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Abstract 

The history of the LGBT community as a whole is a topic that is not widely discussed in 

modern society, however the range of this discussion has progressed exponentially over time. 

LGBT individuals struggle with many issues with which they are faced through society and 

society’s heteronormative constructs. The modern LGBT rights movement seeks to erase these 

adversities and in turn normalize the lives of all LGBT individuals not just through tolerance, but 

through respect and acceptance. This includes marriage equality, positive public opinion towards 

the LGBT community, a decrease in the amount of homeless LGBT youth, respect for public 

displays of affection in LGBT couples, reconciliation between the LGBT community and 

Christianity, and the visibility of women within the movement. Without these changes, the 

mental and physical health and overall well-being of LGBT individuals will continue to be at 

risk. Not only that, but it will be difficult for society to further progress in a way that is beneficial 

to everyone and in a way that promotes civil rights and equality for all people. 
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LGBT History and Evolution: From Pre-Stonewall to National Marriage Equality 

And Why It Matters 

Individuals in the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, & Trans*) community have, as a group 

and as individuals, endured many difficult obstacles throughout time. It is important to note that 

there has not always been a collective “LGBT Community” to be referred to as such. People 

have not always identified or announced themselves publicly as LGBT for many reasons, 

including but not limited to: self-hatred, fear of persecution, and fear of abandonment. LGBT 

individuals have also been around long before the modern LGBT civil rights movement that 

began with the Stonewall Inn Riots in June of 1969, a pivotal point in LGBT history. It is 

important to understand the history of the LGBT civil rights movement and its inception, namely 

the riots at the Stonewall Inn, in order to grasp the progression of the LGBT community over 

time. Furthermore, and perhaps of more grave importance, is the need for focusing on the study 

of LGBT rights in a social context and as it relates to the study of psychology, religion, and its 

evolution, and also early LGBT individuals and groups that existed long ago. 

For anyone belonging to any minority group, it is especially important to know 

information about the lives of people that came before and their struggles in order to shed light 

on current situations and events pertaining to the fight for civil rights and equality. The personal 

accounts of LGBT individuals from the past along with current findings is a tool that has the 

capacity to open the eyes of colleagues, family, and friends to a subject from which many of 

them may shy away. 

The Movement Begins: The Stonewall Inn Riots 

  In the late hours of June 28, 1969, police raided the Stonewall Inn, a gay bar in 

Greenwich Village—at the time, this was really not an uncommon incident as it was illegal for 
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homosexuals to congregate and be served alcohol (Marotta 33). Usually, when the raid started, 

everyone that could would flee the bar in hopes of not being arrested themselves, however, this 

night was different. They decided to stay and watch the events unfold as their friends were 

arrested for what they perceived to be no good reason. The group then, overcome by emotion, 

began throwing things at the police officers in what ensued as a riot. The police retreated back 

into the Stonewall Inn for protection which led the rioters to begin throwing things through the 

windows and eventually setting part of the building on fire. The rioters were eventually disrupted 

by crowd control police, but the message of that night has stuck with the community ever 

since—the graffiti on the walls of the inn the next day read “Gay Power” and “Queer Power” 

(Marotta 35). Phrases such as “Gay Power” and “Queer Power” may seem elementary today, but 

really they capture the essence of the entire gay civil rights movement. In the riots, the LGBT 

individuals present that night stood up to their oppressors, encouraging others around the nation 

to do the same—that is to come out of hiding and give hope to others. The riots at Stonewall 

started a revolution, but not because of the riots themselves. It is argued that the major difference 

in these particular riots “was not the spontaneity of the first night but the increasingly organized 

efforts that followed on successive nights—and above all the more sober organizing that 

followed once the riots had ended” (Marotta 35). These riots started an organized movement, 

filled with pride and meaning. 

Mainstreaming Marriage Equality  

The phrase “marriage equality” itself is a fairly new term. “Gay marriage” was more 

commonly used a few years ago, but to many, “gay marriage” differentiates groups when 

“marriage equality” has connotations of equal rights. Because of fear, so many public figures and 

celebrities remained in the closet for such a long time, but one by one, they decided to make their 
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voices be heard and “mainstream” the fight for LGBT rights. So when exactly did marriage 

equality become mainstream? Marriage equality has not had the current level of support behind 

its movement until the last five or so years. Democrats and some “liberals” were not fully 

supportive of marriage equality even as late as the 2000s. Bill Clinton signed the Defense of 

Marriage Act which federally prohibited the marriage of same-sex couples. Rewind to the 1950s 

in which educational videos such as “The Lesbian Menace” were introduced as public service 

announcements for people to steer clear of homosexuals. Looking at the progress made between 

the 1950s and the early 2000s, it is really difficult to see much of a difference. Sure, individuals 

were starting to be more open about themselves and less people were living in silence and in the 

closet. After all, the riots at the Stonewall Inn and the AIDS epidemic had both taken place by 

the time President Clinton was elected to office. However, it was not until the late 2000s that 

things started drastically changing for the LGBT community. Today in 2016, America enjoys 

marriage equality nationwide, Ellen DeGeneres has one of the most watched daytime talk shows 

on TV, and public figures such as politicians, clergy, actors, singers, and more are publicly 

“out.” So when did the shift happen to bring the movement to the forefront of American politics? 

Arguably, it has happened slowly over a long period of time, with many pointing to the 

Stonewall Riots as the beginning of the movement. However, in the last decade, it seems as 

though the amount of public interest and change taking place has grown exponentially—which, 

in a span of the decades since the Stonewall Riots, a few years does not seem like any time of 

great significance at all. 

 In November 2008, in the same election in which President Barack Obama was elected to 

office, the voters of California voted to pass Proposition 8, an amendment to the state 

constitution that would take away the rights of same-sex couples to marry, a right that had been 
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granted by the State Supreme Court only six months earlier (Faderman 34). Lillian Faderman’s 

review of the book Redeeming the Dream: The Case for Marriage Equality is a less than stellar 

review. The book was written by the two attorneys that defended Proposition 8, David Boies and 

Theodore B. Olson. Faderman’s overall tone is skeptical and annoyed, mainly with the ways in 

which the attorneys tout their successes in having Proposition 8 overturned as one of the most 

pivotal points in LGBT history. Not to say that this was not an extremely important turning point 

for the LGBT community as talk about the amendment and proceedings were nationally 

televised and publicly discussed by celebrities, mainly in the state of California. Faderman goes 

on to say that perhaps a more important case was United States vs. Windsor in which the 

Supreme Court struck down a very significant section of the Defense of Marriage Act namely, 

the part that did not allow the federal government to recognize same-sex marriages only 

recognized by a state government (35). In this timeline, important political events were occurring 

to set the stage for the cultural events that were about to happen. 

 One specific cultural event that was a national tragedy, but also a major turning point for 

America’s collective views on the LGBT community, occured in 2010 when Tyler Clementi, a 

Rutgers University student, committed suicide after being outed by his roommate. This event 

brought support for the LGBT community in all forms from celebrities to politicians, with most 

of the popular music being released in the following year focusing on self love and acceptance 

for LGBT individuals (Macdonald 97). While political figures becoming involved and laws 

being challenged are helpful within a civil rights movement, it is the tragic events that bring us 

together as a culture that have the power to change minds, and therefore lives, for the better. But 

just because the collective public opinion has changed on an issue such as marriage equality, that 

does not mean that there are not other problems facing the LGBT community. 
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Homeless LGBT Youth 

As important as marriage equality is to the LGBT community, there are so many more, 

what some might consider to be more pressing, issues facing the community.  Many of these 

issues could be solved by families across the nation offering a more inclusive and nurturing 

environment for their LGBT family members, especially the youth of the community. The very 

serious consequences of not providing this safe and accepting environment for LGBT individuals 

as they mature are depression, homelessness, and even death, such as in the case of Tyler 

Clementi. So are LGBT youth more at risk of being homeless? There is a high amount of LGBT 

youth that are homeless and their characteristics and circumstances differ greatly from non-

LGBT homeless youth. LGBT youth that decide to come out and announce their sexuality often 

face backlash from the people they love and trust most in the world. Specifically, they have 

higher chances of facing adversity in the forms of family problems, harassment at school and in 

general, increased likelihood of being disowned by their families, and higher suicide attempt 

rates (Wardenski 1377). Possibly the most tragic part of all of this is that these problems come to 

them through no fault of their own, but through external hatred and xenophobia by those that 

surround them, leading to a life in the system or on the streets. These periods of homelessness 

that are a product of these issues will likely produce a life of delinquency, leading them to be 

placed into the juvenile justice system (Wardenski 1377). In other words, a deeply inherent trait 

that LGBT individuals cannot change causes others to force them into a life they would never 

choose for themselves, and they must seek survival in any form necessary, as all humans do. 

An article from The Journal of Criminal Law & Criminology by the Northwestern 

University School of Law, by Joseph Wardenski, discusses the landmark sodomy ban Supreme 

Court Case from 2003 and its effects on LGBT youth. Sodomy is usually understood as anal 
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penetration, but this law only affected same-sex sexual intercourse, even though heterosexual 

couples can technically perform the act of sodomy. There are a multitude of problems already 

facing homeless LGBT youth and this landmark ruling changed things for them when the 

sodomy ban was overturned. Profiling does exist, seemingly more so with homeless youth. They 

are stereotyped into trouble-causing, irresponsible juvenile delinquents. For LGBT homeless 

youth, this is especially the case as they have even more stacked against them. According to the 

article, “As long as sodomy statutes remained on the books, gay and lesbian adults bore the 

presumption of criminality because of the illegality of the sexual acts associated with their sexual 

identity” (Wardenski 1365-1366). LGBT homeless youth have a stigma associated with them 

that is even deeper than the stigma experienced by their heterosexual gender-conforming 

counterparts. Homeless LGBT youth are more likely to participate in high frequencies of 

unprotected sex (sometimes in exchange for housing) and are more susceptible to depression, 

withdrawn behavior, aggression, and delinquency (Permenter 2). There is hope, however, for 

these individuals. There are people out there organizing and willing to help without condition, 

even celebrities. 

There are an entire community of groups dedicated solely to help LGBT youth that are 

homeless. Celebrity Miley Cyrus has her own group, “The Happy Hippie Foundation,” which 

was heavily promoted at MTV’s 2014 Video Music Awards, that promotes awareness and helps 

homeless LGBT youth. LGBT youth are kicked out of their homes every day because of their 

sexuality and/or gender identity, even leaving foster homes because they believe that fending for 

themselves is a better option. One study found that 100% of LGBT youth in group homes had 

faced verbal harassment and 70% had faced physical assault (Permenter 2). Homeless LGBT 

youth are not always lucky enough to find family to take them in because of the negative 
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opinions that society has formed about LGBT people in general. This is also a problem—people 

have formed an opinion about a group of people who are all very different individuals that share 

one common characteristic. California is the only state that has passed a law protecting youth and 

foster care homes from discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation (Permenter 3). In 

addition to passing laws such as in California, perhaps if people would stop stereotyping and take 

time to gain understanding of individuals other than themselves, this problem of a massive 

amount of homeless LGBT youth could be solved. Being LGBT as a young person is extremely 

difficult because that is a time in a person’s life when they are not only finding themselves, but 

they are also looking for love and companionship, which is an important part of an individual’s 

development into maturity. 

Romantic Relationships as Part of Development 

Looking for love and companionship is not only taught at an early age, but it is also an 

innate desire in a majority of people, including those people in the LGBT community. 

Heteronormative individuals see the seeking and building of relationships as a significant part of 

their daily lives, as it is the main plot point for most movies, books, and television shows that 

center around these heteronormative people. So, are romantic relationships an important part of 

development and are homosexual romantic relationships different or the same as heterosexual 

relationships? Romantic relationships are very important in the development of all young adults 

and even go as far as producing positive mental and physical health benefits (Macapagal et al. 

309). However, people often look down upon couples in same-sex relationships as if they are not 

as “valid” as heterosexual relationships. Because of this, there is somewhat of a crossroads when 

it comes to discussing the effects of romantic relationships on the developmental adolescent. 

Because of society’s negative views and opinions towards same-sex couples, same-sex 
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relationships during the developmental years could also lead to mental, emotional, and even 

physical trauma that opposite-sex couples just do not experience. For example, an opposite-sex 

couple can walk down the street, through the mall, through the hallways at school, and even go 

into church holding hands and the most discerning look they will get, if at all, will have little to 

no effect on their well-being.  Put a same-sex teenage couple in the same situations. There are 

progressive areas where this behavior would not see much backlash, but they are few and far 

between. If a same-sex couple of any age were to hold hands in these places in any conservative 

areas (the vast majority of the Southern and Midwestern Unites States), people that do not even 

know them would call them names, tell them how disgusting they are, and possibly even 

physically harm them. In schools, the fear of attack and ridicule force students to plan how to get 

safely to and from school, and once there, safely to and from class resulting in high rates of 

absenteeism and poor academic performance (Bailey 47). The worst part about it all is that 

behavior such as this is largely encouraged, directly and indirectly, by churches—places which 

are supposed to be places of worship and sanctuary. In situations such as this, “The justification 

of discrimination allows for guilt-free prejudice expression by reconciling negative affect with 

egalitarian beliefs and social norms” (Bahns and Branscombe 388). Because of the false 

allowance of the justification of this prejudice by religious groups, people in turn believe they are 

doing nothing wrong and therefore continue to do it. 

 Romantic relationships play a major part in social interactions from very early in life. 

Children are taught early on to seek love and are put into boyfriend/girlfriend stereotypes with 

others as soon as they are able to interact with their peers. For example, social media is rampant 

with parents taking pictures of their male child with their friend’s female child and saying that 

they will get married someday. Are there any negative motivations for doing this? Probably not. 
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Are there negative consequences from doing this? More than likely. Gay couples have the same 

everyday tasks as straight couples such as laundry, dishes, etc. Romantic relationships are major 

plot points in a vast majority of movies, television shows, and books as a positive outcome. 

Evidence in research from Macapagal et. al suggests that same-sex relationships have as much 

importance to mental well-being as opposite-sex relationships, but the catch is that they almost 

always need to be in controlled environments where no harm will come to the couple (316). The 

main difference between heterosexual couples and homosexual couples is that sexual identity as 

a sexual minority definitively impacts their lives at the different stages of relationships, for 

example, heterosexual individuals do not have to go through coming out, determining a potential 

partner’s sexual orientation, or go through exclusive LGBT networks in order to find a mate 

(Macapagal et. al 317). Without discrediting heterosexual relationships, heteronormative people 

do not have to face the same obstacles as LGBT individuals seeking relationships. 

Relationships are hard for all people. LGBT couples also have external hardships that 

heteronormative couples do not face. Romantic relationships are important for the well being of 

the individual, but for this to be successful, the relationship must be successful. In any kind of 

LGBT relationship, there are other concerns that can affect the way the relationship progresses 

such as “outness” and its “implications for the couple’s interactions in public spaces” 

(Macapagal et. al 309). The problems that can arise with this are different maturity and comfort 

levels of being “out” between the two people in the relationship. Comfort levels have a lot to do 

with prior knowledge and experiences. In many cases, young people have not been properly 

taught how to handle relationships, especially when it comes to physical intimacy.  

 Sex education is a hot topic across the board in the United States. When is too early? 

How much information should be given at school? These are decisions made by governments 
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and school systems and the consensus for the answers to these questions seems to be “around the 

age of puberty” and “as little as possible to keep from being reprimanded.” There are several 

problems with this. Sexuality is generally taught to be a biological process between a male and a 

female with the end result being pregnancy. In fact, the version of sex education taught at most 

schools is stripped down to listening to a recording of a reading of the reproduction chapter from 

the science textbook. It is impossible and unimaginable for authorities and society to expect 

pubescent adolescents to learn healthy sex practices in any capacity from this kind of education. 

Safe sex and relationship navigation should be an important relationship milestone for 

homosexual males as they have the highest risk of HIV infection (Macapagal et. al 309). 

Physical health is extremely important, and if the relationship is not navigated appropriately, all 

people have the chance of contracting a sexually transmitted infection that has the potential to 

harm them physically for a long period of time. While physical health is important, mental health 

is an issue all its own that is often overlooked by society. 

Negative Public Opinion is Negative Health 

The impact negative attention has on the mental wellness of LGBT individuals can be 

heavily detrimental. Which begs the question; do negative press and negative legal decisions 

towards LGBT individuals have a negative impact on the mental health of those individuals?  

LGBT individuals are constantly belittled by the media when stories arise of hatred towards the 

LGBT community. Suicide risk and depression goes up among LGBT individuals when their 

family and friends agree with or stay silent about negative stories about them in the news. Many 

LGBT individuals become depressed around times when there is a major vote on the issue and 

this is constantly the subject of conversation around them. Depression and self-esteem are not 

helped, but are made worse by negative portrayals or belittlement. LGBT individuals are 6 times 
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more likely to attempt suicide during adolescence and are 6 times more likely to experience 

substance abuse and mental health problems according to the American Psychiatric Assosiation’s 

LGBT Fact Sheets which go on to say that not only are they more susceptible at a young age, but 

even if LGBT individuals successfully avoid the aforementioned risk factors, there is still a high 

risk of attempted suicide because of difficulties of expression as a sexual minority in a hostile 

environment.  

The simple fact that authorities and political bodies continuously vote on, discuss, and 

make decisions about the rights of a minority group further proves that the motivations for these 

divisive decisions are based more on personal fear and selfishness as opposed to actually putting 

good into the world and protecting the rights of their citizens—or in other words, doing their 

jobs. 

Members of the LGBT community are already at a higher risk of developing mental 

disorders and committing suicide. The minority stress model, discussed in an issue of the journal, 

Psychology, Health & Medicine, points to the reasons why LGBT individuals have such a high 

suicide rate and the relationships between their stressors. As portrayed in the minority stress 

model, “sexual minorities experience unique and chronic stressors (e.g., victimization and 

internalized homophobia) that are specific to their identities, which in turn have deleterious 

effects on their mental health” (qtd. In Mereish et al. 2). In the model, LGBT victimization and 

internal hatred leads straight to suicide or leads to substance abuse which leads to suicide. This is 

a difficult problem to solve as it seems to happen in patterns that always repeat themselves. 

While people struggle within themselves and with others on the issue, perhaps there are some 

solutions to changing negative public opinions toward the LGBT community. This self hatred 

and external hatred, is often inflicted by the religious beliefs of themselves and those around 
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them. In many cases, a form of Christianity is at the root of the problem. 

The LGBT Community vs. Christianity 

Christianity is far too often seen as an opponent to people in the LGBT community. 

Many LGBT individuals struggle because their Christian families do not accept them as they are.  

This is largely due to Christianity having been a major factor in promoting the negative attitudes 

and public outcry that exists against LGBT people. Many sources imply and provide evidence 

that Christianity has been a major catalyst for discrimination against members of the LGBT 

community. How deep do these roots go and what effects has this had on society as a whole? A 

majority of Christians today still do not agree with marriage equality. The Southern Baptist 

Convention still holds the belief that homosexual relationships are wrong and should be against 

the law. The Southern Baptist Convention explicitly states, “we deny that the effort to legalize 

“same-sex marriage” qualifies as a civil rights issue since homosexuality does not qualify as a 

class meriting special protections, like race and gender,” and furthermore, “That we express our 

love to those who struggle with same-sex attraction and who are engaged in the homosexual 

lifestyle.” These statements seem contradictory to many, but blinded by xenophobia, many 

Christians feel that they are not doing anything wrong as evidenced in the resolutions of the 

Southern Baptist Convention. These resolutions are not without reason, however, as the 

argument about same-sex relationships in Christian culture has been ongoing for centuries. John 

Boswell, a former professor of history at Yale University, is considered to be one of the foremost 

experts on homosexuality as it relates to early Christianity and the ways in which the “gay 

debate” started centuries ago. The writings of the Apostle Paul in the Christian Bible are what 

many Christians today use for rebuttal when confronted about their negative views on same-sex 

marriage and the LGBT community as a whole. According to Boswell, there are several reasons 
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that same-sex relationships are not discussed heavily in ancient literature, which in turn left room 

for modern Christians to condemn the LGBT community on the basis of just a few sentences in 

the Bible. The rules surrounding sexuality in Paul’s day were mainly about good stewardship—

that is using sexuality in a non-obsessive way, in a way that did not cause controversy and 

scandal, and kept Christians from being distracted from serving God (Boswell 115-116). Another 

point worth noting is that early Christians (and many modern-day Christians for that matter) 

were not only anti-homo-eroticism but were anti-eroticism in general. That is to say that many 

Christians are not open to discussing or acknowledging eroticism of any kind because of their 

own ingrained negative thoughts towards intimacy which creates even more “horror” when the 

topic of LGBT issues arises (Boswell 164). Often when people have objections or are 

uncomfortable with discussion of a sexual nature, whether due to their own shame or ideals that 

were embedded into them as children by their parents’ religion, they have even greater difficulty 

accepting people being open about their sexualities. These inherited negative attitudes cause 

problems for those Christians that identify as LGBT and when LGBT clergy begin to appear to 

do their jobs, things become even more complicated. 

From a young age, many people are exposed to portrayals of clergy on television and in 

film. From nuns to pastors to the pope, images of celibate people that are covered from head to 

toe are displayed and then stored away in the minds of the viewers. This is a form of 

stereotyping, and perhaps in earlier generations, this stereotyping is accurate. In today’s culture 

however, people of all genders and sexual orientations are becoming pastors in many different 

Christian denominations. For younger people, this change is really not that much of a change, 

mainly because they have not been around as long and have less “tradition” to which they can 

cling. For older generations, a lesbian Baptist minister for example, is something much harder to 
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swallow, even for the most liberal of individuals. One such minister, Angela Yarber, has made it 

her mission to attempt reconciliation between this area of uncomfortableness and acceptance. In 

her writing, she discusses candidly some of the things that have been said to her over time and 

her questions that arise from these encounters. Yarber states that when told “You don’t look like 

a preacher,” this language begs the question, “What exactly does a preacher look like?” as in 

actuality, the stereotypical “preacher” is a societal concept that has been constructed over time 

(Yarber 17). These questions and statements made by people who are “trying,” while 

aggravating, are mostly innocent nonetheless and provide significant moments of teaching which 

leads to more accepting communities.  

It is important to note that not all of Christianity and its members stand against the LGBT 

community in all of its incarnations. There are many bodies that believe in inclusion and are 

affirming when it comes to welcoming LGBT individuals into their congregation. While the 

three major Christian denominations in America—the Roman Catholic Church, the Southern 

Baptist Convention, and the United Methodist Church—disprove of same-sex relationships and 

positive attitudes toward the LGBT community in general, these groups only account for 35% of 

Americans’ religious affiliations (Barnes and Meyer 505). That statistic alone makes the outcry 

against the LGBT community seem somewhat less threatening. After all, that leaves another 

65% of Americans that are not a part of those denominations. Perhaps the problem is with a 

particular group of LGBT individuals.  It is startling that so many LGBT individuals stay in 

organized religious organizations that are non-affirming, or believe that being LGBT is wrong 

and unacceptable within that religious community. Studies show that LGB individuals (the “T” is 

purposely excluded from the acronym here as transgender individuals were not part of this study) 

that identify as Protestant are 2.5 times more likely to attend a non-affirming church and are 2.5 
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times more likely to attend a church where the majority are heterosexuals in comparison to their 

non-protestant counterparts (Barnes and Meyer 506).  So what is the main difference between 

these groups and the groups that spout hate and bigotry towards the LGBT community? One 

major difference is that the affirming bodies are generally made up of people that have a larger 

capacity for compassion and empathy or even have a majority of members that are LGBT. These 

particular bodies of Christians have actually paved the way for other denominations to be more 

inclusive by leading by example and include such organizations as: The Alliance of Baptists, 

Association of Welcoming and Affirming Baptists, Baptist Peace Fellowship of North America, 

and the Network of Baptists Affirming Lesbian and Gay Christians (Yarber 63). One cannot 

have light, or what is good, without darkness, or what is bad. In this spirit, the affirming and 

accepting communities are spreading light across all of the darkness they can in order to make a 

better world as the LGBT community progresses from its oppressive past to the future. 

In the Closet—In the Past 

Life as an LGBT individual in the United States from pre-colonial times to the Twentieth 

Century was quite different than it is today. In fact, people of those times would probably see 

today’s LGBT community as extremely privileged if not for the single reason that being LGBT 

is something that can be discussed so openly and publicly. LGBT people have always existed, 

even before there were labels for them. Specific individuals and the community as a whole dealt 

with this topic in their own way as they existed in colonial times in America. It is only in the past 

several decades that people have started feeling comfortable with publicly revealing their sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity. David and Jonathan from the Bible are considered by many to 

have been homosexuals based on their loving relationship and language towards each other, in 

what could be considered the oldest recorded same-sex love story. The text displays what David 
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states of Jonathan after his death, “Your love for me was wonderful, more wonderful than that of 

women” (Holy Bible: New International Version, 2 Samuel 1.26). Homosexuality is viewed by 

many as an inherent trait and not something that is learned or chosen, so it is logical that it 

existed in earlier times. 

French Jesuit explorers discovered what they referred to as “feminine men” in the Native 

American tribes in and around the Chicago region of Illinois as early as 1702 and observed their 

practices from afar, casting aspersions on them such as “sodomite heretics,” without even trying 

to understand the practice from the tribe’s point of view (De La Croix 7). Like almost everything 

else that happened when European explorers began “claiming” land in America, they did so 

without sympathy for the natives and with the mindset that they knew best.  

English LGBT individuals in the Americas during colonial times were viewed much 

differently than the natives that currently inhabited the region, and furthermore in stark contrast 

to modern times. One such individual by the name of Nicholas Sension lived in Connecticut in 

the mid to late 1600s. Sension, although married to a female, made sexual advances toward 

several of the men in his community and where these advances today perhaps would seem 

playful or of a flirtatious nature, they were classified as assault during these times. Sension was 

charged with attempted sodomy and eventually died before he was fully pardoned from his acts 

(Foster 82). 

In 1642, a female individual by the name of Elizabeth Johnson was punished by being 

whipped and fined for “unseemly practices” involving her maid, but these punishments were 

much less harsh compared to that of men convicted of sodomy (Foster 88). Because of the 

attitudes surrounding the subject, and the unclear manner in which “sodomy” and related illegal 

acts were defined, there is record of only two people that were executed for sodomy in New 
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England during the seventeenth century: William Plaine and John Knight (Foster 90). The death 

sentence for these men was only solidified after judges conferred with ministers and other public 

authorities to decide it was beneficial to the communities that they be put to death. The fact that 

there are only a couple of accounts of LGBT women from this time is very telling of the overall 

writings and documentation of LGBT history. According to Margot Canaday in the Women’s 

Studies journal, Frontiers, this evidences that the history of LGBT individuals and the LGBT 

community has time and time again been mainly focused on the experience of males (12). For a 

modern movement that is all about acceptance and equality, it seems that Canaday’s words are 

frequently true, and this is a destructive notion. However, the past cannot be undone and what is 

broken takes time to piece back together. 

Also around the same time, three men were publicly shamed, whipped, and charged with 

sodomy, but it only started with two. Edward Michell and Edward Preston, after being reported 

by John Keene for trying to lure him into joining them, were brought before the court on their 

charges, but officials asked Keene to stay while they were punished. Later, officials also 

punished Keene for the reason that he gave Michell and Preston reason to think he was interested 

in their activities (Foster 91-92). This could be considered one of the first documentations of a 

version of what is known today as “LGBT panic,” in which people act in a negative way toward 

an LGBT person for fear that they could be drawn in to this “lifestyle” if they do not. Keene 

turned in the two men that attempted to seduce him, and in turn was punished himself. 

Because of documentation practices in colonial times, sadly, most of the stories about 

LGBT individuals during this time are not light and cheery. However, approximately 100 years 

later after the United States had established its independence, there is documentation of letters 

between lovers of the same sex in early America. It is clear during this period that these 
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individuals had become much more secretive about their love affairs so as not to be caught so 

easily. One couple specifically that offers a unique look into the lives of gay men in Early 

America is John Fishbourne Mifflin and James Gibson. It is easy to tell that the men writing 

these diaries and letters were not merely close friends, but actual lovers because of not only the 

way they write to each other but because of the ways they write about each other and each 

other’s bodies in an intimate fashion (Foster 218).  

Fast forward to the time right after the Civil War through around 1911, when Chicago 

had become infamous for its “debaucheries, orgies, and all manner of vice,” and its female 

impersonators in what today would be considered as drag shows (De La Croix 19). In all 

honesty, the LGBT community has been known in the past for promiscuity, practices considered 

to be taboo, and other types of activity that were not considered to be a part of “normal” society. 

This really makes sense though, when one considers the reasoning behind it. Often when young 

children fight, one of them is given preference by their parents, or an upper hand of some sort, 

whether it be because they are the eldest child or because they fit into a more normal mold of 

what society expects. This of course can be situational and does not necessarily mean that the 

parents love one child more than the other, but this does occur. This “upper hand” is called 

privilege. The unprivileged child then has to prove themselves to be equal in some way in order 

to be treated fairly, and this often leads to frustration because it is difficult to gain privilege. This 

frustration causes acting out to occur in the form of tantrums, shouting, breaking things, etc. 

because the tantrum gives the child feelings of empowerment and the notion that their anger can 

some how encompass those around them in punishment (Emanuel 62). This frustrated child is a 

picture of the LGBT community during these oppressive times in which acting out was the only 

way in which their voices could be heard. 
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Perhaps the “acting-out” of those in the LGBT community have caused unforeseen 

setbacks that have ultimately set the movement back further than it has to be. In June of 1968, a 

documentary was released throughout America documenting a drag queen contest—a beauty 

pageant in which gay men dress up as women and often lip-sync the words to a song being 

played in the background—held in New York City, displaying this part of “gay culture” for the 

entire country to see (Hillman 153). Many in the LGBT community at the time felt that this 

could be a setback as it reinforced negative stereotypes about LGBT individuals, mainly gay 

men. This is a largely debated issue within the LGBT community itself as many think the drag 

culture only makes homophobic people even more homophobic. However, what happened was 

quite the opposite. The movement gained momentum and brought about social change in gender 

norms and expectations (Hillman 157). Because people in the documentary were not actors, they 

were just people being true to themselves, the film sparked interest in the gay community and 

begin the process of blurring the widely accepted gender binary. 

Ultimately, sex itself throughout history is a social construct. A vast majority of the 

population has sexual desires at some point during their lives. It is widely considered to be a 

natural part of being human. However, although desires are personal and internal, the act of sex 

itself is influenced by many different factors. In Long Before Stonewall: Histories of Same-Sex 

Sexuality in Early America, Thomas Foster states that “Sex acquires meaning in many cultures 

only as a function of political, economic, social, and religious ideologies” (82). Foster’s words 

resonate with the fact that sex is often used as more than simply consummating a relationship. 

This also brings up a point in relation to marriage equality: it seems as though the majority, a.k.a. 

heterosexuals are the ones that abuse the institution of marriage and what it is “supposed” to be 

and then attempt to keep it away from the minority, the LGBT community. 
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Judicial figures, clergy, and the public in general during this time obviously viewed 

same-sex relations between men of any kind to be an immoral, disorderly act but not as an 

expression of desire or sexual identity (Foster 91). This is an extremely significant point because 

to understand why people in the past were treated so unfairly and harshly, especially by today’s 

standards, it is necessary to understand the thinking behind those that were condemning and 

punishing them. It is really all a matter of different points of view. As demonstrated, these were 

the opinions held during colonial times, so one would expect this to be a major progression from 

biblical times, as it is expected that time moving forward means social progress. This however, is 

not necessarily the case. Biblical texts really do not have a lot to say about same-sex attraction 

and healthy relationships that can potentially arise from that attraction. People in colonial times 

through today have misconstrued the few passages from the Bible that could be interpreted to 

give explanations for LGBT sexualities. Because of the view point that there is only one 

sexuality, so much damage has been done and so many innocent lives, lives that only wanted to 

be loved, have been taken. The call for a change in perspective from this oppressive view point is 

clear. 

Why It Matters  

The LGBT rights movement has been exponentially forced into public awareness mostly 

in the last five to eight years. In colonial times, these individuals were persecuted and mentally 

scarred, as in some cases, they still are even today by people that identify as Christians. 

Christianity has led the movement against LGBT civil rights and is largely responsible for the 

negative attitudes towards LGBT persons that cause mental and physical stress and lowered 

well-being. However, with all of the obstacles that have been surpassed, the LGBT community is 

experiencing the most accepting society towards them that has existed in the past 200 years. 
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LGBT individuals have experienced trauma and mistreatment throughout time, and a large 

percentage of those individuals could never truly be themselves, or be proud of themselves. 

Many great strides in the right direction have been made as a society but there is still much work 

to be done in order for LGBT individuals to feel included and accepted as part of society, in 

every aspect. This has been determined through the study of the history of the LGBT civil rights 

movement and its inception through the riots and protest at the Stonewall Inn. LGBT history in a 

social context has had many twists and turns, but is now heading in a positive direction. LGBT 

acceptance in the fields of psychology and religion has progressed a great deal but there is still 

work to be done, especially when it comes to Christianity. There is much more work and 

research to be done when it comes to LGBT history and outcomes as a whole, as LGBT focused 

history books and articles are scarce and more difficult to find as no subject within the realm of 

LGBT history has been completely exhausted (Canaday 15). As stated by Supreme Court Justice 

Anthony Kennedy in the high court’s decision on marriage equality, “Indeed, changed 

understandings of marriage are characteristic of a nation where new dimensions of freedom 

become apparent to new generations, often through perspectives that begin in pleas or protests 

and then are considered in the political sphere and the judicial process” (Kennedy 21). With this 

in mind, it is through the evolution of society that it is possible to continue to right the wrongs 

and try to make up for all of the persecuted and closeted individuals that existed long ago, and 

give honor to their suffering by stopping it from continuing to happen. 
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