is in exactly the same category with Kinsey.38



Here was a newly virulent assault on liberal ministers: the charge that, by straying from traditional Christianity and undermining the authority of the Bible, they effectively caused the nation’s catastrophic revolution in sexual morality. This reading of the female report served to deepen still more the religious gulf between conservatives and liberals.

Perhaps conservatives exaggerated a bit, but they were right to suggest that religious liberals appeared more sanguine about Kinsey’s findings, some sympathizing with the people behind the statistics. Mainline Protestant ministers typically reacted less sensationally than conservatives to the female report and refrained from imbuing it with apocalyptic undertones. Lawrence K. Whitfield, the pastor of Community Methodist Church in Millbrae, California, preached a sermon that acknowledged as valid the concerns held by many conservative Christians but called his congregation to a more hopeful perspective. “I think the time will yet come,” preached Whitfield, “when we who are so deeply concerned with the ‘rightness and wrongness’ of men’s conduct will feel indebted to Professor Kinsey and his associates for that which they have done.” The prevalence of sexual misconduct outside of marriage and unhappiness within its bonds was not new, he noted, but Kinsey’s blunt descriptions should help Christians realize the “imperativeness of rethinking our whole philosophy of sex relations” for the needs of the day.39 The mainline Protestant response was hardly univocal or universally positive, however. The president of Indiana University recalled a “vicious” sermon by an influential Presbyterian pastor in Indianapolis whose church included many important alumni, calling it a “bitter broadside” that dealt a “cruel blow” at the local level.40

Of greater national import was a set of articles penned by Reinhold Niebuhr, still a towering figure in American public life and part of an older generation that resisted moral flexibility within mainline Protestantism. In “Sex and Religion in the Kinsey Report,” published in Christianity and Crisis in 1953, Niebuhr railed against Kinsey’s conclusions about female sexual behavior in even stronger terms than he used in his critique of the first report, decrying “the absurd hedonism which informs Kinsey’s thought” and his “moral anarchism.” At the same time, many young church leaders with national reach, such as Richard Lentz and Seward Hiltner, both of the National Council of the Churches of Christ (NCCC, the successor to the Federal Council of Churches), defended the usefulness of the latest report to religious leaders and emphasized the need to take it seriously. Once again, Hiltner, invited to respond to Niebuhr’s scathing critique in a subsequent issue of Christianity and Crisis, developed a middle-ground position against Niebuhr’s intemperance, one that deemed Kinsey’s findings worthy of Christian reflection. Niebuhr retaliated against Hiltner with burning contempt, concluding, “An ignorant approach to a complex issue cannot be creative. It prevents rather than encourages a consideration of the real issues.”41 This squabble between Niebuhr and Hiltner, seventeen years his junior, was indicative of a generational divide within mainline churches concerning how to interpret the shifting sexual realities around them.

Amid this cacophonic reaction, Kinsey sought out strategically useful religious allies wherever he could. He penned a warm note to his trusted California colleague Bishop Block in which he expressed hope that Block had read the female volume. “If not, we should take pleasure in sending you a copy. I have had several of your Episcopal clergymen write approvingly of our research and many of them express increasing disturbance over the way in which our severe sex laws are damaging the prospects of too many of our youth.” Block responded enthusiastically, assuring Kinsey that he had been reading his latest “excellent study” chapter by chapter each evening and that he hoped to have Kinsey once again address the local clergy—notably specified as “the non-Catholic clergy”—upon his next visit.42

No such bonds of affection existed between Kinsey and his enemies on the right, whom he mostly ignored or left to Indiana University president Wells to handle. He was pressed to respond at least once, however, when the evangelist E. J. Daniels, a Southern Baptist radio minister and director of the Christ for the World ministry in Orlando, Florida, wrote to ask permission to quote extensively from Kinsey’s two major reports in his own critique of them, published in 1954 as I Accuse Kinsey! When Daniels submitted the quotations he wished to use, Kinsey responded explosively, pointing out Daniels had selected quotations that would wholly distort the claims and intention of Kinsey’s volume. Kinsey warned Daniels that “the publishers and their attorneys are specifically concerned with the legitimate use of the material from their books.” Kinsey’s fury toward fundamentalist critics such as Daniels would remain potent for the remaining two years of his life.43

Kinsey continued to receive support from religious allies, however, including Hiltner, who wrote about the Kinsey reports more thoroughly and thoughtfully than any other Protestant leader of his time. Kinsey responded appreciatively to Hiltner’s critique of Niebuhr’s position, but the researcher sounded demoralized: “Certainly your discussion points up the fact that there is considerable difference of opinion within the church, and if you had to face the extreme Evangelical groups that are doing writing about us, you would agree, I think, that it is difficult for you or anyone else to speak for the whole protestant church or for any single denomination.”44 Still, Kinsey appears to have been tireless in his efforts to shore up the liberal religious response, and he publicly expressed his belief that church leaders were beginning to rethink traditional teachings about sexuality.
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In early 1954, he traveled to New York and spoke to the Executive Council of the NCCC, where Otis Rice was now executive director, and also to the New York Academy of Medicine. He assured his audiences that there had been a “‘peculiar reversal’ of opinion regarding his volumes on sexual behavior,” with most of his support now coming from church leaders and his critics from psychiatric sources. Rice, a steady Protestant backer who likely issued the invitation to Kinsey to speak to the NCCC, wrote afterward to express his “great joy” at the success of Kinsey’s visit and to praise him for his ongoing research: “Your work and your point of view have helped us immeasurably in initiating a re-thinking of our constituent churches and our own Department of many of the problems relating to sex.”45 Rice’s words exemplified the hopefulness of many liberal Protestant leaders and their sense that important, progressive changes relating to sex could and would happen within the churches.

The last major correspondence between Kinsey and a sympathetic religious leader began in the fall of 1954, when Kinsey wrote to the Church of England Moral Welfare Council to request their sex education booklets and other materials pertaining to sexuality. The Anglican cleric Derrick Sherwin Bailey responded with enthusiasm. Bailey was the author of The Mystery of Love and Marriage (1952) and was researching a study of homosexuality in the western Christian tradition; he asked to cite Kinsey’s work in this regard, to which Kinsey agreed. In the summer of 1956, despite his failing health, Kinsey wrote again to Bailey, thanking him for sending “your latest report of your church committee on sex laws.” While he noted his disagreement with Bailey’s “analyses of the scientific data on many points involved in this report,” he indicated his broader approval of Bailey’s “commendable” attitude: “It is most excellent to have church groups, like yours and the English Roman Catholic group, help make it clear what distinction should be made between sin and crime. We shall be very glad to keep in touch with you and serve you if our data are of use at any time.” Bailey wrote back enthusiastically on August 8 to ask for clarification of Kinsey’s criticisms, which Kinsey surely would have been glad to give. Sadly for Bailey, Kinsey died on August 25, before having a chance to respond to Bailey’s letter.46

IN THE EIGHT YEARS THAT followed the publication of Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, Kinsey was savvy in cultivating liberal Protestant leaders. Though he made no pretense of sharing their theological convictions, and undoubtedly found these leaders quaint in their adherence to a tradition he had rejected years before, he regularly lauded their broad-minded perspectives. Perhaps he traded flattery for endorsements that could possibly ward off more conservative foes.47 But Kinsey engaged with an array of Protestant liberals who supported his work to greater or lesser degrees, and through private letters, interviews, and discussion meetings, he formed relationships that led to long-term cooperation even when they disputed some of his conclusions about human sexuality. Contrary to the common image of Kinsey as someone opposed to religion as a static, eternal source of human sexual oppression, he was in his last years in fact increasingly aware of religious variations and schools of theological interpretation that were open to—and, indeed, deeply influenced by—pioneering research in a range of both scientific and humanistic fields, including his own. Genuine respect for the allies he acquired among inquiring, moderate leaders was mixed with his keen recognition of their instrumental value to his continued research.

Whatever Kinsey’s motives, however, his measured friendliness to liberal religionists had a transformative effect on these correspondents and on religious thought about sexuality within American Protestantism in the years following his death. The relationships Kinsey formed advanced and fortified new religious conversations about sexual ethics that his books themselves had helped initiate. Religious leaders influenced by Kinsey launched new conversations along a broad spectrum of issues pertaining to sex, marriage, and family life; and here, no less than in nonreligious quarters, subjects that were once taboo increasingly received frank and open consideration in the wake of Kinsey’s reports.

Any so-called sexual revolution that occurred in Kinsey’s wake, then, was not merely secular in substance or secularizing in its effects on American culture. There was another transformation underway, one less caught up in the “sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll” ethos of the hippie culture than in the sober rethinking of moral and ethical norms about sex. The revolution in religious thinking about sexuality was no less profound than the revolution in less religious settings, and it too owed an enormous debt to Kinsey’s inspiration.

Consider, for instance, Derrick Sherwin Bailey, the Anglican cleric who was among the last persons to correspond with Kinsey. Bailey had already, in 1952, written on “a theology of sex” in The Mystery of Love and Marriage, in which he argued for a wholesale reorientation in Christian views of sex and presented an imaginative explication of the sacred marital union of partners into “one flesh.” In 1955, after corresponding with Kinsey, Bailey published Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition, which cited Kinsey’s research several times. This book received attention in the United States as well as Bailey’s native England, where it influenced the famous Wolfenden Report of 1957, which recommended the decriminalization of consensual homosexual activity. It thus paved the way for the passage, a decade later, of the Sexual Offences Act, which legalized in England and Wales certain private sexual acts between consenting adult men. Bailey’s interest in rethinking Christian teachings on sexuality clearly predated his correspondence with Kinsey, but he took pleasure and encouragement from Kinsey’s serious critical engagement with his writing.

In 1959, Bailey published his most extensive study of sexuality, Sexual Relation in Christian Thought, a book twice as long as his previous treatments. This learned volume went back to Paul’s teachings on sex in the New Testament (including crucial context on Judaism and the Greco-Roman world) and analyzed the patristic fathers, the medieval church, the Reformation (including early Anglicanism), and Christianity in the modern era. The study was particularly noteworthy for the degree to which Bailey agreed with Kinsey’s assessment that traditional Christian doctrine was lamentably hostile toward sex. He insisted on rereading the creation stories in Genesis to derive “a more accurate exegesis” of the meaning of sexuality in the Christian tradition. As the New Testament scholar Robert M. Grant wrote in his review of the book, “Bailey’s very useful work turns out to be an example of apologetic for a modern Christian view of sex.” Bailey, in fact, would continue to be cited for his innovative research on homosexuality well into the twenty-first century.48

The liberal Protestant professor and pastor Seward Hiltner, another frequent Kinsey correspondent, would continue writing about sexuality for the rest of his scholarly career; just as importantly, he trained several generations of seminarians to think broadly about sex and sexuality in ways that would have seemed impossible before Kinsey. Hiltner occasionally expressed disappointment that religious leaders had mostly ignored his own publications on sexuality, all of which aimed in some way, as he later reflected, to get church people “to take scientific findings [about sex] into account, to update pastoral and ethical principles about sex, but to bring basic theological perspectives to bear on the subject without apology.” Both of his early books in this area—Sex Ethics and the Kinsey Reports (1953) and Sex and the Christian Life (1957)—sold well in the public marketplace, he noted, yet “were largely ignored by ministers and other church leaders I had hoped to reach.”49 But through his vast mentorship of ministerial students at the University of Chicago and Princeton Theological Seminary over a span of thirty years, not to mention his work as a leader in the emergent and burgeoning fields of pastoral psychology, pastoral theology, and pastoral counseling, Hiltner played an important role in legitimizing sexuality as a crucial subject of ministerial discussion and education until his retirement in 1980.

Many prominent liberal religious leaders with whom Kinsey had not directly corresponded also joined in the public discussion in the decade following his death, marking the new shift toward openness among mainline Protestants. In 1961, the Canadian and National (USA) Councils of Churches convened the First North American Conference on Church and Family at Green Lake, Wisconsin. Over five hundred delegates came to the conference, representing thirty-three denominations and fifty-seven states and provinces. For five days running, participants presented sex research from a wide range of specialties and took part in response panels of church leaders, lengthy discussion groups, and a number of special events devoted to issues relating to sex and sex education. Sylvanus Milne Duvall, a Congregationalist minister and cochair of the conference, outlined the week’s goals of addressing two major questions: the sex standards that Christians should forcefully uphold—with attention to “birth control, abortion, and homosexuality, as well as ‘normal’ heterosexual conduct”—and the Christian position regarding “the permanence and stability of family life,” that is, whether changing conditions had made the traditional family “obsolete” or rendered permanence and stability more urgent than ever as “a crucially vital social and religious essential.”50 The proceedings were subsequently published as Foundations for Christian Family Policy, edited by Elizabeth Steel Genné and William Henry Genné, liberal Protestants who were at the forefront of rethinking these questions and who also cowrote a popular book for a wide audience, titled Christians and the Crisis in Sex Morality (1962).

Much of Kinsey’s urgent, broad-minded spirit suffused both books, as clergy “pleaded,” in the Gennés’ words, “for more understanding of both facts and the spirit of our gospel in place of the all-too-prevalent moralistic, legalistic prejudgments that characterize many church members.” Sex researchers who had been influenced by Kinsey gave frank and thorough presentations at the Green Lake conference. Wardell Pomeroy, who, with Kinsey, coauthored both the male and female volumes and also became the director of field research at the Institute for Sex Research upon Kinsey’s death, gave a frank talk on masturbation that was reprinted and cited in all subsequent publications from the event. (The Gennés, lamenting the shame heaped by church leaders on generations of Christian youth who may have succumbed to this temptation, concluded, “The church has a special responsibility to help people handle guilt feelings that may have been engendered.”51) Pomeroy praised the increasingly “free and enthusiastic exchange” between experts and ministers and later wrote, “Returning to Bloomington from Green Lake, I could only think how much Kinsey would have enjoyed the conference.”52

Other sex experts included at the Green Lake conference were Lester Kirkendall, a sexuality educator and later a cofounder of the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS); Evelyn Hooker, a psychologist influenced by Kinsey’s research on male homosexuality and whose own work led ultimately to homosexuality being dropped from the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders; Ruth Proskauer Smith, an abortion rights and family planning advocate; and Mary Steichen Calderone, medical director of the Planned Parenthood Federation (and later the executive director of SIECUS), who had carried on a warm and lengthy correspondence with Kinsey during his lifetime. Working closely with these experts and other thinker-activists, Christian leaders at the conference voted to adopt a statement affirming the church as “a redemptive fellowship—friendly, nonjudgmental, forgiving, accepting.” The church, continued the statement, “must be compassionate, supportive, and empathic. It must re-examine the quality of its own interpersonal relationships. It must seek out and be ready to accept all people into fellowship, whatever they have done.” Along with an appeal to “strengthen homes and families” in both religious faith and sexual teachings, the statement called the church to “re-evaluate attitudes toward marriage and sex, in light of biblical theology and scientific findings” and to “develop a positive Christian ethic on sexual behavior which will be relevant to our culture.”53 Many of the signatories to the statement subsequently committed significant time and energy to writing and speaking about the need for new and creative religious thinking about sexual ethics.

Change was in the air for liberal Protestants, and many other leaders weighed in over the next several years. For instance, Harvey Cox, the liberal Baptist theologian who would earn international fame with his 1965 book The Secular City, squared up against Reinhold Niebuhr on sexual issues in Christianity and Crisis, for an article that was then reprinted for popular consumption in Redbook. Citing Kinsey, Cox noted that American society was mired in hypocrisy that most refused to face, the “cant and flimflam of its sexual folkways.” Cox diverged from Kinsey, though, in calling for a “de-mythologized… sexual ethic,” one that would “reject… any Kinseyan inference that what is being done should determine what ought to be done” while refusing, in turn, to “pander to the cheap attempt to oversimplify the issue” of premarital intercourse. Cox admitted that his solution risked sounding like “evasion,” but he argued emphatically that his nuanced approach could help Christians “outgrow our ridiculous obsession with sex, of which our fixation on chastity and virginity is just the other side of the coin.”54

Shifts were also gradually taking place in liberal religious thinking about homosexuality, long treated as a condition of sin or sickness. W. Norman Pittenger, a theologian and Episcopal clergyman who taught for thirty-three years at New York’s General Theological Seminary, authored his first book on sexuality in 1954, when Kinsey was still alive, titled The Christian View of Sexual Behavior: A Reaction to the Kinsey Report, and went on to author many more. His early response to Kinsey’s studies was relatively conservative—he echoed others’ critiques of the scientist’s biologism, dedicated The Christian View of Sexual Behavior to “all those who in Christian marriage have been made one flesh,” and wrote extensively about sexual sin. Nevertheless, he would later argue for full acceptance by the church of same-sex relationships.55 In books such as Time for Consent: A Christian’s Approach to Homosexuality (1967), Making Sexuality Human (1970), Love and Control in Sexuality (1974), and Gay Lifestyles (1977), Pittenger disavowed much of his earlier writing on sexuality as being “altogether too conventional” and made a robust case for applying identical ethical standards to homosexual and heterosexual erotic behavior.56 His stance was unambiguous: “I am frank to say that I cannot see how the desire of the homosexual for bodily manifestation of his sexual drive is wrong, in and of itself; nor can I see why, once this has been put under human controls, it is wrong for him to act upon it.”57 By the time of his death at age ninety-one in 1997, Pittenger had spent decades supporting various components of the LGBT rights movement, including the Episcopal Church’s LGBT organization, Integrity.58

Countless other religious liberals joined in that process of rethinking sexual ethics from Jewish and Christian points of view beginning in the 1950s. These efforts bore fruit in traditional organizations such as the Young Women’s Christian Association and United Church Women, which plunged into the task of addressing hitherto forbidden sexual topics. In addition, a number of Protestant denominations redoubled their efforts to produce straightforward sex education curricula for children and teens.59 New alliances also emerged, including a host of groups devoted to the religious and civil rights of gays and lesbians and an explicitly pro-choice network of Protestant and Jewish clergy that referred women to safe abortion providers well before Roe v. Wade decriminalized the procedure. Insofar as they continued to advocate committed monogamous relationships, as most religious liberals did, their perspectives hardly seem radical today; by twenty-first-century standards, indeed, they may appear traditional and conservative. But many religious liberals were, in a palpable sense, revolutionary, bearing witness to a new openness and creativity in sexual ethics spurred in no small part by the provocative work and engaged collaboration of Alfred Kinsey.

Certainly, their efforts seemed revolutionary to traditionalist Protestants and Catholics. By no means were all Christians on board with this liberalization; to the contrary, many conservatives viewed it in near apocalyptic terms. As the Cold War continued to cast its long shadow of potential destruction over the nation, the peril of gender roles and sexual norms in turmoil struck many as deeply undermining to American morale, not to mention the moral formation of youth. The cultural influence of liberals was bad enough, but efforts to change the law were profoundly unsettling and would soon meet staunch resistance.

If Kinsey’s reports thrust a new glare on differences among American Christians that were growing ever more stark, it was a glare that hardly dimmed in subsequent years. The next major controversy grew out of the new openness to talking publicly about sex propelled by Kinsey but went much further and deeper in its impact, at both the national and local levels. Nothing was more controversial, it turned out, than how to teach children about sex.







CHAPTER 5

SEX EDUCATION IN THE SIXTIES AND THE SURGING RELIGIOUS RIGHT

THE DECADE AND A HALF following Kinsey’s report on women was a time of rapid changes in American attitudes regarding sex and gender. The trends uncovered by Kinsey only intensified, as the broader public culture grew more tolerant of explicit sexual themes and imagery. Hugh Hefner’s Playboy magazine debuted in the same year as Kinsey’s female report; at the same time, Hollywood films were becoming more overt in their treatment of sex. The publication of several sexually frank novels made waves, including—finally—the unexpurgated Lady Chatterley’s Lover. By 1960, the year the first birth control pill was approved by the Food and Drug Administration and sold as Enovid, many college students were openly questioning the strict sexual standards and taboos of their parents, including disapproval of premarital sex. Helen Gurley Brown’s racy best seller Sex and the Single Girl came out in 1962, exuberantly advocating women’s sexual freedom before and outside marriage, and Betty Friedan’s groundbreaking manifesto about unfulfilled homemakers and “the problem that has no name,” The Feminine Mystique, was published the following year. Like the changes preceding them, both works signaled fresh challenges to the standing ideals of femininity and female virtue, embodied in premarital virginity and compliant marital domesticity.1

Meanwhile, liberal Protestant activism on behalf of gay rights (including repeal of sodomy statutes) received increasing attention in both the religious and the secular press. The Supreme Court’s 1964 ruling in Jacobellis v. Ohio served to loosen obscenity laws, and in the same year the American Medical Association voted for the first time to recommend that physicians routinely distribute birth control information to their patients. In terms of sex, the United States looked very different in 1964 than it had a decade earlier.
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This tidal shift, as many felt it to be at the time, received wide notice in the media, and countless magazine articles appeared that sought to explain to worried audiences what was happening. A Newsweek cover story in 1964 focused on the “Morals Revolution on the U.S. Campus” and explained that “the key to the new morality” was the understanding that “a boy and girl who have established what the campus calls a ‘meaningful relationship’ have the moral right to sleep together.”2 For many, especially American parents, this was shocking stuff.

One important result of the anxiety generated by these changes was a concerted effort to implement wholesome sex education. As educators and professionals across many fields sought ways to address the social problems they perceived to be erupting because of shifting sexual standards, many agreed that schools must play an important role in that effort. Sex education programs proliferated during the mid-1960s, a wave as potent as it was divisive. Attitudes toward them hinged on whether observers believed that school-imparted information would be a help or a hindrance to traditional morality. Although some parents were suspicious of such programs, growing numbers of educational experts believed they were essential to stemming the social evils made possible by changing morals.

One of the most important organizations in the development of sex education programs was the Sex [later Sexuality] Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS), founded in 1964 and led for the next eighteen years by Mary Steichen Calderone. Under Calderone’s leadership, SIECUS made enormous inroads in school systems across the country, efforts for which it was both applauded and excoriated. SIECUS was a particular bête noir for conservative Christians who did not believe sex education programs like those produced by SIECUS should be in the public schools. Calderone’s chief adversary in this battle was Billy James Hargis, an intrepid anti-Communist crusader and influential evangelist. The battle between Calderone and Hargis, and the struggle over sex education more broadly, played out in countless local clashes in school districts across the nation. Examining these dynamics helps us see the complicated forces in play at this moment: the alliances among scientists, reformers, and religious progressives that pushed for sexual liberalization, and the backlash from religious conservatives, who increasingly fueled right-wing politics with campaigns against sexual immorality and liberality. The conflict played a formative role in the early shaping of the modern Christian right.

Reactions for and against sex education echoed and intensified the acrimonious feuds fueled by the birth control movement, attempts to control erotic themes in film and literature, and public reports of extramarital sexual behavior in earlier decades. The controversy gave rise in the 1960s and 1970s to fresh waves of resentment toward a seemingly liberalizing culture that made increasing room for sexual behavior deemed unorthodox by conservative Christians. Whatever Christian consensus remained about the immorality of premarital sex was beginning to crumble in this period, and schools were expedient targets of rage. Fear that the United States was falling into corruption and anarchy was potent in the 1960s, and nothing better personified that risk than the sex education of the nation’s children.

ORGANIZED PROGRAMS SEEKING TO EDUCATE young people about sex emerged from the same Progressive Era milieu that nurtured so many other reforms, including birth control. The American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA), founded in 1914, campaigned for sex education as a way of nurturing healthier populations: youth would know how to protect themselves from venereal disease, especially. The ASHA also argued that sex education would produce more wholesome citizens, by helping to overturn the gender and sexual stereotypes that fueled prostitution and unhappiness in marriage. There had been far too much tacit acceptance of male immorality, its supporters believed, and simple decency dictated that men and women alike should be held to the same standards of sexual behavior. Thus early proponents of sex education often linked a program of hygiene to the quest for women’s full equality.

As contraception became more widely available in the 1930s and afterward, leaders and educators from a wide range of fields had to rethink sex ed programs. Social workers like Emily Hartshorne Mudd, who founded a birth control clinic in Philadelphia, were distressed to witness “case after case of marital unhappiness and maladjustment, based often on ignorance, fear and rejection of the whole sexual side of life,” problems frequently revealed when women sought contraceptive guidance.3 Mudd would become a pioneer in marriage counseling, where she had a long and distinguished career. Others focused on the sex education of youth, aiming to prevent marital troubles from occurring in the first place. Sex education during these middle decades continued to be aimed essentially at building and sustaining strong marriages.

Thus many such programs, though they may have appeared daring in their relative willingness to discuss private matters, had a distinctly conservative, moralistic flavor. An example from the San Diego city school system during World War II illustrates the desire to contain and exert control over the frightening changes afoot amid the flood of military personnel into the city. Through “biology, English, home economics, science, social studies, and hygiene (health) classes,” the San Diego curriculum highlighted themes including the “disastrous results that interfere with happiness when an individual ‘bucks’ social conventions. Difficulties commonly involved when marriage is made between differing races, religions and nationalities. Individual’s responsibility to the next generation. Role of both sexes in family life. Family harmony.” Although there was some limited discussion of “petting” and actual sex acts, the program’s deeper concern of shoring up fragile families and uncertain moral standards was unmistakably clear.4

Through the 1950s, what was often termed “family life education” continued to be seen as a remedy for all manner of ills, from masturbation to divorce, sexual maladjustment to crime, and marriages across barriers of social difference. Fear that juvenile delinquency was on the rise—stoked by the Kinsey reports and exemplified in headlines like Newsweek’s “The Kids Grow Worse”—was as palpable as fear of the atomic bomb. Adolescent sexual activity was believed to be increasing and wreaking havoc on morality. Sex ed curricula often sought to curb such illicit behavior by provoking similar fears in students. For instance, dramatic venereal disease films featured, as one former student remembered, “babies born with crusted eyes as a result of gonorrhea; both males and females in the tertiary stage of syphilis; drooling and walking with that strange gait that comes from tertiary syphilis; brain damage; open, running sores; and on and on.”5 Convincing adolescents to conform to wholesome American standards of sexual conduct took effort.

Children and child rearing approached the status of a social obsession during this period, and the stakes for mothers were especially high. “No matter how brilliant she is intellectually or how important a career she may have,” advised experts in a 1952 issue of Parents Magazine, “she doesn’t feel completely fulfilled until she has had at least one child.”6 Bound up in what the sociologist Kingsley Davis termed “the cult of marital happiness” and reinforced by a visible postwar baby boom overhung by threat of nuclear catastrophe, education in family life remained a product of the social hygiene mentality. Topics remained scrupulously mundane: “balancing a checkbook, applying for a job, learning to date, planning a wedding, finding a hobby,” even “jewelry and furniture shopping.”7 Sex was an urgent subtext, but only rarely a topic of direct instruction.

But as the 1950s became the 1960s, moral standards seemed to be rapidly disintegrating. Family life education appeared a miserable failure, and rising numbers of Americans agreed that new programs needed to be developed. Views differed, as they always had, on what should be taught in such programs and how. Should programs aim at persuading young people never to have sex before marriage or simply address sex more forthrightly in its full biological and social context? There was no lack of opinion on this subject, as calls grew for schools to do a better job of instructing students in sexual behavior.

Mary Steichen Calderone was foremost among the people who answered these calls. Calderone had grown up in a sophisticated, elite world. Her mother, Clara Smith, had left her rural home in the Ozarks of southwestern Missouri, and her childhood world of Confederate pride and camp meeting conversions, to study music in Paris. There Clara met the artist Edward Steichen, who was already making a name for himself and would become an internationally renowned photographer; they married in New York’s Trinity Church in 1903, both shedding their religious backgrounds (hers evangelical Protestant, his staunch Catholic) to adopt a Quaker affiliation. Mary was born nine months after their wedding, and two years later the family returned to Paris, where Steichen felt his artistic ventures would flourish more than in the United States. Baby Kate, Mary’s sister, arrived two years after that. In 1908, Edward Steichen’s younger sister, Lilian, married a socialist journalist with a strong interest in human rights and social reform named Carl Sandburg, who would find renown as a writer nicknamed the “poet of the people.”8

From earliest childhood, then, Mary lived among diverse thinkers, writers, and artists. After graduating from the elite Brearley School in Manhattan, she studied at Vassar College, married and had children before divorcing, and decided to enter medical school at the age of thirty. She earned her medical degree at the University of Rochester in 1939 and a master’s degree at the Columbia University School of Public Health in 1942. She married a fellow physician, Frank Calderone, in 1941 and had two more children with him. Focused on public health, she worked as a physician in suburban New York schools for more than ten years. Her labors in the public health field were key to the development of her medical interest in human sexuality, and especially in the importance of contraceptive access and information as well as the prevention of sexually transmitted diseases.

During the 1950s, Calderone returned to her early religious roots by becoming active in the Quaker community (also known as the Religious Society of Friends), an affiliation that she considered very much a part of the larger Christian tradition. She was officially accepted as a member, or “received by request,” into the Westbury (New York) Monthly Meeting of the Society of Friends.9 Thereafter, she frequently stated her commitment to Quaker principles, which would shape her ongoing life’s work, including her focus on sex. In a Quaker pamphlet she later wrote, Calderone noted, “One hardly thinks of Friends, men or women, as revolutionaries and, in truth, their outer demeanor, comportment and life style have tended to be quiet and conservative. But on major social issues—slavery, peace, alternative service during war, religious ecumenicism, racial equality—on such issues Quaker concern and conscience come on strong. Quaker voices are usually heard loud and clear ‘speaking truth to power.’”10

In 1953, a few years before she renewed her affiliation with the Quakers, Calderone joined the staff of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America (PPFA), the organization founded by Margaret Sanger in 1938 as the American Birth Control League. True to the strong spirit of its founding mother, PPFA remained focused on birth control, and from the very start Calderone’s work for the organization centered on controversial issues relating to sex and gender. An early assignment from the organization’s executive director, William Vogt, was to create some kind of signature event to showcase in a fresh way Planned Parenthood itself and the need for contraceptive services. She came back to Vogt with the idea of a conference on abortion, specifically illegally procured abortions as a major public health problem that deserved attention (and one that could be mitigated by better access to birth control). Throughout the United States at this time, abortion was a crime in all circumstances except to save the life of the mother (and, in six states, to save the life of the fetus).Vogt assented and put Calderone in charge of the conference, held in 1955; she later edited the conference proceedings into a book, Abortion in the United States, which was published in 1958.11 While there was no way to get trustworthy statistics of an illegal and heavily punished activity such as abortion, the conference’s statistics committee estimated the frequency of illegal abortion in the United States to be “as low as 200,000 and as high as 1,200,000 per year.” Many of the procedures resulted in injury and even death at the hands of the “crude abortionists” to whom desperate women often resorted, at great personal and social expense.12

Calderone authored her own work too, showing particular concern for the sexual problems of women as well as the obviously unequal health dangers and consequences faced by women who procured illegal abortions, often because they did not have adequate information on how to prevent pregnancy. A journal article she wrote in 1960 was called “Illegal Abortion as a Public Health Problem,” and she used a strongly worded editorial in the same journal later that year to critique male physicians for their poor understanding of women’s psychosexual problems.13 In the same year, Calderone published her first full book (with help from science writers Phyllis Goldman and Robert Goldman), Release from Sexual Tensions, a book about sex and love that was focused especially on solving problems in marriage. Despite the curious title, which suggested nothing so much as a masturbation manual, the “tensions” invoked were interpersonal, not physiological; her interests in educating readers about these matters could almost have aligned her squarely with the family life education programs of the time.

Calderone’s interest in better sex education was apparent in her work from the beginning. During her eleven years at PPFA, Calderone became a noted speaker and writer on birth control, which was still a controversial if not shameful subject in the early years of her time there. As women’s health care was increasingly a prominent theme in her work, she was keenly interested in helping women gain knowledge of, and access to, contraception. She played a crucial role in persuading the American Medical Association that doctors ought to distribute contraceptive information and offer contraceptive access to all patients who needed it, and a proposal eventually passed to affirm that family planning is “more than a matter of responsible parenthood; it is a matter of responsible medical practice.”14 That statement, she later (rightly) recalled, “really did come from my efforts, first to get them to set up the committee to develop the statement, and then to work on the committee.”15

In 1961, Calderone participated as an invited guest and the official delegate of Planned Parenthood at the historic Green Lake conference, where she gave a plenary address focused on the need for responsible family planning and the inculcation of “a sense of responsibility about the use of sex.”16 As it was for many of the attendees, the Green Lake conference was important for Calderone. To the Reverend William Genné, director of the Family Life Department of the National Council of Churches, she wrote afterward, “Needless to say, it was a memorable experience—probably the high point for me in my eight years” at Planned Parenthood. She told one of the conference’s cochairs that the event was “probably the most enriching experience I have ever had. Nothing will ever be quite the same for me again.”17 Calderone was now attuned to the exciting new work on sexuality coming out of the churches, and over the next two or three years many of the professionals who had gathered at Green Lake would continue to debate, in Calderone’s words, “what are we going to do about this sex mess—the attitudes in society are very bad.”18 Although some experts insisted that education about sex should remain under the auspices of marriage counseling or family life education, others agreed with Calderone that it needed a new approach.

Eventually, Calderone came up with the idea of a voluntary health organization that would focus on sex education and “put sexuality into the field of health rather than the field of morals.”19 So it was that in the year she turned sixty, 1964, Calderone left Planned Parenthood and, with four others who had been at Green Lake—William Genné, sexuality educator Lester Kirkendall, Quaker sociologist Clark Vincent, and public health educator Wallace C. Fulton—cofounded the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States, a nonprofit organization seeking to bring scientifically based sexuality education wherever it was needed.

The SIECUS statement of purpose described its aim as “to establish man’s sexuality as a health entity.” This effort would be accomplished in three main ways: identifying the “special characteristics” of sexuality that were distinct from (though of course related to) human reproduction; dignifying sexuality through an open, scientific, research-minded approach; and assembling information for professionals and for people throughout society, so that all might be better equipped to act responsibly and healthfully in their sexual behavior and experience sex “as a creative and re-creative force.”20 Heading SIECUS for eighteen years, Calderone lectured frequently around the country and also published several books on sex for a range of audiences. She became nationally known for her work promoting sex education programs for use in public schools, including the widely used publication Guidelines for Sexuality Education: Kindergarten Through Twelfth Grade. Her hope, shared by the wider SIECUS staff and board members, was to make comprehensive sex education the norm across the nation. While SIECUS and Calderone had a broad mission when it came to educating people about sex, they became particularly infamous for promoting sex ed in schools.

Calderone believed that Americans received misinformation about sex starting in infancy, from parents, religion, and any number of other social influences; her goal was to replace these half-truths and distortions with a mix of scientific and social teaching. But far worse than misinformation, in her view, were the harmful attitudes toward sex that children picked up from prudish influences both within and beyond the home. Even when parents, teachers, or religious leaders believed themselves not to be providing any sexual education whatsoever, they too frequently influenced boys and girls alike in damaging ways. As a SIECUS publication proclaimed, “avoidance, repression, rejection, suppression, embarrassment, and shock are negative forms of sex education.” A positive attitude toward sex and sexuality was crucial to the mental, emotional, and physical health of these children as they grew into maturity.21

As the nation’s foremost nationally recognized proponent of sex education, Mary Steichen Calderone played a critical role in the cultural and religious conflagrations over sex in the United States during the second half of the twentieth century. A staunch Quaker and pacifist, and a person of emphatically conventional mores in her private life, Calderone never sought to stoke the fires of warfare, even cultural warfare. But she was a woman who dared to advocate publicly in favor of greater sexual candor and in-depth education for all Americans, and her successful efforts landed her squarely in the firing line of those who likened candor to immorality and deemed “education” coded speech for corruption.

Although very much a revolutionary in her long labors on behalf of birth control access and sex education, Calderone was a conservative insofar as she proclaimed publicly that sexual freedom was ultimately for the purpose of strengthening stable families and permanent relationships, which would thereby sustain society. In the Manual of Contraceptive Practice she edited under the auspices of PPFA in 1964, she made this point clear: “The role of sex is basic to the marital relationship that in itself is the fundamental building block of our society as it is presently constituted,” while contraception should be regarded “as the servant of marriage, never as an end in itself.” In a 1966 speech delivered at a high school in Hartford, Connecticut, she lamented that many youth now treated sexual experience as a right rather than a privilege earned through maturity and asked, “Why are we afraid to say, ‘You are just plain too young?’” The journalist Mary Breasted, who interviewed Calderone at a peak moment in the controversy over sex education in 1969, argued that she advocated sex education as “basically a form of moral indoctrination,” and claimed that the work of SIECUS was essentially “an attempt to bolster conventional morality by rendering it more tolerable.” To Playboy magazine in 1970, even as she noted that she could and would not “stop society from evolving” nor “force other people to adhere to my personal beliefs,” Calderone openly confessed “my really profound belief that sex belongs primarily in marriage.” Because “casual sex” was simply sex for pleasure, with no regard for any relationship between the partners, she averred, “I’m not looking forward happily to a widespread acceptance of casual sex.”22

Calderone looked on heterosexual relationships as the foundation of society, and she saw SIECUS as working to strengthen “effective, strong, permanent relationships—which usually translates into having or being part of a family.” At the same time, in discussing a wide range of sexual expressions that included bisexuality and homosexuality, she noted, “I can’t find it in my heart to reject anyone because of their sexual behavior.… There is really no manifestation of sexuality that should put us off, that should make us look down on somebody. If that’s where they are, we have to accept them there.” Calderone wrestled with the question of whether sexual nonconformity outside marriage would threaten familial and social stability or not. But she was tolerant and very trusting of the young people she met at her lectures, who inspired her with optimism and the courage to honor views beyond her own ingrained conventionality.23 Her goal, at heart, was thoroughgoing honesty about bodily desires and the consequences of acting heedlessly and obliviously on them. Calderone sought to overcome prudishness and the ignorance that was its inevitable result, and in true Quaker fashion, she also sought to eradicate hypocrisy in all its forms.

SIECUS emerged directly out of Calderone’s own religious sensibility. “Being a Quaker,” she wrote, “lays on one the responsibility for engaging in a continuing internal process of finding out what one really believes in, and relentlessly tracking down one’s bigotries, prejudices, inconsistencies, blindnesses, and refusals to recognize truth and accept it as such.” At the time she formed SIECUS, with the Green Lake conference still emanating its influence, “the conviction came to me that responsible parenthood is but a small segment of something much larger—responsible sexuality—which itself is but a segment of the all-encompassing concept of total responsibility in all human relationships” (emphasis in original). The resulting organization had a “spirit of ecumenical professionalism” and included clergy advisors who were Jewish and Catholic as well as Protestant, representing “all shades from right to left—although not the extremes of either.” In another context, Calderone approvingly quoted social ethicist and Episcopal priest Gibson Winter’s statement, “The recovery of sexuality is part of our salvation—an aspect of wholeness.” Traditional religion had often erred in teaching children that sex was dirty rather than “sacred and beautiful.” Calderone continued by saying that part of the work of sexual educators was to draw out “what is already there within [the child] that is good” (emphasis in original). This itself was a religious mission, she insisted: “This belief in the implicitness of the child’s goodness parallels the Quaker recognition of that of God in every man. Whether one be Christian, Jew, theist or nontheist, black or white, we cannot exist, or survive, in the absence of the profound belief that to be human is to be good. And because human beings were created sexual, then to be sexual must—or should—also be good.”24

The Supreme Court’s June 1965 decision in Griswold v. Connecticut offered a nexus of principles that Calderone could heartily approve. Striking down a Connecticut law that prohibited any person from using medical or other means to prevent pregnancy, the justices sided with Planned Parenthood League of Connecticut executive director Estelle Griswold and Yale School of Medicine physician Dr. C. Lee Buxton (who was the Planned Parenthood chapter’s medical director), ruling in favor of a “right to privacy” for married couples and greater leeway for health providers to provide patients with birth control. For the physician Calderone, the decision correctly placed contraceptive decisions in the hands of ordinary people, who still needed to seek wise guidance from trusted authorities rather than succumb to the “sexual chaos” of the times. In an extended visit to Washington University in St. Louis just months after the Griswold decision, she spoke to students as the university’s first “physician in residence” while again stressing her Quaker identity. “We are for the first time in history at a point where man can separate his sexual life from his reproductive life,” she warned before making a Cold War analogy: “Sexual responsibility is a social responsibility.… Like atomic energy, sex is a potent force we must learn to use constructively or we can destroy ourselves.” Once more, the credentialed professional provided the example to her audience of the sort of expert from whom such vital lessons should come.25

As school leaders across the country during the mid-1960s grew increasingly convinced of the need for robust programs of sex education, SIECUS was there to assist. And because SIECUS at this early stage embodied its leaders’ fairly conservative outlook, the organization’s materials were palatable to a wide range of educators. Calderone and her colleagues wrote passionately about social problems like venereal disease among teens, rising divorce rates, and alarming statistics about teen pregnancies; they plausibly cast sex education as “preventative medicine.”26 Sex education programs created by SIECUS and other organizations burgeoned during the mid-1960s, as panicked parents and educators sought to remedy the sexual problems they witnessed around them. Experts estimated that nearly 50 percent of American school systems had adopted some type of sex education program by 1968.

California was especially ripe territory for the sex education movement. Governor Edmund Brown was keen to develop a curriculum in family life education to curb out-of-wedlock pregnancy, divorce, and other problems pertaining to sexuality and marriage. When the Sacramento County school board decided to act in 1968–1969, it called on SIECUS staff, including Calderone, to develop its K-12 Family Life and Sex Education program. Districts in Oakland, Palo Alto, and San Mateo County worked to create their own programs, which were much blunter about sexual details than the family life education programs of prior decades. Like Calderone and SIECUS itself, the new programs sought not to be preachy while still favoring relatively conventional sexual standards and attempting to contain youthful behavior. Teachers presented eye-raising statistics about venereal disease and stories of the sad consequences of teen pregnancy. This was the kind of sex education most parents wanted, a program that could shore up traditional morality. Both the programs that SIECUS helped set up in the mid-1960s and others that developed concurrently shared this ethos.27

The embrace of sex education at the local level, as in these California districts, quickly prompted a severe backlash and provoked numerous battles. As the work of SIECUS became influential and widely known, opposition to the organization and to Calderone personally grew especially fierce. Critics were dismayed by the proliferation of sex ed programs on the ground, and many came to see her as the chief adversary in this fight. The most significant opposition came from two groups that collaborated often during the 1960s: the John Birch Society, founded as an anti-Communist conservative advocacy organization in 1958, and the Christian Crusade of Billy James Hargis, himself a Bircher. Both bodies were influential in this conflict, but the particular focus on sex education by some key staffers at the Christian Crusade gave it the greater impact. Assisting sex education opponents in scores of local school battles nationwide, Hargis’s institution proved a formidable challenge to Calderone’s own crusade for sexual truth.

BILLY JAMES HARGIS BEGAN TO make his mark on the world in October 1948, when, as a twenty-three-year-old pastor in the town of Sapulpa, Oklahoma, with little postsecondary education, he started a slim newsletter. With the unassuming title Christian Echoes and only a tiny circulation, the paper might easily have gone the way of countless other such publications put out by ambitious small-town preachers in that era. But Hargis’s tremendous self-confidence was matched by the luck of being in the right place at the right time, with a timely idea and fearsome rhetoric to match. His newsletter became the glossy, broadly distributed Christian Crusade, and Hargis founded an interdenominational organization by the same name in 1950. Through the magazine’s wide print circulation and Hargis’s success in harnessing radio and TV to deliver his message, he grew into one of the most influential evangelists and conservative crusaders of the 1950s and 1960s.28

Hargis saw Communism everywhere. A report in the Nation by an attendee at the Christian Crusade’s five-day Anti-Communist Leadership School in 1962 noted that, in Hargis’s mind, “all citizens who, in their political beliefs, range from slightly left of conservative doctrines to communism are Communists”; moreover, “there are only two political groups remaining—those who stand with us, and all others.” The reporter, Thomas Uzzell, expressed his fear at Hargis’s adept leadership among scores of fundamentalists present: “The man is an engine of energy, is something of a genius as an organizer, and has mastered the art of moving crowds who want to be freed of the burden of thinking.”29

Hargis believed that God had chosen him, as he said in 1965, “to launch a mass movement of resistance to the trend in American life to world government, apostate religion, and appeasement with satanic ‘isms’ such as communism.” As a young pastor in the 1940s—he was ordained to the ministry when he was seventeen, in his hometown of Texarkana, Texas—he had acted “like Moses” in initially running away from the truths of the Communist takeover of America and its churches. Once he accepted God’s call, however, he never looked back. “I am the first to admit I am not qualified” for this enormous task, Hargis later said, “but no logician or materialist can ever convince me that I am not in God’s Will. It has been proven again and again.… God needed a man to tell the truth to an ignorant and apathetic church.”30

After a very brief theological education (two and a half months at Ozark Bible College in Bentonville, Arkansas) and a succession of pastorates, he ditched local church ministry in favor of a career as a radio broadcaster and itinerant evangelist, founding the Christian Crusade in 1950 as a print and radio outlet. During the 1950s he collaborated with Carl T. McIntire, another formidable fundamentalist with a radio empire and enormous influence. Between 1953 and 1957, they worked together on a project of the International Council of Christian Churches (ICCC)—a fundamentalist organization that opposed the more liberal World Council of Churches—to send “Bible balloons” into Soviet countries. As his radio and newspaper presence increased, Hargis moved to Tulsa, expanded into television, and started writing a newspaper column that was syndicated in papers across the country. At the start of 1962, two hundred radio stations and at least a dozen television stations aired Hargis in forty-six states. By 1964, his daily radio ministry had exploded to four hundred stations across the country, while subscriptions to his magazine were reportedly up to a hundred thirty thousand.31 Through his relentless denunciations in Christian Crusade magazine and his ubiquitous radio broadcasts, his multiple books and national conferences, his speaking engagements, and his record albums of sermons and songs, Hargis had become an extraordinarily effective communicator, iterating forceful messages about the wickedness of liberal politics and liberal religion to Christians throughout the country.

By 1964, Hargis was one of the most influential conservative evangelists in America, and a figure of fear and fascination among liberals.32 It was at precisely this time that sex burst into Hargis’s writing. He had spent recent years decrying the Supreme Court’s 1962 decision declaring prayer in public schools unconstitutional, alleging that John F. Kennedy’s assassination by Lee Harvey Oswald had been a Communist plot, and campaigning for the nomination of the ultra-conservative Barry Goldwater. Now there was another target. Sex was new territory for Hargis to tackle, and it had become highly relevant in the wake of both the emerging feminist movement and increasing liberal sympathy for what was then termed the “homophile” movement (the early gay rights movement). Such flagrant rejections of traditionalist gender norms and modes of patriarchal authority were ideal weapons for stoking conservative outrage. As usual, Hargis’s timing was perfect.



[image: image]
Evangelist, anti-Communist crusader, and SIECUS opponent Billy James Hargis. GEORGE CROUTER/THE DENVER POST VIA GETTY IMAGES.





The first sign of Hargis’s new focus was an item in Christian Crusade magazine. The February–March 1964 issue included an item titled, “What to Do About Pornography.” It opened on a note of alarm: “A ‘natural’ outgrowth of the ultra-liberal, ‘free-thinker’ viewpoint, which has finally struggled into acceptance throughout the Nation, is the horrifying increase in the public, legal distribution of pornographic, smut literature, pictures, films, etc., in every city in the country” (emphasis in original). The head of Tulsa’s chapter of Youth for Christ was quoted in asserting that a billion dollars per year were now being spent on such materials in the United States alone—all because of the Communist-friendly liberals. The article continued, “That international Communism has long subsidized pornography in this and other countries will come as no surprise to our readers, for it fits ideally into their plans for the moral decay of non-Communist countries.” In response, readers should not merely wring their hands but boycott all local stores that sold any such materials. Pornography was “A BATTLEGROUND UPON WHICH EVERY AMERICAN CAN GET INTO ACTION TODAY” (emphasis in original). The message that evil lurked at one’s trusted grocery and drug stores fit well with Hargis’s warnings about a “far left” enemy within.33

Fulminations about America’s sexual degeneracy grew more and more prominent as a theme in the Christian Crusade for the next several years. Hargis crafted alarmist literature focused on sex, with the help of two men: David Noebel, his executive assistant and a Christian Crusade writer for many years, and Gordon V. Drake, who joined Christian Crusade in 1968 as the head of its Department of Education.34 The books each wrote during this period give a flavor of the themes that went with this emphasis on sex: Hargis’s published titles included Communist America—Must It Be? (1960), The Facts About Communism and Our Churches (1962), and The Far Left (1964). Noebel published Communism, Hypnotism, and the Beatles (1965), which he later expanded and repackaged as The Beatles: A Study in Drugs, Sex, and Revolution (1969). Drake wrote Blackboard Power: NEA Threat to America (1968) and Is the School House the Proper Place to Teach Raw Sex? (1968), and it was these last two that heralded the campaign against SIECUS and Mary Steichen Calderone.

Like most Christian Crusade literature, both of Drake’s books aimed to be exposés. Blackboard Power charged one of the two major national teachers’ unions—the National Education Association (NEA)—with degrading American youth by promoting Communism, popular music, African American literature, and sex education. Drake’s account aimed to incite both racial and sexual panic, charging the NEA with promoting both dangerous African American writers and an anti-religious glorification of sex. The book’s title, an obvious play on the Black Power movement, was illustrated by the menacing, frontal fist that was that movement’s symbol—only this fist was distinctly white, set against a black background and marked by text in bright red. Whites could be as threatening toward the nation’s morals as blacks, the image implied, particularly when they were masquerading as civic-minded public school teachers. Don’t be fooled, Drake warned, for these men and women were as power hungry and violent as their radical black nationalist counterparts.

One of Drake’s major concerns in the book was to alarm readers about the radicalism of African American authors from W. E. B. Du Bois and Langston Hughes to Richard Wright, Ralph Ellison, Dick Gregory, and Alain Locke. Drake quoted the conservative Texas columnist Earl Lively in referring to James Baldwin as “a purveyor of perverted pornographic smut.” But he also had a great deal to say about the NEA and sex education, slamming figures such as Mary Steichen Calderone, Lester Kirkendall, Sexology magazine editor and sex education writer Isadore Rubin, and the Reverend William Genné, and above all challenging SIECUS as promoting a “secular humanism” that was “pro-MAN and anti-GOD” and that would destroy the morals of American youth by separating instruction in human reproduction from education in “the higher ideals of marriage.” These “sexécutives,” as Drake heatedly called them, were not only anti-Christian but also anti-American; their purpose was not to reduce rates of venereal disease and teen pregnancy but merely “to glorify sex, and ensnare students into sexual promiscuity.” Cutting, decontextualizing, and reassembling their words for his own purposes, Drake darkly concluded that the young were now easily “prostituted for the ‘new morality’ now that the Bible and religious moral concepts have been banned in the schools.”35

Drake chose to excerpt allegations regarding sex education from Blackboard Power in the July 1968 issue of Christian Crusade magazine. The piece concluded by urging readers to “get organized!”36 Realizing this topic had struck a chord, Drake’s articles for Christian Crusade increasingly focused on the moral crisis in American culture. He warned parents that both educational and religious leaders were secretly hosting activities in which children and teens would touch each other’s bodies in order to get over their repressions, encouraging “sexual play in bedding down with new-found friends.” This “sneak attack on American morals” was occurring in schools, colleges, and churches across the country by means of “sensitivity training” as well as sex education. These techniques comprised a whole educational system that was “not some academic procedure; it is, rather, an insidious teaching method which aims to destroy the morality of America’s children and of young and old adults alike and then to destroy America if given the chance.”37

Drake expanded his earlier analysis of sex education from Blackboard Power into a separate pamphlet, Is the School House the Proper Place to Teach Raw Sex? This manifesto had an enormous impact in community battles over sex education that took place across the country. Drake insisted yet again that Mary Calderone “has a burning mission: To alert and convert the youth of America to a new sexuality. She pursues children and youth for her cause as ardently as the missionary of old pursued souls.” Drake contended that Calderone’s method was “telling young people about their right to enjoy premarital intercourse—if they so desire.” Calderone’s “revolutionary gospel” aimed to get rid of God and traditional morality in one fell swoop, teaching American youth “a new sex morality independent of church and state.” Drake took especial umbrage at Calderone’s promotion of talking “nonjudgmentally” with youth, insisting that “nonjudgmentally simply means that SIECUS does not want teachers to inject into their discussions with children the restraints of old-fashioned morality.”38

Despite the fact that this pamphlet, no less than Blackboard Power, was laden with false accusations and his “evidence” was thick with words taken wholly out of context, Drake’s book quickly became a vital weapon for fighting sex education by “plugging SIECUS directly into the hot current of right-wing paranoia.” Drake painted a dire picture of mind control and insisted, “The public school is intruding into a private family and church responsibility as it frightens and coerces parents to accept the teaching of sex in their schools.” Calderone and her cronies were purportedly teaching children as young as three years old everything there was possibly to know about sex, their pedagogy utilizing images of animals and humans having sexual intercourse. Besides written materials, SIECUS teaching aids also included “unbelievably clever models which even include multi-colored plastic human figures with interchangeable male and female sex organs—instant transvestism.” This “erotic stimulation” had untold ill effects on the nation’s most vulnerable population, Drake maintained. Drake accused Calderone of promoting an “animalistic viewpoint of sex which is shocking,” the same charge that Kinsey’s detractors had aimed at him twenty years earlier. Worst of all, Calderone and SIECUS were hell-bent on destroying the credibility and authority of home and family. Sex educators wished to eliminate “any inhibitions or moral and religious taboos,” thereby driving “a wedge between the family, church and school” and bolstering educators’ authority above traditional family values. “If this is accomplished,” Drake continued, and the new morality accepted, “our children will become easy targets for Marxism and other amoral, nihilistic philosophies—as well as V.D.!” By wrecking the ties between parents and children, church and flock, the sex educators had found the greatest weapon imaginable for destroying America—clearly the liberals’ dearest goal.39

Drake took pains to allege that the sex educators themselves were closely allied with some of the most debauched sexologists and sex perverts in the nation, from pornographers and prostitutes to predatory homosexuals who smacked their lips at the thought of enticing young children into their snares. Readers should not be fooled by sex ed advocates’ professional degrees, medical credentials, or pretensions to the Christian ministry, he warned: sex educators and sexologists representing “every shade of muddy gray morality” were in league with “ministers colored atheistic pink,” campy psychiatrists, and “ruthless publishers of pornography.” All were part of “interlocking directorates” and national organizations that “provide havens for these degenerates.” The goal of seducing children into devoting their lives to narcissistic pleasure seeking was inextricably linked to plans for Communist takeover of the nation: Communists would stoke children’s erotic desires and then urge them to slough their parents’ moral teachings in favor of erotic fulfillment.40

Liberal ministers, so trusted by naïve parents and children, were central to that plot, in Drake’s telling. Indeed, several liberal clergy sat on the SIECUS board, and Drake made sure to name them—not only the Protestant William Genné but also the two Catholic priests, Fathers John Thomas and George Hagmaier. Finally, noted Drake, “To complete the religious cluster of SIECUS sexologists, the Jews have offered the services of Rabbi Jeshaia Schnitzer of Montclair, New Jersey.”41 Drake’s listeners needed little reminder of the accusations of Communist influence that had long been leveled at the liberal clergy.



[image: image]
Gordon Drake speaking at a Christian Crusade meeting that opposed sex education in the public schools, 1969. MICHAEL MAUNEY/THE LIFE IMAGES COLLECTION/GETTY IMAGES.





In early 1969, Drake joined forces with Noebel to present two-day seminars on “Family, Schools and Morality” in Fort Lauderdale, Tampa, Atlanta, Birmingham, Baltimore, Washington, DC, and Louisville. Noebel’s talks were titled, “Rhythmic-Hypnotic Music for Elementary School Children,” “Dangers of Rock ’n’ Roll,” and “Communist Subversion of American Folk Music.” Drake complemented these with his own: “Agents of Change—The Target Is You,” “Sensitivity Training in the Schools—The Hidden Threat,” “The Octopus of Education Control,” and, for the electrifying finale, “Raw Sex in the Classroom.” The seminars aimed to rouse parents into pressuring local schools to uphold Christian morality and American patriotism by avoiding sex education in the classrooms.42 So successful were these talks that by March each was touring outside the south: Noebel in Minnesota, Iowa, Nebraska, and Kansas, and Drake in Pennsylvania and New Jersey—his first stop on this anti-sex education tour being Princeton University in March 1969. The national press began paying closer attention to the sex education controversy.43

The Crusade’s dire warnings about sex education, and Drake’s books in particular, helped to foment a wave of controversies over sex ed in local communities beginning in the spring of 1968. One of the most notable occurred in Anaheim, California, a town whose public schools had incorporated a sex education program since 1965 but that was also home to a number of organizations that opposed sex ed.44 By 1968, the school district had implemented a thorough family life and sex education program for grades seven through twelve, and it was in that year that questions about the program arose at a late August school board meeting. At a special session in October, opponents of the program presented a slide show and taped messages that took specific claims and even whole passages out of Drake’s Raw Sex pamphlet, many of them denouncing SIECUS. The presenter sought to prove that Anaheim’s program was the product of this organization run by “so-called experts with a long Ph.D. degree behind them that doesn’t necessarily signify that they’re qualified to drive a jeep across the street.”45

The Anaheim battle was fierce and raged for months. Sex ed opponents were led by citizens who also fought gun control legislation and worried about interracial dating at desegregated schools, as they anguished over the morality of their children.46 In April 1969 the California State Board of Education passed a resolution that banned the use of “SIECUS materials” in the schools. Since SIECUS did not actually produce curricula for schools—it provided information, data, consultations, and other resources for school systems and other organizations that wished to put their own sex education programs together—this technically did not much matter, but everyone understood its meaning.47 That same year, the California legislature repealed an earlier state law in support of sex education, and the state’s board of education adopted a report drafted by Christian conservatives that warned, “A moral crisis is sweeping the land,” and presented a program of moral lessons based in part on the Bible.48

The Christian Crusade was involved in the Anaheim controversy from the start. For the first two weeks of October 1968, Drake and Hargis worked in California to launch a statewide organization opposing sex education, California Families United. Both men were honored at a dinner at Knott’s Berry Farm on October 18, which happened to be the very day after the special session with slide show had taken place. They met with the activists who would later put pressure on the California State Board of Education. Even when they were not physically present, they remained influential, since, throughout this period, local activists continued to lift talking points out of Drake’s pamphlet in their activist efforts to get sex education out of their schools.49

Anaheim was far from the only such local fight. With something close to 50 percent of US public school districts embroiled in conflict over sex education, the influence of writers like Drake and Hargis was vast. They visited many other towns during this period and sought similar action to what had happened in Anaheim by encouraging the formation of new opposition groups and advising sex ed opponents on the best strategy for triumphing over the opposition. Drake joined a group of Tulsa parents in a lawsuit against the school board there, which had instituted a sex education program.50

Aware of his own growing influence, Drake published yet another tract on sex education with Christian Crusade in 1969, titled SIECUS—Corrupter of Youth. Although his name did not appear on the cover, a number of internal references make clear that Drake was the author. The book repeated many of the charges he’d already committed to print but embellished them still further and added a number of salacious details. Describing Calderone’s recommendation of Kirkendall’s book Premarital Intercourse and Interpersonal Relationships, for instance, Drake could not stop himself from relating to readers that the book included one case that “described how a prostitute used her mouth to cause an ejaculation of a young student.”51 Drake was prone to repeat highly exaggerated statistics and tall tales, as when he claimed that California public school children had been shown “a vagina the size of a blackboard,” or that a teacher in Flint, Michigan, had stripped in front of her students, or that a Phoenix twelve-year-old experimented sexually on his four-year-old sister after receiving sex education at school. In any case, with Calderone and SIECUS refusing to “dignify” Drake by responding to his outlandish charges in a public debate, Drake had little incentive to refrain from such exaggerations.52

The Christian Crusade campaign against SIECUS and Calderone inspired some flamboyant hate mail. Once its campaign against her was in full force and for years after its peak, Calderone received numerous letters like the following:


Dear Mrs. Calderone: There has got to be a special place in hell for a reptile of a woman like—indeed, scrofulous, vile, wicked example of degenerate human being that you are.… Yes You Madam du Farge are at least partially responsible for the moral degradation of much of America’s youth… with your nihilistic, ungodly, theories, which have destroyed countless youths in our country.… They should not callit [sic] Venereal Herpes, but Calderone Herpes in honor of its degrading and reptilian author. You will indeed be JUDGED!53



Outraged postal correspondence had been a routine fact of life for sex reformers for years, of course; the vicious invective directed at Calderone, however, was sharply escalated from the letters directed at earlier figures like Sanger and Kinsey.

Another letter addressed itself to “MARY ST[image: image]INKEN CALDERONE, MISTRESS OF THE DEVIL; MISFIT PROSTITUTE OF HELL”—the titles jabbing derisively at Calderone’s MD and MPH academic degrees. The writer assured Calderone that Hades would be a place “WHERE YOU WILL HAVE MOLTEN STEEL POURED INTO YOU FROM TWO DIRECTIONS… & WHERE YOUR DIET WILL BE PUSS, EXCRETIONS, ROACHES, MAGGOTS & SPIDERS.” Others wrote in less pictographic style but with equivalent loathing. “You people are the kind who would not be mourned in the least should you be found with millstones around your necks and at the bottom of the sea,” blustered another writer. Letters this malevolent, penned by men and women alike, routinely ended up in the “Crank” files.54 Calderone had become a perpetual target not only of the Christian Crusade organization but of its enthusiastic audiences around the country.

As opposition to sex education spread, many groups besides Christian Crusade took up the issue. Organizations ranging from the John Birch Society—which founded the Movement to Restore Decency (MOTOREDE) committee—to the Ku Klux Klan acted alongside the numerous local and national groups formed specifically to fight sex education. Gary Allen, billed as “one of the nation’s top authorities on civil turmoil and the New Left,” published “Sex Study: Problems, Propaganda, and Pornography” in a 1969 issue of American Opinion, the magazine of the John Birch Society. Allen repeated many of Drake’s claims about the dire links between sex education and Communism and added more of his own, lambasting “comrades” Kirkendall, Calderone, Rubin, and Genné for being anti-patriotic haters of America. Excoriating the religious credentials of Genné in particular, Allen wrote, “In addition to his consultation in pornography at Sexology, the files of the House Committee on Un-American Activities record that Genné has affiliated himself with such Communist Fronts as the Stockholm Peace Petition, the World Peace Appeal, the National Committee to Repeal the McCarran Act, the Committee for Peaceful Alternatives to the Atlantic Pact, etc.” Anyone affiliated with SIECUS was, in short, pro-Communist. In Allen’s telling, SIECUS educators urged parents “to simply surrender your children to the indoctrination and ‘skills’ provided in the schools by Comrade Rubin and the Leftist pornographers of SIECUS.”55

After treating John Birchers to more examples of the preposterous attempts by SIECUS to control their children, Allen hammered home his point: “Everywhere one turns with these people the reins lead back to the Far Left. Why? Clearly because it is in the interest of the Communists to promote programs like SIECUS for destroying American sexual morality, and enervating the moral fiber of our nation’s youth.” Communists, he reminded a readership for whom this was already gospel, had always known the strategic value of preaching permissiveness, corrupting youth, and ensuring that young people were more devoted to sex than to religion. “Historically, the destruction of morality has often been used as a technique to ready a country for Communist revolution,” and readers must arm themselves with this knowledge of “What’s Really Happening” with SIECUS in American life today.56

The links between Communism and sex education imagined by right-wing commentators received even more graphic treatment in a pamphlet distributed by the Greenwood, Indiana, chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, It’s Time to Save Our Schools. It blamed Communists and Marxist-inspired liberals for “forced integration, illegal bussing, narcotics, homicides, assaults, violence, suicides, rapes, burglaries, drunkenness, sex education, and interracial dating.” “Under the misrule of these totalitarian Leftists,” the schools had become “jungles, graduating children who have never properly learned to read, write, add or subtract, or even conduct themselves in an orderly manner—but will be thoroughly schooled in sex.” Teachers were frauds and charlatans, “mind benders” who imposed secret psychological tests on students that “parents cannot be allowed to see.” Besides the evils of integration and the rise of interracial dating—too obvious to require lengthy commentary—the pamphlet devoted most of its space to the perversions that sex education was imposing on American children. The document warned parents that teachers were being hired who themselves oozed sexual prowess, and many advocated demonstrating sexual intercourse in class. “Sound fantastic? Remember that today’s liberal sex fantasies are tomorrow’s liberal dictated school rules.” Children and teens were learning obscene words, seeing pornography, caressing and fondling each other as part of the educational process—and in racially mixed classrooms, no less. Parents who objected would be subjected to “‘mental health’ concentration camps.” All of this was at the behest of SIECUS, whose leaders “have known Communist affiliations.”57

By 1970, when Hargis published his own salvo in this war, Sex Revolution in the United States, the battle against SIECUS and Calderone had become the centerpiece of Hargis’s Christian Crusade. As Hargis wrote (emphasis in original):


I do not feel that the greatest victory that Christian Crusade has achieved in fighting the SIECUS variety of sex education in the public schools has been to expose SIECUS, Dr. Mary Calderone and Dr. Lester Kirkendall; but, instead, it has been the fact that it has united parents across the country in a protest movement against the abdication of parental responsibility and the authority of the home, and has alerted them to the necessity of strengthening their family ties and improving the home, with an emphasis on teaching and moral indoctrination, according to the family philosophy or religious concepts.



Hargis could “point with pride” to the fact that “hundreds of thousands of American parents” had been inspired to fight against the evils of sex education. The victory was that increasing numbers of parents were finally “acting like Christian parents should,” while more and more young people were learning to behave. Hargis thanked God for “the Mary Calderones and Lester Kirkendalls” who, through their “intemperate statements and candid remarks” about lessening the authority of parents and of biblical authority, had helped to “illustrate how far America has gone toward moral anarchy.”58 Sex would remain at the core of the Christian Crusade’s focus thereafter, and the backlash galvanized by Billy James Hargis and his partners would reverberate for years to come, as similar groups fused religion and conservative politics that were centered on a range of issues relating to sex and gender norms.

NOTWITHSTANDING THEIR CONSPIRATORIAL CLAIMS, SIECUS’S critics were right to note that the group helped to forge a remarkable alliance between the forces of science and liberal religion. Calderone’s model for sex education was a medical one, but she was eager to seek allies among any religious groups willing to acknowledge the expertise of physicians who took their cue from scientific findings. Calderone had a number of liberal Protestant collaborators who were dedicated in their labors with SIECUS. The group’s second president was David R. Mace, a former minister, Methodist-turned-Quaker, and sociologist who pioneered marriage counseling in Britain and the United States. Reverend Genné of the National Council of Churches served as secretary of SIECUS; William Graham Cole, a former minister and college chaplain who was then president of the Presbyterian-affiliated Lake Forest College, served on the board of directors. By the fall of 1965, Rabbi Bernard Kligfeld of Temple Emanu-El in Long Beach, New York, had also joined the board. These clerical leaders provided important religious legitimacy for a board that consisted largely of physicians, psychiatrists, educators, counseling experts, and scholarly experts in family relations. If those entrusted with the spiritual guidance of their flocks ever worried that their authority was being supplanted by medical professionals in the realm of sex education, they did so quietly. All seemed delighted and grateful to cultivate these cross-professional collaborations on a matter of such singular social importance.59

The efforts of Calderone and SIECUS to forge alliances with religious leaders bore fruit in an “Interfaith Statement on Sex Education” that was publicly released on June 8, 1968. The document carried the official imprimatur of three significant US religious bodies: the National Council of Churches, the Synagogue Council of America, and—notably—the United States Catholic Conference. However bold its aims, the document struck a conservative tone, insisting on the godly nature of human sexuality and the need for spiritual and moral instruction deriving from “our Judeo-Christian heritage.” Sex education was primarily a task for parents, the statement assured, but “supplementary assistance from church or synagogue” and also from schools was sometimes necessary and desirable. A lengthy set of strict guidelines laid out precisely how school educators should teach this subject: sex education “must respect the cultural, familial and religious backgrounds and beliefs” of all students, “with understanding, tolerance and acceptance of difference”; yet the document assumed an ethical framework of “moral values and beliefs about what is right and wrong that are held in common by the major religions on the one hand and generally accepted legal, social, psychological, medical and other values held in common by service professions and society generally.” Calderone had succeeded in bringing Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish leaders together in a show of unity on a matter of sexual morality. The attacks of Hargis and his allies were just one of many factors ensuring that this public unity would be short-lived, but the interfaith document showed that a unified path forward seemed briefly like a real option.60

The attacks from right-wing religious activists weighed heavily on Calderone, who was adamant in rejecting the notion that SIECUS was imposing sex education on a nation that did not want it. “My personal belief is that a society gets what it wants. If society doesn’t want sex education for children, then no one should impose it on society,” she told a Playboy interviewer in 1970. “That’s why we’ve never adopted an aggressive program of disseminating sex education in the schools.… SIECUS has simply responded and will continue to respond to requests for information.” To her conservative religious and political critics who saw her as destroying the morals of America’s youth, she turned the tables to place the blame on them, noting that “if the attitudes of adults about sex and sexuality were other than they are, the kids wouldn’t be in so much trouble” or have “the hang-ups, the difficulties, the ignorance” caused by a confusing “excess of eroticism on the one hand and an excess of repression on the other.” Those whom she called “reactionaries” were themselves damaged, frustrated people—“frigid wives and husbands grimly suppressing their sexual urges because they’ve been taught that they’re sinful,” then, in turn, repressing others. Those who sought to quash sexual curiosity and knowledge were themselves responsible for both the bewilderment and the ensuing waywardness of America’s youth. Sex education, in contrast, would facilitate social stability and the responsible growth of young people into well-adjusted parents and citizens.61

Even as the right-wing attacks on sex ed and SIECUS were increasing in pitch, Calderone was growing less wedded to the sexual conservatism she had exemplified just a few years earlier. She concurred with the fourfold set of ethical values put forward in a 1970s SIECUS volume as “the core values in a democratic society” that offered a broad framework for sexual decision making: “respect for truth as a definable moral value and faith in the free play of critical intelligence; respect for the basic worth, equality, and dignity of each individual; recognition of the need of cooperative effort for the common good; and recognition of the right of self-determination of each individual.” Together, these values called on each person to be accountable for his or her own sexual behavior and its effects on others while also enthusiastically affirming individual freedom of choice. There were limits to what individuals should do sexually—nothing was permitted that was exploitative, violating, or cruel—but so long as a person’s actions did not violate the webs of “social obligation and welfare,” they were likely acceptable. These values, she and her fellow SIECUS staff members believed, “coincide with some of the major values in the Judeo-Christian tradition: that every person is to be respected regardless of color or race; that life is better than death, love is better than hate, growth is better than deterioration; and that freedom for individual persons is a goal to strive for.” Ultimately, in a nation that had grown “pluralistic” in its sexual values, the sex educator’s role was to “create a genuine open forum” rather than preaching his or her own specific opinions or imposing a false consensus on alternative views.62

She also apparently grew more comfortable with the notion of sex as a spiritual act than she had been in the early 1960s. Despite being a physician and a scientist, in a 1973 lecture to a Quaker audience, Calderone affirmed, “The mystery of sex continues to be greater than our capacity to comprehend it.” Those who claimed to have “the only pipeline to sacred truth” on such matters possessed, to Calderone’s mind, a hubris no Friend could abide. At the height of her work with SIECUS, then, Calderone embraced a sort of bridge across the older liberal divide: between, on the one hand, those who sought to demystify sex and treat it as one more physiological process that should be altogether removed from the realm of the emotions and, on the other, those who sought to elevate the mystical and emotional and sheer pleasurable dimensions of sex as a way of celebrating its unique role in human life. In her 1974 introduction to the SIECUS publication Sexuality and Human Values, Calderone made clear she stood for both: “Right here is where I find it easiest to shift my focus from the understanding of eroticism as a scientist to the celebration of it as a religious person. Perhaps this is because of my Quaker persuasion. In any case, I find that I simply cannot convince myself that the erotic aspect of human life is not as truly integral to ‘that of God in every person’ as is, for instance, the intellectual, the cognitive.”63 How could something so natural and also so good, so sacred, and so joyous be a force for evil and division in the world?

Like progressive sex reformers before her, Calderone knew that myriad traditionalist Christians roundly despised what she stood for—broad access to family planning information and treatment; still more, open and knowledgeable discussion of sexuality throughout American society—but she also knew that they were not all unhinged “cranks.” Unlike Sanger or Kinsey, this revolutionary made direct overtures not only to those she expected to be allies but also to many of her professional opponents every chance she could, believing that her powers of persuasion, the evidence of science, and her good-faith acknowledgment of other people’s religious views could melt fear and open enemies’ eyes to acceptance of sexual realism and the need for better sex education. She committed her efforts with especial fervor to American Catholic leaders, believing them to be key to her efforts’ success. She assured a host of priestly leaders of their mutual goal in bolstering, as she typically phrased it, “the stability of the family under the stresses of modern life.”64

Calderone had long before given up on the John Birchers and fundamentalists, but she thought she had a better chance working with Catholics—a confidence she retained for much of the duration of her career. Even during her years as the medical director of Planned Parenthood, Calderone had done her utmost to reach out to Catholics. By all visible measures, she did so in a spirit of deep interest and generosity, believing that if she exposed her own humanity to Catholic women and men, they would do likewise. To Catholic correspondents, she would write things such as, “I deeply respect the belief of the Catholic church and understand the principles on which it is based. I would never do anything to try and influence a Catholic in any way.”65 Words of outreach and an earnest effort to understand and empathize with Catholics characterized her correspondence, even as she sought to inform Catholics that she had the right to advocate contraception for those who wanted it. She emphasized the common ground that existed between the Catholic position and her own, writing to one Catholic journalist, “Actually you know the Catholic and the non-Catholic position is not so far apart. Our basic desire is the same: stable, happy monogamous families. The understanding shown by the Vatican in several statements of the need of parents in some instances and conditions of stress to space their children simply echoes our own feelings of concern for mothers and fathers all over the world.”66

The effort to reach out to Catholics went deep for Calderone, and she spent enormous amounts of time writing to Catholic leaders, defending herself as a “highly moral” person who deserved a hearing from Catholics. “I have written to you at such length,” she pleaded in this same letter, “hoping that these sober thoughts could be passed on by you to other thoughtful Catholics.”67 She knew that not all Catholics were the “thoughtful” kind, as she thought of them, yet Calderone remained charitable toward Catholics and hopeful about reaching them. Her 1960 book, Release from Sexual Tensions, adopted the same high-minded tone and plainly sought to draw Catholic readers no less than others. Indeed, on the very first page of the first chapter—and again on the book’s final, concluding page—Calderone nostalgically recalled a “kind old priest” she met in France as a child and who gave her a “wonderfully true” lesson about cherishing each age of one’s life. The book gave frank counsel to couples about the ordinary difficulties, sexual and otherwise, to be faced in marriage, and its list of suggested reading included The Catholic Marriage Manual, by George A. Kelly. Calderone also commended the church’s Pre-Cana and Cana conferences (for engaged and married couples) as well as the rhythm method (though urging this to be “practiced with extreme care under the guidance of a knowledgeable physician” and extolling safer contraceptive methods for those whose religion allowed them). Sounding like the liberal Quaker she was, she wrote hopefully that those who followed their religion could see that compassion was more important than creed, and that the “main purpose of religion” was “to express God’s love, not your hate.”68

Whatever optimism she conveyed in her public speech and writings, Calderone was both intelligent and experienced enough to know that Roman Catholic leaders had no plans to shift their thinking on birth control or on sexual education, and she strove to connect with them in order to melt what she considered their recalcitrance. Her address to the conference at Green Lake had exempted “thoughtful Catholic leaders” from her condemnation of Catholic intransigence, even as she piled up real-life examples of Catholic transgressions: the Protestant woman with cervical cancer landing at a Catholic hospital, “only to receive a tongue-lashing from the sisters for the source of her referral”; the employee of a Planned Parenthood clinic who was “denounced by her income tax auditor, for the source of her income”; the army wife denied contraception at the local army hospital “because the chief obstetrician was a Catholic”; nursing textbooks declaring Planned Parenthood “a vice”; and “the new young Protestant doctors, trying to get established in a community, who are denied staff privileges in a Catholic hospital unless they sign a statement saying that neither they nor their wives will have anything to do with the Planned Parenthood Center” (emphasis in original). Indignantly, she emphasized, “surely these actions are unworthy of a great Christian faith.”69 Calderone’s dislike of Catholic activism was plenty apparent, her avowed “respect” notwithstanding, and she repeatedly implied that Catholic lay people were victims of the church hierarchy.

Still, with her persistent outreach to Catholic leaders, Calderone was able to develop a reputation for a spirit of heartfelt openness and generosity to Catholics that was matched by few of her peers. When, in January 1964, the celebrated science and health reporter Earl Ubell wrote a detailed article about SIECUS’s recent founding for the New York Herald Tribune, he signaled the significance of the inclusion of “Catholics on Board” in his first section heading. “Even more significant” than Calderone’s recruitment of distinguished sex researchers and educators to the board, Ubell wrote, was “the inclusion on the board of directors of two men, who while participating as individuals, are of the Roman Catholic faith.” These two were the Jesuit John L. Thomas, a sociologist at the Catholic institution St. Louis University, and the Paulist George Hagmaier, associate director of the Paulist Institute for Religious Research in New York. Ubell also wryly noted the “inadvertent ironic twist” provided by the fact that Calderone spent the previous decade at Planned Parenthood working on contraceptive education, “an idea anathema to Catholics.”70

In underscoring the importance of SIECUS’s goal—“to establish man’s sexuality as a health entity,” he noted that “Father Thomas said it best” and quoted Thomas’s recent public comments that his interest in SIECUS stemmed from his conviction that “a serious reappraisal of contemporary sexual patterns is long overdue.” Indeed, the Jesuit scholar agreed with Calderone in noting, “We have discarded past conceptions of sex without bothering to replace them, so that current attitudes and practices have developed haphazardly, with little concern for the profound significance of human sexuality considered in terms either of personal fulfillment and happiness [or] the requirements of a technically advanced society.”71 As Ubell noted, SIECUS’s original board also included Dr. John Rock, the Roman Catholic doctor who helped develop the birth control pill, with the hope (not realized) that it was “natural” enough to become an accepted means of birth control to the Catholic hierarchy.

As we saw earlier, Calderone was inspired to leave Planned Parenthood and found SIECUS largely through her contacts with liberal religious leaders, mostly Protestants, but as Ubell rightly highlighted, she made sure to include respected Catholic authorities there as well. Calderone cherished the Catholic presence on the SIECUS board, and those she recruited certainly sounded progressive in their writing. Collegial relationships with Thomas and Hagmaier, in particular, were important to her, both personally and professionally. Both men served for several years on the SIECUS board despite the controversy their participation sometimes generated. She later told an interviewer that Father Thomas was “a beautiful man,” giving the example of “a very beautiful little piece” he wrote for SIECUS in 1965 about sexuality as “a major aspect of personality” rather than a series of “isolated acts,” which “really was new thinking.”72

Thomas, who held a PhD in sociology from the University of Chicago and whose own work focused on marriage and the family, could and did speak expansively about sex. Ordained to the priesthood in Florissant, Missouri, in 1939, he had a career that flourished in a postwar context where issues pertaining to sexual morality, the family, and general “values” were at the center of American Jesuit intellectual life; indeed, his prolific writings helped to put them there. Along with many scholarly articles, he wrote numerous books and essays for Catholic readers as well as the broader public, including an accessible and widely read sociological study, The American Catholic Family, and Marriage and Rhythm, described by one historian as an “admirably pastoral” (i.e., empathic) book on the rhythm method for Catholic couples. He was known, in fact, for what a Jesuit historian would later call “the persistence he brought to the task of reconciling the defense of traditional values with a social scientist’s recognition of the economic and demographic transformations undermining the bastion of these values.” While Thomas’s chief goal appears to have been the reinforcement of traditional Catholic family norms (including gender roles) amid a rapidly changing society, his conservatism did not aim toward hopes of gaining political power or making Catholic morals “the law of the land” but rather toward the preservation of Catholic morale and identity in a potentially hostile world. Like his famous Jesuit contemporary John Courtney Murray, Thomas’s concern was, in one researcher’s words, “the fate of Catholicism in a pluralist setting.”73

In the 1965 essay cited by Calderone, Thomas wrote about human sexuality as a “connected whole” to which people should react with “healthy openness.” More surprisingly, at least in the context of other Catholic writings about sex, was Thomas’s affirmation that sex roles were “culturally defined” and “radically conditioned by… the social environment within which the individual develops.” From childhood, “boys and girls in a given society” were “trained” to behave in certain “culturally defined” ways that would “later determine their relative social positions, accepted areas of action and permitted aspirational goals as members of an adult community.” Thomas’s social scientific training was evident in these words, which could easily have been penned by Ruth Benedict.74

But Thomas was neither a cultural relativist nor a social constructionist on gender. To the Catholic readership of Commonweal magazine, he wrote critically of “our day of Margaret Sanger and India Edwards” (Edwards was a prominent Democratic official who strongly advocated for women’s greater involvement in US politics). American society’s view of appropriate gender roles was rapidly changing, and, “with each change, women further invade the traditional male bailiwick,” with no common framework for evaluating “these female incursions.” Woman’s domestic duties—“her core-function in the home”—had been devalued by “our permissive society,” and the divinely ordained dual role of wife and mother needed to regain the prestige it deserved. In a 1968 interview conducted after he had left St. Louis for the Cambridge (Massachusetts) Center for Social Studies, Thomas noted that in defining human sexuality his “basic starting point, of course,” was “full acceptance” of God’s gendered order in creating male and female, “and it is ultimately on the basis of, or in terms of, this complementary relationship that we determine the meaning of human sexuality.” As a Catholic scholar later summarized, for Thomas, “changes in expectations and family practices could be accommodated insofar as they did not usurp habits of gender stratification.”75

Calderone agreed with much of this rather traditional way of viewing sexuality, though she did not promote (or live) any notion of female submission to her husband’s headship—a notion Thomas took for granted. But the differences between their points of view were acute. As a Jesuit deeply committed to what he termed the “time-and-space-ignoring solidarity” of Catholicism, Thomas believed in the interdependence of Catholic precepts and in Catholic ideology as “an organic body of religious truth” based on “a universal, unchanging, and timeless consensus in basic doctrines among all the faithful of every age and condition.” Holding this view, Thomas strongly upheld the Catholic Church’s opposition to birth control, blaming the “social acceptance and widespread use” of birth control for American women’s confusion about their domestic roles and the devaluation of motherhood. Elsewhere Thomas laid out the church’s view even more broadly, writing that the Christian worldview that maintained humanity’s “essential qualitative difference from other higher forms of animal life,” necessitated the rejection of birth control.76

Indeed, Thomas’s point could be extended well beyond birth control to matters pertaining to sexuality more generally, as he wrote that disagreements about the “licitness” of particular acts “must logically be based on differences concerning basic moral principles, and since these are based on our concept of the nature, origin, and destiny of man, any worthwhile discussion of disagreements must ultimately center on this point.” When, much later in 1982, he reflected on the many radical changes in belief and behavior he saw around him, including among Catholics—greater openness to premarital and extramarital sex, high rates of abortion, broad acceptance of contraception—he despaired. “Most Americans evidently have learned to accept the normalcy of the morally pathological.” This was not merely a problem about sex or even the snuffing out of fetal life; far worse, it held catastrophic implications pertaining to obedience. That is, “the widespread tacit acceptance of sexual freedom as a right,” concomitant with the elevation of the autonomous self above and against the broader social order, was “the most erosive challenge currently confronting the Church in the Western world.” This impulse, which “appears as a significant element in the various youth, minority, and women’s movements of recent years” was gravely undermining “the Church’s entire traditional teaching regarding impulse control, responsibility, and fidelity to binding commitments.” By this time in the early 1980s, he and Calderone had long ceased their working relationship through SIECUS, a tie that simply could not be sustained across the vast gulf of their differing viewpoints.77

Calderone’s other close Catholic associate, George Hagmaier, held views that appear to have been somewhat closer to her own. Ordained to the priesthood by the Paulist order in 1951, just shy of his twenty-eighth birthday, Hagmaier later grew interested in studies of religion and psychiatry and earned a doctorate in education from Columbia University before working for the Paulist Institute for Religious Research and, starting in the mid-1960s, teaching at the Catholic University of America. In his highly regarded 1959 book, Counselling the Catholic (cowritten with the Jesuit Robert W. Gleason), Hagmaier highlighted the crucial role that sex education played in one’s subsequent life. “A very important aspect of self-acceptance involves the kind of sex education, or lack of it, which the growing child is given,” he wrote. Sex education not only was about biological reproduction but “includes the concepts a child has of masculinity or femininity, his growing capacity to give and to receive affection, and the kind of relationship he has to his own father and mother.” Families were critical to the development of these concepts, as “Pope Pius XII made it very plain that it is a grave duty of parents to instruct their children by revealing gradually, simply, and truthfully each fact and detail which the child has the capacity to assimilate.”78 With these points, nearly any Catholic could agree. What was more remarkable, and closer to Calderone’s own views, was Hagmaier’s close attention to the communication of “healthy attitudes toward sex,” not mere information, and his insistence that parents were often all too “Victorian, Puritan, or Jansenist” in their inhibited prudishness when tenderly broaching the subject. “Children of such parents come to regard sex with uneasiness and misgivings, and are soon afraid to ask further about it.”79

Hagmaier expressed pride in his work with SIECUS, which he performed while working extensively in various areas of religious education: conducting mental health workshops for community organizations, interfaith clergy groups, and religious communities, for example, and revising seminary curricula in pastoral counseling. He was fully supportive of the idea that schools should develop sex education programs, a position that not all priests shared. In a report to his superior, Hagmaier wrote of his recent election to the position of executive secretary at SIECUS, noting that as one of only five executive officers who oversaw the organization’s policies and operations, “I feel I have significant influence in the formulation of important goals. I have tried to take into account the many ways in which an essentially secular concern is given Christian and religious dimensions. I feel this is another of those unique opportunities that have found Paulists involved in the beginnings of important movements.” He could be a positive Christian influence on SIECUS, Hagmaier maintained. “In a way the [Paulist] Community has lent me to Siecus recently for a good part of my working hours, and I feel it has been a most happy collaboration.”80 Not all Catholics agreed. One Paulist historian later noted that his association with Calderone, “the controversial sexologist,” and his involvement with SIECUS “upset many conservative American Catholics.” But in the wake of the Second Vatican Council and the Catholic Church’s apparent “new openness to the world” in the mid-1960s, both Hagmaier and Calderone believed this to be important, necessary work.81

With that same heady, ecumenical spirit filling the air, Catholics began reaching out to Calderone, just as she had for some time been reaching out to them; indeed, her intentional collaboration with Catholic leaders at last promised some useful dividends. In May 1966, through Hagmaier, she was able to attend an important colloquium on women’s sexuality at Louvain University in Belgium that was called by Leo Joseph Cardinal Suenens, a major leader in the Second Vatican Council who strongly advocated the spirit of renewal and open-mindedness to change that was summed up as aggiornamento. According to the colloquium report Calderone later wrote (apparently to other SIECUS administrators), some sixty participants attended the event, hailing from France, Italy, West Germany, Austria, Holland, Great Britain, Ireland, and the United States, as well as Belgium. The group assembled was a mix of physicians, nurses, lawyers, clergy (chiefly pastoral counselors), and academics of various sorts. Despite the fact that the meeting focused on women’s sexuality, Calderone was the lone woman in the US delegation. Fortunately, a Belgian female professional at the event soon made, in Calderone’s words, “a spirited suggestion that if we were to discuss the sexuality of women, we should begin to think in terms that had reality to the women themselves, rather than in concept and terms derived by men only.” Calderone leapt at that remark in agreement and furthered the discussion. Hoping for a broader discussion of sexuality from her interlocutors, she shifted her own remarks to marriage stability—a topic of common concern for both her and the Catholic leaders heading the event.82

The rest of the US delegation to the Louvain University Colloquium on the Sexuality of Woman consisted of Hagmaier, who was then teaching marriage and the family at Catholic University; Louis Dupré of Georgetown University; Elmer Gelinas of St. Mary’s College in California; Thomas Hayes, a biophysicist at Berkeley; John Noonan of Notre Dame, whose book on contraception and natural law had been published the previous year; Bernard Pisani, an obstetrician at St. Vincent’s Hospital in New York; and Reuben Hill, a well-known sociologist at the University of Minnesota who worked in the areas of marriage and family life and who also served as a program officer in population studies at the Ford Foundation. (As Calderone noted in her postconference report, Hill was also a Mormon and to her knowledge the only other non-Catholic present at the gathering.) At this same event, Calderone was approached by Canon Charles Moeller, undersecretary to the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (the Roman Catholic office responsible for transmitting and defending church doctrine), who spoke with her at length and asked her to send books published in the United States that “would seem to have the most relevance to all of the complicated matters under discussion, particularly as they relate to sex and marriage.” When she remarked that some of this material might prove challenging to the church, he replied, “‘Yes, but it is essential that our theology be based on the most accurate scientific knowledge.’”83 Calderone was deeply impressed that these Catholic leaders wanted to grapple with real science, unbound by the pabulum and wishful thinking that she worried were the tools of local Catholic leaders.

As we saw earlier, Calderone’s work with SIECUS played a significant role in gaining the imprimatur of the US Catholic Conference in the June 1968 “Interfaith Statement on Sex Education,” published jointly with the National Council of Churches and the Synagogue Council of America. A month after the document’s release, however, her hopes for further cooperation with Catholics were dashed. Pope Paul VI issued the papal encyclical Humanae Vitae, which condemned all forms of contraception in no uncertain terms and linked birth control to abortion and to sexuality issues much more broadly.84 As the encyclical stated, these were not new teachings but strong reiterations of points that had been made for some decades in other official (and unofficial) documents. The response of Catholics in the United States was largely tepid, as angry disbelief cooled to indifference. A month after Humanae Vitae was publicly released, a Gallup survey found that only 28 percent of American Catholics who had heard of the encyclical agreed with it; even among the more devout Catholics, fewer than half supported it. As historians have shown, Catholics continued to use contraceptives, their defiance marking a “trend toward nonconformity with Church teaching” that “continued unabated.”85 But more public work, like collaboration with an increasingly controversial organization, had to cease—it was now too fraught for Catholic leaders to participate actively in SIECUS.

Of her many accomplishments, Calderone was particularly proud of her outreach to Catholics. She singled out a speech she gave about “how Planned Parenthood can cooperate with Roman Catholics” as one that “gave me great satisfaction.” As she recalled, her point there had been to work with rather than against Catholics, honoring the rhythm method and teaching Catholic women to use it as scientifically as possible: “Don’t try to subvert her faith to other methods. Instead, make the rhythm method a part of the services offered by Planned Parenthood.”86 Her openness paid off, for “as a result of that speech” to Planned Parenthood about Catholics, the theology department at the University of Notre Dame invited her to deliver a lecture in its annual Marriage Institute—the purpose of which was “to illucidate the meaning of love and sexualogy [sic] in marriage.” That Calderone was the author of “the most comprehensive medical textbook” on contraception was duly noted in the advertising of her lecture, one of four that would together earn attendees a certificate “fulfilling the Church’s required pre-Nuptial instruction.” According to the postlecture write-up in the student newspaper, her talk on “Sex and Sexuality” stressed societal conditioning and the current need to “re-evaluate assigned sexual roles” and was delivered to “an overflow crowd.” Notre Dame theologians had selected Calderone to fill a requirement of the Catholic Church for marriage preparation!87 And yet Catholics were forbidden from partaking of her broader program for individuals to exert control over their sexual reproduction. Calderone had made inroads of politeness, but the breach between worldviews was wider than ever.

AS CALDERONE CONTINUED TO ENDURE attacks on her and on SIECUS by the John Birch Society and fundamentalists like Drake and Hargis, she grew wearier and angrier but no less determined to fight for access to sex education that would be accessible to all people. Once in a while, she responded in a tone that matched that of her opponents, as when she snapped at a reporter that the right-wing groups and “ignorant parents” who opposed SIECUS were “sexual illiterates.”88 More often, she struck a disconsolate note when discussing fundamentalist religion.

In a presentation at the International Congress of Sexology in Montréal, Québec, she reminded her listeners that the chief enemies of sex education had long been church leaders, who remained powerful obstacles in this field. “Historically, the prime contender for control of the sexuality of a person by an outside agency is, and continues to be, religion.” A deep suspicion of pleasure and privacy was at the root of religion’s repressive force, in her view: an “almost paranoid fear that exists, not only of sexual pleasure itself but also of the recognition of one’s body as a valid source of that pleasure.” Rather than noting, as she often had before, the many liberal Protestant and Catholic leaders who were working for change in this regard, she cited several studies to demonstrate that lay people were simply circumventing their leaders on matters ranging from masturbation and birth control to a wide array of sexual practices outside of marriage. Calling for “a coalition of strengths” to bring professionals together in service to a “universal approach to realistic sexual knowledge for all ages and socioeconomic groups” (emphasis in original), Calderone noted that religion “can be especially helpful in such a coalition,” but only if religious leaders were willing to agree with this statement: “That sexuality itself is morally neutral, but that how we learn or are taught to use it throughout life has heavy moral implications.” “Such moral implications,” she insisted, “should—and indeed must—transcend differences in religious dogma.” Working together in this way would turn what were internal sexual battlegrounds into “private peacegrounds.”89

As Calderone knew, however, her words were hardly religiously neutral. The fight over sex education had contributed enormously to the hardening of opposing views toward sex: the very idea that “sexuality itself is morally neutral” was the core notion that so angered her critics. Liberal religious allies could align with Calderone, yes, but their opponents were also coalescing to gird their loins for battle on the other side.

Weary though she was, Calderone was determined to continue her work. Every chance she could, she pointed out to audiences and readers that the Christian Crusade and the John Birch Society were willing to “use totally unchristian methods,” such as outright lying, to achieve “a political end: control of public education.”90 In a journal aimed at Protestant pastors, she wrote that she was “one of the few persons singled out for the most ruthless attempts at character assassination. I do not know those who hate me, but I know their words. I do not hate them, but have only compassion for them because they know hate. They refuse to know my words, yet they hate me and have no charity for me. How can this be?”91 At this point in her life—Calderone was sixty-six—she was more than ready to call it sexism. “The personal attacks focused on me, a woman, have almost all been made by men,” she wrote. She knew she did not embody the Christian Crusade’s idea of appropriate Christian womanhood—the malicious crank letters that flooded her mailbox made that point with venom—and hence they wished to deny her the “personhood” that women in the United States, with the help of liberal religion, had at long last attained.92 Despite persistent opposition, however, the work of SIECUS and Calderone, in particular, moved sex education from the margins to the center of the American educational system, with nearly all public school systems offering some form of sex education to students.93

Billy James Hargis’s own crusade against sex ed and other forms of sexual immorality crashed to a halt when Time magazine published its 1976 account of his sexual improprieties with both male and female students at his American Christian College in Tulsa. Although a friendly local reporter subsequently published a sympathetic piece that gave Hargis’s side of the story, the damage was done, and Hargis became an untouchable in the conservative Christian community. Writing the autobiographical My Great Mistake nine years later, he blamed turncoat employees of Christian Crusade—Noebel, above all—for falsely betraying him (he called the Time story “pure trash”). Though he admitted he had grown extremely arrogant in his ministry, and repeatedly described himself in vague terms as the chief of sinners, Hargis insisted that the sexual charges were untrue, admitting only to having allowed an excessive “familiarity” to grow between himself and the young people at the college and fiercely denying the taint of homosexuality. The sex scandal, in Hargis’s account, had been invented so that his traitorous associates could take over his hard-earned ministry. His bitterness toward all his onetime Christian friends who deserted him in the wake of the scandal remained raw. “I have found that some Christians are the most unforgiving people in the world,” he wrote. “They want to believe the worst of anybody.… They love to gossip. They will believe gossip before they will believe anything good about a man.” In a mantra he repeated on television interviews and again in print, Hargis lamented, “Christians are the only army in the world that kill their wounded… and leave their leaders on the field to die.”94

The struggle over sex education was a war, all right: a battle over the moral frameworks in which sexual knowledge would be embedded and over who had the right to determine just what those frameworks would be. The religious progressives in this story were beginning to think of morality much more in terms of relationship than purity, and many were starting to imagine that sex in situations outside of heterosexual marriage might be acceptable even within a Christian context. The conservative Christians who opposed them were not contesting the need for factual knowledge of sexuality—a denial of sex that, to their minds, was more the goal of celibacy-favoring Catholics—but, rather, insisting that the facts be embedded in a whole constellation of specific moral values, centered on chastity and their ideal model for domestic relations. Education about sex was critical to the maintenance of this model, but that education needed to be contained, regulated, and sanctioned by Christian wisdom.

This was not simply a conflict over knowledge, then. More directly, it was a battle for the authority to define the boundaries of Christianity and to set the terms for gendered order within marriage, the family, and American society at large. Equating sexual freedom with child endangerment, and confident that only they could prevent the nation’s destruction, Christian Crusade leaders promoted themselves as America’s valiant saviors and encouraged their followers to see themselves as a remnant of virtuous Christian citizens in a hopelessly decadent world. Hargis and Drake’s accusations against SIECUS enabled the Christian Crusade to grow and expand in influence well beyond its early anti-Communist days. Tirades against sex education proved a brilliant political strategy in the nascent forging of a new Christian right, even as they helped to bring together religious and secular progressives in hopeful alliances against it.

Those who fought against sex education, moreover, had great success in displacing this progressive religious alliance from power. If the progressives seemed to be winning at first—triumphing over an older traditionalism as the mid-1960s caused attitudes toward sex to change, and getting moderate sex ed programs accepted all over the country—they were soundly knocked back on their heels by the attack stoked by people like Hargis. The liberal confidence regarding gradual progress toward greater enlightenment that emerged from Green Lake was, by the 1970s, replaced by the world-weary outlook that an embattled Calderone had by then adopted: a perspective that saw a long struggle ahead against people like Hargis. As the new Christian right began taking shape to serve as the righteous guardian of moral issues on all matters relating to sex and gender, their liberal Christian counterparts had to prepare and strengthen themselves for the conflicts yet to come.







CHAPTER 6

THE ABORTION WAR BEFORE AND AFTER ROE V. WADE

IN AUGUST 1972, THE GALLUP Organization reported, “Two out of three Americans think abortion should be a matter for decision solely between a woman and her physician.” A “record high” of 64 percent of Americans supported “full liberalization of abortion laws,” including a majority of ordinary Catholics surveyed (56 percent). Three in ten respondents (32 percent) disagreed, although two-thirds of that group “would make an exception in the case of a woman whose mental health is in danger.” More Republicans (68 percent) and independents (67 percent) than Democrats (59 percent) agreed with the statement that decisions regarding abortion should be made only by a woman and her physician—a statistic that highlighted the prominence in the Democratic Party of Catholics, many of whom remained unenthusiastic about abortion rights.1 But both political parties contained strong support for the expansion of safe and legal abortion services to American women.

On January 22, 1973, the Supreme Court handed down its 7–2 ruling in Roe v. Wade, declaring that women had a constitutional right to abortion throughout the first two trimesters of pregnancy prior to fetal viability. Responses to the ruling from religious and secular citizens came swiftly and quickly arrayed themselves into a moral pattern. Two camps emerged that were particularly visible. One was made up predominantly of Catholics who were joined by conservative Protestants in associations such as Billy James Hargis’s new organization, Americans Against Abortion. This camp called itself “pro-life” and emphasized the sacredness of the fetus within the womb, and it insisted that legislative efforts must be made to overturn Roe and end what they condemned as abortion on demand. The Catholic Church itself, in fact, spent $4 million in 1973 alone to lobby members of Congress for restrictions on abortion.2 To pro-life advocates, the Supreme Court’s decision had sanctioned the murder of innocents. The other side was essentially secular in orientation but included a broad swath of Protestants and Jews as well as many liberal Catholic lay people. This camp called itself “pro-choice,” a name that aimed to signify the preeminence of women’s autonomy and personal moral decision making when it came to terminating an unwanted or medically adverse pregnancy. To pro-choice advocates, the court’s decision guaranteed women the basic right to determine when and whether to bear children.

Evangelical Christians were not major players in the pro-life movement at this time, and many supported abortion’s legalization. A symposium sponsored by Christianity Today a few years earlier had shown most to agree that “family welfare” issues could justify abortion. Southern Baptist leaders, who held very conservative positions on sexuality and who would eventually become staunch opponents of abortion, initially seemed to be squarely in the pro-choice camp: the Southern Baptist Convention had recently passed a resolution calling on members to work for abortion’s legalization under such capacious conditions as “rape, incest, clear evidence of fetal deformity, and carefully ascertained evidence of the likelihood of damage to the emotional, mental, and physical health of the mother.” Ninety percent of Texas Baptists surveyed in 1969 had felt their state’s abortion law should be loosened. After the Roe ruling was announced, one of the denomination’s most prominent leaders, W. A. Criswell, praised the court’s decision and publicly stated his belief that abortion was not murder and that “what is best for the mother and for the future should be allowed.”3 Many Southern Baptist and other evangelical leaders would change their minds in a few years, but the main activists on the pro-life side at the time of Roe were Catholics.4

Media coverage of pro-life and pro-choice activist groups often framed both sides as angry and righteous, and certainly many fit the mold, employing fiery rhetoric that demonized their opponents and presented them as dangerous, hypocritical, and, above all, immoral if not downright evil. Many pro-lifers referred to the pro-choice camp as “pro-abortion,” a term pro-choicers insisted was deliberately misleading; pro-choice advocates countered with the dismissive term “anti-choice,” maintaining that abortion foes were keen to prevent women from making moral choices about reproduction. Regular attempts were made by well-meaning peacemakers to bring representatives of the two sides together, in hopes of finding ground and fostering collaboration on ways to reduce rates of unwanted pregnancies and abortions alike, but these usually foundered when the parties got tripped up by divergent moral attitudes toward matters such as contraceptive access. Before long, it was growing apparent that the politics surrounding abortion had become a zero-sum game and that both sides saw near apocalyptic consequences to going down in defeat.

Instead of rapidly accelerating the trend toward support of abortion that had been visible in the 1972 Gallup poll, the Supreme Court’s Roe decision prompted a ferocious conflict between the 64 percent who had been for “full liberalization” and the 32 percent who had opposed it. The familiar narrative of what came after Roe describes how evangelical leaders seized on the abortion issue to mobilize conservative Protestants as voters, new alliances emerged between evangelicals and conservative Catholics, and abortion became a wedge issue dividing conservative religious Republican voters from secular feminists and liberal Democrats. That story is true, as far as it goes, but it neglects the fact that religious people were divided on abortion, and that many of the pro-choice feminists were part of Christian communities and still committed to them to greater or lesser degrees. Both before and after Roe, prominent Christian voices, from men and from women, made a moral case for abortion rights. By making their own pro-choice case on explicitly religious grounds, they prevented the pro-life camp from commanding the only Christian stance on this profoundly fraught issue. As each side built up its case, they worked to shred the arguments of the other—deepening the divide over abortion within American Christianity far more acutely than most would have dreamed before Roe.

Two progressive Christians stand out for having been born, bred, and steeped in churches and cultures on the other side before undergoing a kind of conversion in their religious and political perspectives. Both, moreover, were also deeply invested in theological and moral reasoning about abortion: their support for abortion rights came not from secular politics but from religious convictions. Howard R. Moody, the son of “devout hard-shell Southern Baptists,” as he described them, was immersing himself in sexuality issues at the same time that another Texas-born minister, Billy James Hargis, was turning to sex in the pages of Christian Crusade. Moody had a starkly different outlook on sex, by 1964 condemning the conservative Christian outrage over pornography and its simultaneous apathy toward far more important matters of human suffering. Moody’s background was not so dissimilar to that of Hargis. Moody was born in Dallas, raised strictly and religiously, and preached at family gatherings by age five. As an adult, he too was a family man, with a wife and children to whom he was devoted. But the positions that he took—favoring women’s rights, legal access to abortion, care for prostitutes, and equality for gay, lesbian, and bisexual people—were in thoroughgoing opposition to the fundamentalists in whose world he had been raised.5
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Frances Kissling’s background differed starkly from Moody’s. A Polish-American working-class Catholic from Queens and a former postulant in a Long Island convent, Kissling became a nationally recognized leader in the abortion rights movement and, beginning in 1982, served as the president of Catholics for a Free Choice. Like Moody, Kissling was an active participant in the wars over abortion in New York between the late 1960s and the Supreme Court’s 1973 verdict in Roe v. Wade; indeed, she would remain active long afterward. And like Moody and others before them, what drove her was the plight of women whom she saw seeking abortions: many of them had been sexually exploited or abandoned, and virtually all were frightened as they struggled to address a major life-altering burden they had not asked or planned for. To her mind, a religious worldview that genuinely valued women as highly as it valued men would look compassionately on those reeling from unplanned and unwanted pregnancies and do everything possible to help them.

For both Moody and Kissling, the opposition of conservative religious leaders to abortion was part and parcel of a larger patriarchal worldview that rested on men’s authority over women. The Catholic Church and the conservative Protestant groups that most staunchly fought abortion were akin in regarding male leadership as a sacred given, a stance that preserved the privileged status of clerical leaders to make and enforce all the rules. Those male leaders tended to be especially concerned about sex and gender, Moody and Kissling both avowed, because religious rules pertaining to gender hierarchy and sexual morality prevented women from infiltrating the closed and exclusive culture of the clergy. Churchly prohibitions on sexual expression were thus fundamentally about power, and more specifically about the power to restrict the behavior and control the status of women. Moody and Kissling each maintained, in their lives and work, that the true message of Christianity was love for others and liberation from the tyranny of unjust rulers, whether reigning over church or state. These leaders were joined by swaths of Protestant and Catholic pro-choice supporters who had faith in the moral case favoring access to abortion, in opposition to the resistance of their conservative rivals.

BEFORE THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY, the practice of intentionally terminating a human pregnancy was quite common and almost wholly unregulated across the United States. No state or federal laws clearly forbade abortion at the beginning of the nineteenth century; as in the tradition of English common law, the prevailing view held that an abortion prior to “quickening”—the stage of pregnancy when the mother first feels the fetus moving—was a misdemeanor at most. Abortions undertaken in the first trimester and somewhere into the second were rarely prosecuted. Abortifacient patent medications were advertised not only in mainstream newspapers but in religious papers as well. During the 1800s, courts in Massachusetts, New Jersey, Maine, Iowa, Alabama, and Kentucky all upheld the position that abortion prior to quickening was not a punishable offense.6

It was not until the second half of the nineteenth century that abortion became increasingly outlawed, at the initiative of physicians working to professionalize the practice of medicine. The American Medical Association estimated in 1871 that 20 percent of pregnancies ended via intentional abortions (as opposed to “spontaneous abortion,” or miscarriage), while other medical studies claimed even higher rates. As the press began publicizing stories of women dying from botched abortions, physicians spread the message that abortion was medically hazardous and perhaps morally wrong as well.7 By 1900, laws prohibiting the intentional procurement of an abortion had passed in every state in the country, although all but six states did allow for “therapeutic” abortions under the gravest circumstances, meaning the mother’s life was at risk such that continuing the pregnancy would likely kill her. Public attitudes regarding the ethics of abortion shifted from widespread indifference to strong disapproval. A woman distraught over a problem pregnancy could proceed with it and hope for the best; find a doctor willing to attest that an abortion was needed to save her life; attempt to self-induce an abortion, at very great risk; or seek out an illegal, likely painful, and potentially injurious if not lethal abortion.

Throughout the early decades of the twentieth century, there was little public controversy or outcry over abortion and its general inaccessibility. Physicians themselves were often nebulous about the circumstances that would permit a therapeutic abortion; naturally, some obstetricians were more willing to perform abortions than others, and views differed as to whether a fertilized egg was sacred from the moment of conception or not—as well as, if it was sacred, whose life should take precedence if the mother’s was at risk. But whatever professionals’ personal views about therapeutic abortion, many were quite concerned about criminal abortions—that is, those performed by unlicensed practitioners, countless numbers resulting in injury, others in infertility, and some in death. Birth control advocates, in fact, regularly argued their cause on the grounds that contraception could greatly reduce the incidence of criminal abortion. But the persistent obstacles to obtaining birth control or finding a doctor willing to perform the abortion and deem it “therapeutic” meant that illegal abortions continued to be common. Still, abortion was a taboo topic. Hollywood’s Motion Picture Production Code censored mention of abortion, only allowing it to be referenced if it were overtly condemned, and it was not considered a matter of polite conversation. As one writer puts it, by the 1950s abortion was “invisible, unspeakable, yet ubiquitous.”8

Trying to reduce both its invisibility and its ubiquity, a growing number of professionals sought to bring discussion of abortion into the open. Particularly significant was the 1955 conference organized by Mary Calderone under the auspices of the Planned Parenthood Federation of America. Forty-three men and women from the fields of psychiatry, obstetrics, biology, forensic medicine, law, political science, demography, and public health convened to discuss ways to reduce abortion rates and systematize the rules under which to permit the procedure. In a collective statement issued at the end of the conference, the group maintained, “Present laws and mores have not served to control the practice of illegal abortion.” Illegal abortion was so common a practice, in fact, that the group called it a “disease” of American society, one with broad implications for the health of women and the family. Indeed, by the mid-1950s, Chicago’s Cook County Hospital alone was annually treating three thousand women for complications from illegal abortions, triple the number it had seen twenty years earlier, while Los Angeles County Hospital was seeing over two thousand such cases a year.9 While the group’s overarching goal was to reduce illegal abortions as much as possible, that reduction could not occur within existing parameters of the law and social attitudes. The conferees called on professionals in medicine, education, religion, and the law to collaborate and strategize ways to alleviate this problem and make abortion law reform a priority. After this conference, Planned Parenthood began openly to advocate the reform of the nation’s abortion laws, a focus it would retain for years to come.10

Religious support for abortion law liberalization grew over time, largely out of the existing collaborations between clergy and birth control advocates. Protestant clergy in New York, for instance, had continued working for birth control access ever since their early alliance with Margaret Sanger. Clergy working with Sanger in the 1940s had created a National Clergymen’s Advisory Council, the first of several demonstrations of clergy encouragement, assistance, and promotion of Planned Parenthood. The council’s charge was to be the “spokesman” for “the moral and religious values of planned parenthood,” namely, the preservation of the health and happiness of children and the conservation of the family as a whole.11 The group’s first proclamation urging continued religious support to “the principles of responsible parenthood and family planning” garnered 480 Protestant and Jewish clergy signatories from forty-three states, including bishops, deans, seminary presidents, and many other leading lights. Elected members of the first national board included the Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Jr. of Harlem’s Abyssinian Baptist Church (later a congressman); Dr. Sidney Goldstein, a prominent rabbi at the Stephen Wise Free Synagogue in New York; and the Reverend Arthur Powell Davies, the minister of All Souls Church, Unitarian, in Washington, DC. By the time of the council’s next proclamation a few years later, it received 3,200 signatures from Protestant and Jewish clergy nationwide.12 The clergy were so supportive of Planned Parenthood, and Planned Parenthood so pleased by this collaboration with influential religious leaders, that the dinner celebrating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Planned Parenthood at the Waldorf-Astoria in 1946 drew its chief sponsorship from the clergy.13

Catholic religious spokesmen and Catholic physicians viewed abortion very differently and had grave concerns about attempts at liberalization. Believing abortion under any circumstance to be murder, Catholics worked to persuade others of this view, attempting, for instance, to translate their own language of natural law into the language of international human rights that drew much support from liberals in the wake of World War II. When the United Nations responded to Nazi atrocities by working to establish a full range of human rights that nations should agree to uphold, Catholic leaders advocated for the “right to life and bodily integrity from the moment of conception,” a formulation publicly presented to the UN by the National Catholic Welfare Conference in 1947. While the UN did not adopt their language, Catholic organizers hardly gave up. The next year, the Jesuit medical ethicist Gerald Kelly published a set of directives for Catholic hospital personnel that marked abortion as a human rights issue, insisting, “Every unborn child must be considered a human person, with all the rights of a human person, from the moment of conception.” In 1951, Pope Pius XII affirmatively declared, “Every human being, even a child in the mother’s womb, has a right to life directly from God.” Those who encouraged abortion, including therapeutic abortion, as merely terminating “life without value” were guilty of the same fallacy that prompted the Nazis to exterminate persons with “some physical or mental defect.”14

This comparison between abortion and Nazi genocide framed the issue in a new way that resonated widely among Catholics. Indeed, it was apparently repeated so much in the Catholic press that one expert notes “it would be hard to find a right-to-life advocate who did not make it.” While this framing successfully galvanized the Catholic opposition to abortion, it also stoked fury among supporters of abortion law reform who resented the implication that they did not respect human life. To those outside the Catholic Church (and likely to some within it), the Nazi comparison seemed absurd and felt downright offensive, quite personally so to Jews whose people had been so brutally slaughtered by Hitler’s regime.15 Many non-Catholics questioned the principle by which Catholic authorities equated a newly fertilized egg with a fully formed human, and abortion with murder. The liberalizers’ resentment at being compared to Nazis in no way weakened their resolve; if anything, it fueled their determination to fight Catholic intransigence on abortion.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Protestant and Jewish clergy continued to support Planned Parenthood both locally and nationally, often in skirmishes with local hospitals and health departments under pressure from Catholic leaders not to distribute birth control. Indeed, even as American Catholic clergy grappled both theologically and pastorally with birth control—not always in sync with the higher leadership—the non-Catholic clergy played an enormously significant role in working to change both public health policies and social attitudes to look more favorably on contraception of married couples and, at times, even unmarried persons.

This work included conflicts over abortion. When, for instance, the New Hampshire Medical Society in 1961 proposed an amendment to the state constitution that would allow an abortion to save the mother’s life—the “live free or die” state was one of the few that had resisted this exception—the New Hampshire Council of Churches and the Manchester Ministerial Association joined the physicians to support the effort, even as the Roman Catholic bishop of Manchester vigorously opposed it. In fact, as one observer noted, the “sharp cleavage of religious opinion on abortion” strikingly revealed itself when legislators voted on the bill in early March: in the state’s House of Representatives, virtually every oppositional vote was cast by a Catholic, while in the Senate, “all affirmative votes were either Protestant or non-sectarian; only two Protestants voted in opposition.” The measure passed both chambers, and twenty-one clergy leaders—including the state’s Episcopal and Methodist bishops and congregational leaders from Baptist, Congregational, Unitarian, and Jewish organizations—issued a joint statement that placed “religious conscience” squarely on the side of abortion access. Wesley Powell, the conservative Republican governor, vetoed it anyway. The Catholic periodical America censured the Protestant supporters, lamenting the “permissive attitudes” toward abortion that were growing and the “shallow psychiatric reasons” that were being used to justify therapeutic abortion. “If the churches do not guard morality in a democratic state,” warned the writer, “the determination of morality tends to go by default to the majority vote and the popular will.”16

The gravest threat to morality, in this view, was feminism. The movement was indeed gaining force in the mid-1960s, which witnessed the formation of numerous women’s organizations focused on women’s equality. The National Organization for Women was formed in 1966, with an initial focus on putting an end to sex discrimination in the workplace, education, and the media. Groups of younger women devoted to what was being termed “women’s liberation” flourished in many urban areas and began to argue that “the personal is political,” that is, issues such as intimate relationships, housework, and sexuality had profound collective consequences. As they discussed topics relating to sexual exploitation and assault, they contended that women had the right to find joy and pleasure in their sexuality and their relations with sexual partners. And they crafted what one observer has called “a new analysis of legal, available abortion as fundamental to female freedom”: “The prohibition of abortion, they argued, forced women to bear children; the state’s enforcement of motherhood exemplified the oppression of women.”17 Abortion access, in this view, exemplified women’s full sexual liberation, and it needed to be decriminalized.

By the time feminists began gaining momentum in the articulation of this message and their demand for reform and repeal of the old nineteenth-century laws outlawing abortion, clergy collaboration with Planned Parenthood was long established. That collaboration was enormously significant, as was apparent well before the Planned Parenthood Federation of America in 1969 officially came out in support of repealing much traditional anti-abortion legislation. By then, Protestant and Jewish clergy had already established a burgeoning network of religious leaders who assisted women with problem pregnancies to procure safe abortions, without shame or sanction. That group, the Clergy Consultation Service, largely owed its existence to the leadership of a Baptist minister, the Reverend Howard Moody.18

SHORTLY AFTER HE STARTED WORK in the senior ministerial position at New York’s Judson Memorial Church in the fall of 1956, Howard Moody received a woman who sought his counseling. She was a middle-aged mother, estranged from her husband and pregnant, possibly from an affair. She was desperate and wanted an abortion. Moody sympathized with her plight and traveled with her to find someone who would safely perform an illegal abortion. After several false leads proved fruitless, he managed to help the woman secure the termination for $600 in a secret complex on the Upper West Side. With his associate and collaborator, Arlene Carmen, a church administrator at Judson who worked closely with Moody for many years, he later wrote that he “never forgot this first glimpse of that dark, ugly labyrinthian underground into which women were sent alone and afraid.”19 A few years later, he would be at the forefront of a major movement of Christian and Jewish clergy seeking to help women find safe abortion providers and, ultimately, to overturn the laws banning abortion across the land.

Moody was born in 1921, the same year that Margaret Sanger was seized and arrested in Manhattan’s Town Hall raid. New York would eventually become his city too, but he began life in Dallas, Texas, as a conservative Southern Baptist steeped in the Bible and the very tradition that had nurtured the likes of Theodore Bilbo. By Moody’s own recollection, he started preaching at the age of five and was teaching Sunday School by the time he was fourteen; at fifteen, he was licensed to preach by his church. Intending to pursue a ministerial career, he attended Baylor University, the Southern Baptist institution in Waco, but left to join the marines. By then, he said, “I realized that Southern Baptism wasn’t the only branch of Christianity.”20 He spent four and a half years in the Marine Corps, serving as an aerial photographer in the South Pacific during World War II, but his experience served to make him into an “ardent pacifist” for some time afterward. After finishing college at the Santa Barbara campus of the University of California, he enrolled in seminary, eventually landing at Yale Divinity School. With Liston Pope as dean and notables such as H. Richard Niebuhr and Kenneth Underwood on the faculty at the time, Yale Divinity School was a vital training ground for a robust social gospel, and Moody flourished in his ministerial education during those heady times. While there, he became involved in Judson Memorial Church, which in the fall of 1950, during his final year of seminary, ordained him to the ministry as part of the Northern Baptist Convention (in that year renamed the American Baptist Convention), a more progressive counterpart to the Southern Baptist church of his childhood.21

After graduating from Yale in 1951, Moody served as Ohio State University’s chaplain for five years. He began serving as Judson’s pastor at that time and remained at the church until his retirement in 1992. During the early years of his pastorate in Greenwich Village, Moody’s congregation opened the Village Aid and Service Center, the first drug treatment center in the country.22 As part of Moody’s own commitment to the arts and to making the church a part of the community it served, Judson Church also hosted an art gallery that showed abstract paintings, along with supporting any number of theatrical productions. Besides serving as senior pastor, Moody was president of the Village Independent Democrats, a left-leaning challenger to the official Democratic Party operatives in New York, and he later served as chair of the Citizens Emergency Committee, another progressive group that fought what they saw as the New York City Police Department’s repressive control over performers in city nightclubs. He wrote frequently for the Village Voice and was actively involved in the civil rights movement. He wanted to guide a church that would be wholly inclusive, “broadening the membership and including everyone who wanted to call Judson their community and become part of us… including believers, skeptics, agnostics and even atheists in its midst.”23

Already well-known locally, Moody would gain national prominence with his work on abortion in the mid-1960s. In 1965 and 1966, a progressive member of the New York State Assembly, Al Blumenthal, was working on legislation to loosen the state’s restrictions on abortion, but his fellow legislators repeatedly prevented open discussion of the issue. In the meantime, a group of about a dozen Protestant and Jewish clergy began to meet monthly at one of Judson’s neighboring churches, Washington Square Methodist Church, to discuss abortion in all of its ethical and theological dimensions. Among this group was Moody, who perceived profound moral implications in the fact that only women, and not men, suffered the consequences of unintended pregnancy. As these clergymen worked to educate themselves about abortion, a physician who was a member of Moody’s church had the group meet with a number of his patients who had undergone illegal abortions. The women spoke about their experiences, some quite harrowing, and offered their perspectives about what could have helped them in their time of fear and need. This was “the most important discussion we held,” Moody later wrote: the group learned that the women would never have turned to the clergy or their family doctors during their pregnancy crisis, for they believed both would moralize and try to talk them into carrying the pregnancy to term or even tell their families about the situation. In Moody’s understated words, “We sensed that we were up against some long-standing historical biases which would make our job at best rather difficult.”24

The clergy group gathered encouragement from a number of sources in New York, among them Lawrence Lader, a writer and influential abortion rights activist in New York. Called “the father of abortion rights” by feminist leader Betty Friedan, Lader came to the abortion issue while writing a biography of Margaret Sanger, who, though she never advocated abortion, had thoroughly convinced him of the profound importance of reproductive freedom for women’s full equality. As he studied abortion, he came to see it as a fundamental right. He believed that the US Supreme Court’s 1965 Griswold decision, which established a constitutional right to privacy, was a crucial victory in the fight for abortion reform: If contraception fell under this right to privacy, why not abortion? The line between preventing pregnancy and terminating a very early pregnancy seemed thin, after all; some products sold as birth control could actually work as abortifacients.25

Lader was also convinced that there was a need for an unapologetically moral argument favoring abortion rights, lest it appear that morality was solely on the side of the opposition. In his 1966 book Abortion, he wrote, “Nothing is stronger than the moral power of an idea once it has come of age.” Women, especially, needed to stand up and make the moral case against the powerful forces that had long treated women and their sexuality as iniquitous. Lader noted that more than a million American women sought out secret abortions every year, and yet “almost none has protested publicly against the laws that defiled her.” Lader angrily denounced the sustained misogyny that, he intimated, was the product of bad religion, insisting that “the moral power of legalized abortion will surely prevail when women have directed their anger against the superstitions of centuries, and cried out for the final freedom of procreative choice.”26 As he continued his advocacy, Lader became a one-man referral service, helping women find providers whom he believed offered safe abortions. To Lader’s mind, he was humanely rescuing countless women from the danger and humiliation of underworld illegal abortions; he was providing a service that appealed, as one observer later put it, to “a higher morality than the law.”27

On September 6, 1966—the day, coincidentally, that Margaret Sanger died—Lader met with Moody and two other Protestant ministers supportive of abortion law reform: John Krumm, an Episcopal priest in New York (later the bishop of southern Ohio), and Lester Kinsolving, an Episcopal priest in San Francisco (later a conservative talk radio host and White House correspondent for the right-wing WorldNetDaily). This was to be the first of several planning meetings with larger groups of clergy, and Lader’s encouragement was instrumental. He challenged the clergy to do more than talk: “Start with the women,” he urged, and consider what they lacked.28 What was needed, he said, was a clergy referral service for women needing safe abortions, not unlike the service he himself was offering but on a larger scale and from a trusted group of leaders. The larger group of twenty to twenty-five clergy soon determined that if Blumenthal’s efforts in the legislature did not work, they would take up the matter themselves. Sure enough, Blumenthal’s bill failed to get out of the Health Committee in the winter of 1966, and Catholic leaders actively opposed it. A pastoral letter signed by bishops in all eight of New York’s dioceses was read at Masses in most of the state’s seventeen hundred churches in February 1967, maintaining that laws allowing abortion “violate the unborn child’s God-given right” and urging the Catholic populace to do all that they could “to prevent direct attacks upon the lives of unborn children.”29 Moody’s clergy group met with additional doctors and also with lawyers from the New York chapter of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) to get an understanding of the legal risks they faced for referrals and procuring abortions: up to a year in jail and a $1,000 fine.

By the spring of 1967, Moody and his clergy circle had established the Clergy Consultation Service on Abortion (CCS), choosing with this name to take that taboo last word “out of the closet and enable the public to hear the word and deal with it.”30 As Lader had urged, the CCS was a counseling and abortion referral service for women in need of safe abortions. Later recalling the conditions under which the group was formed, Moody and his able coworker, Arlene Carmen, recalled that few professionals could admit that there were many reasons unwanted pregnancies occurred, having to do with “a whole complex of problems related to unsatisfactory sex education, inadequate birth control measures, the heavy moral burden placed on single women if they performed sexually out of marriage, and most importantly related to a way in which men looked at women and put them in their place.” Remembering all that women had had to go through in those days in order to secure a risky, painful, and illegal abortion, “one can only conclude that abortion was directly calculated, whether consciously or not, to be an excessive, cruel, and unnecessary punishment, physically and psychologically, of women.”31 It seemed to Moody and his allies that anti-abortion forces were the same people most strongly attached to traditional sexual morality, particularly female chastity. Abortion opponents, Carmen and Moody believed, thus saw an unintended pregnancy as fitting retribution for a wayward woman’s sin. To abort was to get off unpunished, scot-free.

The twenty-one clergy who were initially willing to sign on publicly with the CCS included two rabbis and nineteen Protestant ministers from six denominations, and they shared a concern for the impact of current abortion laws on women and the poor. All but one, a “woman Methodist minister” who apparently kept a particularly memorable, anatomically oriented meeting “from deteriorating into a stag party atmosphere,” were men.32 They put together a “Clergy Statement on Abortion Law Reform and Consultation Service on Abortion.” It began by noting that current laws led to over a million women annually seeking illegal abortions, “which often cause severe mental anguish, physical suffering, and unnecessary death of women.” Prohibitions on abortion also compelled “the birth of unwanted, unloved, and often deformed children” and branded as criminals the “wives and mothers who are often driven as helpless victims to desperate acts.” The statement noted that the greatest percentage of abortion deaths throughout the country occurred in middle-aged women who already had five or six children. In New York, the law was especially oppressive to the poor and minority groups, the statement noted, citing a 1965 report showing that “Negroes and Puerto Ricans” accounted for 94 percent of abortion deaths in New York City.33

Expressing distress at the resistance to alterations in the New York anti-abortion laws that would allow for exceptions in the cases of rape, incest, and fetal deformity, the clergy decried the emotional tactic of claiming that all abortion is “murder” and directly rebutted the Catholic position: “We affirm that there is a period during gestation when, although there may be embryo life in the fetus, there is no living child upon whom the crime of murder can be committed.” The CCS clergy were insisting on an ethical distinction between “embryo” and “child” and contending that it was a moral act to expand women’s access to medical termination of embryonic life.

These religious leaders wanted, as much as anyone, to reduce the abortion rate, and they believed the path to that lay in reducing its root causes—among them, poverty, lack of contraceptive access, and sexual violence. The religious values of this approach lay in an ardent commitment to living people who suffered; the clergy saw this work as an imitation of Jesus’s work among the poor and needy. Though it had been the Quaker Mary Calderone who had published the first major book on abortion in 1958, it was the Baptist Moody and his clerical collaborators who successfully brought religious leaders to the forefront of the movement for reproductive rights.

The CCS signers pledged themselves to educating the public and to working toward the liberalization of abortion law in New York and the United States more generally. They might have ended there and patted themselves on the back for taking such a stand. But if current anti-abortion law was immoral, as these clergy vehemently argued, then church leaders could not in good conscience comply with it. Likewise, they were grateful to those physicians, “motivated by compassion and concern for the patient, and not simply for monetary gain,” who attempted to help women by performing therapeutic abortions in cases of need. “Therefore,” the statement concluded, “believing as clergymen that there are higher laws and moral obligations transcending legal codes, we believe that it is our pastoral responsibility and religious duty to give aid and assistance to all women with problem pregnancies.”34

On May 22, the religion editor at the New York Times introduced the CCS with a front-page news article, “Clergymen Offer Abortion Advice.” It featured Moody as the leader and spokesman for the group, and listed the names and congregations of the other twenty clergy. The piece quoted frequently from the CCS statement and gave a thorough account of the group’s plans. It also printed the phone number that women could call to speak with a cleric about a problem pregnancy.35 Two days later, the Times followed up with a report that the CCS had received more than thirty-five calls in its first day of service. Rabbi Lewis Bogage reported the calls came from “the very wealthy, some very fine people and the very poor,” including “four or five Catholic women.”36 And two days after that, the newspaper followed up with a report that Moody’s group was hearing from clergy all over the country asking how to set up CCS chapters in their own communities.37 Hopes for loosening strict abortion laws were widespread, gaining steam in June, when the American Medical Association voted for the first time in its history to condone abortion under the following conditions: to protect the health or life of the mother, to preclude bringing a child with a physical or mental defect into the world, or to terminate a pregnancy resulting from rape or incest. This “unequivocal stand,” wrote the Times reporter covering the AMA’s vote, would surely “speed a slowly developing trend toward the liberalization of state laws.”38 And so would the clergy.

The Clergy Consultation Service quickly spread out from New York to become a national network, with clergy in many states participating in the work of providing legal and medical assistance for women seeking abortions. Their work received significant coverage in the local and regional press. The CCS would eventually include somewhere around two thousand clergy across the country, including college chaplains and ministers from many different denominations. The head chaplain at Southern Methodist University launched the CCS in the state of Texas, and the University of Chicago’s dean of the chapel established the Illinois branch. Clergy who had supported Planned Parenthood for years were especially ready for this work (although Planned Parenthood itself remained focused on contraception, not abortion), but others had been first mobilized to be activists through the civil rights movement and came to this work as a way to fight sexism in addition to their work against racism.39 Two clergymen were arrested along the way, inciting outrage against the stringent anti-abortion laws and the law enforcement officers who had targeted clergy. According to Moody, the wives and daughters of police officers used the consulting service for their own abortions with the keen consent of the men, including a captain in the New York City Police Department.40

The CCS played a significant role in legitimizing abortion access as a moral crusade and provided crucial support in the heated battle for decriminalization.41 A 1969 profile of Moody’s activism and the CCS by the feminist writer Susan Brownmiller noted that he “considers the [abortion] law to be at the root, man’s vengeance on woman, the self-righteous punishment inflicted on women by men who hold to a double standard on sexual relations.” And it was farcical to distinguish between legal and illegal abortions as the current laws did: “Legality is determined by the whim of the doctor, expediencey, the looseness of the particular hospital, etc. It’s whom you know and how much money you have that makes the difference between a legal and an illegal abortion.” Abortion was plainly not murder, moreover, since embryonic life could in no way be equated with the life of a viable infant or young child. The moral problem for Moody was not determining what circumstances did or didn’t justify terminating a pregnancy, an undertaking he felt smacked of patriarchal condescension; rather, it was how to support the young girl or woman who asserted her own need for an abortion, without imposing upon her “the judging attitude that she has come to expect” from clergy.42 When New York legislators voted to liberalize the state’s abortion laws in 1970, Moody, Carmen, and the CCS established the first legal, nonprofit abortion clinic in the state, soon known as the Center for Reproductive and Sexual Health.

The abortion rights movement had powerful religious support, and the message of compassionate care that he and CCS supporters around the country articulated was critical for helping many Americans understand the diversity of moral and religious views on abortion no less than on the sexuality questions of which it was part. Catholics who opposed abortion held fast to their convictions, but the mood for decriminalizing abortion in other religious settings was strong. Perhaps the most potent statistic publicized by the CCS showed, in different parts of the country, that Catholic women were seeking abortion counseling and referrals in proportion to their population numbers. That is, in a region where 20 percent of the citizens were Catholic, so too were 20 percent of the women being counseled by the local Clergy Consultation Service. Lawrence Lader’s Abortion had made the same point in 1966, citing four studies that showed, “Catholics comprise over 20 percent of all abortion patients, almost equal to the Catholic ratio of about 25 percent in the total U.S. population.”43 “Naturally,” then, as one observer noted, “the ministers involved concluded that religious belief was not a factor in determining which women sought referral services.”44 As with birth control, Catholic leaders might oppose abortion, but people in their parishes seemed to hold a wider range of views and certainly a more varied set of life experiences.

Although a warm and gentle man by accounts of those who knew him, and usually courteous to his foes no less than to his allies, Moody did not refrain from vocal criticism of Catholic anti-abortion activism. In the spring of 1972, fighting a battle against New York’s Catholic leaders, who were attempting to repeal the liberal New York abortion laws, Moody spoke out with vehemence at a press conference called by the National Association for the Repeal of Abortion Laws (NARAL):


I deplore the vicious and scathing attacks on our mothers, sisters and wives being castigated as guilty of murder and the most unspeakable of crimes against humanity made by leaders of the Roman Catholic Church and their “right to life” followers. Coming from an institution whose history is replete with the killing of innocent people in the name of God, I find little grace and no charity in their wanton attack upon people who view “life” and “death” differently than they do. The Cardinal, the bishops, and the pastors of the church are sowing the seeds of sectarian hatred that can only lead to religious divisiveness and warfare in this nation. It is a sign of acute desperation that the Church has seen fit to turn an issue on which honest persons disagree into a religious battle ground where righteous protectors of life and God are battering the demonic forces of murder and mayhem.45



In the same year, Moody grounded the pro-choice side in the cherished national ideal of religious freedom, again lashing out at Catholic leaders:


The principle of religious liberty that grants all persons the freedom to follow the practice of one’s own religion or conscience in matters of faith and morals touches the abortion issue precisely at the point of a woman’s freedom to follow her conviction that abortion is morally permissible even thought for her co-religionist it may be a sin. The Roman Catholic Church and whatever religious allies it has in the attempts to destroy the law are forsaking the basic tenets of our living together in an open, pluralistic society. The issue is not when does life begin in the womb but rather where does freedom of choice and conscience end in society? A more important question than whether feticide is homicide may be whether any one group may impose its moral and religious beliefs by legal sanction upon all society.46



Less than a year later, the US Supreme Court issued its decision in Roe v. Wade, finding that states could not criminalize abortion in the first trimester and could curb it only within strict bounds beyond that. Moody’s side had apparently won against the Catholic hierarchy, but he noted that abortion plainly was “a battleground that would take its toll on human civility and religious tolerance for years to come.”47

In fact, Roe had an intriguingly close link to CCS. Sarah Weddington, the young Texas lawyer who successfully argued the case before the Supreme Court, was the daughter of a United Methodist pastor and described herself as “the traditional preacher’s daughter: I sang in the church choir, played the church organ and piano, gave Sunday devotionals and was a youth leader in the church community.”48 She attended McMurry College, a small Methodist school in Abilene, before heading to law school at the University of Texas. After graduating in 1968, she became active in feminist activities in Austin that included an abortion referral project. Project workers collaborated closely with the network of ministers and rabbis who made up the Texas chapters of the Clergy Consultation Service, including one Methodist pastor who was a friend of her father. Like these clergymen, Weddington felt a responsibility to help others that she believed came out of the “gospel of ‘Christian social concern’” in which she was raised—the very sense of responsibility that led her to challenge the Texas anti-abortion law all the way to the Supreme Court.49

When the Roe decision eliminated barriers to safe and legal abortion across the nation, the practical work of the CCS essentially ended. Women seeking to end a pregnancy could turn to reputable doctors and clinics, and if many continued to seek pastoral care in making this decision, they did not need clergy referrals. CCS clergy could and did focus on other issues. Over his career, Moody took bold stands on a number of large social questions, all of which were, to him, chiefly moral in nature. He worked in the civil rights movement, opposed the Vietnam War, advocated the decriminalization of marijuana, served as a member of New York’s Democratic Reform movement, initiated an AIDS task force at Judson Memorial Church, and championed the reform of drug laws. He would become a vocal advocate for queer men and women, after living among and working with so many in the LGBT community in Greenwich Village.

In the immediate aftermath of the CCS, Moody and his parishioners, along with Carmen, established the Judson Church Prostitution Project, which reached out to the “working women” of Manhattan who performed sex for pay at massage parlors and on the street. Moody’s approach to this work closely resembled his approach to women seeking abortions and again reflected his strong view that women were victims of the Christian tradition’s long history of harshly judging female sexuality. He and his coworkers sought out local prostitutes to offer much needed health services, help with child care and housing, and above all be present in a way that would “let the women know that a congregation of people who made no judgment about their profession cared about them as human beings.” They worked on the street and on a bus, from which they served hot food, kept a bulletin board on which women proudly posted photos of their children, and offered space for conversation. They learned of the economic deprivations, sexual abuse, and desperation that had led some of these women into prostitution, and they were determined to help them find dignity and happiness. Moody baptized several of the women’s children, held baby showers and weddings for some women, and performed memorial services for several prostitutes who were murdered. He and his associates also came weekly to witness arraignments of prostitutes at Manhattan Criminal Court, convinced that simply “being there” for the women was “an important component of our ministry.” Judson Church even published a newspaper for working prostitutes, called The Hooker’s Hookup: A Professional Journal; among other things, it printed the women’s own written thoughts on their profession as well as their poetry and creative prose.50

Moody’s ultimate goal in this work, like his work on behalf of pregnant women seeking abortions, was to eradicate the laws that made prostitutes into criminals and that worked ultimately to endanger the women’s lives and complicate the lives of their children. In the interim, it was critical to see and treat each prostitute as a unique human being and to establish connection so as to understand more about her life. The prostitute was hated by many “square” women (including both feminists and those on the religious right), wrote Carmen and Moody, because she represented sexual freedom and the fantasy of full control over her own body. But this hatred did horrific psychological damage to women who worked in the sex trade, analogous to that done to women who sought abortions or to people engaging in same-sex relations during the time when all of these activities were viewed as criminal and immoral. Consistent with his broader moral stance on sex and human personhood, in short, Moody refused to consider prostitutes as sexual deviants, dirty sinners, or lawbreakers, regarding them instead as dignified human beings who perhaps needed help but nonetheless merited thoroughgoing respect. Moody was adamant in believing that the immorality in question was not sex for pay but the double standard—“which grew, let us remember, out of the theology of the church”—and brutality sanctioned by the law.51

Yet what may have horrified church authorities most, Moody believed, was the fact of “serendipitous sex”—based on the attitude, exemplified in the prostitute-client relationship (among others) that sex could be “as casual as a friendly handshake.” In the prostitute’s work world, sex appeared not as the “holy, set-apart activity appropriate only in the most restrictive context” idealized by Jewish and Christian ethics; instead, it was “desacralized” and “deromanticized.” Prostitutes laughed about sex, telling stories that were alternately sad and hilarious about their patrons’ sexual dysfunctions, hang-ups, and kinky desires. There was nothing holy, mysterious, or unique about any sexual encounter performed for pay; it was not “some momentous, secret act with which we are going to consummate our humanity.” This “offhand view of sex” was, Moody believed, what most frightened the religious and political conservatives who were committed to the status quo and who deeply opposed all sexual activity outside of heterosexual marriage; for if sex was a mundane rather than sacred activity, neither “dehumanizing” nor miraculous but simply ordinary and not immutably tethered to any special set of emotions, then there was no longer any urgency to keep it under such strict control. The prostitute, like any unrepentantly promiscuous man or—especially—woman, served as “a living, walking threat to every traditional moral and religious belief that asserts romantic love, or monogamous marriage or relationships to be the exclusive fitting forms for any sexual activity.” It was for this reason that prostitutes, much like women seeking abortions, were so ostracized by conservative church leaders, who rightly saw them as “a genuine threat to the church’s major teachings about sex” as well as to broader American attitudes toward human sexuality that had been so thoroughly shaped by Christianity.52

IN THE AFTERMATH OF ROE, it was quickly apparent that opponents of abortion were galvanizing to create what would become a powerful crusade that they would call the right-to-life or pro-life movement, which aimed to overturn the ruling and to recriminalize abortion. Catholic leaders were at the forefront of this effort from the very start, some repeatedly warning that any Catholic who had or helped another person procure an abortion would be punished with excommunication. Anti-abortion activism did not, of course, start with Roe.53 Organizations such as the Catholic-founded Human Life Center and the Society for a Christian Commonwealth had been working on abortion starting in the late 1960s, often as part of a broader agenda that included birth control, traditional marriage, and other issues. But Roe catalyzed a new phase of activity, inspiring repeated attempts to gather local and state-level organizations into a massive force that would successfully protect the life of the unborn.

The National Council of Catholic Bishops’ Family Life Bureau had created the National Right to Life Committee in 1968, and while it was no longer under the church’s control by 1973, it was still dominated by Catholics. The group met in Washington, DC, less than a week after Roe to determine its next steps. It took only eight days from the Supreme Court’s ruling for a member of the US House of Representatives, a divorced Catholic from Maryland, to introduce a constitutional amendment declaring the fetus a “person” from the moment of conception, a move that would presumably render abortion illegal regardless of context. In August, Catholic leaders protested an episode of the CBS sitcom Maude, when the title character’s abortion was the focal subject, and in November, the National Council of Catholic Bishops voted to establish a National Committee for a Human Life Amendment (NCHLA), affirming that the passage of a pro-life amendment to the US Constitution was “a priority of the highest order.”54 The first national March for Life took place in January 1974 in Washington, DC, and two months later, four Catholic cardinals—John Cody, John Krol, Timothy Manning, and Humberto Medeiros—testified before a Senate subcommittee to argue for a constitutional amendment banning abortion under all circumstances. As Cardinal Manning put it in his testimony, “The stark fact is that the unborn are being destroyed in our country at an unprecedented rate, and the destruction goes on because there is no adequate protection in the law. No one who cherishes this nation’s historic commitment to human rights can contemplate this situation with complacency.”55

In November 1975, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops voted to approve a “pastoral plan for pro-life activities” that called for the creation of pro-life groups in every congressional district in the United States to persuade congressional representatives to vote for a constitutional amendment banning abortion. These groups would collaborate with diocesan pro-life groups that already existed, but whereas the purpose of the diocesan groups was “pedagogic and motivational,” the congressional groups were organizational. Each unit “can be described as a public interest group or a citizens’ lobby,” wrote the bishops. “No matter what it is called, its task is essentially political.” They urged Catholics to work with non-Catholics on this plan, as this was not merely a Catholic issue. New York’s Terence Cardinal Cooke, the chair of the committee that drafted the plan, called the Supreme Court’s ruling a “disaster,” telling an audience at a news conference, “We have been subjected to a brain-washing by people pushing abortion.”56 The church’s anti-abortion campaign was its biggest ever in the United States, and it greatly accelerated and strengthened the grassroots political movement against abortion.
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In 1976, a Catholic US senator from Illinois, Henry Hyde, sponsored a piece of congressional legislation that banned the use of federal funds to pay for abortion. Introducing the legislation in June 1976, Hyde emphasized that American taxpayers should not be forced to pay for “the killing of innocent preborn human life.” Since this provision would primarily affect those receiving health care through Medicaid who could not afford the cost of an abortion, congressional opponents accused Hyde of targeting the poor, to which he responded, “I would certainly like to prevent, if I could legally, anybody from having an abortion, a rich woman, a middle class woman, or a poor woman.”57 Congress passed what came to be called the Hyde Amendment that year, tinkering with it periodically afterward and much later adding exceptions for abortions needed to save the woman’s life or for pregnancies resulting from rape or incest. In the years to come, it would be a focal point for activists on all sides.

In the same year the Equal Rights Amendment failed to get ratified to become part of the US Constitution, 1979, the anti-abortion movement got a major public boost. Leaders in the burgeoning Christian right were organizing themselves into something like an actual movement to stand against abortion and other forces of feminism that they believed threatened the traditional family and American values. In June, the fundamentalist Jerry Falwell founded the Moral Majority, a conservative religious group resolved to combat the atheistic secular humanism seen as plaguing the land. The organization played a critical role in strengthening a social agenda within the Republican Party that actively opposed not only abortion and feminism but also homosexuality and pornography. Epitomizing what one historian calls a “union of deep religious commitment with legal consciousness,” Beverly LaHaye that same year founded Concerned Women for America for much the same purpose and expressly to counter through lobbying and legal action abortion as well as sex education, pornography, and what she called the “blatantly pro-lesbian tactics of radical feminists.”58

For all of these resolutely conservative Christians and their innumerable allies and followers, feminism and abortion were twin evils, two sides of the same dirty coin. By the 1980s, the politics of abortion reverberated in federal and state elections across the country. Ronald Reagan, who campaigned openly in support of the Christian right and advocated for a constitutional amendment against abortion, badly beat the incumbent Democratic president, Jimmy Carter, in 1980. And abortion only intensified as a wedge issue in that decade, fueled by religious and political players on all sides.

Pro-choice religious activism also continued, in organizations such as the Religious Coalition for Abortion Rights, a successor to CCS that had been founded in December 1973. But it wasn’t only pro-choice Protestants and Jews who spoke out; pro-choice Catholics who dissented from the Catholic hierarchy’s teaching on this issue did too. In fact, a few Catholics created one of the most important religious pro-choice groups in the post-Roe years. In 1973, three Catholic lay women—Joan Harriman, Patricia Fogarty McQuillan, and Meta Mulcahy—established Catholics for a Free Choice (CFFC). The organization came out of New York-based Catholics for the Elimination of All Restrictive Abortion & Contraceptive Laws, a pro-choice lobby group formed at the height of the New York legislative abortion battles in 1970.

These pro-choice Catholics wanted other Catholics to remember that their church had not always equated all abortion with homicide; they insistently explained that centuries of church leaders—including such greats as Augustine and Aquinas—had promoted the view that abortion prior to “ensoulment” was a minor offense, one more akin to using birth control than to murder. Those church leaders had taken this view from pre-Christian thinkers: Aristotle, for instance, argued that in the early days of gestation, a human embryo does not yet have a living soul but rather an inanimate “vegetable soul.” A fetus would only be animated with a living soul some weeks after conception; this process of “ensoulment” occurred, Aristotle believed, forty days after conception for males and ninety days after conception for females. Later Christians offered different views on this concept of ensoulment, some agreeing with Aristotle’s timeline and others arguing that ensoulment occurred as early as during conception or as late as the time of quickening. Christian thinkers routinely condemned abortion after ensoulment as sin, but there was wide variance, for centuries, as to when this occurred, and hence many accepted early abortions.

Catholic pro-life leaders had an easy answer to this argument: church leaders of past centuries did not have the scientific knowledge of how conception actually worked and hence held mistaken views of when ensoulment took place and life began. Pro-choice critics scoffed at the hubris they detected in such a position. But whatever history said, CFFC founders believed the US bishops did not represent the views of most American Catholics. Like many others in the pro-choice movement, these pro-choice Catholics were convinced that Catholic pro-life leaders were motivated more by misogyny and fear of women’s freedom than by any consistent adherence to church dogma. To make the point as explicitly as possible, in 1974 McQuillan crowned herself “pope” in a public display at the entrance to New York’s historic St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The seeming ridiculousness of a woman in papal garb highlighted the entrenchment of male authority in Roman Catholic leadership. So long as female leaders were unthinkable, church leaders would inevitably uphold gender inequality and discrimination against women.

The most prominent leader of CFFC was Frances Kissling, who headed the organization for a quarter century, from 1982 to 2007. Kissling’s early life hardly portended such a career. Kissling was born Frances Romanski in New York City in 1943 to Polish American parents. After her parents divorced when she was six, she was adopted by her stepfather, Charles Kissling, and raised in a working-class family in Queens. The stepfather left some years later, refusing to support his wife and four children. Kissling went to an all-girls parochial grammar school and two all-girls Catholic high schools and continued her Catholic education into the early years of college, at which point she entered the Sisters of St. Joseph convent in Brentwood, Long Island.

She had dreamed of becoming a nun since admiring the sisters who taught her in school, and she spent about nine months as a postulant at the Long Island convent. When she initially decided to enter the convent, she discovered that she had been conceived out of wedlock (the convent required her parents’ wedding license along with her own birth certificate; her parents wed in February 1943, and she was born in June). The community initially balked at accepting Kissling for this very reason but eventually agreed to take her. As she later recalled, “They decided to make an exception, although it was very clear that they were forced to make the exception. And when I sort of decided to leave—with a little push—they were very glad I was going.” The mother superior told her, as she exited, “You know, we never wanted you.”59 This was a formative moment in Kissling’s understanding of the church’s rigid views on female sexuality and the corrupt sinfulness of women. Because Kissling could not believe in the Catholic Church’s strict views on marriage, divorce, and remarriage, she left the convent and entertained no further thoughts of becoming a nun.

After leaving, Kissling finished college at the New School in New York, where she became involved in Students for a Democratic Society. There, she would later note, “my politics changed dramatically, or I got politics that were mine.” Then in the fall of 1970, just after the legalization of abortion in New York, Kissling got a job running an abortion clinic, the Pelham Medical Group in Westchester. There she found herself in a world of “feminist women who wanted to see that women got well cared for.” Working in the clinic and seeing the care for the women who entered, she remembered, “that was the moment in which I became an active feminist.” Kissling would remain active in the abortion movement for the remainder of her career, working periodically for other clinics and then organizations such as International Projects Assistance Services (IPAS) that helped to establish clinics in other parts of the world. Like Moody, Kissling’s interest in this issue never had to do with population control; her interest was in the rights of women, and most notably the poor. “I’m on the side of the poor,” she reflected. “That probably historically has to do with A, the fact that I’m a working-class person who has been through a broken family with a mother who could just about put shoes on the feet of her children, so this is who I am.… And also as a Catholic due by the social mission of the Church and the notion that the poor should be our first priority.”60

By 1978, Kissling was invited to serve on the board of CFFC, then headed by Patricia McMahon. McMahon’s invitation to the board, Kissling later noted, was “the defining moment of my life,” the moment where she began at last to think about her Catholicism and her commitment to women and to pro-choice activism together. The deep appeal of CFFC was that it served as “a space where the moral dimensions of the issues could be explored”—moral dimensions that Kissling believed were being avoided by secular women’s rights groups such as NARAL, and were therefore conceded to the religious opponents of abortion. The women who sought abortions were always asking themselves the moral questions, wanting to know if their action was right or wrong, sinful or justified. “So in that context, both in terms of my Catholic background, in terms of my experience in the abortion clinic, it always seemed to me that the inability of the movement to deal with the moral questions was problematic for me first and foremost,” she later remembered. “And I also believed then, but even believe more strongly now, that the inability to deal with the question [of abortion] as a moral question undercuts the long term success of the pro-choice movement.”61

Through her work with CFFC, Kissling came to think much more deeply not only about ethics and morals concerning notions such as “life” and “choice” but also about what it meant to be a Catholic, eventually concluding that there are multiples ways to be Catholic and not simply one. Considering both historic and contemporary Catholic figures, she asked, “Was Joan of Arc a Catholic? I mean, she was a heretic one day and now she’s a saint. Is Hans Küng, who publicly rejects infallibility?… Are they Catholics? Is Pat Buchanan, who rejects the entire social justice teaching of the Church, a Catholic?” Only the “ultra orthodox” believed that the “identifying mark of who you are as a Catholic… is loyalty to the Pope.” Ultra-orthodox Catholics, she noted, had asked the pope repeatedly to excommunicate those they call “pro-abortionists” such as Kissling, but the Vatican authorities never did so. “And so, in the eyes of the Church, I am a Catholic. I may be a bad Catholic, I may be a good Catholic, I may be a misguided Catholic, but I am a Catholic. I choose to be a Catholic.… I don’t want to be anything else.”62

Around the time that Kissling became president of CFFC in 1982, she asked Geraldine Ferraro, a New York Democrat and member of the US House of Representatives, to hold a congressional briefing aimed at Catholic congressional leaders holding pro-choice views or a mixed voting record relating to abortion. A pro-choice Catholic herself, Ferraro did so, issuing a statement noting that “the Catholic position on abortion is not monolithic” and that there could be “a range of personal and political responses to the issue.” Ferraro’s own stance was that while she was personally opposed to abortion, she believed that the constitutional guarantee of religious liberty and the respect for other religious views necessary in a diverse civil society meant that a woman should have access to abortion and the freedom to have one if she so chose. Her public airing of that view would shortly reap trouble from Catholic leaders.63

Two years later, Democratic presidential candidate Walter Mondale named Ferraro his vice presidential running mate in the 1984 election. This move opened up the Democratic ticket to public excoriation, as Ferraro was roundly criticized by high-profile Catholic leaders such as John Cardinal O’Connor, the archbishop of New York, for what he deemed a willful perversion of the church’s position on abortion. O’Connor ignited a firestorm after he stated in a televised news conference that he could not fathom how a Catholic “in good conscience” could “vote for an individual explicitly expressing himself or herself as favoring abortion.”64 O’Connor rebuked Ferraro repeatedly in public for misrepresenting the church’s teaching on abortion, and church leaders in Philadelphia and Scranton, Pennsylvania, condemned her when she made campaign appearances in their regions. The eighteen Catholic bishops who served the church in New England declared abortion “the critical issue of the moment” to make clear their preference for the Republican candidate, who had long identified himself as a staunch opponent of abortion. Bishops in other regions likewise made sure local parishioners knew their preference, even if they were careful not to officially endorse him. Critics protested that the church was “aggressively involved” in American politics to an inordinate degree; as one Democratic columnist complained, the church hierarchy was “acting like an arm of the Reagan re-election committee.”65

CFFC was determined to stand behind Ferraro and return fire. The group’s leaders pulled out a statement they had drafted some months earlier called “A Catholic Statement on Pluralism and Abortion” that stressed the fact that “a diversity of opinions regarding abortion exists among committed Catholics,” and now they decided to make it public. Circulating the statement—whose cowriters included the Catholic ethicist and theologian Daniel Maguire, a professor at the Jesuit-run Marquette University, and the Catholic attorney and theologian Marjorie Maguire, his wife at the time—organizers obtained numerous signatories from liberal Catholics, including nuns, priests, theologians, and Catholic academics of various sorts. With the presidential race heating up in the fall, CFFC advocates made plans to publish a full-page advertisement in the New York Times on Sunday, October 7, just a month before the election that pitted Walter Mondale and Ferraro against the popular incumbent Ronald Reagan and his running mate, George H. W. Bush. By the time the ad appeared, it had ninety-seven signatories, including twenty-six women serving as sisters in fourteen canonical communities, two priests, two lay brothers, and sixty-seven additional Catholic signers.66 CFFC claimed that scores of other priests, theologians, and other Catholic leaders had expressed support but had not publicly signed out of concern for losing their jobs.

The ad frankly and directly conveyed the reality that devout Catholics held many opinions about abortion and that even canonical teachings had not spoken with one voice throughout church history, as illuminated by shifting church doctrines on ensoulment over time. “A large number of Catholic theologians hold that even direct abortion, though tragic, can sometimes be a moral choice,” it stated, most particularly because of principles of moral theology such as religious liberty and conscience. The ad also cited poll data from the National Opinion Research Center showing that a mere 11 percent of Catholics disapproved of abortion regardless of the circumstance. Catholics ought to be able to discuss and publicly debate their views without fear of punishment from church authorities, and youth and families ought to be made fully aware of the “complexity of the issues of responsible sexuality and human reproduction.” Moreover, the ad argued, Catholics should not seek legislation that limited any citizen’s religious freedom and exercise of conscience or laws that discriminated against the poor. Above all, the signatories affirmed the belief “that responsible moral decisions can only be made in an atmosphere of freedom from fear or coercion.”67

The ad reaped tremendous publicity and a sharp reaction from the Roman Catholic hierarchy well beyond the United States. The Vatican weighed in, calling on canonical signatories—priests and other serving in official church roles—to retract their adherence to the document, with an “explicit threat of dismissal from the community” if they refused retraction. The priests acceded almost immediately: all four of the male signatories who were priests or members of canonical communities retracted within weeks. The sisters and their superiors in most canonical communities instead resisted, debating with Vatican officials the principles of freedom of conscience and subsidiarity versus obedience. As Kissling later wrote about the Vatican’s push for retraction, “Rome’s quest was not for doctrinal purity”; rather, church leaders sought “to solidify obedience within a clearly delineated hierarchical chain of command.”68 In the meantime, Ferraro continued to reap ferocious attacks from church leaders for her stance.

In November, Ronald Reagan won the election by a landslide, beating the Mondale-Ferraro ticket in forty-nine of fifty states. A solid majority of Catholic voters—estimates ranging between 54 and 61 percent—went for Reagan, who received a higher percentage of the American Catholic vote in 1984 than any Republican candidate in the nation’s history to that point. It was a demoralizing loss for Democrats and alarming to see so many people from one of their longtime constituencies—Catholics—abandon them. Pundits nicknamed that group the Catholic “Reagan Democrats,” and there was little question what social issues had mattered to them in this decisive election. When the Democratic National Committee commissioned an independent study to understand why their party had fared so poorly in that year’s presidential race, they got word that those who had abandoned the party viewed it as controlled by “liberal extremists and special interest groups with values and an agenda foreign to middle-class America,” a clear reference to issues that included abortion. “Gays and feminists” threatened American families, those polled declared, and their moral decadence represented what the Democratic Party had become. It was a stark report, and Democratic officials, not wanting to upset groups of people who remained their core supporters, did not release but instead destroyed and buried it.69

CFFC leaders wanted their politically pro-choice message to be part of the Catholic mainstream, so they aimed always to spread their moral argumentation to as broad a Catholic audience as possible, especially what Kissling called the “ambivalent… middle ground” of Catholics who held positions on abortion somewhere between the extremes of pro-life and pro-choice—that is, between those who opposed abortion in all circumstances and those who supported virtually no restrictions on it. Kissling herself believed in taking seriously the status of the fetus and the question of when life begins, but she was convinced that Catholics should not stop there, since “the whole spectrum of sexual and reproductive issues” needed to be addressed. But her faith in the possibilities of engaging Catholic lay people did not extend to the hierarchy, whose very authority was at stake in the abortion debate. With church leaders appearing to have entirely given up fighting against contraception in the public policy realm, they were not going to budge on abortion, she thought, because “abortion is the most visible sign that a person or a couple, a woman or a couple, does not accept the teachings of the Church relative to sexuality.” Abortion, in short, represented a woman who did not accept that every sexual act must be open to conception and who thus bucked the church hierarchy’s fundamental teaching on sexuality. She who chose to abort was dirty, just as an unmarried pregnant woman was dirty. And for Catholics such as those in CFFC, the fundamental moral point here concerned “the historic prejudice against women and against sex” that was, ultimately, about power. Hence, these Catholics were disdainful of what some nicknamed “Catholic pelvic theology.” Dissenters believed that since the Catholic Church upholds a celibate hierarchy—that is, one in which “people who do not have sex are better qualified to hold power”—the effect is that “the prohibition on sexuality enables the maintenance of an elite core of leaders.” Any move to liberalize that prohibition, and the rules against sex more generally, would erode the notion “that not having sex makes you a better person qualified to have power.”70

Needless to say, the Catholic leadership did not hold CFFC and its pro-choice activism in high esteem. More broadly, the authority structure of the church led to a very different reaction among clerical leaders than the Clergy Consultation Service had received from considerable numbers of Protestant leaders. Many of the signers of the New York Times ad who stood by their position suffered repercussions for it, both personally and professionally. Daniel Maguire had speaking invitations rescinded from several Catholic universities. Other “disinvitations” greeted several more signers, and some were refused jobs, promotions, and academic tenure in ways that they and CFFC supporters believed were related to their unwillingness to retract their support for the ad. According to Kissling, an executive director of Planned Parenthood was excommunicated because of her work related to abortion, while a twelve-year-old girl was expelled from her Catholic elementary school because she held pro-choice views: “Such are examples of Vatican overkill.”71

The Conference of Catholic Bishops consistently maintained that CFFC did not represent authentic Catholicism, and eventually, the bishops would condemn CFFC’s criticisms of church policy as another in the line of “episodes of anti-Catholic bigotry that the Catholic Church has endured in the past.”72 Catholic feminists and other allies continued to praise CFFC for what they saw as the organization’s courageous work both in and far beyond the United States, in partnerships in such places as Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico, Columbia, Chile, and Argentina. But the organization and its leadership repeatedly took fire from church leaders and members passionately committed to upholding the church’s strict ban on abortion as the law of the land. That opposition was mostly civil, even if pointed, but not always. As one outraged critic said of Kissling, suggesting both the fury and the misogyny brewing underground, “This woman is a smug, curt, character-assassinating cunt.”73 Not everyone would put it so offensively, to say the least, but those most loyal to the male church hierarchy and its equation of a day-old embryo with a fully formed human being were not about to budge a hair on abortion.

THE CHIEF IMPETUS FOR MOODY, Kissling, and so many others on the religious pro-choice side was the idea that sex was good, in and of itself, and that it ought to be separated from mere procreation. God intended sex to be a source of joy, not a source of fear and shame, they believed. Sexuality was a dynamic, multiplicitous, uncontainable mystery, they repeatedly argued, and the moralizers attempting to restrict it for heterosexual, monogamous, eternal marriage were inflicting misery and terror on far too many people. If most Christian leaders—Protestant but especially Catholic—continued to resist the decoupling of sexuality from reproduction and to refuse to entertain any notion that sex outside of marriage, under appropriate circumstances, could be good, then members of their flocks would simply ignore them, just as Catholics had long ignored the church’s ban on birth control. What Daniel Maguire later cheekily called “the long shadow of Augustine’s penis”—the church’s history of making sex dirty that owed so much to the early Christian bishop’s efforts to restrain and eradicate his own sexual desires—may not have been the only factor influencing people’s views on abortion, but it was unquestionably an important one. Still, many if not most pro-life Christians were surely sincere in seeing this as an issue of life versus death.74

The pre-Roe Clergy Consultation Service and post-Roe Catholics for a Free Choice (which would later change its name to Catholics for Choice) had different missions, strategies, and constituencies, but both aimed at a common goal: destigmatizing abortion and undermining religious arguments that deemed it an immoral and evil act. Many Protestants and Catholics agreed with some or all that these pro-choice groups stood for, far more than would ever actually be affiliated with either organization, but countless numbers of other Christians in both camps stood in opposition to abortion long after Roe. No issue roiled American politics in the 1980s more than abortion, and large sectors of the voting population increasingly saw it as a litmus test for candidates: the staunchest pro-choice feminists vigorously opposed political candidates from their own party if they were lukewarm on reproductive choice, while resolute pro-life conservatives had an equally hard time supporting Republicans who deemed restricting abortion a low priority. At the edges of the abortion debate, anti-abortion activists calling for violence began to emerge, such as the Army of God, an underground group formed in 1982 and viewed by the US government as a terrorist organization for tactics such as kidnapping and murdering doctors who performed abortions. Almost no ordinary citizen opposed to abortion would have advocated the murder of providers, but that extreme element showed how profoundly consequential people on all sides believed this issue to be.

A hallmark of 1980s activism was the growth of overt political outspokenness by religious leaders on questions like that of abortion. The politicization of abortion, however, had mixed effects. During that decade, pollsters noted increasing polarization concerning attitudes toward abortion: whereas the majority of Americans continued to say that they favored the legality of abortion in some but not all circumstances—consistently the most widespread opinion expressed by citizens across the political spectrum—attitudes were gradually shifting toward a more visible pro-choice consensus. Pro-life activism by conservative Protestant and Catholic leaders aimed to stem that tide, and surely stirred up much anti-abortion sentiment in their ranks, but pro-life activists also sufficiently angered enough moderates who had been more or less indifferent to abortion to shift certain voting blocs toward supporting pro-choice candidates, or at least favoring abortion’s legality. White evangelical opposition to abortion would eventually exceed that of American Catholics, a slim majority of whom told pollsters abortion should be legal in all or most cases.75

Abortion would remain a brutally divisive religious and political issue after the 1980s, of course. But it was during that decade that vast numbers of Americans with passionately held moral viewpoints—feminist and progressive on one side, traditional and conservative on the other—came to fear that there was no political middle ground. The old Christian consensus on gender roles was further splintering, and an ever more divided religious and political culture seemed to be the result. Emotions remained raw into the early 1990s, when another explosive issue burst into the national consciousness and got the whole country talking about yet another topic relating to gender and sex: harassment in the workplace.






CHAPTER 7

SEXUAL HARASSMENT AT CENTURY’S END

IN THE FALL OF 1991, the nation was transfixed by the confirmation hearings of the conservative African American jurist Clarence Thomas, whom President George H. W. Bush had nominated as associate justice of the US Supreme Court. Nearing the end of what had already been a lengthy review by the Senate Judiciary Committee, a written statement sent confidentially to staffers for the committee chair, Senator Joe Biden (D-DE), was leaked to the public. According to the statement’s writer, a law professor named Anita Hill who had worked for Thomas some years earlier, the nominee had a taste for hard-core pornography and a penchant for discussing it and other sexual matters with subordinates in the workplace, or at least with her; working under these conditions had made her extremely uncomfortable. These allegations of sexual harassment threatened to derail Thomas’s nomination and ruin his personal and professional reputation. Hill—who is also African American—was subpoenaed and appeared before the committee on October 11, sandwiched in between appearances by Thomas denying the charges and defending his record. Millions of Americans tuned in, weighed in, and fiercely debated which party was telling the truth.

Two and a half years later, sexual harassment allegations again rocked American politics. This time, they involved the new president of the United States, William Jefferson Clinton. Paula Jones, a onetime employee of the state of Arkansas, filed a lawsuit in May 1994 alleging that Clinton, while governor of Arkansas in 1991, had commanded Jones to be brought to his hotel room during a state-sponsored conference. There, according to her, he behaved abominably and attempted to persuade her to perform sexual acts before she escaped, shocked and shaken. Once again, Americans were treated to explicit details of alleged sexual intimidation and a bitter he said/she said exchange over the truth. And once again, Americans expressed strikingly divergent views toward a woman asserting actionable mistreatment by a prominent government official.
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Law professor Anita Hill is sworn in at the Senate Judiciary hearing, where she elaborated her allegations of sexual harassment against Clarence Thomas. BETTMANN VIA GETTY IMAGES.





The scandals surrounding Thomas and Clinton produced competing, utterly polarized, and often sensationalized story lines about each protagonist. Many of these drew on old stereotypes about wanton women and black hyper-sexuality, others on victimization plotlines sympathizers were eager to believe. Anita Hill was a courageous heroine to women everywhere, or she was a shrew whose unrequited sexual obsession for her boss had prompted her to seek revenge. Clarence Thomas was a successful lawyer who had overcome racial barriers only to be persecuted by a hoax because he was a conservative and a Christian, or he was a bullying boss with some twisted erotic tastes. Paula Jones was a brave ingénue defending her dignity, or she was slutty trailer park trash out for fame and money. Bill Clinton was a brilliant politician with desperate enemies, or he was a mendacious playboy whose slick affability masked a gross sense of sexual entitlement. Whatever the facts in either case—and none of the charges were definitively proven in either—both expanded the nation’s interest in sexual harassment and fostered discussion of women’s rights, workplace boundaries, and the reach of the law. Far from unifying Americans in a shared commitment to dignity for female workers, however, these events tore further asunder norms of civility between political rivals, resulting in an intensely partisan discussion riven by divergent aims.
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Paula Jones, a former Arkansas state employee, speaks to a reporter about her sexual harassment lawsuit against President Bill Clinton. CYNTHIA JOHNSON/THE LIFE IMAGES COLLECTION/GETTY IMAGES.





Many other divisive developments around gender and sexuality were occurring in this same period, as an organized religious right continued to rise and mobilize conservatives against a wide range of feminist and progressive causes. Sex education controversies persisted in school districts across the country. Conflicts over abortion remained potent, and mass marches organized by both sides attracted large crowds to Washington, DC: the 1989 and 1992 pro-choice March for Women’s Lives and the 1990 pro-life Rally for Life each attracted hundreds of thousands of people. The AIDS crisis brought with it a backlash against gays, lesbians, and bisexuals, and a growing LGBT rights movement was rising. All of these issues generated tumultuous hostility in the 1990s. But among all the battles that resulted from that hostility, nothing better revealed the hardening—and increasingly politicized—divisions among American Christians over matters of sexual morality than did the linked sexual harassment scandals ensnaring Thomas and Clinton. For while Christian conservatives rallied solidly to Thomas’s side against Hill in 1991, they doggedly supported Jones against Clinton, raising a new, religiously inflected outcry against sexual harassment at the very time that it served their own political ends.

The harassment debates of the 1990s revealed a coming of age in the sexual politics of the Christian right, as conservative Christian leaders found a way to shift from a purely “anti” politics—anti–sex education, anti-abortion, etc.—to a politics that blended a defense of public propriety with a selective, politically expedient quasi-feminism. That position sprang out of a selective concern regarding sexual harassment, a concern that was surely earnest to a degree but that also served broader goals of electing candidates sympathetic to the moral vision of the Christian right. In navigating the sexual harassment debate, conservative Christians both appropriated and distanced themselves from contemporary feminist commitments and ideas. In so doing, they flipped from merely opposing “sexual harassment” as an idea cooked up by lefty feminists to deploying it selectively in defense of Christian virtue. That shift helps explain why, by the end of the Clinton presidency, Americans had lost any consensus that might have been forged regarding sexual harassment or the definition of modern feminism: these had been turned into political weapons used on both sides of the aisle.

ANITA FAYE HILL WAS BORN into a family of African American farmers in Okmulgee County, Oklahoma, the youngest of thirteen children. She grew up in modest surroundings and was encouraged to work hard at everything she did. With the rest of her family, she was active in the local Baptist church and identified as a devout Christian. Shy and bookish by nature, Hill performed at a very high level in school—“one of the two smartest kids I’ve taught in the last thirty years,” stated one teacher to journalists Jane Mayer and Jill Abramson in the aftermath of the Thomas hearings—and graduated as the valedictorian from her predominantly white high school in 1973.1 She earned an undergraduate degree in psychology from Oklahoma State University in 1977 and a JD from the School of Law at Yale University in 1980. After a year working at a law firm in Washington, DC, she met Clarence Thomas through a mutual friend. He had just been appointed assistant secretary of education for civil rights and offered her a job in his office; she accepted and began working for him in the summer of 1981.

Both Hill and Thomas later agreed that their professional relationship at the beginning of this period was very cordial and productive. From there, their stories dramatically diverged: according to Hill, Thomas persistently asked her out and used work situations to talk about sex acts, sexual organs, and scenes he’d watched in pornographic films, as well as “his own sexual prowess”; her efforts to change the subject were “rarely successful.”2 The following year, after what she described to the Senate Judiciary Committee as a temporary end to Thomas’s “offensive” behavior, she accepted his offer to move with him to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). There, Hill said, his sexual overtures and vulgar banter resumed and worsened until she began to look for other work. (Thomas denied all of these allegations.) In 1983, Hill joined the law faculty at Oral Roberts University in Tulsa, a good fit for her own Christian faith even if a big step down professionally.3

Hill taught for three years at Oral Roberts before the university sold the law school in 1986 to Pat Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network University in Virginia (later Regent University). She then accepted a faculty position at the University of Oklahoma, where she earned tenure in 1990. At both law schools, Hill was a well-regarded member of the faculty. The University of Oklahoma awarded her a prestigious post as a faculty administrative fellow in the Office of the Provost. Until President Bush nominated Thomas to the Supreme Court, there were no indications that she ever planned to tell her account of working with him to any but a few very close friends. As she later recounted in her autobiography, she felt she had “successfully overcome my experience with Thomas to the point of disregarding it,” rising above the harassment for the sake of her own happiness.4

Then, on July 1, 1991, President Bush announced Thomas as his choice to succeed Justice Thurgood Marshall, who had announced his retirement after nearly twenty-four years on the nation’s highest court as its first black justice. Although Thomas’s name had been in wide circulation as a potential nominee, he lacked judicial experience, having served on the DC Circuit Court of Appeals for less than two years. He was extremely conservative in his politics and seemed, if confirmed, almost certain to move the court to the right. It was widely believed that Bush had specifically aimed to replace a black liberal justice with a black conservative, a point that angered many American liberals. African Americans were particularly divided over Thomas: supporters such as writer Maya Angelou worried that if his appointment were scuttled, “another conservative possibly more harmful, and one who has neither our history nor culture in common with us” would get the seat instead; opponents concerned about his anti–affirmative action record, such as civil rights leader Julian Bond, countered that there was no way Thomas’s race would “overcome his hostility toward civil rights remedies” or equal opportunity, making his appointment a true disaster for black Americans.5

As news of the nomination began to sink in, Hill later recalled, a friend urged her to disclose her experience with Thomas, but Hill replied that she was not certain what she should or would do. Days before the Senate Judiciary Committee confirmation hearings were to start on September 10, according to Hill, staffers who worked for members of that committee contacted her and asked about allegations of harassment against Thomas and rumors that he had sexually harassed Hill herself. Worried about the consequences of proceeding, she waited a few days before saying that she would disclose the information as long as it remained confidential and out of the press. To avoid the appearance of looking partisan, the matter was passed to the FBI for investigation. Hill wrote a four-page statement of her experience working with Thomas; she faxed it to a staffer on September 23, the same day two FBI agents came to interview her at her house.6

On Friday, September 27, when the Senate Judiciary Committee voted on whether to recommend Thomas’s candidacy to the full Senate, the vote was deadlocked at 7–7. The committee then voted 13–1 to present Thomas’s candidacy to the full Senate, with no favorable recommendation attached. Determined reporters—notably, Nina Totenberg of National Public Radio and Timothy Phelps of Newsday—began investigating why the vote was so close. Over the following week, as word of Hill’s statement began to leak, both Totenberg and Phelps contacted Hill, who agreed to speak with Totenberg only when the reporter appeared to have already received her written statement from other sources. On the evening of October 5, Phelps’s story hit the news wires; Totenberg’s radio broadcast, which included excerpts from a taped interview with Hill, came the next morning. The impact was stunning and, for Thomas, devastating. He later told the Senate Judiciary Committee that when he learned this story was going to be in the press, “I died. The person you knew, whether you voted for me or against me, died.”7

Thomas’s Senate supporters were also mortified and appalled by the charges. These included political moderates, like those who initially championed him for his independent intellect, sense of fairness, and overall integrity. Prominent supporters who had worked closely with him over the years were certain that Thomas could not be guilty of the vile conduct alleged by Hill and were outraged that such dirty tricks were in play to derail his nomination. A decent man’s reputation was being sullied by charges forged out of fantasy or revenge, and his very career was at stake.

The allegations against Thomas, now public, occasioned a second round of Judiciary Committee hearings later that week. The hearings were a national spectacle and unquestionably a source of humiliation for Thomas and Hill alike. With millions of Americans glued to their TV screens, senators prodded both Thomas and Hill with repetitious questions about highly personal and embarrassing sexual matters. Senators seeking to discredit Hill, who was questioned for nearly nine hours, impugned her motivations, one asking in quick succession, “Are you a scorned woman?… Are you a zealoting civil rights believer that progress will be turned back, if Clarence Thomas goes on the Court?… Do you have a militant attitude relative to the area of civil rights?… Do you have a martyr complex?” Thomas, returning to the stand after Hill’s testimony, denounced the day’s event as a “travesty” and a “national disgrace,” a “disgusting” display of “sleaze,” “dirt,” “gossip,” and “lies” that had been orchestrated by committee staffers, leaked to the media, and then “validated” through this prime time display over national television. His opening statement concluded powerfully that the proceedings represented “a high-tech lynching for uppity blacks who in any way deign to think for themselves, to do for themselves, to have different ideas, and it is a message that unless you kowtow to an older order, this is what will happen to you. You will be lynched, destroyed, caricatured by a committee of the U.S. Senate rather than hung from a tree.”8 Whoever was telling the truth, this had been a soul-destroying day for both parties.

The politics of race were central to this inquiry, and no community was more divided in their views of it than African Americans. Across the country, black men typically (but not always) rallied to Thomas’s side. Black women were more divided: many passionately favored Hill, but large numbers backed Thomas instead. The legal scholar Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw later remembered a group of African American Christians, mostly women, who at the Capitol surrounded her and two other African American lawyers working to defend Hill against Thomas’s denials, their “hands linked in song and praise, seeking God’s help to vanquish this latest threat to Thomas’s elevation to the Supreme Court.” Black feminists who were frustrated by that attitude would eventually write a manifesto, signed by nearly sixteen hundred women and published in the New York Times as well as other papers across the country, that denounced “the racist and sexist treatment of Professor Anita Hill.”9

In the end, Thomas’s nomination withstood Hill’s testimony, and the Senate voted 52–48 to confirm him to the Supreme Court. “Whoop-dee-damn-doo,” he later recalled responding when his wife, Virginia, told him about the vote; the ordeal had just been too brutal for him to feel triumphant.10 Both Hill and Thomas later disclosed private moments of hopeless despair in the wake of the hearings. Nonetheless, he took the oath of office into government service on October 18, 1991, exactly one week after Hill’s testimony.

The rival behind-the-scenes campaigns to discredit both figures abated little after the hearings, and the relentless mockery of everyone involved had to be tough to take.11 Popular TV shows repeatedly skewered the congressional proceedings for mortifying everyone involved while failing to get anywhere close to determining the truth.12 Thomas later recalled that God had helped him to rise “phoenixlike from the ashes of self-pity and despair” after his confirmation, yet his “wounds were still raw” and would only heal “in time.”13 He felt he had received sickening treatment from “my enemies,” a phrase that appeared ten times in Thomas’s memoir; all but one referred to his opponents during the hearings, and the last came from Psalm 30: “I will praise you, LORD, for you have rescued me. You refused to let my enemies triumph over me.”14 Thomas had many supporters who bore him up, but moving on from his own lynching, as he continued to feel it, was no simple task.

Neither was it for Hill, whose world had likewise been forever transformed by her televised testimony. Messages poured in, by phone and mail, from people who praised or excoriated her. Many letters came from people outraged by what they deemed the unfair treatment of her by Senate interrogators, from people who had experienced sexual harassment themselves, and from people who were simply indignant at the apparent ineptitude of their representatives in Congress. Some offered her their “support and prayers.”15 Others, though fewer, sent “threatening, vulgar, and just plain cruel messages,” she later recalled. But she took strength in the letters of support, which “were crucial to my endurance and ultimately to my recovery,” as were the comforts of daily prayer, friends, and family.16 The solace Hill took in correspondence from harassment victims highlighted what she perceived to be the cosmic gap in understanding between those who had experienced harassment and those insulated from it. Hill felt the sympathizers understood her; she shared a “common experience” with those who believed her, whatever the detractors might say.17

The hearings left the nation raw as well, on the right no less than the left. For some conservatives, the hearings provided an important lesson in the dangers of feminism run amok, blind to justice and truth as it sought women’s empowerment at any cost. The Harvard sociologist Orlando Patterson may have spoken for many when he acknowledged the believability of Hill’s account while deriding as “unfair and disingenuous” her choice, as he saw it, to raise this issue ten years after the fact. The alleged infraction didn’t matter anyway, argued Patterson, since it was simply talk that “neo-Puritan America” could not abide. Thomas’s words, if spoken, caused no harm and were certainly no basis for losing a seat on the nation’s highest court. Even if Thomas had said these things, wrote Patterson, he was right to deny them because the “grossly unfair punishment”—losing the chance to be a Supreme Court justice—was disproportionately severe. Women, Patterson noted, needed to “escape the trap of neo-Puritan feminism with its reactionary sacralization of women’s bodies” and learn better ways of getting along with men in the workplace. Fortunately, justice had prevailed, and the nation was newly aware of “the progress in racial and gender relations already achieved by this country,” despite the “superficial liberal stereotypes” of kneejerk feminism, the chief subject of Patterson’s ire.18

Many conservative Christians also saw feminists as the real troublemakers in the Hill-Thomas debacle, and their analysis aligned precisely with the critiques that had been emerging from Christian right leaders for decades. Writing in the conservative Protestant periodical Christianity Today a month after Thomas’s confirmation, the evangelical Christian leader Chuck Colson blamed the lies promoted by Hill’s supporters on the “militant feminism” that came from a “diabolical source” opposed to God, calling feminism a force that undermined “the very notion of what it means to be a man, what it means to be a woman.” Colson drew connections to many of the sexual controversies of the past: “Think back to the sexual revolution of the 1960s, propelled largely by feminists who insisted that women could be just as sexually free (read promiscuous) as men and just as explicit in their language (read obscene). The birth-control pill and, eventually, legalized abortion meant that women could be as free as men from the burden of childbearing, and more able to compete in the workplace.”19 Right-wing radio host Rush Limbaugh, who famously scorned Hill’s supporters and other feminists as “femi-Nazis,” echoed Colson’s critique that the hearings revealed “the extent to which feminists and their political allies are willing to go to advance their proabortion, militant leftist, antimale agenda.” Hill lied—of that Limbaugh was certain—but liberals were either too dumb to see that or too ideological to care, holding a hypocritical “double standard” that looked away from the egregiously harassing behavior of liberal men such as Ted Kennedy to push their own interests.20

Thomas had already been a rising star in conservative political circles—indeed, they had played a large role in propelling his nominations both to the DC Circuit and the highest court—and the hearings deepened admiration for him among a broad range of social conservatives, including many who were leaders in the Christian right. Besides Colson and Limbaugh, his influential conservative Christian supporters included Paul Weyrich, an architect of the new Christian right who famously came up with the name “Moral Majority” for Jerry Falwell’s political organization and who founded several influential groups such as the Free Congress Foundation; Pat Robertson and Ralph Reed, whose Christian Coalition promoted Thomas’s candidacy through a $1 million ad campaign; and Gary Bauer of the Family Research Council, who chaired the Citizens Committee to Confirm Clarence Thomas. Other prominent conservatives who supported Thomas included lawyer and commentator Laura Ingraham, who clerked for Thomas during his second year on the Supreme Court, and media personality Limbaugh—who became a close personal friend and whose third wedding Thomas hosted and officiated less than three years after his confirmation.21 Rosalie (“Ricky”) Silberman, who had served with Thomas at the EEOC, ardently supported him during the confirmation hearings and called Hill’s supporters “extreminists.” Afterward, she worked with others to turn an informal network of women calling itself Women for Judge Thomas into the Independent Women’s Forum, a nonprofit political organization focused on policy issues pertaining to women—what the group called a “conservative alternative to feminist tenets.”22

Indeed, Thomas Jipping of Weyrich’s Christian think tank later wrote of Thomas, “the entire conservative movement not only supports him, but believes in him.”23 Weyrich’s group, the Free Congress Foundation, worked hard for Thomas’s nomination, drafting countless press releases and other reports shopped to the media and circulated in the Senate. A year after Thomas’s confirmation, Jipping and Phyllis Berry-Myers—who worked together with Hill and Thomas at the EEOC and who testified in Thomas’s favor during the hearings—wrote for the Free Congress Foundation to explain the deceitfulness they spied behind Hill’s testimony: “Left-wing interest groups, intent on derailing Clarence Thomas’s nomination to the Supreme Court, knew they had to manufacture a bombshell relative to Thomas’s character because they would not defeat him on the merits. Like aggressive public-interest lawyers, they picked their plaintiffs and developed their facts.”24 The Christian groups were certainly no less aggressive in fighting what they believed was a holy war: as one journalist later wrote, “most important” to this confirmation battle “was Paul Weyrich’s network of antiabortion, antipornography, pro-school prayer activists stretching across the country” and the “war room” Weyrich set up in DC to rebut each charge against Thomas.25

To these Christian conservatives, despite her own claims to Christian faith, Hill was a liar pure and simple—a shill to the special interest groups who invented her tall tale—and sexual harassment was a laughable charge. Gary Bauer’s Citizens’ Committee ran ads on television that showed mud being splattered on Thomas’s face; other ads likewise paid for by conservative religious and political groups similarly claimed Hill’s charges were the invention of abortion-rights-forever feminists out to smear Thomas’s good character. Most agreed with the outburst of one senator during the confirmation hearings who, while saying he took the issue seriously, called Hill’s charges “this sexual harassment crap.”26

The Christian Coalition, an enormously successful and influential conservative political advocacy group—the brainchild of religious broadcaster Pat Robertson that was led by executive director Ralph Reed—also worked hard for Thomas’s confirmation and outright dismissed any chance that Hill could be telling the truth. Coalition members reportedly bombarded the Senate with a hundred thousand petitions, letters, and phone calls promoting him.27 Later recalling Thomas’s successful confirmation as “one of our biggest victories,” Reed wrote that Christian Coalition national and state leaders all agreed that “Thomas’ confirmation was a major priority,” as his was believed to be a reliable pro-family voice on the court. It was hoped that he would be the fifth vote in a much anticipated effort to overturn Roe v. Wade, the 1973 opinion that removed restrictions on abortion.28 The conservative Christian pro-family movement for Thomas’s confirmation was about abortion and family values; it was not an attack on sexual harassment law per se. The real damage done was by “the feminists and the pro-abortion lobby,” wrote Reed, though it ultimately came to good ends: “I have always felt that the vicious treatment of Thomas (and Robert Bork) by the radical left helped to inspire our movement to encourage people of faith to make a difference and become an influential force on Capitol Hill.”29

In fact, Reed started writing a novel about Thomas’s battle in 1991, at the very time that he headed the Christian Coalition and was mobilizing support for Thomas’s nomination. Published later, the novel, titled The Confirmation, featured characters and events bearing more than a passing resemblance to those in the hearings. Interestingly, the figure representing Anita Hill—Maria Solis (homophonous with “soulless”), the Latina ex-girlfriend of Supreme Court nominee Marco Diaz—is a troubled person who means no real harm and winds up dead before she can testify; the real evildoer is the white feminist Christy Love, a ferocious “lobbyist-cum-grassroots agitator” who is “borderline irrational” and described as “that witch at Pro-Choice PAC” who would “back over her own mother to stop Diaz from getting on the Court.”30 (Reed was not going for literary nuance.) The villainous Love is blamed for Solis’s death, while the curse of another feminist kills the unborn child in Diaz’s wife’s womb (“I think she must be a witch or something”). The treachery all comes down to feminism, but in the end Diaz is confirmed, simply and completely “because of the power of prayer.”31 The point of the book, as Reed said, was to show that the hearings were not just a political battle but a spiritual battle between good and evil, and that all the attacks in the world could not compare to godly people working to build God’s kingdom. The moral of the story: the “good guys”—men much like Reed and his allies saw themselves, men of faith and prayer, conservative men opposed to feminists and witches and other agents of evil—win.32

This was a pretty standard view of feminism among conservative Christians during the Thomas hearings: sexual harassment claims could still seem laughable and exaggerated, or the fault of feminist political correctness. Influential spokesmen for the right seemed to waver in discussing sexual harassment, vacillating between claims that (a) sexual harassment as a national problem deserving attention is vastly overblown and (b) sexual harassment is liberals’ fault. Limbaugh made both arguments. An example of argument (a) appeared in his 1992 book, The Way Things Ought to Be, in which he wrote, “The vast majority of American women, 63 percent according to the polls, didn’t believe Anita Hill and don’t think sexual harassment is the most important issue of our time. Plus, they also think they can handle the situation themselves.”33 Argument (b) made a stronger appearance in his 1993 book, See, I Told You So, which contains several passages such as this one:


Isn’t it also ironic that the same crowd that supports handing out condoms to students is shocked that there is a rise in sexual harassment in the schools? What do you expect when you teach kids moral relativism and that premarital, and perverted, sex is to be encouraged? When the Ten Commandments are off limits, and it’s against the law to teach abstinence, what kinds of messages are we sending these children? We give kids condoms, we tell them how to use them, and, when they do, we’re shocked.



These arguments coexisted easily: in the second book, Limbaugh insisted that feminists were hypersensitive enough to insist that merely “looking at someone is sexual harassment,” that “all men are rapists,” and that “all sex is rape.”34 To the extent that sexual harassment was a problem—mostly for children forced to grow up in a sex-obsessed culture—liberals were to blame; for real grownups, though, it was no problem at all.

Limbaugh’s speech sometimes veered into the margins of far-right conspiratorialism; here, however, his words sounded representative of a fairly commonplace aversion to feminism. While his usual put-down—“Feminism was established so that unattractive women could have easier access to the mainstream of society”—was fairly toothless, his real message was more dire. Even without feminism, women were fearsome, potentially terrifying creatures: “The fact of the matter is that women have far more power than most of them realize. It’s a biological fact that males are the aggressors. We all know this is true. That means that the ultimate power—the power to say yes or no—lies with women.” Unfortunately, “some militant feminists apparently harbor such animosity for the opposite sex that they want to criminalize the process of courtship—the old-fashioned ‘chase.’” This was a real problem, that “seduction is being confused with harassment.” As a result, men were being persecuted unfairly, solely because of a “political agenda… called breaking down barriers” that was really about stoking hatred between the sexes and dividing people. That “elite corps of abortion-on-demand zealots I call femi-Nazis” were playing a “victimization game” that would ultimately destroy men. It would furthermore spread homosexuality, “moral relativism,” and other “sick and weird behavior.” In the end, the femi-Nazis’ political agenda would “consume our culture” until the nation was destroyed.35 Limbaugh offered a vivid illustration of the powerful connections between fear of women’s freedom, self-determination, and resistance to gender hierarchies; fear of “the other” (in this case, LGBT people); and fear of a declining, degraded American nation, irreparably damaged by the sexual activities of an inside enemy.

Just as the hearings cemented the support of conservative Christians for Thomas, the hearings made Hill an overnight celebrity among liberals, particularly liberal women. They pledged to make the Beltway culture of Washington more hospitable to women and vowed to put sexual harassment at the forefront of policyholders’ minds and to work for stronger enforcement of harassment laws in the workplace. Progressive Christians, and especially progressive Christian women, redoubled their own commitment to fighting sexual harassment and other modes of sexual misconduct within the church. As one writer put it, “The name ‘Anita Hill’ has become a metaphor for women’s issues.”36

Democrats invited Hill to speak at the 1992 Democratic National Convention, where Bill Clinton was nominated as the party’s candidate against President Bush. Hill declined that invitation, feeling that most Democrats “had done little to show any real concern about the issue of sexual harassment” or sexual assault. But she wept when she watched the convention and heard Senator Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) declare that no woman who came forward with her story would again be treated the way Hill was at the hearings. “As Senator Mikulski spoke and introduced the female candidates for the Senate, for the first time in months I believed that change was possible—that no other woman would have to face the public spectacle I underwent.”37

Indeed, the 1992 election saw a record number of women run for office in both major parties, leading the news media to call it “The Year of the Woman.” One hundred and fifty women (ninety-four of them Democrats, fifty-four Republicans, and two independents) filed early for seats in the US House of Representatives; twenty-one African American women were among these. Twenty-nine women filed for the US Senate, and seven ran for governor. In November, four women were elected to the Senate—Barbara Boxer (D-CA), Dianne Feinstein (D-CA), Carol Moseley Braun (D-IL), and Patty Murray (D-WA)—joining the two already serving, Nancy Kassebaum (R-KS) and Mikulski. (After a special election the next year, they were joined by Kay Bailey Hutchison [R-TX].) Forty-seven women won election or reelection to the House, a gain of nineteen seats; thirty-five were Democrats and twelve Republicans. African Americans gained numbers as well: Moseley Braun was the first African American woman in the Senate, while the election increased black representation in the House from twenty-five to thirty-eight. The Senate’s treatment of Hill was widely believed to have spurred more women to run for office and to have motivated female voters to support them.38

Beyond the political realm, countless numbers of women who had been harassed sexually at work felt newly empowered to act on their experience. In the year that followed Hill’s testimony, harassment complaints filed with the EEOC rose by more than 50 percent over the previous year.39 The Tailhook scandal—in which eighty-three women and seven men alleged that they were sexually assaulted and/or harassed by US Navy and Marine officers at the annual Tailhook Association Symposium in Las Vegas in the same fall of 1991—incited further outrage about men’s apparent sense of sexual entitlement. Women were tired of simply swallowing gross forms of harassment as if it were their due, and many determined they weren’t going to take it anymore.

The events of 1991 prompted a new focus on the problem of sexual harassment and a new determination to end it. The landscape of sexual harassment—including both the attitudes that had fostered and tolerated it and the regulations building to dismantle it—began rapidly changing across the nation. But this focus and determination were largely the province of feminists and liberals. As the conservatives who rallied around Thomas and against Hill suggested, sexual harassment would be an intensely contested issue. Indeed, at the 1992 Republican convention, delegates stalked Nina Totenberg—whom they blamed for breaking the Hill story during Thomas’s hearings—and to her face repeatedly called her a “whore,” a sexually harassing word if there ever was one.40

UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM OF SEXUAL harassment as it burst into national consciousness in the wake of the Thomas-Hill hearings requires understanding the longer, entwined history of working women and forced sexual intimacy by those wielding economic power over them. Sexual coercion of women by masters and overseers was endemic to the American slave system. But “free” women also experienced sexual pressure, and sometimes outright assault, in the households, manufacturing plants, and clerical offices where they worked. In 1887, Helen Campbell’s book about women wage-workers, Prisoners of Poverty, pointedly noted that “household service has become synonymous with the worst degradation that comes to woman.… Domestic service is the cover for more licentiousness than can be found in any other trade in which women are at work.”41 And in his 1905 muckraking novel The Jungle, Upton Sinclair wrote of women’s harsh work lives in the meat-packing industry:


Here was a population, low-class and mostly foreign, hanging always on the verge of starvation, and dependent for its opportunities of life upon the whim of men every bit as brutal and unscrupulous as the old-time slave drivers; under such circumstances immorality was exactly as inevitable, and as prevalent, as it was under the system of chattel slavery. Things that were quite unspeakable went on there in the packing houses all the time, and were taken for granted by everybody; only they did not show, as in the old slavery times, because there was no difference in color between the master and slave.42



Even bracketing cases of physical violence and rape, the situation for working women was often dire. As Gloria Steinem put it, the behaviors that would come to be called sexual harassment were for years “just called ‘life’” for working women, who were expected to deal uncomplainingly with whatever lewd teasing and advances their male supervisors cared to press upon them.43

Well into the twentieth century, the law made it very difficult for women to sustain complaints of unwanted sexual advances against employers.44 Old notions that the public sphere was for men and that women should only occupy the private, domestic sphere were shored up by a legal apparatus that restricted women’s ability to participate in the public sphere and refused to adjudicate claims of harm brought by women in the private sphere. Women who entered the public workforce basically did so at their own risk, as courts excluded them from protective labor laws while also deeming sexual coercion a private sphere matter. Reformers worked to address this issue, but it was not until the civil rights movement and second-wave feminism arose that opposition to men’s aggressive and degrading sexual behavior in the workplace coalesced into a wider cause.

Eventually, the concept of sexual harassment crystallized in the spring of 1975 on the campus of Cornell University, where the first public “speak-out” on sexual harassment took place. A group of feminist activists and lawyers had rallied around the case of Carmita Wood, a Cornell employee who had quit her job after several instances of unwanted sexual groping by a distinguished professor but who was unable to receive unemployment benefits. Nearly three hundred women showed up to talk publicly about the workplace harassment they had endured, often without telling anyone and always without knowing how to make it stop without losing their jobs. As Susan Brownmiller later wrote, “The inappropriate male behavior in the workplace revealed at the speak-out ran the gamut: crude propositions to barter sex for employment, physical overtures and masturbatory displays, verbal abuse and hostile threats that appeared patently designed to intimidate a woman and drive her out of her job.”45 When a survey of the group was taken, 70 percent of the respondents claimed to have been sexually harassed at work, and 92 percent considered sexual harassment a serious problem.

A New York Times story on the event, headlined “Women Begin to Speak Out Against Sexual Harassment at Work,” was syndicated nationally and, as one organizer later said, “put sexual harassment on the map.” The Wall Street Journal followed a few months later with a front-page story on harassment, and other nationally circulated publications ran pieces over the next year.46 In 1979, feminist lawyer Catharine MacKinnon published the landmark book Sexual Harassment of Working Women, which forcefully argued that such harassment was a form of sex discrimination based on both the sexual and the economic inequality of women, a theory that had a major impact on legal debates about sexual harassment law. As MacKinnon put it, “Economic power is to sexual harassment as physical force is to rape.”47 By the time the Hollywood comedy Nine to Five came out in 1980—starring Jane Fonda, Lily Tomlin, and an unforgettable Dolly Parton doing her best to stave off the advances of her male boss (and taking sweet revenge)—sexual harassment as a pervasive form of sex-based discrimination had seeped into the nation’s consciousness.48

It also had begun to become part of its laws. By 1977, appellate decisions in three important court cases had affirmed the right of a woman to sue corporate employers for sexual harassment under Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. The EEOC, led by Eleanor Holmes Norton, took an active role in investigating sexual harassment claims, and businesses began doing more to monitor the behavior of supervisors in a position to harass subordinates. Under Norton, who had been appointed to the EEOC post by President Jimmy Carter, the EEOC in 1980 issued guidelines affirming sexual harassment to be a violation of section 703 of Title VII. The 1980 guidelines defined harassment on the basis of sex in the workplace as unwelcome sexual behavior that created a hostile working environment or otherwise clearly affected the recipient’s ability to perform on the job.49

The administration of President Ronald Reagan, who took office shortly after the 1980 guidelines on sexual harassment were adopted, initially opposed this approach to sexual harassment, if not the concept itself, and sought to loosen the regulations. In the spring of 1981, the anti-feminist activist Phyllis Schlafly, a Reagan ally, testified before a Senate committee reviewing new federal guidelines and suggested that men only harassed women who were asking for it: “Sexual harassment is not a problem for virtuous women, except in the rarest of case,” she stated. “Men hardly ever ask sexual favors of women from whom the certain answer is no. Virtuous women are seldom accosted.” According to Schlafly, “some women have abandoned the commandments against adultery and fornication”: if harassed, that is, they got what they richly deserved.50 Clarence Thomas, while serving on Reagan’s transition team to advise him on civil rights, joined in a report arguing that in seeking to eliminate “personal slights and sexual advances which contribute to an ‘intimidating, hostile or offensive working environment,’” the guidelines aimed at “a goal impossible to reach” and were certain to lead to “a barrage of trivial complaints against employers around the nation.” The report urged, “Expenditure of the EEOC’s limited resources in pursuit of this goal is unwise.”51

Six years later, the US Supreme Court ruled in the plaintiff’s favor in Meritor Savings Bank v. Vinson, a sexual harassment case brought by Mechelle Vinson and the first ever such case heard by the nation’s highest court. By then, Thomas’s office had shifted course, and Thomas had pressed the US solicitor general to defend the EEOC guidelines in a friend-of-the-court brief, landing Thomas on the winning side of the court’s ruling. The court’s opinion, written and delivered by Justice William H. Rehnquist, cited the EEOC guidelines and agreed with the commission that sexual harassment is a violation of women’s rights: “Without question, when a supervisor sexually harasses a subordinate because of the subordinate’s sex, that supervisor ‘discriminate[s]’ on the basis of sex,” thereby violating Title VII; moreover, and against the petitioner’s argument that any damage to the plaintiff was more “psychological” in nature and therefore not subject to this law, “the EEOC Guidelines fully support the view that harassment leading to noneconomic injury can violate Title VII.” A “hostile or abusive work environment” based on sexual discrimination was enough to establish violation of the law.52 Justices ruled 9–0 in favor of Vinson, a landmark decision that permanently enshrined protections against sexual harassment in the nation’s legal code.

Five years later, the nation got its crash course in sexual harassment from the Thomas hearings. Some observers noted a grim irony: if any part of Hill’s testimony was truthful, Thomas had been harassing her in the very same period that, as chair of the EEOC after succeeding Norton, he was the top federal government official charged with enforcing the laws against sexual harassment. That he had seemed lukewarm about those laws when he entered the office was not forgotten. But despite the Reagan-era EEOC’s hesitation about sexual harassment litigation, during his 1991 confirmation hearings Thomas and his supporters wanted Americans to know that he—and they—strongly opposed sexual harassment and supported women’s rights. The fact that, in this case, they trusted Thomas over Hill could not be taken as a policy position. Indeed, one Republican ally of Thomas’s was at the very time of the hearings the chief sponsor of a civil rights bill (enacted later that year) that, among other things, extended protections against sexual harassment to new sectors of federal government employees and, more generally, expanded the options for litigating sexual harassment.53

In any event, the confirmation hearings were the jumping-off point not only for evolutions in sexual harassment law but also for renewed public interest in stories about victims. Hill’s account had struck a deep chord in working women across the country, many if not most of whom could conjure memories of harassment on the job. Popular periodicals seized the moment: People magazine ran a profile of Hill in late October and, not to take sides, two weeks later did a feature on Clarence Thomas’s wife, Virginia, that depicted her as a similar kind of victim. The short article on Hill was followed by several more pages of narratives and photos from half a dozen other women who spoke of their own experiences of sexual harassment. People also included interview segments with Catharine MacKinnon and linguist Deborah Tannen on harassment’s definition and differing perceptions by men and women. The spread on Virginia Thomas shared the first article’s theme of defeating the silence inflicted by shame and thus rising triumphantly over those who sought to hurt you—Hill’s piece was titled “She Could Not Keep Silent,” Thomas’s “Breaking Silence”—and sought sympathy from the magazine’s mostly female readers for all that she and her husband had endured during his ordeal. Thomas also told of being the victim of sexual harassment in the workplace. In this moment, to claim harassment and present oneself as a survivor of it was a badge of pride.54

Whether true or false, Anita Hill’s testimony had an immediate impact. By many measures, women outraged by her treatment at the hands of the Senate Judiciary Committee provided the margin of victory in the 1992 election that swept Bill Clinton into the presidency alongside the new women legislators. In the same month as the election, claims of sexual assault and abuse were leveled by ten women against Senator Bob Packwood of Oregon, a situation that led to his resignation three years later. The number of sexual harassment claims filed with the EEOC and its state counterparts more than doubled between 1991 and 1998, going from 6,883 to 15,618. Hill, who never brought formal charges against her supervisor and, by her account, never intended to go public, wound up being a national symbol of the sexual harassment cause, albeit a deeply divisive one. Ironically, if her testimony helped get Bill Clinton into the White House, it also facilitated the conditions of his 1998 impeachment.

THAT IMPEACHMENT BEGAN, IN MANY ways, with Paula Corbin Jones, who grew up in tiny Lonoke, Arkansas, as the youngest daughter of a Nazarene preacher who forbade television, makeup, short dresses, and most other “outside world” influences. Jones barely graduated from high school and dropped out of a junior college in Little Rock before working several low-paying clerical and sales jobs. In the spring of 1991, she took a position at the Arkansas Industrial Development Commission (a state government organization) that paid her an annual salary of $10,270. Three years later, in May 1994, Jones filed a sexual harassment lawsuit against President William Jefferson Clinton that asked for $700,000 in damages. While she was alone with him in a Little Rock hotel room, she alleged, Clinton had fondled and attempted to kiss her before dropping his pants and requesting oral sex. Her accusations against him included unwanted touching, penile exposure, and threats against her if she did not acquiesce. Clinton’s sexual escapades had made news since long before he won the presidency, but this brutish behavior was shocking stuff. Almost immediately, Jones became a household name across the nation.55

Jones’s sexual harassment allegations against Clinton captured the energetic attention of conservative pundits, politicians, and religious leaders and inexorably shifted the public discourse around harassment claims. Conservatives plainly believed that Jones’s case against Clinton was credible in a way that Hill’s allegations against Thomas were not. There may have been evidence-based reasons for this assessment, but it was hardly clear that evidence was the driving engine of this shift. The conservative change of heart concerning sexual harassment seemed to reveal more than the progression in recognizing the seriousness of that crime. When “sexual harassment” was seen as a feminist—and therefore liberal—issue, few conservatives engaged sympathetically with the idea. Few, after all, had delved deeply into questioning whether Anita Hill might be telling the truth, and what should be done if she were. It was Paula Jones’s case against Bill Clinton that opened the door for conservatives to express indignation on behalf of women against a man who would sexually harass them—especially if that harasser were a Democratic president of the United States. Clinton opponents seized on the image of the president as a sexual predator and wielded it for political advantage.

The Clinton sex scandals changed the way conservatives talked about sexual harassment and women’s equality in the workplace. They had been no fans of feminism before, but now they were expressing outrage at the sexual mistreatment of a woman by a man with power over her job. Even some conservative women, who decried the hypocrisy of feminists who were turning cartwheels in their attempts to defend Clinton, rolled their eyes at the “double standards” of “the conservatives who discovered sexual harassment when they discovered Paula Jones.” These latecomers were not very convincing in their sincerity, noted one contrarian female writer, who complained that such “posturing sends the message that harassment charges are easily used as a political weapon” while also making conservatives answerable for “the Blob-like spread of the sexual harassment concept,” which had reached some bizarre and even “Orwellian” extremes.56

Conservative Christian legal organizations came out in support of Jones and pointed out the politics on the other side, criticizing the deafening silence of many feminist groups and leaders—a stark contrast to their earlier support of Anita Hill. In May 1994, shortly after Jones filed suit, the Christian Defense Coalition (not part of Reed’s Christian Coalition) announced the creation of the Paula Jones Legal Defense Fund. Katie Mahoney, heading the Washington, DC, press conference that announced the new organization, adopted feminist rhetoric while taking on feminists directly:


What women want is a chance to come forward and speak their piece without political bias or preconceived ideas because of someone’s ideological view or support of the accused. We want to be afforded the opportunity to expose the pressure placed upon us behind closed doors, when no one else is looking, and expect to be taken seriously, not laughed at, not prejudged according to how we appear, and certainly not dismissed as ludicrous because someone in a position of power is being protected.… Where are the so-called feminist groups now?



Mahoney went on, “I find it very interesting now that the quote ‘women’s groups’ are the ones who are hurting women, and I feel this very strongly.” Feminist groups, by not standing up to defend Jones, were exposed as hypocrites and opportunists, Mahoney argued. Rita Schulte, who followed Mahoney on the stage, went further: “I’m a director of this fund because I believe Paula Jones deserves the same respect that was afforded to Anita Hill. This is not a liberal or conservative issue but one of fairness and justice to treat all women equally.”57 This was an intriguing shift: from a Schlafly-type argument that women brought harassment on themselves, religious conservatives were now appropriating feminist arguments about women’s equality.

The Reverend Patrick Mahoney, national media director of the combative anti-abortion group Operation Rescue and the Christian Defense Coalition’s executive director, spoke at the same press conference to call women’s groups “shameful” in their refusal to entertain Jones’s charges. Just as it was “a disgrace to all women” to call Hill “a pawn of the Left,” so too it was to suggest Jones was “a pawn of the Right.” Defending himself to a room of acerbic Beltway reporters, Mahoney fumed, “You know what my comment to the conservatives is? If you vilified Anita Hill, then you have no right to speak about Paula Jones—it’s that simple!… But if you supported Anita Hill, then stand for Paula Jones!” One reporter asked Mahoney about his recent comment that President Clinton’s policies were the most un-Christian of this century and possibly ever, a comment Mahoney defended and repeated (“from abortion to Haiti to Bosnia”). The righteous indignation was palpable, and Mahoney was adamant. However, reporters did not ask, nor did the speakers articulate, what was specifically Christian about Paula Jones’s legal case above any other, enough to make her the special beneficiary of a Christian legal defense fund.58 Arguably, the very framing of this group as a “Christian Defense” concern suggested that Jones might be a pawn. In other words, the Right responded to the Left’s apparent hypocrisy by creating new Christian organizations that, directly or indirectly, had the aim of attacking a liberal president.

Other Christian groups varied in their responses to sexual harassment charges against Clinton. Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network aired a television interview with Jones; the network’s news director defended this decision to a reporter who expressed surprise, noting without apology that sometimes “news is tawdry.”59 Gilbert Davis, one of two Virginia lawyers who took over Jones’s case from her first Arkansas attorney, worked with the Christian Action Network, a public advocacy and education group focused on protecting “America’s religious and moral heritage” (based on “biblical principles, values, traditions and American ideals”).60 But the Christian Coalition’s Reed claimed to take the high road and declined to get involved in the Jones case, writing, “I have always deliberately confined my criticism of Clinton to public policy issues, not his character or moral shortcomings.”61

After three years of public legal wrangling and Jones’s team upping the financial ante, in August 1997 Clinton’s lawyers offered a settlement of $700,000; Jones rejected it because it did not include an apology from Clinton, who continued to deny that the incident Jones alleged had occurred. The lawyers who had been working for Jones, disagreeing with her decision not to settle, abruptly quit her case. At that point John W. Whitehead, head of the Rutherford Institute (TRI), a Christian legal association, stepped into the gap and took up Jones’s suit.62 His office offered to bankroll the case, and he phoned a lawyer friend in Dallas, Donovan Campbell, a TRI board member who had previously defended Texas’s anti-sodomy law at the Supreme Court. Campbell agreed to represent Jones, and his firm hired a husband-and-wife private investigation team, Rick and Beverly Lambert, self-described “Christian conservatives” who came to see the case “not only as a job but also as a cause.”63 The cause, for all these Christian players, seemed to be that of toppling Clinton’s presidency, viewed as ungodly and rotten to the core—not eradicating sexual harassment per se. This all may have been too tasteless for some Christian conservatives: when TRI took up Jones’s case, one of the country’s largest Christian broadcasting networks, Moody Broadcasting Network, canceled a program sponsored by the institute, allegedly because of its involvement.64

Whitehead was a graduate of the University of Arkansas Law School who, as a young radical, had once published an interview in the student newspaper with a young Professor Bill Clinton, who taught law there in the mid-1970s. Whitehead had converted to a particularly politicized version of Christianity under the tutelage of antimodernist thinkers including R. J. Rushdoony (who influentially argued that biblical law should replace civil law) and Francis Schaeffer. In 1982, Whitehead founded the Rutherford Institute as a nonprofit organization primarily dedicated to taking on cases for religious freedom. Having defended the religious activities of public school students, the right of employees to wear Christian symbols, the teaching of creation science, and the rights of abortion clinic protesters, he was already well-known in the Christian legal world before taking on the Jones case against President Clinton.65 If there was a religious freedom claim to be made in this case, Whitehead would make it.

As Whitehead wrote, what Clinton allegedly did to Jones seemed “like a clear assault on Christ’s view of how men and women should relate to each other in the workplace.” He took the case on, he said, because, “I thought it would be a great opportunity for Christians to say, ‘We really do care about sexual harassment in the workplace.’ In my opinion, we were long overdue for the first foray of Christians into a significant sexual harassment case.”66 While critics accused him of being politically motivated, Whitehead responded, “The Jones case was not about politics. It was about a woman’s fundamental human and constitutional right to be free from sexual harassment in the workplace.” Lest anyone mistake the relevance of this issue to his own faith, Whitehead cited not only Jesus’s respectful treatment of women—a topic he’d examined in his earlier book, Women’s Rights and the Law—but also the fact that “all rights hang together.” That is, “if one freedom can be violated, they all can be, including religious freedom.”67

Fourteen years earlier, in fact, Whitehead had spent a semester teaching at the law school of Oral Roberts University, where he and his wife had developed a friendship with none other than Anita Hill. “We had several conversations about being a Christian in the legal profession,” he recalled later, “and I found her to be a genuinely nice person.” Hill was one of the few faculty members who engaged with his five children instead of ignoring them, and she treated them, he said, “with genuine affection.” When she testified during the Thomas confirmation hearings, wrote Whitehead, “it was difficult for me to believe that Anita made up the charges she leveled at Thomas, and I believed her testimony.” It was the more disappointing to him, then, that Hill remained publicly silent about the case of Paula Jones.68

Whitehead was lambasted from both the secular left and the Christian right for taking on Jones. Whatever his motivations for representing her, he was hardly the only conservative to take interest or to refocus attention on President Clinton’s sexual misbehavior and possible sexual harassment. The Independent Women’s Forum (IWF) spoke out frequently against what it called the “war of intimidation against Paula Jones in the courtroom of public opinion.” Citing the promise by Clinton’s attorney, Robert Bennett, to make Jones’s sexual history an issue, for instance, IWF leaders condemned these “sexist and misogynistic tactics” and denounced feminists—or “the popular new women’s sports event, the Feminist Flip-Flop”—for standing silently by their man instead of living up to their professed principles.69 Ann Coulter, the lawyer and commentator, advised Paula Jones’s first set of lawyers in their legal battle against Clinton and may have helped secure the Rutherford Institute’s involvement. She made an even bigger name for herself with her first book, High Crimes and Misdemeanors: The Case Against Bill Clinton, which meticulously detailed the president’s sexual misconduct as well as his cover-up lies and argued for his impeachment.70 As Coulter angrily told a journalist, “We’re shrugging about this guy using this woman like a dog.… He’s behaving like some sort of sultan or tin-pot dictator.”71 The outrage expressed by conservative women and men toward Clinton could not have been stronger.

Conservative Christian fury toward Clinton’s alleged harassment included disgust toward previously disclosed affairs and other sexual misdeeds. In the midst of the Jones scandal, explosive revelations of Clinton’s affair with a White House intern, Monica Lewinsky, came to light and once more roiled the nation. Now the rage at Clinton focused not only on his exploitative behavior toward women but on the disgrace his behavior brought to the office of the presidency. Clinton had offended norms of public propriety with his undignified behavior—having an affair, conducting it in the White House, and lying about it as a sitting president. An Indiana-based conservative Christian talk show host and blogger named Mike Pence—a future state governor and US vice president—invoked this point in several pieces published during the Clinton years. In one, “Why Clinton Must Resign or Be Impeached,” Pence quoted Herbert Hoover on the presidency representing “more than executive responsibility” and serving as “the inspiring supreme symbol of all that is highest in our American ideals.”72 In another, he argued that Jones’s civil suit should have been deferred until he was out of the White House, which would have saved the nation from “the obscene, anti-marriage media circus” the case unleashed.73

In November 1998, Clinton and Jones reached an out-of-court agreement: Clinton would pay $850,000 but would neither apologize nor acknowledge wrongdoing. Both sides claimed victory.74 Meanwhile, a recently released report that detailed a wide-ranging investigation of Clinton by independent counsel Kenneth Starr was about to exert a blockbuster impact on the sitting president’s impeachment.

THE ACTS THAT PAULA JONES attributed to Clinton were far worse, ethically and legally, than anything Thomas allegedly said or did to Anita Hill. So if the same groups that avidly promoted Clarence Thomas’s Supreme Court nomination—and worked to demolish Hill’s standing as a means to that end—later worked as aggressively to defend Paula Jones against President Clinton, perhaps they simply saw clearer truth and greater injustice in the second case. Possibly their minds had been opened to the brutal realities often faced by working women on the job, exposed to crudeness of the most disgusting kind. Maybe they were just finally fed up with sexual harassment and the vulgar loutishness of entitled male bosses who thought they owned the world and every body in it.

Or maybe that’s just religion, sex, and politics. On December 19, 1998, the US House of Representatives voted to impeach President Clinton on two charges: perjury and obstruction of justice. The winding path that led to this historic vote was plowed by Starr and included a multitude of alleged abuses by the president—including the failed land deal known as Whitewater, the firing of travel agents in the White House, alleged misappropriation of FBI files, and, above all, the sexual harassment case of Jones, which ended one month prior to the impeachment vote. It was through Starr’s wide-ranging investigation that Lewinsky’s office affair with Clinton came to light, thanks to the phone conversations Linda Tripp taped between her and Lewinsky and submitted to Starr; and it was Clinton’s denial of that affair that paved the way to impeachment. Starr was the Texas-born son of a Church of Christ minister and, at this time, an active member of the independent evangelical McLean Bible Church. (He would go on to serve as the dean of Pepperdine University’s law school and the president of the Southern Baptist Convention’s Baylor University.) He oversaw the eponymous report that turned “the once clear line between public and private behavior” into “a big sloppy lipstick smear,” in one journalist’s words, by detailing the Clinton-Lewinsky affair “down to the kinkiest details.”75 The Far Right had succeeded in what had come to seem an obsession: presidential destruction and absolute humiliation.
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The report and impeachment vote were salvos in the ongoing culture war over sex, and conservatives on the Far Right reveled in it. Richard John Neuhaus, the Catholic priest and editor of the conservative journal First Things, had advocated impeachment for the purification of the nation, calling for an “enormous emetic” that “would purge us.” Robert Bork, the judge whose own nomination to the US Supreme Court had been destroyed by liberal and feminist groups, said an impeachment would be a good thing to “kill off the lax moral spirit of the sixties.” The National Review wanted Clinton’s impeachment as a cure to what editors decried as the “womanly ‘sogginess’ that pervades our culture and ‘undermines masculine intractability that serves as a bulwark for republicanism.’” And Lamar Smith, a Republican congressman from Texas, advocated impeachment to “set an example for our children and grandchildren.”76 Or, as the Wall Street Journal editorial board mused, praising Starr for his persistence in going after Clinton despite the invective thrown his way for it, “Who better to bring Bill Clinton to justice than a hymn-singing son of a fundamentalist minister?”77 In the end, Clinton survived to the end of his presidential term, as his 1999 Senate trial failed to garner the necessary two-thirds majority to convict and remove him from office. It had been a sordid spectacle, and the muted outcome stirred little emotion, mostly relief that all this was now history.

What remained of Clinton’s sex scandals was less an increased awareness of sexual harassment than increased polarization among Americans who held conflicting views of the significance of his sexual behavior, depending on their political commitments. By the end of the 1990s, Americans were well aware that they were divided by two warring understandings of sexual morality that were profoundly politicized. The nation lacked a common understanding of sexual ethics and seemingly possessed virtually no shared language for discussing values. The one side had staked its claim on public propriety and traditional virtue, wedded to a desire to oppose a president who supported abortion rights and LGBT rights, at least moderately more than his conservative counterparts. The other side, averse to moral crusading on sexual matters, valued sexual freedom and a dividing line between private consensual behavior and public concern, wedded to support for a president and his feminist spouse who favored liberal causes. These were not consistently pure philosophies—there were hypocrisies, contradictions, and blind spots on both sides—but they offered genuine differences in overall priorities and worldviews. The broader war over Clinton, including but by no means limited to sexual harassment, revealed and continued to shape that divergence of worldviews extending to a whole range of gendered issues as they impinged on the political realm.

In the end, the Christian right successfully utilized the Clinton scandals to expand and solidify its power, leading up to the 2000 presidential election of George W. Bush, the first self-described evangelical Christian elected with the full backing of a mature religious right. But the election was extremely close: Bush actually lost the popular vote by a slim margin to his Democratic rival, Al Gore, and errors and irregularities in voting procedures in the state of Florida left the results in doubt for over a month before a Supreme Court decision determined the outcome. Liberals and progressives were incensed, but the Right had won, thanks in no small part to the mobilization of Christian conservatives spurred by sex.







CHAPTER 8

SAME-SEX MARRIAGE AND LGBT RIGHTS IN THE NEW MILLENNIUM

THE CLINTON IMPEACHMENT LAID BARE the diverging worldviews that divided American Christians, and more generally split the nation, at the end of the twentieth century. As the post-Clinton era dawned, the two camps remained political enemies on other issues as well—inevitably feminism, and notably abortion, which seemed the perennial focus of those religious conservatives who believed that abortion was murder and that outlawing it was of critical import to the country’s moral health. A different issue fraught with its own conflict-laden history also loomed large both in the churches and in the wider culture during this period: the fight over homosexuality was reaching a crisis point and would soon crack apart still more of the adhesive feelings of trust and goodwill that had bound many together despite their differences.

Attitudes toward same-sex love and marriage underwent an interpretive sea change in the early years of the new century. Long habits of treating lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) people with scorn, contempt, and pity had been melting for some years prior to that, but the pace of change picked up rapidly during the Bush presidency. Television and movie depictions of LGBT characters expanded and grew popular with wide ranges of viewers. Parents and relatives of LGBT children progressively sloughed off the old shame and silence to stand up for their loved ones with pride. Anti-discrimination laws went from unthinkable impossibilities in the outlook of most citizens to justifiable if not indispensable and fundamental rights. Eventually, marriage between two people of the same sex became officially authorized, first state by state and, in 2015, for the entire nation.1

Growing numbers of Americans, including religious liberals and progressives, rejoiced at these changes in the legal, social, and cultural status of sexual minorities and adjusted their vocabularies to use the terminology preferred by queer people themselves. Many others, if not quite rejoicing, dutifully tolerated the social, political, and legal shifts around them and gradually came around to new contemporary realities and embodied identities. But outrage and resistance remained potent in certain quarters, most notably among vocal subsets of fundamentalists and some other conservative Christians—belying yet again any hope of genuine national unity or even modest rapprochement. Nowhere were national divisions over homosexuality deeper than in the church.

Those deep religious divisions faced a number of challenges, epitomized by the events surrounding a historic milestone in the Episcopal Church. In the spring of 2003, Episcopalians in the diocese of New Hampshire were facing the election of a new bishop. Four candidates were on the ballot, two women and two men. All were worthy; all had lengthy, impressive histories of serving the Episcopal Church. But unlike most ordinary diocesan elections, this was not a discreet affair watched mostly by lay and clerical insiders. As election day grew closer, throngs of reporters from the national press flocked to Concord, where the vote was to take place at St. Paul’s Church. On June 7, the clergy and laity together speedily elected Gene Robinson, a Kentucky-born fifty-six-year-old divorced father of two grown daughters who had served thirty years as a priest. He was also the first openly gay and partnered man ever to win diocesan election to the office of bishop in the Episcopal Church.

Reactions to Robinson’s election came fast and furious. Messages flooded diocesan offices, split between those who passionately applauded the election of Bishop Robinson and those who just as passionately denounced it. “There were those who felt that it was the worst possible thing that could happen to the church and those who saw it as salvation, the most redeeming thing the church could have done,” said the election and transition chair some time later.2 Virtually overnight, Robinson went from being a priest little-known beyond his own circles to the most famous Episcopal leader in the country and possibly the world. As he later put it, “On June 6 I was just Gene Robinson, on June 7 I’m elected, and on June 8 I’m heading to New York to be on Anderson Cooper and The Today Show with Matt Lauer.”3
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The next step toward the formalization of Robinson’s appointment was to take place two months later, at the denomination’s triennial General Convention, representing the leadership of the Episcopal Church across the nation. The country’s lay and clergy representatives to the General Convention would be voting on whether this bishop-elect were “of such sufficiency in learning, of such soundness in the Faith, and of such godly character as to be able to exercise the Office of a Bishop to the honor of God and the edifying of the Church, and to be a wholesome example to the flock of Christ.”4 Since the church leadership and laity were divided in their views about the moral status of same-sex relationships, the result was in no way a foregone conclusion. The convention, held in Minneapolis over the course of nearly a week, was filled with public discussion both for and against Robinson’s election. On August 5, the House of Bishops voted 62–43 (with two abstentions) in favor of his election, and he was consecrated to the office in early November.

Coming in the wake of widespread political, social, and religious conflict over homosexuality that had characterized recent decades, Robinson’s election was momentous. That the Protestant denomination most closely associated with the nation’s traditional small-c conservative elite would elect a gay man bishop was remarkable, most especially because it risked ecclesiastical rupture on a broad scale. Indeed, that rupture came swiftly: several ultra-conservative bishops, priests, and parishes renounced the US denomination to form a new ecclesiastical body—the Anglican Church in North America—and affiliate with the Global Anglican Future Conference, an international body that broke away from the worldwide Anglican Communion in 2008; a smaller number of departing Episcopalians joined the Roman Catholic Church, whose stance against same-sex relationships was unwavering. This entire falling-out reflected other acute rifts across American Christianity, as various Protestant organizations and denominations faced internal divisions and departures over homosexuality. Opposing sides coalesced their respective forces. And as the LGBT rights movement progressively won victory after victory, its staunchest foes—representatives of the Christian right—stoked fear about the future of America in a bid to stem the tide.

By the time the Obergefell v. Hodges decision legalized same-sex marriage across the land, American Christianity seemed to have split into two oppositional, mutually hostile faiths. Christianity had never been a unified tradition within the United States, of course—one could make the case for ten or fifty or five hundred different versions of Christian affiliation, depending on different criteria of belief and belonging. But this split inside the nation’s largest religious tradition felt monumental precisely because the two sides fought against each other’s worldview so bitterly, reading wholly different values and commitments in the tradition itself. The Christian right was far larger than its progressive counterpart, but the progressives were in good company with a whole host of other groups, including many Jews and the majority of secularists. However one parsed it, sex had torn American Christianity asunder into enemy faiths.

VICKY GENE ROBINSON GREW UP in rural Kentucky, the child of tobacco sharecroppers. The family home had no running water or indoor plumbing. He was a faithful member of Bethany Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), and his upbringing was “steeped in and nourished by a constant study of Scripture.” By his own telling, that nourishment went deep: “My greatest desire was to lead a Christ-centered life.”5

From an early age and continuing into adolescence, young Gene felt inwardly troubled, as he faced “a growing self-understanding that I was different—and not in a positive way.” As a teen, he realized that he was not aroused by things such as naked photos of women in Playboy magazine, and he also recognized that it would be very uncomfortable, possibly even dangerous, to admit what he was feeling instead. In the 1950s, he felt there was only one option, and he took it: “I pretended to be someone I was not.” Having learned from his religious upbringing that homosexuality was “repugnant to God” and the homosexual person an “abomination,” this deeply religious boy found the possibility that he fit such a category to be “an almost unbearable possibility.” He desperately prayed that he was not truly one of those homosexuals, as he thought anxiously of such people, and he prayed too that if he actually were that kind of man, God would change him.6

Robinson attended the University of the South, an Episcopal college in Sewanee, Tennessee, on a four-year full scholarship. While there, he was confirmed in the Episcopal Church and began to feel a call to ordination in the priesthood. By 1969, the year he graduated from college and headed to General Theological Seminary in New York, he knew beyond all doubt that he was attracted to men, and he despised himself for it. He attempted to get “cured” from this ostensible affliction and hoped that he would be able successfully to marry a woman and have a family. He did meet a woman for whom he developed loving feelings, and as their relationship deepened, he confessed to her his past relationships with men and his ardent hope that he had changed.7

They went through with the marriage in 1972, and after Robinson left his first parish ministerial position, they worked closely together for some years, running a Christian conference and retreat center in New Hampshire and having two daughters before finding the marriage untenable. While he loved his wife and the family they had created, Robinson’s longing for men and for a male partner intensified; through extensive therapy and open communication with his wife, he came to know that “‘gay’ was who I was, not just what I was drawn to do.”8 The book that “turned the key” for him and gave him the courage to come out was Embracing the Exile: Healing Journeys for Gay Christians, a book that told of one man’s journey toward knowing that his sexual orientation made him no less worthy to God than any straight person. It felt to Robinson that the book was written directly for him: “For the first time, not only did I think that my sexuality and my faith could exist together but that they must, that I simply could not go on [living a lie].”9 He decided he needed to end his marriage but worried that his religious vocation might also be over, believing that while he would still be able to attend church worship services as a congregant, the church’s moral disapproval of homosexuality meant “I could certainly not function as a priest.” This anticipated loss was frightening, yet he felt he had no choice but to be truthful and live “a life of authenticity,” as his sermons regularly exhorted congregants to do. Keeping his sexuality secret had become indefensible.10

In 1986 Robinson and his wife divorced amicably. They brought a priest to the judge’s quarters for the divorce decree and then, still with the priest, held a religious service together to mourn the ending of their marriage, to pray for and forgive one another, and to commit their cooperative dedication to their daughters, whom they would jointly raise. “Somehow,” he later wrote, “we had managed to end our marriage in a loving way and not just slink away from God under cloak of night.”11 Robinson’s former wife remarried, and Robinson met and fell in love with a man, Mark Andrew, who would become his partner of more than twenty-five years. Raised by two sets of parents who cooperated well with each other, the daughters remained close to both.

Contrary to his expectations, coming out as gay did not mean the end of Robinson’s ministry. Instead, he began to work half-time for the bishop and the rest of the time as a ministry coordinator for the seven Episcopal dioceses in New England. Within two years, he had a full-time job as canon to the ordinary, the chief assistant to the New Hampshire bishop. He “never, from that point on, never made a secret of my being gay,” he later recalled. Over the next few years, most everyone with whom he worked or who was connected to the Episcopal Church in that region came to know about his sexuality, and while some talked to him about the problem they had with it, his work as a priest never faltered.12 It was a mark of real openness in the church that Robinson was able to stay on working within it despite his open sexuality.

Major changes were sweeping the nation as he moved into this new life stage, and Robinson, who was keen to see same-sex relationships normalized in American society and the law as well as the church, traveled the path of ferocious conflict that characterized the nation’s struggle with homosexuality in these years. America’s clash over LGBT rights and legal same-sex marriage was the larger context for what was occurring in churches, where the divisions were deepest. The Episcopal Church was one of many religious bodies that struggled over homosexuality for years, as more conservative priests and congregations broke their ties with leaders who looked to be liberalizing Christian tradition. These splits exemplified the gulf that had come to separate two oppositional forces within American Christianity, and the politics that went with them.

SAME-SEX LOVE, SEX, AND INTIMATE relationships did not, of course, suddenly appear out of nowhere in the twentieth century, however much some detractors may have reckoned that the case. In America, laws against same-sex eroticism guided the norms of the English Puritan settlers, whatever breaches occurred, and same-sex unions were rendered unthinkable to many if not most Anglo-Protestants in that period. Well before that, however, early European settlers and missionaries traveling to America wrote of witnessing both male and female same-sex couples among indigenous people. Among Anglo-Americans there were examples of “female husbands,” cross-dressing women who lived in marriage-like relationships; numerous published accounts of such stories included repeated comments that neighbors, relatives, and others did not recoil at the relationship under scrutiny but rather accepted it as, one relative put it, a bond “no less sacred to them than the tie of marriage.”13 Up through World War I, passionate romantic friendships between women were common and mostly considered innocent and nonthreatening by others; these emotional bonds continued even after women married men, and though they often included some measure of physical affection, so long as they did not test the hierarchical order of marriage, they were within acceptable limits.

Views toward male same-sex partnerships were less positive, as these uncomfortably suggested practices of sodomy. The leader whom many later wished to claim as the nation’s first gay US president—James Buchanan, a lifelong bachelor who served in that office from 1857 to 1861—was so close to his live-in male companion, Alabama senator William Rufus King, that political rivals openly mocked the pair, calling King “Mrs. Buchanan,” “Buchanan’s wife,” “Miss Nancy,” and more. Ridicule aside, police raids on spaces where men congregated with one another for companionship frequently uncovered male relationships described in marital terms.14

The language of marriage, and the staging of both male and female same-sex weddings, increased in the twentieth century, as queer subcultures flourished and spread across the United States. Partnerships between two women—nicknamed the Boston marriage—were not uncommon in affluent, educated circles, even if actual state-sanctioned marriages remained impossible. Sailors in the US Navy and commercial sailors alike were part of a maritime culture that gave limited accommodation to same-sex companions, including shipboard wedding ceremonies that mirrored those of heterosexual unions. As some sea personnel wryly quipped, “nothing’s queer once you’ve left the pier.” Army weddings during World War II—womanless weddings, that is—were part of a larger military domain that also celebrated drag shows, as did men’s colleges and other all-male spaces. White and African American lesbian couples also partook of weddings, which were popular in Harlem in the 1920s and 1930s. And while most religious leaders of that era may have balked at this specter suggestive of homosexuality, there were occasional exceptions. For instance, Mabel Hampton, a lesbian entertainer in New York, later described to an interviewer a black gay minister who would marry male and female same-sex couples in services “just like the regular,” down to the traditional vows.15

The relationship between efforts to improve the lot of LGBT people, on the one hand, and to advocate for something as radical-sounding as same-sex marriage, on the other, was contested within the community itself. When in 1953 the nation’s first openly published and widely circulated gay periodical—ONE Magazine, the young brainchild of an influential “homophile” organization called the Mattachine Society—displayed the title “Homosexual Marriage?,” it reaped consternation not only among the Los Angeles postal authorities, which seized the issue briefly before releasing it, but among readers critical of the feature essay arguing that the emergent movement should concern itself more intently with the legalization of “homosexual marriage.” The author’s chief rationale pertained to equality and respectability, as he noted that the push for marriage would enhance public relations for this scorned class, assuring critics that gays “are sincere in wanting respect and dignity!”16 Reader responses in the next issue were critical: one writer complained of the effort to constrain gay people with more rules and restrictions, while another resisted respectability another way, calling himself “an abnormal whose subnormality seems permanent” and who sought not acceptance for purported normalcy but rather “simple justice as what I am.”17 Another issue published ten years later with a lead essay titled “Let’s Push Homophile Marriage,” which also criticized promiscuous bar cruising, reaped similar reactions by readers who wrote that the piece “just stinks!” and excoriated ONE’s staff for printing a piece by a “humdrum” and narrow-minded writer who drearily aspired “to copy heterosexual life.”18

Despite marriage’s appeal to some gays, lesbians, and bisexuals, there was little large-scale effort to prioritize its legalization. To many, marriage felt conservative, unadventurous, and unappealing. Like many straight men and women who were living by much loosened sexual rules, men and women in the queer community wanted more freedom, not more constraint. Some would doubtless chuckle knowingly at the pointed question Howard Moody used in counseling premarital couples: “Why do you want to get married and spoil a beautiful friendship?”19

More importantly, the religious consensus regarding homosexuality’s sinfulness remained powerful in the wider culture and the nation’s social and legal institutions, so that openly gay people still faced abundant discrimination in the 1960s, even criminalization. Illinois in 1961 had been the first state in the union to repeal its anti-sodomy law, and such laws stayed on the books in most states for years. The American Psychiatric Association deemed homosexuality a mental disorder until 1973. At risk for consensual sex acts performed in the privacy of their own homes, and deemed by society to be mentally disturbed, those identifying as homosexual reasonably did not see marriage as an urgent matter. After a police raid set off the Stonewall riots in 1969, catalyzing and rapidly expanding the modern LGBT rights movement, the fight for equality and justice for sexual minorities emphasized pride and in-your-face revolutionary politics. A lot of people in these circles were not merely indifferent to marriage; they detested it. As activists in the Gay Liberation Front put it shortly after Stonewall, the institution was “one of the most insidious and basic sustainers of the system” and the family “the microcosm of oppression.” Same-sex marriage was still marriage, so it could only be “classed as reactionary.”20 Radical lesbians favored the elimination of marriage altogether, while other sex radicals called for an expansion of marriage beyond monogamy, to include all manner of polyamorous relationships. In its 1972 list of reform demands, the National Coalition of Gay Organizations included the repeal of all marriage laws that constrained the sex or number of individuals who could enter into an official marriage. The group also called for the expansion of the legal benefits accorded to married persons to all persons who cohabit, apart from the sex or numbers of people involved.

But for those who did prioritize marriage rights for same-sex couples, this priority was often closely linked to religious faith. Some didn’t care if was called “marriage” or not. For example, New York’s Church of the Beloved Disciple was a predominantly gay congregation whose priest was openly performing religious ceremonies of “holy union” for same-sex couples. As Father Clement stated to one interviewer, “We don’t use the term marriage because that implies a legal concept and a marriage certificate through the Bureau of Vital Statistics, and we are interested in a church concept which is spiritual: people pledging their love together in the eyes of God and asking the blessing of God.”21 This was a religious rite that had nothing to do with the state; government officials, allies believed, had no right to interfere. The right to solemnize partnerships outside the reach of the state mattered, and in 1971 the Gay Activists Alliance staged a protest inside the New York Marriage License Bureau, along with an engagement party for same-sex couples; this was to protest the threat by the city clerk to take legal action against the Church of the Beloved Disciple for its ceremonies.

The state-sanctioned institution of marriage meant a great deal more to some others who tried to enter into it, and changes to support that effort were clearly underway in some progressive precincts of Christianity. In 1970, Richard John Baker and James Michael McConnell asked the Catholic priest in charge of the University of Minnesota’s Newman Center if he believed Jesus would approve of a loving union between two people of the same sex; the priest said yes. Overjoyed, the two men acquired wedding rings, planned a religious wedding ceremony, and applied for a marriage license. County officials denied their request precisely because they were both men. They filed suit, arguing that to limit marriage to different-sex couples violated several constitutional rights; the trial court dismissed these claims. The following year, their appeal went to the Minnesota Supreme Court, whose justices treated them coldly at best—one contemptuously swiveled his chair around to turn his back on their lawyer—and affirmed the trial court’s dismissal, declaring, “The institution of marriage as a union of man and woman, uniquely involving the procreation and rearing of children, is as old as the book of Genesis.”22 The couple’s appeal to the US Supreme Court was no more successful: in 1972, the high court dismissed it in a single sentence, noting the case’s lack of an actual federal question. In effect, this dismissal set a governing precedent on marriage—explicitly, that states should develop their own marriage laws—that would last for years.23

While this case wound through the courts, Baker and McConnell obtained a license in another county, and a Methodist minister officiated at their wedding in 1971. To many thereafter, that event was the first legal same-sex marriage in the United States, and a long-lived one: forty-four years later, the couple was still together. Few accepted its legality at the time, although the two men did receive national fame, appearing as “The Homosexual Couple” in a Look magazine issue devoted to “The American Family” as well as on television talk shows hosted by Phil Donahue and David Susskind. Their union failed to generate much of a pro-same-sex-marriage movement, however, and changed very few heterosexual minds about the purportedly commonsense view of the matrimonial norm (one man and one woman).24

Intermittent attempts at securing marriage rights prompted the beginnings of legislative restriction. In 1970, Tracy Knight and Marjorie Jones’s request for a marriage license in Kentucky earned an irate response from the district attorney, who said such a union represented “the pure pursuit of hedonistic and sexual pleasure.” In more apocalyptic terms, the county clerk testified that a marriage between two women would “lead to a breakdown in the sanctity of government,” endanger the morality of the whole nation, and potentially “spread all over the world.” This couple, too, sued and lost, the Kentucky Supreme Court in 1973 holding that “marriage has always been considered as the union of a man and a woman” and that the case gave no basis for changing that.25 That same year, Maryland legislators took matters into their own hands and enacted a law banning same-sex marriage. Virginia followed suit two years later, and more states followed.

In 1975, the county clerk in Boulder, Colorado, supplied marriage licenses to several same-sex couples—subjecting herself to vicious hate mail and death threats—until the state’s attorney general stopped her, releasing a legal opinion that voided any marriages performed under those licenses. One couple married during that time was Richard Adams, a US citizen, and his Australian partner, Tony Sullivan. After the ceremony, Adams immediately sought a green card to validate the immigration rights accorded to spouses of American citizens; the US Department of Justice’s Immigration and Naturalization Service denied the request, writing to Adams, “You have failed to establish that a bona fide marital relationship can exist between two faggots.” Adams sued the US government and lost on familiar grounds, a federal judge noting in the court’s 1982 decision that civil law took its conceptions of sex from ecclesiastical law, and the “vehement condemnations in the scriptures” of “all homosexual relationships” meant that the law could not sanction any such marriage.26 Minnesota, Kentucky, Colorado, and more: this string of negative decisions effectively closed the early push to legalize same-sex civil marriage.
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Marriage still had meaning to people of faith such as John Fortunato and Wayne Schwandt, whose interest in the institution was more spiritual than legal. When they decided to celebrate their loving commitment in 1976, they were dedicated parishioners of an Episcopal church in Washington, DC, St. Stephen and the Incarnation. Fortunato was a former Carmelite brother who had once been a candidate for the Roman Catholic priesthood, while Schwandt was a graduate of Wesley Theological Seminary who hoped to be ordained to the Episcopal priesthood; both, in other words, were devoted to their faith and the Christian church, as well as to each other. They felt theirs to be a sacred love, “a gift—from God,” as Fortunato later wrote, and they wanted a liturgical ceremony of public blessing to establish it as a “holy union.” The rector, who months earlier had been reprimanded by an ecclesiastical court for sanctioning a woman to celebrate communion in the church, wholeheartedly agreed. The bishop coadjutor of Washington, however, issued his strong disapproval of the ceremony and threatened to cut off all diocesan funds to the church for the next fiscal year. The ceremony was moved from St. Stephen to a Congregational church, and, with Schwandt’s young son at their side and their rector officiating, took place on November 21.27 Six years later, Fortunato would write the book for gay Christians that would redirect and transform Gene Robinson’s life, Embracing the Exile. And in this same era, New York’s ever progressive Judson Memorial Church, with Howard Moody still presiding, adopted a committee report calling for “a new rite of passage… or a new rite of sustenance” to celebrate same-sex couples who wanted such a wedding-like ceremony, a sign of the church’s blessing of same-sex committed relationships and an effort to “redeem the church’s history of anti-homosexual bias.”28

All of these accounts suggest that, while marriage meant something profound and even sacred for many couples in the 1970s, there was not sufficient support either in the gay activist world or the broader US populace to pursue its legalization. Some advocates grew frustrated with such apathy. Baker and McConnell, for instance, took heat from gay activist leaders for being “crazies” who would not make political compromises; disillusioned, at the end of the decade they withdrew from public life and lived quietly in Minneapolis.29 But portents of the future could be seen in the detailed pro-same-sex-marriage thesis written by a Harvard Law School student named Evan Wolfson, “Samesex Marriage and Morality: The Human Rights Vision of the Constitution.” Wolfson would spend his career focused on LGBT rights and marriage, founding the National Freedom to Marry Coalition and becoming a chief architect of the movement that ultimately overcame all legal barriers to same-sex marriage across the nation.30

Tragically, what would come to be known as the AIDS epidemic was imperceptibly gestating in the mid to late 1970s; as it erupted into view, shocking the LGBT community and the wider world in the early 1980s, political activists turned their attention to the disease and those afflicted, demanding a more effective political and medical response than what President Ronald Reagan’s administration was offering. With gay and bisexual men experiencing dire health problems, suffering unbearable pain, and dying in grievous numbers, it could seem ludicrous to think about fighting for such a bourgeois luxury as same-sex marriage.

Many whose lives were touched by AIDS were faced with a more prosaic problem: the lack of inheritance and death benefits for surviving partners of the dead. Over and over, men who nursed and cared for their ailing lovers through this gruesome illness to certain death found themselves legally unentitled to any property, pensions, or life insurance their partners would have wished for them to have. Parents, siblings, and other family members who may have shunned a gay relative in life could take all of his possessions in death; so said the law. Legal changes were necessary to correct this wrong—the question was what changes would best serve their beneficiaries and give them legal standing.

By the end of the 1980s, the debate over same-sex marriage received new life. Its reemergence was aided by several city and state law changes that gave some benefits to unmarried partners, as well as by European examples—above all, Denmark’s passage of a law allowing same-sex couples to unite in “registered partnerships” and receive many rights enjoyed by married couples. In July 1989, the New York Court of Appeals ruled that, regardless of gender, a couple who had lived together ten years could be defined as a “family” under the rent-control regulations there. The following month, the prominent writer Andrew Sullivan published a widely read essay in the New Republic that made a conservative case for same-sex marriage as superior to the concept of “domestic partnerships” on several grounds. Like different-sex marriage, same-sex marriage would bestow societal approval upon committed couples and promote “social cohesion, emotional security, and economic prudence” and could also “help nurture children.”31 Shortly thereafter, attendees at the State Bar Association of California’s annual convention passed a resolution advocating the recognition of marriage between same-sex partners, with all the “very substantial benefits” that heterosexual married couples had. Paula Ettelbrick, the legal director of the Lambda Legal Defense and Education Fund and a vocal critic of institutional marriage, somewhat hyperbolically (and perhaps sullenly) attributed the revival of the debate over marriage to “well meaning straight people” more than members of the LGBT community. Nevertheless, it is true that growing numbers of straight allies were taking part in the LGBT rights movement, including marriage.32

AS THE WIDER MOVEMENT FOR LGBT rights gathered steam in the post-Stonewall years, and as LGBT people came to be more visible to those outside those communities, many prominent conservative religious leaders began speaking more directly about homosexuality and its potential to destroy the United States. To them, it seemed clear that the movement was one more arm of the secular humanist campaign to destabilize the nuclear family, weaken male authority, and de-Christianize the nation. Its impact urgently needed to be contained.

In 1975, the Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith—the body of the Roman Catholic Church charged with transmitting and preserving Catholic doctrine—issued Persona Humana, a declaration of the church’s teachings on sexuality and sexual ethics. Describing the current era as one in which “the corruption of morals has increased” and where there was an “unbridled exaltation of sex,” the document condemned all manner of “licentious hedonism” infecting the contemporary world. Reminding Catholics that the true meaning of the sexual function was to be found only in “true marriage” and that sexual acts must “preserve the full sense of mutual self-giving and human procreation” within that marriage, the text affirmed the church’s unyielding stance against premarital sex, homosexual relations, and masturbation. The latter two categories were “intrinsically disordered,” while homosexual sex was a “serious depravity” whether same-sex orientation was a matter of a “pathological constitution” or a state that was “transitory or at least not incurable.” None of this was new teaching, as the document emphasized; it was simply a reiteration and a moral warning to Catholics to remain sexually pure within an increasingly corrupt world.33

Conservative Protestant leaders and spokespersons likewise sought to shore up the rules on sexuality, and often in much more aggressive and colorful terms. The 12.7-million-member Southern Baptist Convention, in the throes of a bitter struggle between fundamentalists and the more liberal moderates, declared at its 1976 annual convention that “homosexuality is a sin” and asserted the importance of keeping gay people out of the clergy—indeed, out of church employment more generally. The winning resolution, this denomination’s first official statement on homosexuality, also urged local congregations not to “afford the practice of homosexuality any degree of approval.” While some clergy and messengers attempted to include a final paragraph exhorting “Christian compassion” for all people “whatever their lifestyle,” that passage was removed.34

In the same year, Tim and Beverly LaHaye’s best-selling The Act of Marriage—the first evangelical sex manual—proclaimed from the start that sexual intercourse was a “sacred experience” that was “shared uniquely by a husband and wife in the privacy of their love.” Masturbation, though not technically sinful (their view differed from the Catholic position on this issue), was problematic and a “psychologically damaging habit.” Premarital sex was unquestionably sinful but, with repentance, could be forgiven. Homosexuality was another thing altogether, an “abnormal, deviant practice” that was “increasingly rampant in the world.” That proliferation was intentional, the LaHayes taught: “Every homosexual is potentially an evangelist of homosexuality, capable of perverting many young people to his sinful way of life.” It was “propaganda” from atheistic humanists and liberal institutions such as higher education and the entertainment industry that was pushing social acceptance of gay people—and winning. The passage of laws in several states that were “overturning centuries of opposition to homosexuality” was an important factor in allowing gay people “to multiply tragically.” Christians needed to stop being passive and “encourage lawmakers to enact laws against this trend.”35 As they made the battle against gay rights the very center of their politics, the LaHayes’ message presaged the coming surge of Christian literature and other materials that called Christians to mobilize politically by identifying the LGBT rights movement as a threat to the nation.36 That opposition to homosexuality and support for a traditionalist gender hierarchy went together was clear: in another best-selling book published around the same time, Beverly LaHaye admonished her female readers to remember the divine order in which a Christian woman must “die to oneself” and submit to her husband’s authority.37

In 1977, the popular entertainer Anita Bryant further activated Christian opponents of gay rights with her campaign to repeal an ordinance in her home seat of Dade County, Florida, that outlawed discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation in the arenas of housing, employment, and public accommodation. Heading an alliance comprised predominantly of conservative Protestants and Catholics called Save Our Children, Bryant was tireless in describing “militant homosexuals” as sick deviants bent on recruiting children and teens into their immoral and disgusting lifestyle. Occasional insinuations of even more wicked behavior were dramatic: the fundamentalist leader Jerry Falwell, a staunch opponent of gay rights, appeared at a rally shortly before the referendum took place and told the crowd gathered that “so-called gay folks would just as soon kill you as look at you.”38 On the date of the June vote, the community voted overwhelmingly by a 2–1 ratio to repeal the ordinance. Save Our Children campaigns developed in other locales.39 Delegates to the Southern Baptist Convention annual meeting, meanwhile, voted to adopt a resolution commending Bryant for her “courageous stand against the evils inherent in homosexuality.”40

For traditionalist Christians like these, the prospect of socially approved homosexuality was outrageous and alarming because it cast the entire nation in danger. One of their chief concerns was plainly the authority of the Bible and of the one true God who ruled over the world: if the Bible, as God’s Word, spoke clearly against homosexuality and the practice of sodomy, as these believers felt certain it did, then to resist this clear teaching was, ipso facto, nothing less than a spurning of God and a wholesale rejection of God’s plan for humanity. This was not a justice issue, or an equal rights issue, or a compassion issue; the matter was far deeper, and far greater, than those human inventions. The issue was obedience to core teachings that had been passed down for thousands of years—humble compliance with the will of God, whatever one’s personal preference.
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All this time, city councils and state legislatures were battling over nondiscrimination laws like the one in Miami. When San Francisco passed a civil rights bill outlawing sexual orientation discrimination, a state senator sponsored Proposition 6, a measure to fire any teacher or public school employee who openly supported gay rights; California voters rejected the measure by over a million votes. Weeks later, California’s best known gay rights activist—Harvey Milk, the sponsor of the San Francisco anti-discrimination bill—was assassinated, angering and invigorating activists in the gay rights movement and mobilizing others to confront the prejudice and vicious hate facing gay Americans. The following year, the National March on Washington for Lesbian and Gay Rights attracted an estimated seventy-five thousand supporters, the largest political gathering ever organized in support of gay rights. Successes by Christian right leaders had served to galvanize the gay rights movement, leading to gradual expansion of the legal rights accorded to gays, lesbians, and bisexuals.

The more these rights expanded, the more some ultra-conservative Christian constituencies raged. Tim LaHaye’s 1978 book, The Unhappy Gays: What Everyone Should Know About Homosexuality, expressed the views of many in that constituency: homosexuals were “self-indulgent, self-centered, undisciplined” people, the secular opposites of Christians—they caused heartache to good people around them, deceived others, despised women, lived only for sex, and skillfully recruited others into the fold. Homosexuality was such a “blight on humanity” and homosexuals themselves such immoral people that, LaHaye wrote, many parents “would prefer the death of their child to his adopting the unhappy wretchedness of homosexuality.”41 Certainly both LaHayes understood the links between equal rights for women and equal rights for gay people that would include marriage; as Beverly wrote, “lesbians, homosexual men, and feminists” were in cahoots to nullify the traditional definition of a family in order to secure “the legal right to live their perverted lifestyle protected by the laws of the land.”42

As AIDS burst into public view in the early 1980s, some Christian leaders saw the epidemic as God’s righteous judgment. In the epidemic’s early, harrowing years, little was known about the cause or treatment of this mysterious virus, only that it was mostly hitting gay and bisexual men, who were dying in droves. It looked as if sexual promiscuity, routinely condemned in Christian circles, had finally wreaked its long predicted catastrophe on American civilization. Or as Falwell put it, “AIDS is not just God’s punishment for homosexuals. It is God’s punishment for the society that tolerates homosexuals.”43 In the panic surrounding the disease, some hospitals refused to treat infected patients, funeral home directors were afraid of embalming their bodies, and many dentists would not see gay men even for a routine teeth cleaning. The epidemic itself fired up further hatred of the LGBT community, and gay rights organizations reported increased homophobia, discrimination, and attacks on gay people. Ryan White, a teenage hemophiliac who contracted HIV from a blood transfusion, was banned from his Indiana middle school and mercilessly shunned by local citizens, people on the street reportedly shouting, “We know you’re queer,” at him on a regular basis. The toleration of gay people, with their supposed lifestyle of disorderly and unrestrained sex, seemed to have brought America under siege, and these swaths of conservative Christians were determined to shift course.44 Repeated talk that the United States was under siege generated widespread fear and anger that had material effects: in the mid-1980s, LGBT rights and AIDS organizations testified before Congress about rising anti-gay violence at local, state, and national levels.

In 1986, the fundamentalist leader David Noebel coauthored one of the most infamous anti-gay manifestos published in the United States, Special Report: AIDS, which was revised and expanded in 1987. Summit Ministries distributed both versions of the book, each filled with so-called research compiled by Paul Cameron of the Family Research Institute and listing as a third coauthor the white supremacist Wayne C. Lutton.45 Patrick Buchanan, then the White House director of communications in the Reagan administration, praised the book in a back-cover blurb, affirming, “In a healthy society, [homosexuality] will be contained, segregated, controlled and stigmatized.” The book opened by telling readers that AIDS “has the potential of destroying our society” and condemned the “lobbying by homosexual medical activists” who sought greater help for the diseased while protecting licentious behavior. Deriding liberals for efforts to shield gay people and present “a positive view of homosexuality,” the authors’ position was this: “Homosexuals should cease homosexual conduct, become celibate or change to heterosexuality; the homosexual subculture should be suppressed by being declared illegal under state sodomy laws.” The situation was so dire, in fact, that for the sake of public health and America’s very survival, gay people should be detained in holding camps similar to those used for Japanese Americans during World War II.46

The book’s organization into fifty-two “Recommendations” urged a return to the Bible and the godly model of gender complementarity in which women submit to male authority; a heightened suspicion of the “pro-homosexual news media” and entertainment industries; rejection of the civil rights claims of gay people in such arenas as housing, health insurance, classroom hiring, and adoption; the enforcement and expansion of state laws criminalizing sodomy; denial of US citizenship to “all alien homosexuals and sexual deviates” and deportation of any aliens found to have AIDS; and the testing of all homosexuals for AIDS every thirty days, with AIDS-positive persons quarantined from the public and forced to disclose their AIDS status in health-care cards and driver’s licenses. As recommendation forty-two more or less summarized, “Homosexuals are advised to return quietly and hastily to their closets and cease all homosexual activity.” But even these recommendations might not be enough, the authors reflected. Hence, “we may have to think of forcefully exiling all AIDS-carriers and sexually active homosexuals who feel they must continue to practice ‘the gay life.’” Detention, quarantine, and deportation: rapid and final action was essential.47

These forms of anti-gay messaging and the activism that went with them continued into the 1990s and beyond, as the Christian right continued to battle the loosening of anti-gay laws and cultural attitudes. After the Hawaii Supreme Court issued a 1993 ruling that the state marriage law did not limit marriage to male-female couples, the legislature changed the marriage law to institute such a limit. Supporters of traditional marriage around the country got the drift. The Christian right called for marriage protection laws, and in 1996 President Clinton signed the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA), which stipulated that no state rejecting same-sex marriage was required to recognize same-sex marriages performed in other states and defined marriage at the federal level as restricted to a union between one man and one woman, thus denying federal benefits to partners in a same-sex marriage. Given the pressure already exerted on Clinton by Christian right leaders—the Paula Jones lawsuit had been filed two years earlier and was a heavy weight on his presidency at this time—it was significant that Clinton, who had been elected as a supporter of gay rights, felt the need to sign DOMA and thus stem the fury stirred up by the Hawaii case. Once again, the predominant religious voices carrying political heft appeared to be conservative, anti-gay ones.

Meanwhile, these Christian right leaders also saw a growing threat to their cause in popular culture, as more LGBT people were becoming visible. Southern Baptists called for a boycott of the Walt Disney Company in June 1997, asserting that Disney opposed Christian values by offering benefits to employees’ same-sex partners and hosting “Gay Days” convened by LGBT groups. They and others complained when Ellen Degeneres, whose highly rated television sitcom Ellen aired on ABC from 1994 to 1998, came out as a lesbian on Oprah Winfrey’s show in February 1997; her character on the show came out soon afterward. And leaders protested when the sitcom Will and Grace, which featured two gay male lead characters and started airing on NBC in 1998, aired an episode that mocked a show’s character who was the ex-gay leader of a gay reparative ministry. These conservative Christians knew they faced a tidal wave of liberalizing sentiment on homosexuality, and they were determined to resist.

For those mobilized by this message, opposition to homosexuality and opposition to feminism were still hand in glove, and Falwell remained one of the most visible exemplars of this union. He made an especially memorable and revealing statement two days after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States, saying to Christian broadcaster Pat Robertson: “I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People For the American Way, all of them who have tried to secularize America—I point the finger in their face and say ‘you helped this happen.’”48 Falwell stepped back on this statement after receiving heavy criticism and a public rebuke from President George W. Bush, but the uninhibited listing of those he considered enemies of God and the nation revealingly placed feminists and queer people together at its secularizing core: left unchecked, these venal, anti-religious anti-citizens would destroy America.

The animus toward homosexuality in Christian right circles grew with time. As the progressive religious case came into its own with the issue of same-sex marriage, this oppositional contingent remained steadfast in its conviction that homosexuality was the sin of sins, the grossest insult to God’s gendered order. Liberal and progressive Christians had a major fight ahead.
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LIBERAL AND PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANS IN the pews had been growing increasingly open on matters pertaining to homosexuality and LGBT rights. In fact, progressive Christians had been part of the gay rights movement from the outset, at least since the 1964 founding of the Council on Religion and the Homosexual, which incorporated Christians across Protestant denominations joining together with gay activists. Years later, many were still working for changes in their congregations and denominational organizations as well as the broader society.49

Noting that Jesus had said nothing about homosexuality (at least nothing that biblical writers reported) but an awful lot about caring for the poor, the vulnerable, and the outcast in society, Christian progressives had long prioritized such issues as poverty and homelessness over sexual morality. If homosexuality were so terrible, they said now, surely Jesus would have emphasized it, but in fact he spurned the moral authorities of his day as judgmental hypocrites while ministering to the oppressed and afflicted, and he called on his followers to do likewise. Not all religious liberals were yet ready to welcome gay clergy or to celebrate same-sex unions; it would take more time for some to feel comfortable around LGBT people at all. But they were uninterested in, indeed disdainful of, the conservative Christian discourse railing at homosexuality (and feminism) for destroying the nation. Liberal and progressive Catholics, often dismayed at how much emphasis church leaders put on sexual activities, were far less worried about homosexuality (if at all) than their conservative counterparts, and many increasingly supported LGBT rights, including marriage equality.

A year and a half or so after his divorce, Robinson entered into his relationship with Mark Andrew. After some time dating, they made a decision to commit to one another as a couple and as a family, since Andrew would help Robinson raise his two daughters. Robinson very much felt this relationship to be a holy union. He later wrote of his early experience of that partnership: “In a way I had never before experienced, I understood what the prayer book means when it describes marriage as a union ‘in heart, body, and mind.’ I experienced a wholeness and integration between body and spirit I had only dreamed about. I remember thinking, ‘So this is what all the fuss is about! No wonder people like—and hallow—this!’”50 As his own right to marry began to weigh on him, starting in the early 1990s Robinson was among a group of gay Episcopal Church activists who would come to call themselves Claiming the Blessing and contended that the church ought to offer a blessing for same-sex unions. With marriage such a contentious issue, Claiming the Blessing did not even talk about the institution itself but focused on developing a liturgical celebration of same-sex love.51

The Episcopal Church had long talked about gays, lesbians, and bisexuals in a more welcoming way than did fundamentalists like Falwell, Bryant, Noebel, and the LaHayes. As early as 1976, amid the early surge of the conservative Christian anti-gay campaigns, the General Convention of the Episcopal Church proclaimed that “homosexual persons are children of God who have a full and equal claim with all other persons upon the love, acceptance, and pastoral concern and care of the Church.”52 That was also the year, not incidentally, that Episcopal Church leaders approved women’s ordination, after some years of in-fighting. But just as church members and leaders held a wide spectrum of views on women in the priesthood, so too did homosexuality and issues touching it remain divisive. Integrity, an LGBT group within the church that was founded in 1974 and would play an important role in the coming years, had voiced support for same-sex marriage the year before but had upset some church leaders and so curbed public discussion of it for a few years. When, in 1977, the second openly gay person was ordained a priest, there was an outcry at all levels of the church by those who believed that unrepentant homosexual behavior was sin and must never receive church sanction. But when church leaders and delegates at the 1979 General Convention passed a resolution against ordaining a “practicing homosexual, or any person who is engaged in heterosexual relations outside of marriage,” twenty-one bishops signed a “statement of conscience” that opposed this declaration and stated that they could not conform to it because such “would involve a repudiation of our ordination vows as bishops.”53 Arguments over the moral status of homosexuality and its place in the church would continue for years.

As the church was drawn more and more into caring for people with AIDS, attitudes toward LGBT people shifted in a positive direction. In the same year that the National Episcopal AIDS Coalition spawned the provocative “Our Church has AIDS” slogan, the 1988 General Convention featured a display of the famous AIDS quilt in the convention center. Robinson, just two years past his coming out, was there and remembered later that “all but the most hateful visited that [quilt], and of course it’s an incredibly powerful experience.” Bishops, priests, and parishioners all over the country began pressing their congregations to work and minister among people with AIDS living in shelters and those in household or hospice care. Robinson served as the editor of a four-part AIDS curriculum, Youth Ministry in the Age of AIDS, which the church released in 1989, sending copies to every Episcopal congregation. Progressive groups like the Unitarians and Quakers were already laboring intently in this area. But Episcopalians were at the forefront among mainline denominations in committing themselves to people with AIDS—and, by extension, to the broader LGBT community whom the crisis had united.54

So things went for the church during the 1990s and into the early years of the twenty-first century: more discussions, debates, and controversies, with nothing close to consensus on any question pertaining to homosexuality in the church. Many other denominations were also making changes, as were Jewish groups. Most of them had long contained denominational factions devoted to pro-gay advocacy on relevant church policy, and by the mid-1990s institutional resolutions were coming rapidly across a spectrum of responses. In 1996, the Unitarian Universalist Association officially called for full marriage equality, while United Methodist Church leaders voted for a ban on church ceremonies celebrating same-sex unions—Methodists, in fact, were deeply divided on sexual questions for years. In 1997, the General Assembly of the Union of American Hebrew Congregations—then the name of the congregational branch of Reform Judaism—voted to support secular efforts advancing legislation for same-sex civil marriage, as well as religious efforts to develop an appropriate Jewish ceremony for committed same-sex couples. That same year, the Religious Coalition for the Freedom to Marry emerged as a group of more than seven hundred liberal and progressive clergy, congregations, and organizations from twenty-three faith traditions across Massachusetts (mostly Protestant and Reform Jewish). The coalition engaged at a number of levels in support of civil rights for LGBT people. Among other efforts, it submitted an influential brief in a case that would result in state legalization of same-sex marriage: the brief distinguished sharply between the function and meaning of civil marriage versus religious marriage, a distinction that would be cited in the court’s final opinion. Other religious organizations and denominations continued to debate same-sex marriage during this period and landed all over the place on this issue, deliberating as well over questions of whether to support openly LGBT clergy.

Back in the Episcopal Church a blow struck pro-gay forces in 1998, when bishops at the international Lambeth Conference passed a resolution that declared homosexuality to be “incompatible with Scripture.” Claiming the Blessing, with Robinson a founding member, convened with resolve and focus for the purpose of obtaining authorization of a liturgical rite to bless monogamous same-sex couples, authorization the group would seek at the next General Convention in 2003. Leaders made clear that they did not wish to compel any priest to perform such same-sex blessings; they did, however, challenge critics “to stop scapegoating lesbian and gay Christians for every contemporary ill in the church, particularly for our current state of disunity or the potential for the unraveling of the Anglican Communion.” The group met success: delegates to the 2003 General Convention passed a resolution recognizing the differing views within the church about how best to care for LGBT people and maintaining: “local faith communities are operating within the bounds of our common life as they explore and experience liturgies celebrating and blessing same-sex unions.”55 The following year, a commission from the Anglican Church headquarters issued the Windsor Report, which rebuked the Episcopal Church for this statement, seeing it as contrary to “the interests of the wider [Anglican] Communion.”56

The utmost challenge to the Episcopal Church’s ability to stay united despite the divisions on sexuality questions had been quietly percolating for a few years: Robinson had felt God calling him to become a bishop, and despite the storm that surrounded his nomination, he felt this to be his true vocation. The election and consecration of a gay bishop constituted a momentous event in the global Anglican Communion and also in American Christianity writ large. It carved a rift so deep in the Episcopal Church that many of those adamantly convinced that the election constituted a breach of gospel truth left for ultra-conservative Anglican organizations. These groups embraced literalist positions on women no less than gay people—moving closer to official Roman Catholic teachings and ever further to the right on gender issues more generally. They held a dim view of Robinson’s election, one worlds apart from the view of his supporters.

To those who departed, Robinson’s election proved that the church had lost its biblical foundations and succumbed to the cultural drift leftward they believed had been brewing since the 1960s sex revolution; teachings on sexuality and Christian marriage, to their minds, were too fundamental for human beings to amend. Whatever the source, for those who equated homosexuality with an attack on Christianity itself, the very idea of a noncelibate gay man rising so high in the Episcopal hierarchy—a permanent member of what the church considers an unbroken succession of bishops stretching back historically to Jesus’s apostles—was a sickening sign of social and ecclesiastical decline. That the leader of the global Anglican Communion, the archbishop of Canterbury, refused to invite Robinson to the triennial Lambeth Conference in which bishops worldwide participate, showed the contentiousness of the international response to his election.57

Perhaps it did not matter that gospel truth on marriage had changed before: Doug Theuner, Robinson’s predecessor as the eighth diocesan bishop of New Hampshire, pointed out the irony of one prominent lay leader who left the church after Robinson’s election, exclaiming incredulously about the departed, “He’s divorced!” While no biblical passage depicts Jesus condemning homosexuality, he did denounce divorce; yet “the church has come to accept divorce. The church has changed its mind about divorce.” In Theuner’s eyes, animus toward homosexuality was not about faith or biblical devotion; rather, this attitude reflected a cultural prejudice that those holding it “use the tools of faith to justify.”58

To those who cheered Robinson’s election and remained within the church—and to those watching approvingly from other religious denominations—the successful election of a gay bishop augured for the church a new day of loving inclusion for all genders and all sexual minorities. The church could now embrace all of these human beings, not condescendingly as sick or suffering persons on account of their unfortunate orientation but joyously as fully equal, fully healthy, and fully valued members of the church—and of humanity. For LGBT people and their allies, Robinson acquired something of the status of a saint, the very embodiment of grace in the face of prejudice, and of prejudice overcome. His outspoken feminism further endeared him to feminists as well, for he linked hatred of women to these other prejudices, repeatedly maintaining, “At their root, heterosexism and homophobia are expressions of misogyny.” He considered much of the current social and ecclesiastical turmoil a sign of (and reaction to) “the early stage of the end of male dominance, male superiority, and male privilege.” The “link between homophobia and misogyny” meant that “this battle over homosexuality is as much about the end of patriarchy as anything else.”59 His enthusiasts admired his outlook as much as his enemies despised it; for people on both sides, there was a crucial lesson to be learned in the outcome of, and the fallout from, New Hampshire Episcopalians’ choice of a gay bishop.

Christians thus remained profoundly divided on homosexuality, and denominational divides were often stark. Differences in views on the morality of homosexuality and same-sex marriage varied according to whether one were a biblical literalist or a flexible interpreter of Scripture, and they also tended to follow patterns pertaining to one’s overall view of the nature of gender and equality. These two worldviews both played significant roles in the political conflicts of the coming years.

NINETEEN DAYS AFTER ROBINSON’S DIOCESAN election, on June 26, 2003, the Supreme Court issued a 6–3 ruling in Lawrence v. Texas that struck down Texas’s anti-sodomy law and the thirteen others that still remained. According to the justices’ reading of the Constitution, LGBT people deserved privacy and dignity no less than heterosexuals. While Justice Kennedy’s majority opinion and a concurring opinion by Justice O’Connor both noted that this decision did not indicate that same-sex marriage was warranted, Justice Scalia’s dissent warned that state laws prohibiting “bigamy, same-sex marriage, adult incest, prostitution, masturbation, adultery, fornication, bestiality, and obscenity” were all potentially destabilized by this decision’s invalidation of laws grounded in moral choices.60

Conservatives saw it more as Scalia did: lawmakers like Pennsylvania senator Rick Santorum, already on record for supporting anti-sodomy laws, denounced the Lawrence decision and the push for same-sex marriage, arguing again that marriage was “the union of a man and a woman.”61 Shortly after the Lawrence decision, two officials at the Alliance Defense Fund (later the Alliance Defending Freedom), a conservative Christian legal advocacy organization, coauthored The Homosexual Agenda: Exposing the Principal Threat to Religious Freedom Today, which argued that same-sex marriage “tramples religious freedom and leaves a trail of broken bodies in the dust.” Gay people did not want marriage so that they could gain equal benefits; rather, “they want marriage so they can take a wrecking ball to the institution itself.” In their hands, “marriage will be no better than anonymous sodomy in a bathhouse.”62 Indeed, with the anti-sodomy statutes removed, the push for same-sex marriage could move forward.

Just a few months after that ruling, the Supreme Judicial Court in Massachusetts declared a right to marriage for same-sex couples in that state, in its ruling on Goodridge v. Department of Public Health. The Massachusetts court stated clearly that the state constitution “affirms the dignity and equality of all individuals” and “forbids the creation of second-class citizens.” Importantly, the court followed one line of argument that had been presented in an amicus brief submitted by the Religious Coalition for the Freedom to Marry, along with a number of liberal religious groups: “The injection of religion—indeed any religious view—into civil marriage by the Trial Court is particularly inappropriate in light of the great diversity of opinion among voices of faith with regard to marriage,” the brief stated. The court concurred, noting that there were “religious, moral, and ethical” arguments on both sides of the debate, but none was relevant to a decision about civil marriage. Quoting Lawrence, the court noted, “Our obligation is to define the liberty of all, not to mandate our moral code.” The court rejected the arguments put forward in another amicus brief by the Catholic Action League of Massachusetts, including one that asserted the unnaturalness of same-sex sexual relations and concluded, “How can conduct subject to criminal penalties throughout history demonstrate the pedigree of a fundamental right?” The court also denied the claim that this decision would damage the institution of marriage itself; in fact, extending civil marriage bolstered its importance: “That same-sex couples are willing to embrace marriage’s solemn obligations of exclusivity, mutual support and commitment to one another is a testament to the enduring place of marriage in our laws and in the human spirit.”63

Back and forth went the states, and the nation. In 2004, the year after the Massachusetts court decision, President George W. Bush called for a constitutional amendment to define marriage as a union between one man and one woman; three states had already amended their constitutions for this purpose. Religious leaders assisted this effort, as when Bishop Eddie Long, a prominent African American pastor of an Atlanta megachurch then numbering twenty-five thousand members, led a massive march in opposition to same-sex marriage. Long persistently called on black churches to become stronger voices in this fight, as it was not a top priority for most African American religious leaders. Some congressional leaders tried but could not pass a federal marriage amendment in this period, but voters in thirteen states that same year passed constitutional amendments enacting such a definition. Ten more states passed such amendments in the following two years.

In 2008 California’s Supreme Court struck down a state law against same-sex marriage, and same-sex couples began marrying in June. Legislatures and state voters continued to battle out amendments, and judges sometimes assessed those passed as unconstitutional. Barack Obama, running for president, went on the record as deeming marriage the union between a man and a woman and said he favored same-sex civil unions but did not support same-sex marriage. Months later, when LGBT rights advocates protested President Obama’s selection of the Reverend Rick Warren—a California-based opponent of same-sex marriage—to deliver the invocation at his inauguration, he compensated by adding to another inaugural event an invocation by the married Bishop Robinson.

The debate continued: Connecticut’s Supreme Court and Iowa’s Supreme Court sanctioned same-sex marriage in 2008 and 2009, respectively, while other states battled it out. Many went the opposite way of Connecticut and Iowa: all told, by 2012, thirty-one states had moved to block legal recognition of same-sex marriage. The legal machinery erected in the first decade of the twenty-first century alone was vast, and its hodgepodge makeup was a glaring indicator of how profoundly split US citizens were on this question.

However, the tide began to turn when, in 2010, a US district court judge struck down a section of DOMA that had authorized the federal government to withhold benefits from same-sex couples whose marriages were recognized under state law. Months later, the Obama administration said it would no longer defend DOMA. Two years after that, President Obama announced in a nationally televised interview that his views on same-sex marriage had evolved to the point that he could affirm his view that same-sex couples deserved the right to get married.

Months later, Gene Robinson published his second book, God Believes in Love: Straight Talk About Gay Marriage, with an endorsement from the president. The book argued, among other things, that Jesus himself, that champion of the outcast, would have condemned any system set up to favor heterosexuals over homosexuals; it was hard, if not impossible, to imagine “Jesus joining in the wholesale discrimination against LGBT people.” Jesus would have offered love instead of hate, sympathy instead of stigma, justice instead of bigotry. Everything we know about Jesus, Robinson maintained, suggested that he would see the enduring, loving relationship enshrined in marriage between two men or two women as “life-giving and holy.”64 The book may not have persuaded the most conservative opponents—a review in one conservative Christian periodical castigated the book’s “undercurrent of self-centeredness” and “speculative” religious arguments—but it received a warm reception elsewhere and extensive media coverage in outlets like the National Public Radio program Fresh Air.65

The next year, 2013, Supreme Court rulings in two cases—US v. Windsor and Hollingsworth v. Perry—struck down more barriers to same-sex marriage and strengthened hopes that full and final legalization was forthcoming. But the court was divided, just as the nation remained. Many agreed with the skepticism Supreme Court justice Samuel Alito showed when, during oral arguments for Hollingsworth (the challenge to California’s Proposition 8 that had rendered same-sex marriage illegal), he asserted that same-sex marriage is an “institution which is newer than cellphones or the Internet.”66 Others jeered at the religiously narrow-minded homophobia they believed the Catholic justice betrayed in that remark. There was virtually no middle ground left.

In January 2015, the Supreme Court agreed to hear four cases on appeal from the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals, whose ruling had upheld bans on same-sex marriage in Kentucky, Michigan, Ohio, and Tennessee. These would be consolidated into one, called Obergefell v. Hodges, and the decision promised to finally bring order to the nation’s marriage laws. Briefs were filed for and against same-sex marriage by religious groups. One came from a broad coalition of progressive religious organizations, groups, and leaders (including nearly two thousand individual clergy) who supported same-sex civil marriage. Among others, the brief was signed by numerous Episcopal Church officials, the United Church of Christ, the Union for Reform Judaism, the Unitarian Universalist Association, and the United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism, as well as LGBT supporters within the United Methodist Church, the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), the Lutheran Communion, the Society of Friends, and many more. Many “anti” briefs were also filed by religious organizations and leaders whose Christian commitments took them to a different stance from the progressives’. It could seem yet again that these were two Christianities, two religions that were born of the same roots but had very little in common—not mere strangers, they were enemies to one another.

Oral arguments in Obergefell took place in April. Among the hundreds of people who gathered outside the court on that day was Gene Robinson, now retired from the episcopate and a senior fellow at the liberal Center for American Progress in Washington, DC. He had announced his divorce from his husband a year before, so the court’s decision would not have an impact on his own marital state, but personal impact hardly mattered—this had been a struggle for an entire people, of whom he was merely one. Euphoric and seemingly optimistic, he happily told a reporter that he could not have dreamed that same-sex marriage had a chance of being legalized nationwide so quickly. “To stand here today and to have all this happen in one lifetime is just astounding to me.”67

On June 26, 2015, the Supreme Court ruled in a 5–4 decision that bans on same-sex marriage were unconstitutional. The court’s majority opinion, stating that “no union is more profound than marriage,” maintained that it was wrong to imagine that gay and bisexual men and women “disrespect the idea of marriage”; to the contrary, they “respect it so deeply that they seek to find its fulfillment for themselves.” The “equal dignity in the eyes of the law” sought by same-sex couples was granted to them by the Constitution—for them too, marriage was a fundamental right.68 While the scathing dissents issued by the four justices opposed to this ruling offered some comfort to the religious opponents of same-sex marriage, the full and equal right to marriage for same-sex couples was now the law of the entire land. President Obama lauded the decision, saying, “Today we can say, in no uncertain terms, that we have made our union a little more perfect.”69

The Episcopal Church’s General Convention was in session on the day the Supreme Court released its ruling, and one topic on the docket was whether to offer church blessings to same-sex marriages. Gene Robinson, still an active church leader, spoke for the majority of bishops in asserting that it was time for the church to open marriage to same-sex couples, who were “living out their lives in holy ways.” Opening up a path for them to marry “allows us to recognize this” and to “declare how far we have come.” The majority of delegates at the convention agreed, and, in a historic move, they voted to approve canonical and liturgical changes that granted marriage equality within the church. New marriage rites would alter the ceremonial language for weddings to be inclusive of same-sex couples, with no further definition of marriage as solely between a man and a woman. Clergy could refuse to officiate such a ceremony, just as they could refuse to officiate any wedding, and individual bishops had the ability to forbid clergy in their own dioceses from performing such rites between persons of the same gender. Still, the church’s official position now recognized the validity of same-sex marriage.70

Although the votes were overwhelmingly in favor of these changes, there were dissenters: one bishop stood at the convention to oppose opening marriage to same-sex couples, avowing that the church’s message to these couples should instead be, “Do you love your partner enough not to engage in sexual intimacy?” After the affirmative vote, twenty bishops signed a minority report dissenting from these changes and reaffirming the traditional definition of marriage.

More opposition came, in its usual forms. Ultra-conservative evangelical spokesman Franklin Graham, lamenting that the Supreme Court was “endorsing sin,” channeled Falwell in warning that “God could bring judgment upon America” for the ruling.71 Focus on the Family’s Jim Daly insisted that no court could ultimately change the “eternal truth” that “marriage is, and has always been, between a man and a woman.”72 Robert George, the Catholic past chairman of the National Organization for Marriage, repeatedly condemned Obergefell as an anti-constitutional seizure of power that rightly belonged to the people. The president of the US Conference of Catholic Bishops, pronouncing the Obergefell decision a “tragic error,” called it “profoundly immoral and unjust for the government to declare that two people of the same sex can constitute a marriage.”73 When, a year after Obergefell, Vice President Joe Biden, a devout Catholic, solemnized the wedding of two men who were White House staffers, prominent US bishops denounced the act as “a counter-witness” to sound Catholic doctrine.74

Even as wider societal attitudes toward homosexuality and LGBT people seemed to be shifting from general tolerance toward acceptance of full citizenship rights, resistance remained among those Christians still committed to what they saw as traditional values but what their opponents saw as the patriarchal, hierarchical model of the church. These conservatives, in both Catholic and Protestant camps, were completely at odds with other members of their own faith traditions who celebrated the ruling as a victory for justice, seeing it as a triumph for those hungering and thirsting for righteousness, a fulfillment of Jesus’s call to love one another above all. The fight over same-sex marriage might be in the books, but reactions to it bespoke profoundly deepening divisions within American Christianity and across the nation writ large.

“IN THE FIRST FIFTY-SIX YEARS of my life,” Gene Robinson once mused during his time as bishop of New Hampshire, “I think I was known as a passionate preacher and communicator of the Gospel, lived out in my ministry as a parish priest, retreat center founder/director, program coordinator for the seven dioceses of New England, and assistant to the Bishop of New Hampshire.” Since his election, however, “you’d surmise from press reports that the only thing I care about is the inclusion of gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered Christians in the church.”75 Many other people identifying as queer could make a comparable point: living rich and varied lives, caring about diverse issues of local and global import, embracing countless pursuits and commitments, reaching for any number of aims and aspirations, they have often been characterized by critics as unidimensional egotists narrowly fixated on sex and their own pleasure, whatever the expense to the nation.

Deplored as a faction of the broader liberal and secular humanist agenda, LGBT people continued to be targets of hate well into the twenty-first century; even when not targeted with vicious words or violence, they faced discrimination and treatment as second-class citizens. A year after Obergefell, there were still twenty-nine states where a person could legally be fired from a job, turned out of a hotel, and thrown out of an apartment simply for being gay, lesbian, or bisexual—thirty-one states for being transgender—and there was no recourse in the courts. Robinson expressed profound concern about this situation in 2016, noting that the LGBT rights movement to date had largely been funded by “white, upper middle-class gay men living on one of the two coasts.” With marriage won, those men’s lives were “pretty perfect,” and many were no longer donating to rights organizations focused on job protections. “It turns out that the more common face of a gay couple is not those two white, upper middle-class men arguing over where to have brunch on Sunday, but two African American lesbians raising two or more children at or below the poverty level in Mississippi,” Robinson declared. And to most LGBT men and women, job protections were more important than marriage: “They can live together and have a relationship without benefit of marriage easier than they can live without a job.”76 Robinson was right about the law: in August 2016, for instance, a federal judge ruled in favor of a Detroit funeral home owner who fired his transgender director on the grounds that gender transition violated the conservative Christian owner’s “sincerely held religious beliefs.”77 Other cases were pending, and most cases of this kind did not even make it to federal court. This issue had nothing to do directly with his own church, but it was a justice issue as well as a pastoral issue, and Robinson was ready for the fight.

Whether job protections were the next frontier of LGBT rights activism was unclear, but there seemed little doubt that those Christian traditionalists long invested in defending a norm in which the only appropriate outlet for sexual activity was heterosexual, monogamous, potentially procreative marriage, and in which men would reign dominant over women in religious, domestic, and societal realms alike, would keep fighting too—in the legal and political realms where possible, in religious and social realms where not. The stakes simply remained too high to surrender. At the heart of this dispute over same-sex marriage and related sexual norms, as Robinson and his opponents alike knew, lay a deeply entrenched struggle over power and freedom, authority and coercion, and the very core of the Christian message. The battle over marriage was a battle in which “freedom” to one cohort meant submission to clerical authority and its power to define morality, even reality itself, without state interference; while to another, it meant the legally and religiously sanctioned freedom to love and behave ethically without fixating on gender roles and conventional sexual rules. To both, and indeed to all invested parties within and beyond the church, the nation’s future was at stake.







EPILOGUE

THE OBERGEFELL DECISION MARKED THE end of one phase of the battle over same-sex marriage, but it hardly quieted the political and religious controversies over sexuality. If anything, the court’s decision flamed the fires of resistance. As same-sex couples across American made plans to wed, some cake bakers, florists, and photographers morally opposed to same-sex marriage refused to accommodate them. They and their outraged supporters insisted that it was not simply conscience that was at stake but the constitutional rights of Christians—particularly their right to religious freedom that should exempt them from following laws that infringed on their beliefs. Skeptics doubted such claims, noting that these wedding vendors rarely if ever had refused to serve straight couples whose histories included, for instance, adultery or divorce. But the appeal to religious freedom was a powerful one. In several speeches delivered during his tour of the United States weeks after the Obergefell announcement, Pope Francis himself praised the “fundamental right” of religious freedom and later made international headlines when he denounced the “global war” against marriage driven by the secular “theory of gender,” a theory he said went against God’s creation of man and woman and that threatened the church with “ideological colonization.”1 Same-sex marriage, so went the argument, was a threat to the liberty of the church itself. The appeal to religious freedom increasingly appeared to be a strategy embraced by conservative Christians in the wake of losing the legal battle over marriage, adopted for a world in which the old Christian consensus on sex had completely fractured.

Even as the fight over same-sex marriage pivoted in new directions, another chapter in America’s long conflict over religion, sex, and politics was beginning in June 2015. Ten days before the release of Obergefell, a New York billionaire—best known for his bombastic showmanship, real estate empire, and philandering through three marriages, the last to a woman twenty-four years his junior—announced his candidacy for president of the United States. Many scoffed at the idea that Donald Trump could be a serious candidate, since he had no political experience, regularly insulted vast sectors of the population and the globe—Mexicans, African Americans, Muslims, and more—and routinely did things—bend the truth, reveal his ignorance, traffic in conspiracy theories—that had disqualified candidates in the past. He seemed a particularly unlikely standard-bearer for the contemporary Republican Party, given that, although he had grown up Presbyterian and as an adult had worshiped sporadically at New York’s Marble Collegiate Church, by this time he had no regular religious affiliation and held no discernible faith. Although he prevailed in the primaries and became the party’s official nominee a year later, many still doubted that Trump could win the general election against Hillary Clinton, a former US senator and secretary of state. But after a rancorous and drama-filled campaign, and against the predictions of most pundits and national political experts, on November 8, 2016, Trump was elected the forty-fifth president of the United States.

Following the election, shocked liberals and progressives sought frantically to understand how this swaggering braggart with a seemingly insatiable appetite for attention and adulation but scant interest in policy could have possibly won. Many explanations were debated: economically distressed voters blamed their woes on globalization, immigrants, free trade deals, and neoliberal elites who ignored their plight, personified in Clinton and her husband, former president Bill Clinton. Or: Trump voters were driven by racism and hatred of the prior president, Barack Obama, and believed that Trump’s promise to “Make America Great Again” would restore white supremacy. Or: Trump voters were poorly educated dupes swayed by right-wing radio shows, conspiracy websites, and the Fox News Channel, where audiences had learned nothing of Trump’s failings while consuming vicious lies about his opponent. Whatever the case, Trump voters believed that the man was on their side.

Many of the specific flashpoints of America’s past century of moral combat were again debated in the course of the 2016 election, a reminder of the deep and persisting political divide that followed the country’s ruptured consensus regarding sex and sexual morality. At issue were debates over contraceptive access that recalled the birth control controversy, arguments over abortion rights, disputes over the significance of sexual harassment, and continued wrangling over same-sex marriage, to name but a few. Trump pledged to cut government funding for Planned Parenthood and stated that “there should be some kind of punishment” for women who had abortions; Clinton stood up for reproductive rights. Trump threatened to sue or censor women who feuded with him or who had accused him of sexual assault; Clinton presented herself as a tireless fighter for all women. White nationalists who condemned interracial marriage, like the radio host James Edwards, were among Trump’s staunchest supporters; Clinton condemned them.2 In an attempt to turn the tables, Trump brought Paula Jones and other accusers and adulterous lovers from Bill Clinton’s past to the second presidential debate, hoping their visible presence would rattle his wife on stage. That didn’t work, but the stunt became a major news story that caught fire among Trump supporters who found political merit in the idea that Clinton’s husband was a predatory sleazebag.3

But aside from the specific sexual issues raised, the election revealed the depth of the national divide in a still more fundamental way. Trump’s opponent was a woman, the first female presidential candidate of a major political party in all of American history and a liberal feminist who supported gender equality, abortion access, and LGBT rights. Since her husband’s first presidential run in 1992, it had been clear that Clinton wanted to have a professional identity of her own, separate from his and concurrent with her own role as a mother. That year, she had told a reporter asking about her career, “I suppose I could have stayed home, baked cookies and had teas, but what I decided to do was to fulfill my profession, which I entered before my husband was in public life.” The statement infuriated voters who felt Clinton was sneering at traditional stay-at-home women, and her active political role in her husband’s administration—she was the first presidential wife to have an office in the West Wing, where she worked on domestic policy issues—had only intensified conservatives’ disgust toward her. Her work on health care and, especially, abortion alienated them still further: as one evangelically bred writer later remembered, Clinton was the first woman she ever heard being called a “feminazi,” and she was roundly booed and called a “bitch” in the writer’s traditionalist Christian circles.4

None of that aversion to Clinton had faded when she became the Democratic nominee for president. For her to run at all seemed overly ambitious—“She wants it [the presidency] too much,” many said, as if desire for the job were itself disqualifying. For an independent-minded, nontraditional woman like Clinton, perhaps it was.

In view of the fact that Clinton was a committed Christian with Methodist bona fides going back to her childhood, she could have expected to win over Christian voters. Since serving as first lady, she had spoken periodically about the need for “a new politics of meaning,” saying things like, “We have to summon up what we believe is morally and ethically and spiritually correct and do the best we can with God’s guidance.” And her campaign rhetoric was for more explicitly indebted to Christian precepts than Trump’s. Several times during her campaign, she cited a saying from her Methodist faith as her “creed”: “Do all the good you can, in all the ways you can, in all the places you can, at all the times you can, to all the people you can, as long as ever you can.”5 She frequently referenced the Bible, as in, “Scripture tells us to incline our ears to wisdom and apply our hearts to understanding,” and, quoting Galatians, “‘Let us not grow weary in doing good, for in due season we shall reap if we do not lose heart.’”6

Progressive Christians roundly supported Clinton in the general election and outspokenly condemned Trump’s xenophobic, sexist, and bigoted words as the very antithesis of Christian faith. They were certainly not the only constituency to do so. Her coalition also included less frequent churchgoers, nonbelievers, non-Christians, women, nonwhites, and other people supportive of issues that could be seen through a Christian lens or a secular justice lens: gender equality and sexual freedom, racial and economic justice, and humane policies for immigrants, among others. Ultra-conservative Christians, however, were not won over and certainly did not see her professed faith as an asset. Many claimed throughout her campaign that she was a liar and a crook, pointing to apparent scandals that they believed made their case and joining in at rallies with other Trump supporters to shout, “Lock her up!” Most evangelical Christian voters did not like Clinton’s feminism, and her support for abortion rights kept away many who saw that issue as an urgent one and the appointment of anti-abortion Supreme Court justices the most important factor in the election. Trump had once held pro-choice views but had recanted, pledging to cut government funding for Planned Parenthood and appointing a staunchly pro-life, self-proclaimed “evangelical Catholic” as his running mate.7 The splintering of American Christianity into two distinct and divergent moral systems, long in the making, was nowhere better personified than in the clash between the campaigns and constituencies of Trump versus Clinton.

As it turned out, conservative Christians were among Trump’s most dedicated voters. Exit polls showed that the majority of white evangelicals, white Catholics, and Mormons voted for Trump. Eighty-one percent of voters who described themselves as evangelical or born-again voted for Trump, 3 percent more than had voted for the Republican candidate Mitt Romney four years before. Sixty percent of white Catholics voted for Trump. Sixty-one percent of Mormon voters voted for Trump. When interviewed, many conservative Christian voters said that Trump would protect their religious freedom better than his opponent and would appoint Supreme Court justices who strongly opposed abortion. Even though several high-profile religious figures had condemned his behavior or openly opposed him—including Michael Gerson, a widely read Washington Post columnist and former George W. Bush speechwriter; Eric Teetsel, the president of the Family Policy Alliance of Kansas; Beth Moore and Jen Hatmaker, Christian writers and frequent public speakers; and Russell Moore, president of the Ethics & Religious Liberty Commission, the public-policy arm of the Southern Baptist Convention—those leaders with the widest influence supported him, including James Dobson, Jerry Falwell Jr., Franklin Graham, and many more. Ultimately, a solid majority of white religious conservatives found reason to vote for him and came out in droves to do so.

Suddenly, it seemed, the very Christians who had long guarded against sexual immorality had shucked that principle for the sake of gender hierarchy, or at least of putting this one particular woman in her place so as to elect a macho man. The T-shirts and campaign paraphernalia popular at Trump’s rallies spoke volumes about this sexualized divide, loaded with vulgar slogans praising Trump for having “balls” while jeering Clinton’s outward appearance and calling her “bitch,” “tramp,” “cunt,” and more. Any differences between Trump’s Christian and non-Christian supporters were difficult to discern in this resort to crudeness, but if it’s true, as one Christian witness said, that “Christians aren’t allowed to say ‘bitch,’ but they make an exception for Hillary,” then it’s not hard to imagine some of the faithful participating in such ribaldry.8 While advocates of gender equality were infuriated by this boorish treatment, Clinton supporters were ultimately outmatched by a campaign whose most fervent advocates reveled in pro-Trump mantras drenched in choleric, often sexually explicit misogyny. Even if Trump had been incoherent on issues such as abortion and marriage equality, the election seemed to be about the candidates’ very identities, embodying the culture war over sexuality in the most literal way.9

Many observers were shocked that Trump’s misogyny did not doom his campaign. Trump won despite a long history of insulting women with names like “dog,” “slob,” “bimbo,” and much else. He won despite well publicized demeaning comments about female media personalities from Rosie O’Donnell to Megyn Kelly, numerous allegations of sexual harassment and sexual assault, and revelations that his first wife had leveled rape accusations in a deposition during their divorce. He won despite the release of lewd audiotapes in which he was heard bragging about his aggressive sexual approach to women and how he could, as a celebrity, simply “grab ’em by the pussy.” He won despite his slut-shaming of former Miss Universe Alicia Machado and sexually inappropriate comments made about young girls and his own daughter Ivanka. And he won despite insulting Clinton with a series of sexist comments and innuendos—“If Hillary Clinton can’t satisfy her husband what makes her think she can satisfy America?” he repeated on Twitter, a nod to the Monica Lewinsky scandal—that culminated in his declaring her “such a nasty woman” in a debate weeks before the election.10 Those sporting misogynistic slogans at his rallies were following his lead, and the #NeverTrump conservatives, however horrified by him, hardly rallied to Clinton’s defense.
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Feminist Clinton supporters were most disheartened to learn that while 54 percent of female voters overall voted for her, the majority of white women voted for Trump, including over 60 percent of white women without college degrees. That number showed a sharp contrast with black women voters, 94 percent of whom voted for Clinton (she also won among Hispanic and other women of color). And it also differentiated working-class white women from white women with college degrees, 51 percent of whom voted for Clinton and 45 percent for Trump. Analyzing what these disparities said about race and class, one observer noted that when speaking to women, Clinton and her supporters spent too much time talking about shattering the glass ceiling to get the first woman elected president: “If Clinton had really focused on sexual harassment, which is a very common experience for women in low wage jobs and middle class jobs, instead of focusing on the glass ceiling, I think that she could have had more white working class votes,” especially white working class women’s votes. Clinton’s feminism, according to this argument, looked privileged and elitist, and it did not move vast numbers of white women.11

History suggests how Trump may well have won not in spite of his attitude toward women but because of it. Polls persistently showed that most Republicans felt that Trump “tells it like it is” rather than stooping to the so-called political correctness of people committed to gender and racial equality. Huge numbers of his supporters apparently saw his open sexism as refreshing. At least among Trump’s most loyal base, men and women alike cheered his putdowns of Clinton and the virile potency they believed his words and actions embodied. For many, Trump, the avatar of a patriarchal and largely white Christian right, was distinctly preferable to Clinton, the so-called elitist pseudo-Christian feminist who could appear to be, as one evangelical periodical made explicitly clear two months before the election, the Grim Reaper, à la her pro-choice stance on abortion.

Nearly a full century after American women gained the right to vote and fought successfully for the right to speak publicly about contraception without threat of arrest, the nation’s colossal clash over gender and sexuality was nowhere near over. In fact, sexism and outright misogyny seemed to be undergoing a resurgence amid Trump’s campaign. The more that feminists, liberals, and progressives publicly condemned the latest chauvinistic statement by Trump, the stronger his support seemed to grow. One might have expected his manifestly immoral personal behavior or his past support of abortion rights and same-sex marriage to have undermined this support (as indeed it did early in the primaries). But because he shared, in the coarsest fashion, a worldview shaped by fear of women’s empowerment and a determined opposition to gender equality, the majority of conservative Christians trusted him to defend their moral outlook in the political realm. In other words, it was because the election showcased such a clash of worldviews that Trump got the same sort of conservative Christian support that had traditionally been bestowed upon much more conventional Christian candidates.
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A cover image on a fall 2016 issue of the biweekly evangelical magazine World shows Hillary Clinton and her pro-choice supporters to be agents of death. After the audiotapes surfaced the following month, World editors denounced Trump also, on grounds of “character” that included extramarital sex. FRONT COVER OF WORLD, SEPTEMBER 17, 2016. USED WITH PERMISSION.





PERHAPS NOTHING BETTER INDICATED THE extent to which the election had been at bottom a battle in America’s culture war over sexuality than the fact that the first major resistance to Trump after his presidential inauguration occurred under the umbrella of a Women’s March. Trump’s opponents found much to protest about his new administration, including his attitudes toward nonwhite Americans and immigrants, but sexual politics were the glue that held the broad anti-Trump coalition together at the outset. At the Women’s March on Washington, DC, on January 21, 2017—the day before the forty-fourth anniversary of the Roe v. Wade decision—feminist liberals and progressives condemned Trump’s treatment of women in the starkest terms: pink “pussy hats,” posters of female genitalia, and “nasty woman” T-shirts abounded alongside signs mocking Trump’s masculinity. Clergy and religious progressives from many traditions were visibly present and made their faith known: many priests wore their priestly collars, many Muslim women wore hijabs, a number of Jewish men wore skullcaps, and signs abounded with religious messages. “I’m a WITNESS for JUSTICE!” read signs held aloft by members of the United Church of Christ, the progressive denomination’s logo proudly stamped on both sides, along with its motto, “That They May All Be One.”

The DC event, with sister marches in cities all over the United States and the world, was not a Christian march or a religious gathering of any kind, but its goal very much aligned with that UCC assurance—“I see you!,” marchers reassured one another, over and over—and its call to oneness in diversity. Beneath the focal emphasis on women, the march honed in on what marchers perceived to be the immorality of many of the policies promoted by the new administration and was broadly inclusive of a wide range of groups and individuals across countless affiliations. Muslims, Jews, and Christians marched side by side with secular humanists and atheists, people of all genders, countless children amid teens and adults. All joined in a call for women’s rights that seemed more at risk than ever, and for human rights more expansively. Intersectionality was a pervasive motif, a reminder that feminism was no longer the movement of white elites that it once seemed to be but a sprawling, richly colorful coalition of people whose identities and concerns complexly reflected the crossing points of race, class, and gender: people fighting for the rights of immigrants and refugees, African Americans, Muslims, Native Americans, trans and queer persons, and more. For those who attended, it was an unforgettably exhilarating—for some, even sacred—event.

The march did not aim to heal the broader ruptures in the nation, as indeed it could not. A century after American women attained suffrage, the stage was set for the next conflagration in the long battle over religion, sex, and politics. That Christians would be part of that battle was certain, and just as certain was the fact that different groups of Christians would fight one another from opposite sides. Each side would insist that the other was attempting to force its worldview on the other and impose it by law. A protracted moral combat seemed nowhere near a truce.

It would be naïve to imagine that Americans in this standoff can return to any consensus regarding sex and gender and impossible to imagine what such a consensus could possibly look like. Widespread agreement seems hopeless, and common ground difficult to find. Recognizing and acknowledging the fears animating citizens across a broad ideological spectrum is no quick-fix for our politics, but it is a necessary start. A kind of glue that once held Americans together—problematically, to be sure—has been dissolving for a century. Finding a way to live together despite our deep differences over sex (and many other issues besides) demands participation in a larger project of reckoning, engaging, and willfully empathizing with others in our common humanity, so as to rouse a fractured nation to build a bearable peace. Maybe we will get there one day, but not without first committing to a full and thorough reckoning of precisely how and why our divisions got so deep.
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