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Secretary of Commerce Charles Sawyer, 1950

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



Justice Anthony Kennedy, 2015
in Obergefell v. Hodges

“They ask for equal dignity in the eyes of 
the law.  The Constitution grants them 

that right.”



From Deviant
•

To Dignified
•



The Lavender Scare: 1940s – 1970s
• Post-WWII nationwide attack bound up with anti-Communism & fueled by the power of 

congressional investigation.

• 1947 – U.S. Park Police initiate the “Sex Perversion Elimination Program,” targeting gay men for 
arrest & intimidation

• 1948 – Congress passed an Act “for the treatment of sexual psychopaths,” facilitating arrest & 
punishment for same-sex acts & labeling gay people as mentally ill

• Feb 20, 1950 – McCarthy spoke on the Senate floor – tied communism & gays - both were “unsafe 
risks.” 



The Hoey Report (12/1950)
(marks the first time Congress 

explicitly discriminated 
based on sexual orientation)

“One homosexual can pollute a 
Government office” “



“Communists & Queers”





Organized Picketing in the 60s

Frank Kameny 
leading marches 
during a protest in 
front of 
Independence Hall 
in Philadelphia and 
in front of the White 
House in 1965.



Stonewall Inn, NYC Greenwich Village: June 28, 1969
Stonewall Uprising (Riots): Widely 
considered watershed event that transformed 
the gay liberation movement/Twentieth 
Century fight for LGBTQ+ rights

June 28, 1970 – “Christopher Street March” 
to mark the first anniversary; now annual 
Pride celebrations internationally

“We’ll never have the freedom and civil 
rights we deserve as human beings unless 
we stop hiding in closets and in the shelter 
of anonymity.” – Stonewall Organizer



Anita Bryant – Save Our Children, 1977
• Gays & Lesbians recruited and 

threatened children: “[They] cannot 
reproduce, so they must recruit. And to 
freshen their ranks, they must recruit the 
youth of America.”

• Her core argument: Gay people were 
evil & didn’t deserve rights.  “If we label 
homosexuality a civil rights issue, what 
is to stop the murderer from shouting 
‘murderer rights’”?

• Dade County ordinance was repealed, 
but opposition to the bill led to a kind of 
new LGBTQ activism.



VISIBILITY
“Come Out, Come Out, Wherever 
You Are” -1980s/1990s Mantra

“We will not win our rights by 
staying quietly in our closets.”
“Rights are won only by those who 
make their voices heard.” 

– Harvey Milk, 1978



Bowers v. Hardwick, 5-4, 6/30/86

GA Law: Up to 20 years for a single, 
private, adult consensual intimate act.
Issue: “Whether the Constitution confers a 
fundamental right upon homosexuals to 
engage in sodomy.”
Holding: No. Majority opinion compared 
same-sex intimacy with adultery, incest & 
other sexual crimes & found protecting 
homosexual sodomy as a fundamental right 
would “cast aside millennia of moral 
teaching.”
Impact? Criminals; Custody, Discrimination



AIDS & Activism in the 80s/90s



Romer v. Evans, 6-3
May 20, 1996



Lawrence v. Texas, 6-3
June 26, 2003



Marriage in the States
• 2003: Massachusetts Supreme Judicial 

Court ruled in Goodridge v. Department 
of Public Health that it was 
unconstitutional under MA’s Constitution 
to abridge marriage on the basis of sex.

• From 2004 to 6/26/15: Various state court 
rulings, state legislation, direct popular 
votes& federal court rulings established 
same-sex marriage in thirty-six of the 
fifty states plus D.C.



The Repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell
September 20, 2011

“As of today, patriotic 
Americans in uniform 
will no longer have to 
lie about who they are 
in order to serve the 
country they love.”

President Barak Obama



United States v. Windsor
June 26, 2013

The Court’s language 
elevated gays & lesbians to 
a place of constitutional 
dignity & introduced the 
principle of equal dignity 
for LGBTQ+ citizens.



Obergefell v. Hodges
June 26, 2015

“They ask for equal 
dignity in the eyes of the 
law.  The Constitution 

grants them that right.”



The Cure at Troy
Seamus Heaney

History says, Don't hope
On this side of the grave.

But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave

Of justice can rise up,
And hope and history rhyme.
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