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Note on Terminology

The issue of terminology is a significant challenge facing any histo-
rian studying evidence of same-sex desire in the past. The work of
French philosopher Michel Foucault has rightly made scholars of sex-
uality very aware of the role of language in organizing, shaping, and
even generating experience. Contemporary usage of terms such as ‘gay’
or ‘homosexual’ tends to assume that there are clearly identifiable per-
sons who can be erotically excited by members of the same sex and who
have a preference for having sex with them. However, this assumption
cannot easily be applied to the past. Other cultures have held very dif-
ferent notions about the organization of the numerous desires, feelings,
acts, and interpersonal relationships that we lump together under the
term ‘sexuality.’ The present work cannot ignore this problem, even if
it deals with a time period a full century after the term ‘homosexual’
was invented. Although there were many men who clearly understood
themselves as having a preference for sexual contact and loving relation-
ships with other men, I will show that they did not necessarily agree on
the terminology that should be employed, nor on what this preference
meant for their sense of self.

In the end, though, I have chosen the term ‘homosexual’ (homo-
sexuell) because it had emerged as the dominant term in the German-
speaking world by the middle of the twentieth century. Even those who
preferred other descriptions, such as ‘friend’ or ‘homophile,’ acknowl-
edged the term’s ascendancy. I will use the term in largely the way they
would have used it; that is, to describe the sexual activities between
men (or between women), the social relationships and institutions that
they created to pursue these activities, and the people who at some
level preferred having sex with members of the same sex. Unlike many
men at the time, though, I will not assume a strict division between
the categories of homosexual and heterosexual; instead, as suggested
by many contemporary queer theorists, I will assume that individual
sexuality is in fact a ‘fluid, fragmented, dynamic collectivity of possi-
ble sexualities.’1 Self-defined heterosexual men were capable of pursuing
and even enjoying sex with other men, and men who understood them-
selves as homosexual were capable of carrying on relationships with
girlfriends and wives.
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xii Note on Terminology

As a synonym for ‘homosexual,’ I will also use the term ‘gay’—
although I will admit that this choice is more problematic. Although
its German equivalent, schwul, is a term that was also used in the mid-
twentieth century, at the time it was one of the more pejorative of
words, the connotations of which can perhaps be suggested best by the
American slang ‘fag.’ However, failing to find another suitable synonym
besides ‘gay’ that would keep me from overusing the word ‘homosex-
ual,’ I have chosen to employ it. It is one with which both German and
English speakers will be familiar, and indeed today we often feel more
comfortable with ‘gay’ than even ‘homosexual,’ which often sounds
quite clinical to our ear.



1
Introduction: The Neglected
Postwar Period

The period between the end of World War II and the emergence of
the contemporary gay rights movement around 1970 has long been
neglected by historians of same-sex desire. Scholars have devoted much
time to the nineteenth century, which witnessed the rise of sexological
investigations into homosexuality and the appearance of some of the
earliest opponents of the sodomy laws. The nineteenth century also
allows for a consideration of the fascinating question of the place of
same-sex desire in a society that was only beginning to be affected by
modern scientific conceptions of homosexuality. The early twentieth
century, on the other hand, holds out the lure of the vibrant Bohemian
scenes located in Berlin, New York, Paris, and London, as well as the
fascinating material produced by the early homosexual movement. The
1930s and 1940s raise questions about the relationship between state
power and sexual regulation in the context of totalitarian regimes and
world war. German historians of the gay past have inevitably been
drawn to the Nazi era, which offers the archetypal story of homosex-
ual repression in the modern era and, at the same time, intriguing hints
of homoeroticism within the movement. And for gay scholars interested
in a more recent topic, the events surrounding the birth of the contem-
porary gay rights movement after the Stonewall riots of 1969 provide
ample material.

In contrast, the 20-year period following World War II seems to
have little to offer. The conservative, family-oriented atmosphere of
the so-called ‘Golden Fifties’ appeared unpromising for historians look-
ing for subcultural activity. The small, conservative ‘homophile’ groups
(as the movement of this era is generally called) represented most
prominently by the United States’ Mattachine Society lacked the orig-
inality and glamour of early twentieth-century organizations, and also

1
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the energy and radicalism of the post-Stonewall organizations. And in
Germany, there were enough questions about the fate of homosexual
men and lesbians under the Nazis to keep historians busy for some
time. For those who were interested in homosexuality in the 1950s and
1960s, there were serious obstacles to research. Most countries have
privacy laws that make it difficult to examine archival material deal-
ing with personal information of a sensitive nature until a considerable
time has passed. Exceptions to the rule can occasionally be made, but
it often requires a great deal of effort and luck to receive these special
permissions.

Two notable pioneers, Jeffrey Weeks and John D’Emilio, together con-
structed a framework for our understanding of the 1950s and 1960s.1

Only by the mid-1990s, though, did a significant number of scholars
begin to follow their example. Neil Miller’s Out of the Past offered a
much needed survey of gay and lesbian history from the mid-nineteenth
century until the present.2 Numerous studies of specific urban gay
communities in the twentieth century yielded new insights into the evo-
lution of gay life in the metropoles of the gay landscape (San Francisco,
New York, Los Angeles, London, and Berlin, for example) and also a
number of less well known gay scenes (Philadelphia, Washington, DC,
Cologne, and Hamburg).3 In Germany, a group of independent schol-
ars associated with Berlin’s Gay Museum (Schwules Museum) produced
a series of oral interviews with gay Germans who lived through the
mid-twentieth century, as well as a number of microhistories of critical
institutions within the homophile movement.4 Robert Corber published
two fascinating books that offered a queer reading of American film
and literature during the Cold War. More recently, Julian Jackson and
Scott Gunther have published two important works on homosexuality
in post-World War II France, while Martin Meeker has produced a fas-
cinating perspective on the networks of information exchange among
gay men that proliferated in the United States.5

This book will pull together many of the insights gained from these 15
years of research and apply them to West Germany after World War II.
It will argue that the significance of the mid-twentieth century for the
long-term history of homosexuality in Germany has generally been
underappreciated. This period does not represent merely a brief inter-
lude between the early 1930s, when the gay scenes and homosexual
institutions were destroyed by the Nazi state, and the early 1970s, when
the energy and freedoms of the Weimar era were resurrected. Instead, it
made three major contributions on which the homosexual movement
and gay scenes of the post-Stonewall era would build.
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First, it was a period in which gay scenes were re-established after
being virtually destroyed by the Nazis during the 1930s and early 1940s.
These returned some vitality to gay life in the major cities of West
Germany, and in Hamburg’s case the excitement associated with this
scene in the 1950s was temporarily able to challenge Berlin’s position as
the center of the German gay landscape. Second, it witnessed a trans-
formation of the concept of homosexuality, allowing for a masculinized
vision of same-sex desire to become widespread. This concept would
ultimately affect both the wider social prejudices against homosexuality
and the identities that same-sex desiring men themselves embraced.
Last, this period culminated in the decriminalization of adult male
homosexuality with the reform of Paragraph 175 of the West German
criminal code—a fact that is relatively well known but still not all
that well understood. Too often this reform is seen as the simple and
inevitable culmination of a general process of sexual liberation tak-
ing place in twentieth-century Europe. Uncovering the actual debates
that surrounded the reform of Paragraph 175 will reveal the sexual
revolution to be not simply the product of New Left radicals and coun-
tercultural hippies. Equally importantly, this study will cast new light
on the legal transformation that enabled the formation of the modern
gay movement.

Each of these three transformations will be analyzed in terms of
power struggles that took place in distinct social and political arenas.
Like most historians of sexuality, I have learned a great deal from the
French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault, who argued, among
other things, that sex can be seen as invested with a ‘multiplicity of
force relations.’6 Investigating these force relations reveals the strategic
importance that homosexuality represented for several distinct groups.
For men interested in pursuing same-sex contact, it was an activity that
could forge human relationships, social spaces, and symbolic meanings
that worked against the culture, social structures, and political insti-
tutions of the world around them. For the political leaders, policing
institutions, and social figures who wielded authority over the country,
homosexuality constituted one element within a larger arsenal of fears
and concerns that was useful in managing and shaping West German
society. For the homosexual activists of the era, homosexuality was the
key to recreating society in a more genuinely democratic fashion and
opening up masculinity to a wider range of sexual behavior. Last, for
the forces of political progressivism that gradually emerged in the 1960s,
the legal treatment of homosexuality was the cause that could mobilize
energy behind a project to initiate West Germany into a modern world,
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and one that would guarantee more social justice, personal freedom, and
individual self-development than the Germany of the past. The intense
conflicts between these groups help to explain some of the incongruities
of the period: a thriving gay scene alongside persistent state repression;
conceptual struggles over the nature of homosexuality that could pro-
duce new identities but also new prejudices; and, finally, the gradual
success of arguments for sexual liberalism despite the prevailing sexual
conservatism of the 1950s and early 1960s.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

The criminalization of homosexuality in Germany has a long history,
theoretically going back to the sixteenth-century Carolina criminal
code of the Holy Roman Empire, but more recently embodied in Para-
graph 175, passed into law soon after German unification in 1871. This
criminalization, though, did not stop nineteenth-century homosexual
men from gradually laying some claim to a whole series of physical
spaces—specific bars, parks, streets, and public baths—in several large
cities, especially Berlin and Hamburg. The social networks and pat-
terns that revolved around these sites were not unique to Germany,
of course, and historians of gay life have spent a great deal of time
analyzing these ‘subcultures,’ as they are still generally called. This
term—coined in the 1940s by sociologists associated with the Univer-
sity of Chicago, and then further developed in the 1970s by scholars
at the Birmingham School—seems in many ways apropos because it
suggests that small groups can appropriate urban space for themselves
with a range of linguistic, symbolic, and material strategies peculiar
to the specific subculture. The notion that subcultures represent a
kind of resistance against the hegemony of the dominant culture at
the symbolic level also makes it attractive to scholars searching for
signs of assertiveness of same-sex desire outside a specifically political
movement.

By the early 1990s there were a number of scholars associated with
social constructivism who used the sociological and anthropological
methods associated with subcultural studies to produce outstanding
research on homosexuality in the context of everyday life. Works
by Jeffrey Weeks, Randolph Trumbach, George Chauncey, and others
served as a model in many ways for my own research.7 Like these
earlier works, this book reveals how gay men resisted the dominant
notions of sexual order. They created social spaces to pursue their sex-
ual interests in small and often subtle ways, employing what Michel de
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Certeau has called local ‘tactics’ to ward off the larger-scale ‘strategies’ of
the police and other government authorities designed to enforce their
(hetero)sexual order.8 Such methods allowed homosexual men to create
their own culture—their own language, histories, stories, poems, paint-
ings, sketches, and forms of silent communication. This culture often
involved a ‘tactical redeployment’ of the dominant culture, as can be
seen in the styles of dress and behavior fashioned by men in the gay
scene.

The culture of the gay scenes, one might argue, was a ‘subculture’ inso-
far as it was clearly marginalized: there was little to no space for it within
the workplaces, family homes, popular media, churches, social clubs,
professional organizations, or other institutions of West Germany’s het-
eronormative society. I will avoid the term, however, since there are real
limitations to the concept as applied to gay social spaces. The notion
of subculture as developed by the Birmingham School always suggested
a subset of a particular class, whereas men who come together in cities
in search of same-sex contact normally originate from different classes,
and often different ethnicities, nationalities, and ages. Indeed, ‘subcul-
ture’ suggests a coherence and identity that would be misleading if it
were applied to the gay social spaces that men constructed in Germany
during the 1950s and 1960s. Instead they were diffuse spaces that even
in a single city could be spread out over numerous neighborhoods,
parks, and locales. They often blended into other social areas, such as
red-light districts or entertainment quarters. Finally, the people who
constructed them were dissimilar. As this book will reveal, they not
only had different social backgrounds but also adopted many different
styles of behavior and dress that implied alternate understandings of
their masculinity and sexuality.

Because of the problems with using ‘subculture,’ I will opt to use
another term instead—‘scene.’ This word deserves some attention since
it is frequently used in colloquial German and English but rarely used
yet in a scholarly sense. In contrast to ‘subculture,’ the term ‘scene’
suggests a space in which several people meet to pursue a common
interest. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, this usage was ini-
tially introduced sometime around the early 1950s in the social milieu
that surrounded black jazz musicians. From here, the slang term was
extended to include other leisure-time activities, especially rock music,
drug use, and other elements of the 1960s youth counterculture in both
English- and German-speaking areas. In the course of the 1970s, the
term also increasingly became applied to the public areas of the city in
which gay men met.
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While gay men in the 1950s and early 1960s were not familiar with
the German term die Szene, they certainly had some working knowledge
of such public spaces. In some cases, the gay scene may have included
exact physical locations; for example, the many parks, public bath-
rooms, bars, and other sites used by men searching for same-sex contact.
Yet this may obscure the fact that the scene was really an abstract space
constructed by the knowledge of the participants—knowledge about
where to go, what signals to look for, how to react to these signals, and,
in general, how to interact with other participants. One did not enter the
scene, therefore, simply by setting foot inside a gay bar or a public bath-
room; one had to be in the know. Participants in the scene understood
it to include people who were pursuing a central interest, namely same-
sex contact, as well as others who in one way or another consciously
and actively promoted this central interest, including the occasional
straight bartender or bar owner. The relationships between these indi-
viduals could be fleeting ones constructed on the fly in parks or public
bathrooms; they could also be longer-lasting relationships constructed
in clubs, gay bars, or informal social circles.

I will always talk about scenes in the plural. They were always local
phenomena, with a complex relationship with the neighborhoods, the
specific physical topography, and the patterns of policing and law
enforcement that existed in the city in which they took shape. The peo-
ple they comprised—their preferences, habits, and choices—often left
their mark on the patterns of interaction within any given scene. And
yet I was also struck by the many similarities between the many scenes
that developed in West Germany, and indeed between this country’s
scenes and those that one could find in London, Amsterdam, New York,
San Francisco, or any other significant city of the Western world since
the end of the nineteenth century. These similarities hint at the connec-
tions between them—the tourists, sailors, soldiers, and immigrants who
moved between the scenes and sometimes maintained long-distance
relationships with men in other cities—but more concretely reflected
social and cultural transformations that crossed national boundaries to
create similar assumptions and experiences.

In particular, historians have drawn multiple connections between
modern urban life and homosexuality. As Matt Houlbrook has recently
made clear, the studies of gay scenes are as much histories of the city
as they are histories of gay life. Urbanization was involved in complex
ways with other kinds of sociological processes essential for the emer-
gence of the ‘homosexual’ as ‘an identity, state of being, and social
world’: the disruption of traditional patterns of life, the loosening of
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familial authority, and the creation of modes of living free from the
subtle modes of surveillance and control associated with small commu-
nities. Cities offered both public and commercial sites for the emergence
of gay scenes. In the midst of such urban social spaces, through symbolic
interactions that were shaped by the ‘flux, anonymity, and visuality of
the crowd,’ homosexuals formed both identities and an entire ‘way of
being.’9 Thus, as historians are increasingly exploring in an explicit way,
urban gay scenes are bound together with the ‘trajectory of modernity’
through their connections with ‘modern experiences of urbanity,’ the
larger nation-building process, and the proliferation of networks of
information exchange.10

Although recently there have been a growing number of calls for
historical research into the same-sex experience of men in rural areas
and small towns, I have chosen to focus again on the major cities of
West Germany, in part because of the limitations of source material,
but mainly because of the questions that guided my research. How did
homosexuals rebuild the social networks and social institutions that
had been destroyed by the Nazis? In what ways did their identities
change in the mid-twentieth century? How did the sexual conservatism
of the 1950s and early 1960s affect homosexuals? How successful were
the political efforts of homosexuals in this era? Such questions nat-
urally pointed me to the cities, where gay scenes could provide the
environment for building social institutions and potentially a political
movement.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

By reconsidering the importance of the mid-twentieth century for the
long-term development of homosexuality, this book contributes to an
already sizeable body of work examining the fate of Germany after the
destruction of World War II and the collapse of the Nazi regime. As sex-
uality is the issue at hand, this study naturally must look beyond the
‘formal institutions and the processes of political policy-making’, which
was the topic of so much excellent work before the early 1980s.11 The
political history of the country will not be ignored, but the book’s focus
is on the social and cultural life of West Germany in the decades after
World War II.

Investigating postwar German history from the point of view of gay
men will provide an interesting perspective on the larger problem of the
continuities and discontinuities of German history. This is an issue that
has special significance for German historians because of the way that
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the Nazi era has affected how we potentially view all of German his-
tory. Since the 1950s, German historians have been debating whether
to view the Nazi period as something integral to German history—that
is, the product of larger trends and forces at work potentially since the
sixteenth century—or as a serious rupture in the historical development
of the country, when the nation of ‘poets and thinkers’ was transformed
through the traumas of a lost world war and the Great Depression into
a country of barbarians. For a time in the 1960s and 1970s, German
historiography was powerfully shaped by the notion of a Sonderweg, or
‘special path,’ that Germany took on its way to modernity. Historians
influenced by Weberian social science argued that the failure of the
1848 Revolution and the persistent social and political influence of the
German aristocracy left the country tainted with antidemocratic social
institutions and habits of mind. These national characteristics under-
mined Germany’s first attempt at democracy in the 1920s and ultimately
paved the way for the rise of Nazism in the early 1930s.

The Sonderweg thesis has been substantially challenged since the mid-
1980s as the modernization theory undergirding the thesis was increas-
ingly questioned on a number of fronts. Today, German historians are
faced with the challenge of constructing a new historiography based not
on a single metanarrative but as an accumulation of intertwined (but
not necessarily coherent or comprehensive) histories. Instead of look-
ing for the kind of linear continuity assumed by the Sonderweg, Konrad
Jarausch and Michael Geyer have suggested embracing the many rup-
tures of German history and making ‘the very instability of the German
condition’ an integral part of these stories.12 Choosing themes that cut
‘across politics, economy, society, and culture’ could provide interesting
paths through the shifting terrain of German history, ultimately allow-
ing the ‘fragments of a central European past’ to be reassembled into
new patterns.13

Homosexuality provides just such a theme. Focusing on homosexuality
allows us to see a series of struggles that were certainly affected by regime
changes and war, but which could be equally influenced by more subtle
social and cultural processes that often proceeded despite major polit-
ical ruptures. In particular, homosexuality will provide a perspective
on the expanding consumerism, the proliferation of popular cultural
styles associated with the United States, and the transformation of sex-
ual morality. Understanding such trends is critical to appreciating the
nation Germany became by the end of the twentieth century. These
transformations also operated on a much wider scale than simply the
nation state, and so understanding the role they played in Germany
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in the 1950s and 1960s will also allow us to see Germany’s place in a
Europe that would become increasingly integrated through Cold War
pressures, the logic of consumerism, and the institutions of economic
coordination.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

My choice to study male homosexuality was very much influenced
early on by my desire to make a contribution to the research on mas-
culinity in the years after World War II. My thinking on the topic was
influenced by a number of fascinating works by Robert Moeller, Heide
Fehrenbach, Uta Poiger, Dagmar Herzog, and others.14 These works have
shown that gender and sexuality were of great importance for the con-
servative ‘family politics’ of the era associated with West Germany’s first
postwar chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, whose personality and policies
guided the country between the end of the 1940s until his retirement
from power in 1963. Like Moeller’s work, which reveals how the dom-
inant notions of gender and sexual order affected family policy in the
early Federal Republic of Germany, my research demonstrates how these
notions influenced law and government policy as it affected homosex-
uals in the 1950s.15 It suggests that a mutually reciprocal relationship
existed between the prejudices against homosexuals and the Adenauer-
era family politics. On the one hand, the desire for sexual order and
the anxieties about youth provided new justifications for the legal per-
secution and social stigmatization of homosexuality now that the racial
hygienic arguments favored by the Nazis had been officially discred-
ited. On the other hand, long-standing prejudices against homosexuals
strengthened by years of Nazi oppression also bolstered Adenauer’s
project of rebuilding the country based on strong, German families.

I hope to make a contribution to the already sizeable body of litera-
ture that outlines the norms of hegemonic masculinity in the Adenauer
era by suggesting that it was powerfully influenced by the heterosexist
image of the ‘corrupting homosexual’ that became the most common
stereotype of same-sex desire. My focus on power struggles, though,
will reveal some of the resistance against these hegemonic norms. Both
these norms and the stereotype of the ‘corrupting homosexual’ were
implicitly disputed from within the gay scene by the ‘marginalized
masculinities’ that took shape here.16 The analysis of these styles of
masculinity should challenge historians to move beyond the public
discourses that shaped hegemonic masculinity and instead look for evi-
dence that might suggest to what extent this version of masculinity
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was either accepted or contested at the level of the ‘everyday’ (Alltag).
Gay men, we will see, performed a range of gendered styles, includ-
ing the effeminate Tunte’s (‘queen’) assertive rejection of normative
masculinity, the respectable homosexual’s difficult efforts to accommo-
date masculine norms while also making room for his sexuality, and
the leatherman’s creative construction of a sexually charged version of
masculinity, borrowing elements from American popular culture and
working-class masculinity.

My interest in West German masculinity led me very early on to delib-
erately exclude the consideration of female same-sex desire. This deci-
sion was confirmed by other legal and social factors that became clear as
my research progressed. Germany’s laws against homosexuality inher-
ited from the early modern period focused specifically on males. These
laws were originally organized around the notion of sodomy, which was
based on the concept of penetration and was therefore difficult to apply
to women. By the end of the nineteenth century there was some dis-
cussion about extending Paragraph 175 to include women; eventually,
though, it was decided that criminalizing female same-sex acts might
actually be counterproductive since it would inevitably draw great atten-
tion to female same-sex activity. The result was that lesbian sexuality was
never criminalized, and lesbians faced a radically different set of legal
circumstances than men. Their social circumstances were also distinct.
Lesbians in my period largely stayed away from the areas of the male
gay scene in, especially, the bathrooms and parks. Consequently, their
social networks developed largely independently of the gay male scene.

By considering the role of gender and sexuality in the postwar social
order, this book addresses not simply the research into postwar mas-
culinity but also the rapidly expanding literature on European sexuality
in the second half of the twentieth century. Along with many other
historians of sexuality, I will assume that the changes that took place
during the Sexual Revolution (or in German, the Sexwelle) of the 1960s
and 1970s were just an episode within a long-term process dating back
at least a century, if not more. During the second half of the 1800s, the
intellectual impact of Malthus and Darwin, the growing interest of sci-
ence in issues of sexuality, and the public debate stoked by both moral
purity advocates and sex radicals contributed to an escalating struggle
over the meaning of sexuality—its relationship to society, happiness,
morality, and self. At the same time, the expansion of state regulation
and policing of sexual behavior; the impact of birth control, advertis-
ing, sex manuals, and other sexually oriented consumer products; and
urbanization and secularization all left their mark on sexual behavior.17



Introduction: The Neglected Postwar Period 11

And yet for too long scholars have assumed a ‘steady liberation and
the gradual overcoming of obstacles to sexual freedom,’ as Dagmar
Herzog has observed.18 Recent work has emphasized that what we once
thought of as a singular process should in fact be conceptualized as ‘a
series of competing struggles, each with different agendas and widely
varying results.’19 Progress in one series of confrontations did not nec-
essarily bring success in others. Distinct differences can also be found
between different nations; sexual development in Europe did not pro-
ceed evenly across the continent, but in fact had a ‘syncopated quality.’
Setbacks were common, a reminder that sexually conservative attitudes
still could hold a great deal of appeal for certain segments of the popu-
lation and at certain moments in history. And attitudes that we might
today call sexually progressive could be identified in surprising contexts,
as Herzog’s work on sexuality in Nazi Germany has revealed.

This book enhances our understanding of the transformations of
sexual attitudes by examining same-sex desire across two transitions:
the political transition from the Nazi state to the Federal Republic
of Germany that took place at the end of the 1940s, and the social-
cultural transition from an atmosphere of sexual conservatism to the
more relaxed era of the late 1960s. Like recent research by Elizabeth
Heinemann, my work will locate certain undercurrents amidst the oth-
erwise sexually conservative Adenauer Era—the steady expansion of the
urban gay scenes, the formation of novel sexual identities, and the small
stream of debate around the criminalization of homosexuality in the
1950s—that will point forward to the explosion of images and debate
that came at the end of the 1960s.20 Yet, my study also reinforces an
observation made recently by Dagmar Herzog, namely that laws have
a significant impact ‘in shaping national and local sexual cultures and
individuals‘ self-conceptions alike.’21 For homosexual men, the reform
of Paragraph 175 in 1969, ending a nearly century-long struggle over
the criminalization of homosexuality, was going to be just as important
as the rupture in the legal context and methods of policing that came
with the collapse of Nazism in 1945.

The importance of the legal framework provided by the structures
of the nation state will help explain one final parameter I set for my
research, namely my decision not to include East Germany. This deci-
sion was partly pragmatic because East German documents are generally
not housed in the same locations as West German documents; going
through these documents would have taken more time, and explain-
ing their context would have made this book appreciably longer. More
important, though, were the considerable legal, social, and political
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differences between East and West Germany. The East German com-
munist government reverted to an earlier version of Paragraph 175
instead of using the Nazi-era law from 1935; this version was much
more relaxed, making it more difficult to convict men of the law and
also threatening less severe punishment upon conviction. In spite of
this leniency, there were real, serious restrictions on organizing any
sort of public life or institutions outside of state or party control in
East Germany. The result was that homosexual organizations and mag-
azines were forbidden and remained so even after the East German
government decriminalized adult male homosexuality in 1969. Other
aspects of a gay scene—gay bars, parks, and public toilets—did exist,
but in general activities remained more subdued than in West Germany.
Gay East Berliners, in fact, often visited West Germany to take advan-
tage of opportunities there—that is, before the erection of the Berlin
wall in 1961.22 Censorship restrictions meant that public discussion of
homosexuality was extremely limited. In short, the situation was dif-
ferent enough from West Germany to warrant its treatment as truly a
separate country.

∗ ∗ ∗ ∗ ∗

This book focuses on various, often intense, struggles over homo-
sexuality in the era between the end of severe Nazi persecution in 1945
and the legal freedom promised by the reform of Paragraph 175 in 1969.
As the purpose of the book is to show the contribution that this period
made to the history of homosexuality in West Germany, it is orga-
nized thematically. It begins by examining the social, legal, and cultural
context in which gay men lived. The upcoming chapter looks at the
transition from war to peace and from dictatorship to democracy that
made an immediate impact on the lives of gay men. And yet it will sug-
gest that 1945 cannot be understood as a ‘zero hour’ for this population
of Germans, since memory and effects of the Weimar and Nazi years
continued to be felt for years to come. In particular, the Nazi version
of Paragraphs 175 and 175a continued to be enforced, although admit-
tedly in a legal and political environment that was very different after
1945. Nevertheless, there were some real changes taking place in terms
of the conceptualization of homosexuality. It was in these decades that
a more masculine image of homosexuality cemented itself. Although
the stereotype of the effeminate homosexual did not entirely vanish,
in general it was this new understanding of male homosexuality that
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increasingly shaped the anxieties of West Germany and the identities of
gay men.

Chapter 3 turns to the homophile movement of the 1950s. This move-
ment was very much affected by the changing conceptualization of
homosexuality. Its chief strategy was focused on respectable, masculine
behavior as a means of achieving wider social acceptance. Although the
achievements of this movement were not as striking as the Weimar-era
associations or as enduring as 1970s gay liberation, they still need to
be remembered for reviving a political tradition that had been utterly
destroyed by the Nazis, for bringing a truly international dimension to
homosexual politics, and last for reworking arguments for decriminal-
ization in ways that in the long run will be important for the fate of
Paragraph 175.

Chapter 4 examines the recreation of the West German gay scenes
after their near eradication under the Nazi regime. This rebirth built
upon the legal guarantees of democracy enshrined in the West German
constitution, but also was driven by many of the same social pro-
cesses responsible for the initial birth of the scene in the second half of
the nineteenth century: urbanization, consumerism, the circulation of
information on homosexuality, and the development of the homosex-
ual movement. The reappearance of gay scenes in West Berlin, Hamburg,
Cologne, Munich, and elsewhere did not occur without conflict, and
indeed from the beginning homosexuals faced a legal environment
shaped by continued prosecution by a police force that over time proved
very creative in coming up with new techniques of enforcement. The
scene survived, though, and even grew. The bathrooms, parks, streets,
and bars provided space in which sexual encounters could be pur-
sued, friendship networks could be pieced together, and sexual identities
fashioned.

Chapter 5 demonstrates that the mid-twentieth century was impor-
tant for producing arguments for decriminalization that eventually
yielded the reform of Paragraph 175 in 1969. Although this moment in
Germany’s gay history is certainly appreciated, too often it is connected
with what came afterwards—namely the birth of the gay liberation
movement of the early 1970s—instead of with what came beforehand.
This perspective on 1969 has led to an underappreciation of both the
role that the homophile movement of the 1950s played in circulat-
ing arguments for legal reform, and the significance of progressive
professionals in the 1960s in generating a widespread debate on the
issue.
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The conclusion will offer some observations on the legacy of the
1950s and 1960s for the period that followed the reform of Para-
graph 175 and the rise of a new generation of gay activists. It will
also return to the issue of why the gay history of postwar Germany is
important not only for the development of the homosexual commu-
nity, but also for German history and our understanding of the sexual
revolution.



2
Policing and Prejudice after 1945

As a child living in the early 1960s West Germany, Christian M. remem-
bered hearing his stepfather say to a group of friends around the kitchen
table, ‘Under Adolf, the warme Bruder were sent to the work camps. And
if that wasn’t enough, then they were thrown into the gas chamber,
and the problem was solved.’ Given this attitude, it is not surprising
that Christian was terrified to tell his stepfather about his attraction to
men. In fact, he believed that if his stepfather had ever learned of his
homosexuality, he ‘would have beaten me to death. Without doubt.’

This frightening memory suggests how long memories of the Nazi era
lingered in the minds of West Germans, influencing public impressions
and personal reactions to homosexuality. Such memories overlapped
and influenced other understandings of homosexuality inherited from
the past. Christian discourse defined it as a sin; scientific and medi-
cal discourse treated it as an illness and a perversion. Sexual activities
between men were ‘unnatural,’ hinting at very old ideas inherited
from ancient Stoicism and medieval Christian philosophy. A man who
found himself irresistibly drawn to homosexuality was often portrayed
as effeminate—a Tunte, to use the German slang equivalent of ‘sissy’
or ‘fairy.’ Above all, though, he was a criminal whose social marginal-
ity made him prone to murder, child abuse, and even major political
crimes.

All of these prejudices were articulated repeatedly in the first half of
the twentieth century and were eventually used by the Nazis to justify
their massive assault on Germany’s gay scene and homosexual organi-
zations. They were not specifically German, though—their impact was
noticeable in the United States, the rest of Europe, and elsewhere at the
same time—and so it is no surprise that the Allied powers made no real
effort to uproot these prejudices after their victory in World War II. The
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