
 

 

German Historical Institute London Bulletin 

Bd. 35 

2013 

Nr. 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform 
der Max Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute 
im Ausland, zur Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat 
urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des 
Textes, das Herunterladen, das Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen 
Datenträger soweit die vorgenannten Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten 
und nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine darüber hinausgehende 
unerlaubte Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe einzelner Inhalte oder 
Bilder können sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



ClAyton J. WHisnAnt, Male Homosexuality in West Germany: Be -
tween Persecution and Freedom, 1945–69, Genders and sexuality in His -
tory (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), xii + 262 pp. isBn 978
0 230 35500 2. £55.00

the history of homosexualities in post-war West Germany has only
recently started to attract sustained historiographical attention.1 For
a long time it had been almost forgotten, squeezed, as it is, between
the horrible past of nazi persecution and the glamorous present of
gay liberation since the 1970s. Clayton Whisnant, currently Associate
Professor of European History at Wofford College in spartanburg,
south Carolina, ably demonstrates in his book how fascinating and
fruitful it can be to research the situation and the life of homosexual
men in the 1950s and 1960s. the author convincingly argues that ‘this
era made a positive contribution to the history of German homosex-
uality, without which it is impossible to imagine gay life in the coun-
try today’ (p. 204). 

Whisnant’s study accommodates the current search for homosex-
ual self-understandings that can supplement the identity formations
shaped by gay liberation in the 1970s. in this vein, the author con-
vincingly emphasizes the diversity of homosexual life styles in terms
of different masculinities, distinct social milieux, and diverging gen-
erational groups. yet his exploration of the post-war history of homo-
sexualities not only enriches our understanding of the multifaceted
past of same-sex love, but also contributes to the broader political
and social history of post-war West Germany. Whisnant challenges
some hitherto cherished views by stressing the longevity of pre-1945
persecution strategies and demonstrating that the nazi vocabulary
legitimizing such discriminatory politics continued to inform gov-
ernment statements well into the 1960s. on the other hand, he also
shows how debates about society’s relationship to, and treatment of,
sexual minorities decisively contributed to West Germany’s democ-
ratization processes.

thus there is a great deal to learn from Whisnant’s study, which
looks at the policing of homosexuals (chapter 1), the political initia-
tives and self-images prevalent within the homophile movement
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(chapter 2), the everyday experiences and practices of homosexual
men (chapter 3), and their changing legal position (chapter 4).

Chapter 1 offers a wealth of sometimes surprising detail. People
who happened to be included in police lists of alleged homosexuals,
for example, ran the risk of having their driving licences withdrawn.
Whisnant also offers some interesting observations on therapeutic
interventions that disastrously tried to cure homosexuality, but his
discussion of psychoanalytical approaches as simultaneously detri-
mental to, and empowering for, homosexual clients remains prob-
lematic. At a more general level, Whisnant identifies different times
when and places where persecution was more or less intense. in the
1950s the administration and courts of Hamburg, for example, fol-
lowed a more lenient policy than their counterparts in Cologne and
Munich. the author also identifies a significant shift in homophobic
stereotypes underlying, for example, the Volkswartbund’s repeated
calls for more restrictive policies. While the image of the effeminate
weakl ing dominated the public’s perception of homosexual men
until the 1940s, the figure of the corrupting predator endangering
Ger man youth gained currency in the 1950s.

Chapter 2 meticulously follows the twists and turns of the homo -
phile movement. Whisnant describes various mostly rather short-
lived organizations and publications. He also outlines the activities of
some prominent figures, such as Hans Giese, Kurt Hiller, and Erwin
Haarmann and his assistant, Johannes Werres. two findings are par-
ticularly interesting. First, Whisnant shows how claims for minority
protection and minority rights increasingly shaped the arguments of
homophile representatives. second, he discovers that their efforts to
improve the societal position of homosexuals came to a sudden end
around 1960, when homophile publications and organizations disap-
peared almost completely. this was due, among other things, to an
increase in administrative and judicial restrictions that at least nomi-
nally aimed to protect youth. yet while the official side of the homo -
phile movement withered away, the number of bars and clubs con -
tinued to grow. At this point it makes sense to stress, as Whis nant
compellingly does, the inseparability of the formal and informal activ-
ities of homosexuals. instead of according political significance only
to the official associations, Whisnant’s narrative suggests that it was
the very interplay between these different dimensions of the homo-
sexual counterpublic that proved decisive for the long-term success of
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the homophile movement, that is, for achieving the de criminalization
of consensual sex between male adults in the late 1960s.

the third chapter looks at this informal side of homosexual activ-
ities. Again concentrating primarily on Hamburg, with occasional
detours into cities such as West Berlin and Hanover, Whisnant paints
a vivid picture of homosexual meeting spaces, bars, and saunas in the
1950s and 1960s. in light of the chapter’s detailed richness it is espe-
cially regrettable that the book contains neither photographs nor
maps nor any other kind of illustrations. Readers learn a great deal
about how housing shortages, emergency accommodation, bombed-
out buildings, public toilets that were scarcely lit because of electric-
ity shortages, and post-war conditions in general offered many
opportunities for clandestine sex. When these opportunities van-
ished as a result of West Germany’s gradual economic recovery,
more and more bars and clubs started to cater for the needs of homo-
sexual customers. the chapter’s particular strength lies in showing
how this homosexual scene developed internal lines of differentia-
tion. ‘Respectable’ homophiles, feminine Tunten, working-class hus-
tlers, and rough leather men all had their preferred spaces and quar-
ters. Although these scenes were not totally separate, Whisnant
shows how they came to be ever more distinct from each other. 

the fourth chapter, finally, scrutinizes the reform of the West
German criminal code and the decriminalization of male-to-male
intercourse in 1969/73. in line with previous research, Whisnant
states that these reforms did not primarily grow out of grassroots
protests and endeavours, but resulted from the continued efforts of
some prominent artists, journalists, politicians, and academics.2
Among these were theodor Bovet, Peter von Zahn, Herbert Jäger, and
Hans-Joachim schoeps. in this context Whisnant accords specific sig-
nificance to discussions among theologians and lawyers. He also
highlights the increasing emphasis on a more ‘modern’ and ‘liberal’
notion of the state that was no longer to enforce a specific under-
standing of morality, but to grant its citizens the freedom to decide for
themselves what kinds of sexual activity they wanted to engage in.

two points in Whisnant’s account are particularly noteworthy:
his emphasis on transnational connections and on the diversity with-
in the homosexual scene. As far as the transnational dimension is
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concerned, the author primarily highlights the Cold War and transat-
lantic interactions as important frames within which his narrative
unfolds. While it is debatable how deeply the ‘lavender scare’, that is,
the fear of homosexual spies working for the Communist enemy,
impacted on West Germany (pp. 17, 61), it is undoubtedly true that
the minority protection arguments that gained ever more currency
during the 1960s were heavily influenced by the debates on ethnic
diversity taking place at the same time in the United states (pp. 103,
193). there is another ‘transnational’ link, however, that might have
deserved more attention. Unlike its ‘democratic’ counterpart in the
West, the ‘totalitarian’ government of East Germany had a more
lenient policy towards its homosexual citizens, at least in terms of
criminal prosecution. Although this did not go unnoticed in the
Federal Republic’s homophile magazines of the 1950s and 1960s, it is
unfortunately scarcely touched upon by Whisnant.

As far as distinct homosexual identity formations are concerned,
Whisnant convincingly highlights the ‘internal’ differentiations be -
tween homophiles, Tunten, hustlers, leather men, and others. Because
of this heterogeneity the author refuses to use the homogenizing
phrase ‘homosexual subculture’, preferring to speak of gay scenes (p.
5) instead. Especially against this background it is particularly regret-
table that Whisnant makes no reference at all to how ‘lesbian scenes’
might have interacted with their gay counterparts. Recent research
has shown how rewarding it can be to take on the admittedly labori-
ous task of casting light on the history of women who loved other
women in the 1950s and 1960s.3 in this and some other respects, the
book might have profited if Whisnant had placed even more stress
on the multiplicity of different and often contested identifications
according to gender and sexuality that co-existed within the gay
scenes. When, for example, he writes about gay men attempting to
partake in the James Dean version of masculinity (p. 50), he forgets to
mention that in those days Dean was considered an effeminate figure
by the general adult public. Even more problematic is Whisnant’s
distinction between an older understanding of homosexuality tied to
gender inversion and a more ‘modern’ definition based on men hav-
ing sex with men. of course it is possible to argue that before the
1960s men who had sex with other men were not necessarily consid-
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ered homosexuals if they appeared perfectly masculine. But the read-
er is left with the impression that there were probably many more
understandings of homosexuality and that to reduce them to the
somewhat strange opposition between effeminacy and male-to-male
intercourse is cutting a complicated story too short. Many leather
men, for example, formulated a specifically homosexual and hyper-
masculine self-image that, in turn, impacted on heterosexual mas-
culinities which then increased the popularity of fitness studios that
in turn attracted more and more gay customers. 

Finally, a few minor points should be mentioned. Apart from a
number of misspellings and small mistakes in writing German words
and names, some relevant recent German-language publications are
missing from the references.4 While looking for these references it
also became clear how tremendously the absence of a full bibliogra-
phy diminishes a book’s usefulness for research and other academic
purposes. to check a particular reference, a short title does not suf-
fice. in order to find the full bibliographical details of a certain book,
the reader might have to undertake the time consuming task of skim-
ming through all the endnotes. i am aware that this criticism should
be addressed to Palgrave Macmillan, but it should nevertheless be
noted here. As a compensation for the ‘select’ bibliography, howev-
er, the book offers a useful index at the end.

overall, and in spite of these shortcomings, the book makes a
valuable contribution to current debates within the field. it is, as far
as i can see, the first English-language monograph offering a com-
prehensive and source-based treatment of the post-war history of
male same-sex desire in West Germany. it offers its readers numer-
ous fruitful thoughts and inspiring insights into the history of homo-
sexualities as well as German history.
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männlicher Homosexueller in der frühen Bundesrepublik’, Invertito: Jahrbuch
für die Geschichte der Homosexualitäten, 1 (1999), 12–46.
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