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Introduction

Liberal Protestants and the Sex Education Movement

In 2019, evangelical psychologist James Dobson warned Colorado families that their “deeply held Christian convictions” were under attack.1 He was referring to a proposed bill to expand public school sex education programs, over which a heated debate had erupted in the state. Even though Colorado had previously banned abstinence-only education, the proposal to provide additional funding and add topics such as sexual consent to the already existing comprehensive sexuality education programs led to an outpouring of opposition and support. Letters flooded in, citizens drove to the capital to testify for and against the bill, and legislators gave emotional pleas on each side. Now, over fifty years after the initial round of the sex education controversies in the United States, the debate is alive and well between those advocating comprehensive sexuality education and those who promote abstinence-only education. Even though many curricula actually provide a mixture of progressive and conservative messages, strong alignments with either approach have caused rifts and cultural confusion over whether young Americans need more or less information about sex.

Conservative evangelical Christians like James Dobson who championed the message of remaining abstinent until marriage have been the loudest religious voices within recent controversies, leading to the impression that “religion”—as if this were a unified concept—seeks to restrict sexual information.2 The association of sex education with the secular nature of public schools has contributed to this claim. However, a longer historical view challenges these simplifications, revealing that religious sex educators have shaped the movement for public sex education continuously since its roots in the late nineteenth-century United States. They co-founded the major organizations that guided sex education, including the American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA) in 1914 and the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS) in 1964. Since then, religious sex educators have worked continuously through or in partnership with these groups. Their advocacy paved the way for many types of sex education, some of which directly countered their goals for both religion and sexuality.

Before conservative Christians launched a series of attacks on sex education in the late 1960s, religious liberals—primarily liberal Protestants—set the tone for religion within public sex education. Those motivated by liberal religious interpretations pushed sex education in new directions and into different public spaces, contributing to a number of substantial shifts in themes and instructional approaches. Ultimately, they created many of the terms on which recent sex education debates have been waged. Through engagement in sex education and acceptance as authorities on the moral dimensions of sexuality, they found opportunities to integrate their progressive religious worldviews and agendas with scientific and cultural understandings of sexuality. Encounters with medical and social scientific trends within sex education organizations inspired strategies for adapting Christianity to a quickly changing society, thereby showing its continued vitality.

The history of sex education therefore cannot be separated from the story of liberal Protestants in the United States. While some Protestant sex educators took part in more radical liberal religious movements such as Unitarianism and the Free Religious Association, most were of the moderate variety of Protestant liberalism affiliated with mainline denominations, especially those that became members of the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCC) and its successor, the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America (NCC). With diverse Christian interpretations and motivations at the table, they found common ground in their interest in sex education as a way to guide children, strengthen marriages, and deepen America’s attention to morality. As liberal Protestants, they shared a commitment to adapting Christianity to modern culture. Anchoring their sex education work was a belief in the fundamental compatibility of religious and scientific truths and the ongoing revelation of God through the world over time. Because they believed God’s truths were revealed through both nature and society, science could help humans to know God better and social reform could bring about the Kingdom of God on Earth. Many were influenced by the social gospel, a loosely organized Christian movement committed to social reforms in order to fulfill this progressive religious vision for society. They promoted ecumenical cooperation and appreciated historical critical readings of the Bible that situated biblical truths within their historical contexts and literary genres.3 Liberal Protestant stances were increasingly defined in opposition to the Protestant fundamentalist movement, which distanced itself from other Christians, mainstream scientific authority, and selective dimensions of secular culture.4

Liberal Protestant sex educators invoked moral frameworks to both expand instruction and inhibit sexual behavior, and these efforts, I argue, laid groundwork for the later emergence of both comprehensive sexuality education and abstinence-only education. While values deemed “liberal” and “conservative” within contemporary sex education disputes seem starkly opposed, that was not always the case. Throughout much of this history, contractive and expansive positions about sexuality were combined or existed alongside one another rather than being separated into opposing camps. Amalgamation was, in part, a way to gain cultural acceptance. Sex educators tempered more radical ideas of the time, including their basic goal of teaching sexual information to youth, with moderate and conservative messages, often strategically framing the former as in service to the latter. Religious language also softened the impersonal, detail-oriented terminology of science, which was sometimes viewed as too harsh or shocking for such a socially charged topic. Although scientifically trained sex educators argued that objective distance and precision could raise the subject out of the gutters and sanitize it, the question of obscenity continued to lurk near the surface. Liberal religious sex educators paired the “scientific exemption” that shielded most medical professionals from censorship on issues of sexuality with what I call the moral exemption that bolstered its protection as a topic addressed by respectable Christians.5

Liberal religious people were well positioned to mediate the challenge of balancing change and continuity within sex education because of their interest in adapting religious traditions to modern conditions. They advanced conservative perspectives by teaching sex education as moral education and emphasizing premarital sexual purity, the restriction of sexual behavior to monogamous marriages between men and women, and the importance of framing sexuality by Christian family values. Attaching these stances to their cause leveraged significant cultural currency because the concept of families based around monogamous marriages had deep-seated connections to American culture.6 Through their prescriptive lessons, they also shaped constructions of heterosexuality and family life that took on hegemonic status by the mid-twentieth century. At the same time, religious sex educators developed progressive approaches that employed the concept of morality to promote frank public discourse, to broaden sexuality’s scope beyond physical intercourse, to advocate positive interpretations of sexuality, and to adapt to scientific advancements and societal changes. In the 1960s, some of them would also use the idea of the “new morality” to open conversations about sexual diversity.

Interest in morality, therefore, played a role in both progressive and restrictive impulses within the sex education movement. While religious sex educators were certainly not the only ones advocating the moral dimension of sex education—many educators and physicians echoed these interests—those who actively identified their sex education work with religion were most vocal and persistent in keeping morality tied to the cause of sex education. The framework of morality gained traction among scientific sex educators, many of whom were eager to disprove the notion that doctors condoned illicit sexual activity just because they offered “quick fixes” for preventing or treating venereal disease. A growing number of education experts within the movement, too, embraced it out of concern for developing morally responsible citizens.

As a desire to shape moral behavior permeated sex education, religious people had a diffuse but powerful avenue for advancing their values, one that simultaneously helped them to convince churches that sex educators were moral reformers. Liberal religious sex educators’ broad framing of morality rested on their belief in the goodness of human nature and the capability of humans to strive toward ethical actions. Because they viewed God as immanent in nature and society, the Bible was treated as one source of moral authority among many, and its lessons needed to be understood within their original contexts and adapted in order to be most useful. For sex educators, morality took on new meanings in different settings, from the push for moral education about character building to the later situation ethics of the “new morality,” becoming a catchall for introducing various religious concerns into the movement. As religious studies scholar Anthony Petro noted in his study of Christian responses to AIDS, “Few words have the potential to carry as much authority or to be as rhetorically flexible as morality.” As such, it has become an important “site of translation” between the religious and the secular.7

In addition to the concept of morality, the ideal of nonsectarian Christianity facilitated the introduction of religious concerns into secular versions of sex education. Instead of just secular and religious spheres, the liberal Protestants of early sex education divided their explicitly religious efforts further between nonsectarian and denominational work. The boundaries between these categories required ongoing negotiations, especially with the growing public awareness that “nonsectarian” approaches within public schools reflected strong Protestant biases and insufficiently accommodated Catholics and Jews—the religious “others” with whom Protestants most frequently interacted. Public schools became more associated with secularism as explicit religious exercises were increasingly removed in the early twentieth century. Because sex education faced a slow and rocky start in schools (with the exception of colleges), most sex education work occurred through nonsectarian voluntary organizations that promoted a general but predominantly liberal view of Christianity—and, by the mid-twentieth century, a “Judeo-Christian” notion of religion—with which they believed almost all people could agree. From this foundation of nonsectarian voluntary work, religious leaders then brought sex education to their churches and denominations, where more specific theologies influenced the topic of sexuality.

Liberal Protestant sex educators celebrated this trifold division of labor between the secular, the nonsectarian, and denominations, seeing each arena as complementary and necessary to the others. When engaging the broader public beyond specific churches, they balanced between secular and nonsectarian values that they viewed as broadly acceptable to guide the public; this was one of their answers to accommodating religious pluralism in a country that separated church and state. After the 1960s, complementarity and cooperation between these three areas of sex education could no longer be assumed as sex education began to grow within public schools, which became more wary of both denominational and nonsectarian religious approaches. These alignments redistributed more of the liberal religious sex education work into denominations, leaving a public void that conservative Christians would fill with abstinence-only education.

Nonsectarian Christian versions of sex education flourished within organizations like the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA), the Federal Council of Churches and its successor, the National Council of Churches, as well as through the military education provided by chaplains. Nonsectarian Christianity also operated quite freely within ASHA and the early days of SIECUS, mingling with and being supported by the scientific orientation of the movements. The strategy of masking Protestant distinctiveness in the framework of nonsectarian universality was an old one to gain religious consensus.8 In this case, it worked to integrate liberal Protestant values into a movement dominated by scientific professionals and education experts. At the same time, downplaying explicit markers of Protestantism such as theological doctrines, biblical passages, and evangelism in favor of general Christian ideas of morality and family values distanced sex educators from more conservative Protestants, who liberals scorned as promoting religious dogmas and the repression of sexuality.

Morality permeated many dimensions of sex education. Indeed, studies have noted a preoccupation with morals within every phase of its history, which underscores the need for research on religious involvement.9 However, scholars’ primary interest in professionals of science, public health, education, or the government has produced academic interpretations of morality as intrusive—a nuisance that tarnished secular plans. For example, in her history of the government’s hygiene campaigns, Alexandra Lord argued that moral frameworks prevented scientists and public health officials from effectively dealing with syphilis and gonorrhea.10 Many comprehensive sexuality educators, too, have reinforced this narrative, lumping morality with the abstinence-only work that runs counter to their goals. While moral considerations undoubtedly informed and complicated scientific treatment of venereal diseases and the teaching of public sex education, they also motivated many sex educators, spurred public interest, provided legitimacy in the context of obscenity charges and cultural silences, and situated sex education within a larger social matrix, expanding responsibility to individuals, parents, churches, schools, and government. By retelling the history of the sex education movement with a focus on religion, I contextualize morality’s entanglements with other agendas and elucidate its various uses and meanings. While morality was not merely a synonym for religion, religious representatives maintained a strong claim to be the moral experts of the movement and left an imprint of religion on the term.

Liberal religious sex educators sought to improve morality at the national level by acting outside of traditional religious institutions, as many Americans feared that churches were no longer the most effective instruments for influencing society. For Protestant sex educators, their work enacted the social gospel of building the Kingdom of God on earth through the improvement of society. Applying Christian messages to social problems beyond churches reaffirmed religion’s immediate significance. The work came full circle when Protestant sex educators brought the work back to their churches, transforming these institutions into tools for sex education. In the long term, however, religious contributors to the mainstream sex education movement created the terms of their own exit. By ceding certain authority to scientific experts and allowing denominations to take over the religious dimensions of sex education, liberal religious leadership in the secular realm of sex education became less visible.

Historical Phases of the Sex Education Movement

Broadly defined, public sex education refers to large-scale, organized efforts to instruct Americans about sex. It includes, but is not limited to, programs within schools. To anchor this study, I focus on national organizations that inspired, collaborated, and reported on these efforts, namely, ASHA for the period prior to the 1960s and SIECUS for the remainder of the century. The significance of these groups has been well established by historians of sex education, although the organizations’ inclusion of and partnerships with religious people have been largely unexplored.11

Exploring the history of sex education through the lens of religious studies reveals new actors, themes, and strategies that impacted each phase. It also introduces different timeframes for some events when compared to studies that focus on scientific contributions. I contextualize religious influences within five phases of the movement for public sex education: (1) the roots of social hygiene campaigns against venereal diseases and prostitutes; (2) the early institutionalization of sex education programs through ASHA, the YMCA, and the military; and the subsequent developments of (3) family life education, (4) comprehensive sexuality education, and (5) abstinence-only education. While many histories of sex education begin with accounts of dermatologist Prince Albert Morrow in the early twentieth century, I trace the roots of his social hygiene movement to liberal Protestant social purity reformers of the late nineteenth century. Similarly, through my attention to the leadership of minister Anna Garlin Spencer, I locate the beginning of family life education more than twenty years earlier than other studies.12 My approach shows not only religion’s prominent role in the mainstream movement but also the movement’s significant impact on its religious participants, especially through their interactions with physicians and public health officials.

Chapter 1 examines the liberal Protestant roots of ASHA, which became a clearinghouse for the early sex education movement. ASHA emerged from the combination of two distinct movements: social purity and social hygiene.13 Liberal Protestantism, I argue, came to influence early sex education through the merging of these strands and the collective realization that scientific information was not enough to influence sexual behavior. I locate the roots of ASHA in social purity groups of the 1870s, many of which were led by Unitarians and Quakers and focused on ridding society of the sins of prostitution. Through purity lectures, these associations pushed sexual boundaries by broaching the topic of chastity with children and the issue of venereal disease with young men. Inspired by the cause of women’s suffrage, purity reformers also sought to eliminate the double standard of sexuality by raising men to the higher standards expected of women. All the while, they encouraged a restrictive and largely negative view of sexual behavior through the Christian dichotomy of sin and purity. I explore their evolving relationship with the physician-dominated social hygiene movement that began in the early twentieth century, demonstrating that liberal religious concerns about sexual morality impacted sex education through the dynamic interactions between purity reformers and social hygienists. Physicians, educators, and religious leaders came to agree that sex education was a primary means to achieve their respective goals of fighting the rampant spread of venereal diseases, enlightening individuals to develop a civilized mind, and eliminating sexual sins increasingly associated with cities. ASHA became the organization within which all three types of people could work out a joint strategy for teaching the moral side of sex.

After ASHA’s official incorporation in 1914, it turned its attention to programs to carry out its visions. Chapter 2 examines the emergence of the YMCA and chaplains as ASHA’s partners in providing sex education to young men within colleges, local YMCAs, and the military. This chapter demonstrates how Christian sex educators used the framework of moral education to justify national sex education programs and to bridge religious and scientific interests. Their positioning of sex education as an integral part of moral education was further influenced by two trends within Protestantism: the social gospel and muscular Christianity. Through these interactions, sex education became a liberal Protestant version of muscular Christianity that sought to reform society. For sex educators within the YMCA and chaplaincy, restoration of moral and social order required instruction that could channel uncontrolled male sexual energy into recreational activities, service to the country, and monogamous, heterosexual marriages.

Building upon the framework of moral education, sex education soon expanded beyond personal character training by linking sexuality with family values. Chapter 3 argues that liberal Protestants and their engagements with social science transformed sex education into family life education beginning in the mid-1920s. Liberal Protestant sex educators developed through family life education many of the normative ideas of heterosexuality and the family that took hold by the mid-twentieth century. Three interconnected liberal religious influences transformed sex education into family life education: (1) the leadership of Anna Garlin Spencer, who was a sociologist, a Unitarian minister, and the creator of ASHA’s Division of Family Relations; (2) the alliance Spencer forged between ASHA and the Federal Council of Churches (FCC), the leading organization for Protestant mainline churches and the ecumenical movement; and (3) the careful balance struck by Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish family life educators between encouraging the interfaith ideal of “Judeo-Christian” family values while rejecting marriage across religious lines. The shift to family life education activated churches and some synagogues in sex education work, effectively making the FCC a practical arm of the sex education movement. Shared interest in social scientific concerns about family life and methods of counseling grounded the partnership, with both ASHA and the FCC convinced that strengthening marital sexuality would improve society. The dual definition of sexuality as physical intercourse and social relations between the sexes, primarily through gender roles, came to full fruition within family life education.

Out of the liberal Protestant agenda for family life education grew comprehensive sexuality education, which taught sexuality as a public health topic and included information on contraceptives and, eventually, sexual diversity. It developed through the FCC’s predecessor, the National Council of Churches (NCC), and Mary Steichen Calderone, a Quaker and a public health professional. Interactions between the NCC and Calderone led to the founding of SIECUS in 1964 as the leader of comprehensive sexuality education. Chapter 4 argues that the “new morality,” a liberal theological trend also known as situation ethics, shaped comprehensive sexuality education and incited the intense conservative Christian opposition known as the “sex education controversies.” The new morality, with its rejection of absolutist interpretations of right and wrong behavior, tipped sex education—which was gaining ground in public schools—further toward progressive sexual values as it suggested that sexual relationships other than those between husband and wife could be moral under certain circumstances. It emphasized the ideas that people should not judge others’ actions and that individuals have rights and responsibilities to make their own moral choices by utilizing reason and the advice of experts. The new morality represented the flourishing of liberal Protestant values of individualism, rational religion, and the embrace of modern professionals. It also made it increasingly difficult to teach the belief that sexual behavior belongs only within heterosexual marriage, even though many early comprehensive sexuality educators held this conviction. Responding to the new morality of comprehensive sexuality education, conservative Christians protested that children would learn an “anything goes” curriculum that violated their beliefs in modesty and the exclusive place of sexuality within a monogamous, heterosexual marriage. During this time, liberal Protestant sex educators could no longer assume cooperation and complementarity between secular, nonsectarian, and denominational spheres. While the public face of the controversy—framed as a battle between conservative religion and the secular public schools—concealed liberal religious voices, they continued to defend SIECUS against those who labeled it anti-Christian.

As Chapter 5 argues, conservative Christian abstinence-only advocates learned a great deal from the liberal Protestants and comprehensive sexuality education they rejected. This recent phase, often defined by the struggle between two competing versions of sex education, began with the emergence of abstinence-only education in the 1980s. After years of opposing sex education, conservative Christians like Tim LaHaye developed their own versions as replacements. Supported by and supporting the newly developed Christian Right and the evangelical pro-family movement, these programs espoused chastity before marriage and omitted information on contraceptive benefits and the diversity of sexual behaviors and identities. As religious studies scholar Sara Moslener has shown, abstinence-only values motivated evangelical purity movements and reflected evangelicalism’s relatively recent embrace of psychology.14 It was no longer a question of whether sex education belonged in schools, but rather which type would be taught. A landmark event that secured the dominance of abstinence-only education occurred in 1996 with the federal decision to dedicate $50 million per year to programs that promoted only abstinence as acceptable outside of heterosexual, monogamous marriage. Conservatives, too, had learned how to translate religious values into secular spaces in order to gain a bigger audience for their concerns and values.

Abstinence-only programs remained the only version of sex education with dedicated financial support from the federal government until Congress created additional funding for comprehensive sexuality education in 2010. The epilogue discusses the enormous power of recent presidential administrations to mold sex education through federal funding initiatives. Recent decades have seen the pendulum in full swing, from the increase in abstinence-only support under President George Bush, to advancement of comprehensive sexuality education under President Barack Obama, to serious efforts to shift funds toward abstinence-only programs under current president Donald Trump. The legacies of religious sex educators have shaped the terms of these discussions, especially in portrayals of what is at stake. Throughout this history, religious people have proven that the concept of morality could be used to expand discourses of sexuality beyond physical considerations, to limit these discussions to the restriction of sexual activity, or, in most cases, both. Contrary to narratives that pit secular sex education against religious actors, religious influence has been both multidimensional and pervasive in the development of sex education.

Historical Ironies of Religious Participation in Sex Education

Some confusion about religious involvement in sex education stems from paradoxes that characterized their contributions. American religious actors, especially those seeking to advance trends of modernism in the twentieth century, have often produced opposite results, as historian Martin E. Marty has shown. His interpretative framework of historical ironies draws attention to consequences of religious ambitions that contradicted the original vision, often caused unintentionally by some dimension of the actor’s plan.15 With this in mind, this book highlights gaps between religious intentions and effects while acknowledging that many actors had lofty goals, noble intentions, and little foresight that their strategies might backfire or be considered socially unacceptable (or worse) in the future. Liberal religious people had high hopes for their abilities to improve the nation’s morality and social problems through continual expansion of public education about sexuality. Their progressive vision, however, produced regressive outcomes on issues such as race, women’s sexuality, religious pluralism, and abstinence.

As a number of studies have thoroughly demonstrated, early sex educators, many of whom saw themselves as cultural and religious progressives, caused deep and lasting harm. As members of the dominant culture, the white Christian elites of the social purity movement and ASHA perpetuated the racist ideologies shared by many of their peers, constructing sex education curricula and campaigns that were racially segregated. Most espoused eugenic rhetoric, and some were active in the eugenics movement. Although ASHA did not officially endorse the movement, it printed favorable articles on it and cooperated with representatives of the American Eugenics Society through conferences and projects.16 While some ASHA leaders and publications clearly articulated eugenic agendas to encourage reproduction among those deemed “fit” and to prevent the “unfit” from marrying or reproducing, more often references were vague and ambiguous. Some used the term “eugenics” as merely shorthand for heredity. However, regardless of meaning or intention, eugenic language contributed to the human rights violations enacted by the eugenics movement. In other words, “despite its sloppiness, the rhetoric of eugenics was important in making repressive policies toward the poor and mentally ill thinkable, palatable, and practicable. The constant drumbeat of phrases like ‘the menace of the feeble-minded’ and ‘mental defectives’ had its toll on the dehumanization of the ‘unfit.’ ”17 The entanglement of sex education and eugenics is, unfortunately, not surprising given the strength of white hegemony and popularity of eugenics, but it was also not inevitable, as the roots of sex education within the social purity movement included abolitionists, many of whom resisted the racial hierarchies supported by leading eugenicists.

Adding to the damaging stereotypes and treatment of non-whites and those with mental illnesses and disabilities, early sex educators denigrated sexual minorities and infertile couples with their prescriptive norms that to be a good American was to marry someone of the opposite sex and have children. Such views contributed to individual and systematic discrimination against LGBTIQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, and queer) people. ASHA also contributed to the silencing of young sexual assault victims as it perpetuated unscientific theories of gonorrhea spread by toilet seats in elementary schools and other public places, in large part because social hygienists could not confront the possibility that girls who contracted gonorrhea were likely the victims of incest.18 Another scholar has cast ASHA leaders as the “antagonists” in his historical narrative about the sustained mistreatment and detention of women suspected of prostitution under the laws of the American Plan.19 And, from the perspective of the many women arrested under these laws and forced to receive medical examinations for venereal diseases, they certainly were. While these assessments add much needed complexity to the work of the early sex educators and their role in history, these people were not simply villains or heroes. In the field of sex education, they made significant progress increasing public discourse about sexual information at the same time they advanced damaging racist and sexist cultural projects. As for the role of religion, religious sex educators were largely complicit in these trends at various phases through participation or lack of protest.20

Early leaders of the movement considered themselves on the forefront of raising sexual awareness, but they remained largely silent regarding contemporaneous progressive developments in female sexuality. As they contested many other boundaries, they were guilty of perpetuating the larger culture’s denial of women as sexual agents, even as other progressives—especially advocates of free love, companionate marriage, and birth control—and even some popular films began to chip away at that image in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.21 Radical sexual reformers had started to take female desire more seriously and to separate it from reproductive and even marital roles.22 In comparison, the social hygienists of early sex education seemed quite cautious and conservative. At the same time, as historian Christina Simmons has argued, the movement “opened a small venue for middle-class white women and a few African American men to speak critically about their place in the sexual order.”23

Early purity reformers, guided by the prescriptive Victorian ideal of white, middle-class women as passionless (and therefore morally superior to men), directed their efforts to controlling male sexuality through education and the suppression of prostitution.24 As purity reformers enshrined female passivity as a model for men, they further distanced their own identities from female sexuality through campaigns against prostitution. Their approach depicted a dichotomy between pure, Christian women defined by restraint and impure, “fallen” women of sexual depravity, leaving little room in between. Moreover, prostitutes were not made the targets of sex education, further reinforcing the view of sexually engaged females as either too far gone or categorically “other.” By supporting education to control male sexuality through images of passionless female reformers and wives and impassioned prostitutes, early sex educators perpetuated frameworks that limited understandings about women and their sexuality instead of expanding such knowledge.

Focus on educating men continued as sex education took hold within spaces where young men were primary audiences, including local YMCAs, the military, and colleges. The movement remained closely tied to efforts to suppress prostitution, continuing to invoke stereotypical tropes of virgins and whores to motivate men, especially soldiers, to marry good women and to control themselves while away from home. Men’s sexuality was, of course, also pigeonholed by these depictions, although patterns started to change when family life education spread through churches and home economics courses. Mid-century courses discussed positive dimensions of women’s sexuality more frequently, although largely tied to women’s roles as wives and mothers. The most progressive dimensions of these lessons often came from girls themselves, who utilized classroom opportunities to ask questions and to develop a critical approach to gender roles and sexuality.25 It was not until well into the development of comprehensive sexuality education that sex educators more regularly celebrated women as independent and diverse sexual actors, and even then it was within limits.

An additional reason that the mainstream movement for sex education largely ignored progressive agitations around women’s sexuality was its separation from feminist-oriented groups that led those charges, including the call for accessible family planning methods. In its early history, ASHA chose to distance itself from the birth control movement and radical feminists associated with it. ASHA’s refusal to take a stance on birth control was an effort to avoid controversial subjects that could distract and divide those dedicated to sex education, especially ASHA’s Catholic members because of the Catholic Church’s rejection of contraceptives. ASHA’s liberal Protestant partners in the FCC moved ahead on this issue, producing a pamphlet in the early 1930s that included statements supporting birth control within marriages. However, liberal Protestants provided other reasons for ASHA to avoid official collaboration with those birth control advocates like Margaret Sanger who espoused socialism, because socialism was viewed as a direct competitor to mainline churches for working class members.26 Given the breadth and fluidity of the movements for sex education and birth control, there were mainstream sex educators who supported the agenda of birth control access and birth control activists producing significant sex education resources, but ASHA’s leaders kept official distance from such overlap at the organizational level.

While ASHA did boast a number of prominent female leaders, including suffragist Anna Garlin Spencer, its ranks were filled mostly with men who chose to link sex education to the respected scientific enterprise rather than feminist causes. After all, the liberal Protestant embrace of mainstream science meant an embrace of science’s overwhelmingly male leadership.27 My study of the early movement that formed around ASHA, therefore, engages a largely white, male-centered history, acknowledging the ubiquity of racial and gender biases in these contexts. The women who rose through the ranks of ASHA knew how to navigate these waters, which often meant moderating their demands on women’s issues. If women pushed their agendas too hard or in the wrong way, Spencer explained that the male leaders “would shut the door opened so generously and give us again men in high authority working in secret for things we could not stop and we women battering outside the doors.” She expressed, “I want to keep the doors open” in order to “work from the inside out.” Other female leaders within ASHA shared the view that “if we antagonize continually, or if they lose confidence in us, then we defeat ourselves.”28

Another historical irony emerged from liberal Protestant approaches to religious diversity. In many ways, religious strategies to influence American understandings of sexuality responded to the challenges of teaching a religiously plural public. Liberal Protestants emphasized broad themes of morality and shifted frameworks in order to appeal to an audience that, over time, they recognized as increasingly diverse. In the earliest phase, specific denominational doctrines of salvation and sin were tempered by broader Protestant emphases on purity and health. As sex educators transitioned to a period of institutionalization, they used frameworks of moral education and character training to universalize sexual values for various Christian groups. Shifting to the further-reaching model of family life education supported interfaith efforts between Protestants, Catholics, and Reform Jews, as they sought to galvanize mainline religious people around a shared fear of the dysfunction and disintegration of American families. Amid perceived cultural revolutions of the 1960s, they embraced the concept of the new morality, a form of situation ethics, to argue against a one-size-fits-all approach to decision making. New morality was touted as a method that could be adapted for religious and nonreligious purposes and diverse audiences yet could still provide a moral compass for public school education about sexuality. However, conservative Christian backlash eventually convinced some sex educators that no religious approach, no matter how expansive, could sufficiently accommodate polarizing tendencies within American religion. As a result, many of those articulating liberal religious approaches to sex education withdrew from secular efforts to convince the nation and have instead flourished within particular denominations through church-based sex education programs. Recognition of religious pluralism led to a wider discussion of sexual pluralism over time, while the progressive impulse to push limits roused conservatives committed to fixed boundaries.

The realization that expansive approaches to religious values, regardless of how nonsectarian they seemed, could never accommodate everyone—and were therefore unsatisfactory for arenas of pluralism such as public schools—yielded unintended consequences. The pendulum swung in the opposite direction, and an approach that eliminated concern for religious pluralism along with discussion of diverse sexualities won the day. Conservative Christians have proposed education about “no sex” (abstinence) to be the most satisfying answer for classrooms. Inability to find a liberal religious approach that accommodated everyone opened the door to exclusive programs that severely restricted sex education and advanced conservative religious agendas.

In further irony, despite fundamental opposition to comprehensive sexuality education, abstinence-only programs came to adopt many approaches previously advanced by liberal religious sex educators. In the late 1960s, when sexual behaviors appeared to be running rampant, opponents embraced the logic that sexual information could influence moral behavior to argue that comprehensive sexuality education was responsible for increased promiscuity. While liberal religious sex educators had developed frameworks of purity and family life education to expand discussions about sexuality in their respective times, conservative Christian abstinence-only advocates implemented these same concepts to restrict conversations. Meanwhile, they adapted for their own purposes comprehensive sexuality education’s reliance upon medical terminology, an emphasis on health, and a positive view of sexuality as part of identity, all points that they had disparaged in progressive programs. Liberal religious sex educators had, unintentionally, developed resources and opportunities that were later used against them.

Positioning religion at the center of sex education history exposes a different cast of characters, motives, and interpretations. It illuminates issues of church-state separation, ecumenical and interfaith cooperation, and the relation of religion to other cultural authorities and professional spheres. The greatest continuity across this religious history is the insistence that sexual information cannot be separated from sexual morality. Religious supporters and opponents of sex education have both worked to maintain and negotiate the pairing. Acceptance of morality within sex education became particularly evident in protests that emerged whenever someone tried to separate it by treating sexuality as just another topic, sexual disease as just another disease, and prostitution as just another illegal action. Furthermore, the persistent reminder by religious sex educators that scientific information was not enough to change the sexual behavior of youth influenced assessment methods that assumed learning was not enough if it did not change behavior. Interest in impacting and measuring sexual behavior defines many aspects of sex education today, preventing the celebration of informed sexual decision making as valuable in and of itself. The legacy of morality within the sex education movement, although not alone in this task, pushed sex educators of all varieties to keep a close watch on sexual behavior.

Likewise, public responses were based on more than information about the physiological aspects of sexual development and behavior; they were about morals, decency, and visions for an upright life and an improved society. Like Allan M. Brandt’s social history of venereal disease, my study considers the concept of sexuality to be shaped by social constructions, including the symbols Americans associated with sex education and the range of topics it covered.29 Sexuality has been constructed by political, economic, legal, and, as I will argue, religious forces. As religious people pushed to develop sex education, they held onto the reins as best they could. They broke ground for new ways of envisioning responsibility for sex education (expansion) with the goal of controlling sexual behavior (contraction). As they pushed the mainstream movement forward, they often succeeded in adapting and molding it to their religious vision, complete with ambivalences and unexpected outcomes.


1

Medical Men, Moralists, and the Roots of Sex Education

In her reflection on the early sex educators, minister Anna Garlin Spencer observed that “we were one of those people who planned our own funerals and our own resurrections.”1 She referred to the voluntary deaths of organizations that came together in 1913 to create the American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA). ASHA remained a central force in sex education for half a century, although, at the time of its birth, many wondered if it would survive infancy. Its shaky foundation was the merger of the American Vigilance Association, a social purity organization of “mainly social workers and clergymen” dedicated to abolishing prostitution, and the American Federation for Sex Hygiene, a social hygiene organization of “predominantly physicians and sanitarians” concerned with venereal disease.2 In both purity and hygiene circles, “social” was a euphemism for “sexual,” dealing with abstinence outside of marriage and sexual health, respectively. Examining the events and contexts that brought together these unlikely partners to teach the public about sex demonstrates the important role of liberal religion in the formation of the early sex education movement. Liberal Protestantism influenced the movement in varying degrees through purity reformers, hygienists, and, most significantly, their interactions.

Comprehensive sexuality educators sometimes look back with disdain on early sex education for its explicit mixing of morals with medical knowledge. The impression is that a focus on morals held back the progress of scientifically driven sex education, and that if only sex education could have shed this pesky approach it would have achieved greater success. Early religious sex educators, too, distanced themselves from previous approaches deemed too moralistic, but they believed that combining medical and moral approaches would improve the efficacy of both. Although an emphasis on the morals of white, middle-class Protestants surely hindered aspects of the movement, it also propelled education about sexuality forward. Christian social purity reformers were not the only ones responsible for ensuring that morals remained integral to sex education. They were joined by physicians in forging this hybrid approach. The religious faction also introduced progressive elements to the movement, including a focus on women’s suffrage, female leadership, eliminating double standards, rejecting the dehumanization of female prostitutes, and improving systemic social inequalities that led some women into prostitution, many of which became dampened once joined with the hygienists’ priorities. The merging of social purity and social hygiene within early sex education serves as a reminder that adding moral approaches to scientific projects did not necessarily mean regression, just as adding scientific perspectives to moral agendas did not always yield progress. Complicating things further, medical and moral approaches were deeply and increasingly entangled in both sex education and the culture at large.

Cultural Contexts of Early Sex Education

The “modernist impulse” that developed in the late nineteenth century within liberal Protestantism facilitated the integration of religious and medical frameworks for sex education. According to historian of American religion William Hutchinson, modernism promoted the adaptation of Christianity to culture, belief in God’s immanence in the world, and optimism that humanity was progressing toward religious ideals.3 This expansive view of divinity and human perfectibility led liberal Protestants to embrace scientific discovery as a powerful tool that could reveal God’s presence and intentions. As more scientists accepted the plausibility of Charles Darwin’s theory of organic evolution, Christians felt the pressing need to clarify their relationship between biblical and scientific accounts of creation. Liberal and conservative Protestant leaders grew further apart in their responses to this challenge, with the former choosing to reconcile these narratives through critical and scientific interpretations of religious texts and traditions.4

The urge to align religion with science led progressive Quakers, Unitarians, and a variety of other Christians among the purity reformers to listen eagerly as hygienists turned their microscopes toward diseases associated with prostitution. At the same time, it invited doctors to connect studies of sexual diseases, an ostracized subject within the medical field and larger culture, with Christianity and the popular social purity movement. For liberal Protestants of both groups, the progressivism and pragmatism of the modernist impulse raised confidence that they could work across denominational, professional, and secular boundaries to help society overcome problems such as prostitution, syphilis, and gonorrhea.5 In addition to their concern about the perceived dangers to the American family, they were also motivated by a pervasive fear that traditional Protestant churches were declining in social power, with religion losing its ability to regulate social and sexual behaviors and public opinions about them. The belief in the diminishing authority of churches further motivated liberal Protestants to collaborate with physicians with the hope of leveraging the cultural power of science for Christian causes.

Although physicians and purity reformers shared the goal of protecting the American family from sexual dangers, they often spoke past one another. The former focused on venereal disease and health, while the latter framed their campaign around the prostitute and moral behavior. Because they targeted separate concerns, each accused the other of neglecting the main threats of extramarital sexuality. As physicians wielded scientific authority to discuss physical risks of sexual contact and to flirt with the idea of medically and legally regulated prostitution, purity reformers more often drew upon religious language to raise awareness of sexual purity and the perils of sexual sin. Purity reformers lobbied for an elevated “single standard of morality” for both sexes. The promotion of one standard of sexual purity was meant to challenge the prevailing double standard that condoned men’s sexual transgressions and kept some women in social conditions that led to prostitution. The single standard challenged the theory of male “sexual necessity,” which claimed that males required frequent sexual encounters in order to maintain their health and was widely accepted by doctors and patients alike.

Gender composition contributed to strains between the groups. Physicians who endorsed regulation were overwhelmingly men, reflecting the dominance of men in the medical profession, while purity leaders of the mid-1880s were women and men. Beyond the leadership, purity reform attracted more women as it collaborated with moral education societies led by female physicians and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. The purity campaign benefited from the Victorian association of female “passionlessness” with moral superiority.6 Purity reformers accused male doctors who endorsed regulating prostitution of protecting the double standard, while the same doctors saw female purity reformers’ appeals as impractical and naïve.

Although social purity relied primarily on religious frameworks and social hygiene turned predominantly to medical ones, these allegiances were not exclusive. Physicians within the purity movement and religious leaders within the hygiene movement blurred these boundaries. More commonly, overlap occurred when members of each movement drew from the broader culture, which was influenced by religious and medical agendas and assumptions about sexuality. Although distinct in many ways, the groups shared an approach to sexuality that, like the modernist impulse, enhanced their compatibility and aided cooperation. Responding to a pervasive concern that sexuality was becoming uncontrollable in society, purity reformers and hygienists approached sex education from a defensive posture aimed at protecting Americans against the dangers of sexual behavior. As cooperation between the two groups strengthened in the early twentieth century, religious and medical framings of sexual danger increasingly intermingled, producing interpretations and strategies for sex education as a form of societal protection, especially for white, middle-class Christians.

The push for public sex education emerged at the intersection of social purity and social hygiene. Both branches were motivated by perceived societal crises. Many decried the “crisis of the family,” marked by delay of marriage, fewer children within marriage, and a rise in divorce.7 Those who married later in life had an “extended period of forbidden sexuality.” As industrialization shifted the location of businesses from homes to cities, urban jobs put unmarried youth in increasing contact with sexual entertainment, literature, and opportunities.8 Reformers ultimately feared that sexuality was becoming detached from marriage and the home and associated with individual freedom and the cities, reflecting concerns about the ability to maintain social order in the midst of rapid changes.9 They observed that changing gender norms for women challenged patriarchal power dynamics within the family and led some women to reject marriage altogether. Others felt threatened by religious movements like the Oneida Perfectionists and Mormons that reconceptualized the structure of the family and emphasized the role of sexuality in salvation.10 Religious liberalism, medical science, and the radical move to encourage public speech and education about sexuality, therefore, did not emerge from a desire to create new patterns of sexual behavior; instead, they aimed to rein in recent changes, real and imagined. Progressive efforts to expand public education and discourse about sexuality primarily served to protect conventional values of chastity for the unmarried and monogamy for the married. By focusing on male sexuality and perpetuating a view that upstanding women lacked sexual drives, they reinforced gender stereotypes. Since these narratives were supported by myths of non-white women as hypersexual, they also propagated racial stereotypes.

Physicians and purity reformers shared racial and national motivations that informed their cooperation. Increased immigration, the belief in American exceptionalism, and the emerging eugenics movement fueled fears that white America would be overrun by other races. Indeed, such “fears of national stability and civilization decline” would inform a variety of campaigns for sexual purity throughout the twentieth century.11 Those who led these early movements were generally white, middle or upper class, educated, and American-born. Despite intentions to create a national sex education movement, early leaders and projects limited much of their work to the “northeastern Progressive elite,” with headquarters in New York City, although their wider network of partnerships would later extend their reach.12 Although often speaking in coded language, they sometimes exposed their worry that recent immigrants and African Americans were responsible for growing rates of gonorrhea and syphilis. These groups were portrayed as uncivilized, lacking self-control, and bringing venereal disease with them from abroad or from slave plantations. The association of these groups with growing cities, which were viewed as petri dishes for sexual licentiousness and social decay, and the additional assumption that immigrants supplied red light districts with prostitutes and customers grew apace. Many erroneously believed that venereal disease could be transmitted through casual or indirect social contact such as the use of water fountains.13

While physicians and reformers started social hygiene and social purity campaigns by educating white elites like themselves and working-class whites, who were cast as easier to save because of their race, their shift to broad public education in sexuality occasionally included education tailored to immigrants and African Americans. These efforts remained severely limited, representing desires to assimilate non-whites to white American culture and “uplift” them to a “Christian” standard of sexual morality and cleanliness, providing additional rationales for the combination of hygienic and moral approaches. In response, some African American physicians took these campaigns and proactively tried to adapt them to meet the needs of their communities, including the use of sex education to advance their politics of respectability and racial uplift.14 Black institutions, according to a 1932 ASHA account, were at “the forefront” of efforts to train teachers in sex education.15

Despite alternative justifications for public campaigns, the primary concern remained the status of white Americans. Sex educators particularly worried about the negative effects of syphilis and gonorrhea on reproduction, especially cases in which husbands brought home venereal disease to their wives. Fears of white “racial suicide” thus lurked behind many discussions of early sex education, and sometimes they took center stage.16 Eugenic language provided reformers with positive and negative ways of describing their desires to promote the breeding of “good stock” and to prevent the propagation of the “bad.” Affiliation with the eugenics movement varied within the American Social Hygiene Association, but the organization’s leadership included several prominent eugenics promoters, such as Paul Popenoe.17 As historian Courtney Q. Shah argues, early sex education “was rife with eugenic language about improving the race—usually with obvious connotations of racial superiority. And it was used to justify existing political hierarchies in the name of science and morality.”18

Cooperation between physicians and purity reformers gained momentum from the growing sense among both groups of the need for educating the public about sexuality, including the social problems of venereal disease and prostitution and the personal values of sexual hygiene and morals. Believing that ignorance and misinformation fueled unhygienic sexual behavior, newly convinced physicians sought to reveal male sexual necessity as a myth and teach the public about physical causes and symptoms of syphilis and gonorrhea. Purity reformers, on the other hand, believed that a lack of character training caused immoral sexual behavior. They believed that the moral education of youth in the values of purity and the sacredness of marriage would starve “the social evil,” as they called prostitution, of its future customers. These reformers knew that raising public awareness regarding the immorality of prostitution was necessary for legislative reform. Both groups, therefore, concluded that breaking the prevailing “conspiracy of silence” around sexuality would help their campaigns to protect Americans from their own behavior.

While some discourses on sexuality thrived in late nineteenth-century American culture, sex was not supposed to be discussed in most public spheres. Silence was the ideal standard of middle-class white Christian Victorian respectability. It was reinforced by the censorship of the 1873 “Comstock law,” officially called the Federal Act for the Suppression of Trade in, and Circulation of, Obscene Literature and Articles of Immoral Use, which kept explicit sexual images, words, and objects out of the mail.19 As members of this culture of respectability, purity reformers and early hygienists generally backed the censorship of “obscene” materials, which they believed filled young minds with inappropriate curiosity and dangerous myths. Anthony Comstock, the notorious crusader for censorship, was even counted among the “social purity elite” of the late nineteenth century.20 While purity reformers’ religious exhortations against sexual vice usually lacked the sexual imagery and explicit detail that censorship often targeted, people feared that speaking directly about any sexual matters, even vague references, could be punished. Women’s sexuality was particularly taboo given its association with prostitution and the cultural conception that moral women lacked sexual desire. Hygienists even faced difficulties spreading scientific details regarding venereal disease. Up until the 1930s, radio stations banned the words “syphilis” and “gonorrhea” on the air, and most major journals refused to print them because editors believed the terms upset common sensibilities. Thus, the conspiracy of silence had proven a double-edged sword, stifling, on the one hand, obscene invocations of sexuality and, on the other, religious and scientific messages aimed at regulating it.

The conspiracy of silence helps to explain numerous dimensions of early sex education. It clarifies why both purity and hygiene advocates came to identify a lack of sexual knowledge as a problem. Moreover, it points to the challenging educational tasks that these groups faced. Without grossly offending, they needed to make the public more aware of sexual problems and convince them that sex education was the necessary solution. This was all before reformers could initiate any formal programs. To avoid upsetting audiences, they gave in to some of the codes of silence they were challenging, such as the use of the well-known euphemism “social” in place of “sexual” in the names of the social purity and social hygiene movements. These names served an additional purpose of indicating the wide net of societal reforms that each campaign encompassed. While purity reformers and hygienists chipped away at silence—first separately, and later together—in the name of respectability and regulating sexual behavior, they had only limited control over the direction of sexual discourse once the floodgates were opened. In a feeble attempt to manage what they had set free, they would spend much energy in their early years of cooperation debating which sexual information would degrade society and which would improve it.

Unlike the recent push for abstinence-only education initiated by conservative Christians, which has been framed as a way to restrict public instruction about sexuality, nineteenth-century purity talks about chastity represented an expansion of sexual discourse. The fact that social purity reformers and abstinence-only educators had contrasting intentions and yet similar rhetoric represents one of the biggest ironies of this history. Liberal Christians guided social purity, including a large number of Quakers and Unitarians, as well as some Episcopalians and representatives from other denominations.21 The liberal Protestant spirit of ecumenicalism flourished within social purity, and many religious representatives who joined the cause brought purity education back to their denominations.

While the liberal religious openness to cultural engagement encouraged cooperation between purity reformers and hygienists, it simultaneously yielded unintended consequences. Most significantly, as purity reformers took advantage of the language and methods of medical hygiene to further their campaigns, they translated religious dimensions of their work into secular terms, making them less visible as religious. This blending of religious and secular led to the dominance of hygiene frameworks over purity language in the campaign for sex education. It would be an oversimplification, however, to attribute the pattern solely to the religious way in which purity reformers responded to cultural trends. Culture was not just a tool that they could pick up or put down at will. They were themselves products of their culture, shaped by widespread interest in social progress and a growing assumption that scientific language and methods provided accurate representations of reality. Therefore, the combination of larger cultural trends and liberal Protestantism pushed purity reformers to adopt the scientific agendas of hygienists as religious priorities.

Social purity nonetheless laid a significant groundwork in sexual reform for social hygienists. For decades, purity reformers had been inviting physicians to abandon support of regulated prostitution and join them in abolishing it altogether. They saw hygienists as welcome but tardy guests to the party and celebrated those who applied professional expertise and attention to the problems of sexual vice. In addition to integrating scientific frameworks alongside moral ones, purity reformers were inspired by the hygienists to focus on sex education, which had previously been a secondary aspect of social purity. Purity reformers yielded significant power to the hygienists, at the same time gaining strong tools and allies to influence American culture with their religiously motivated (and now scientifically and secularly packaged) campaigns and values. They succeeded in keeping prostitution and morals tied to interests in health, while simultaneously bringing health concerns back to their churches through sermons on venereal disease.

From the social purity standpoint, the time leading up to the merger was a story of liberal Christianity brandishing the language and goals of science to develop sex education that would cross denominational and secular boundaries. Purity reformers felt that they were contributing to the moral uplift of the medical enterprise. From the medical perspective, physicians utilized their authority to regulate sexual morals as part of disease prevention. Both sides compromised in the union, each recognizing the power that came from attacking sexual problems from multiple angles. They saw the strength of a united front in changing American views on venereal disease, prostitution, and sex education, even if both believed themselves to be the true leaders of the cause.

The Conversion of Physicians to Sex Education

The person responsible for rallying physicians to the educational campaign against syphilis and gonorrhea was Prince Albert Morrow, a Kentucky-born dermatologist considered to be the founder of the American sex education movement (Figure 1.1). In the early twentieth century, Morrow launched several of the first organizations dedicated primarily to sex education and broadcast his vision for a national movement as an influential author and speaker. While purity reformers had made significant gains in educating the public about chastity and prostitution, it was the physicians’ campaigns against venereal disease led by Morrow that formulated a plan for formal sex education and brought it to broader public attention. Although he could have easily followed other medical organizations in limiting membership to their profession, Morrow insisted upon the cooperation of the “medical men” and the “moralists” and personally reached out to purity reformers. Although his own religious affiliation is unclear, his actions ensured that liberal Protestant social purity reformers would continue to shape sex education at the national level.
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Figure 1.1. Prince A. Morrow, Image from Sex-Education: A Series of Lectures Concerning Knowledge of Sex in Its Relation to Human Life (New York: Macmillan, 1916) by Maurice A. Bigelow.



Morrow first became interested in sex education through his study of venereal disease. Most doctors were unenthused about studying or treating syphilis and gonorrhea in the nineteenth-century United States. This was partially because of the moral opprobrium attached to them and the lack of effective treatments, the latter of which threatened doctors’ growing reputations for disease control. Dermatologists often ended up treating venereal disease patients, whose symptoms included skin conditions and who were turned away by many general hospitals. Morrow’s interactions with French dermatologist Alfred Fournier sparked his interest, since French doctors had devoted more attention to these conditions as a result of their country’s system of regulated prostitution. In 1880 Morrow translated Fournier’s Syphilis and Marriage into English. Five years later, Morrow published Venereal Memoranda: A Manual for the Student and Practitioner and, in 1893, he edited the three-volume manual A System of Genito-urinary Diseases, Syphilology, and Dermatology. Although these medical writings showed his professional concerns and circulated information about venereal disease, they revealed little of the reform spirit for which he later became known.22

Morrow’s growing expertise occurred during a period of groundbreaking medical advancement. Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch’s 1876 discovery of “germ theory,” which posited that specific germs caused specific diseases, had far-reaching effects. Once doctors isolated the source of a disease to a particular microbe, they had a better understanding of how that disease was transmitted and how to fight it. As doctors waged massive public health campaigns against tuberculosis and cholera, society began to reconceptualize the meaning of “contagion.” The term became associated with a sense of personal and social responsibility for the transmission of diseases and the maintenance of personal and public hygiene.23 Such command of disease contributed to the rising prestige and changing standards of the medical profession. As historian of medicine Charles Rosenberg argues, one consequence was an increased expectation of medical efficacy.24 Physicians began to express confidence that most health problems could be eradicated, including sex-related ones.25 Medical conviction in inevitable progress paralleled, and would merge with, liberal religious optimism. Both hygienists and liberal Protestant purity reformers saw their work as playing important roles in the improvement of society. The misleading but alluring narrative that sex education, along with the rest of society, would continuously improve over time continued to resonate among sex educators throughout the twentieth and early twentieth-first centuries, inflating their sense of shock when trends arose that seemed retrogressive.

Between 1880 and 1904, scientists discovered the following about venereal diseases:


that syphilis could be inherited, that gonorrhea was infectious, that gonorrhea was caused by bacteria, that many pelvic inflammations in women were actually gonorrhea, that gonorrhea was very serious (it had been considered no worse than a cold), that venereal disease was prevalent among the young, and that venereal disease was a middle-class problem, not just a disease of the poor.26



In the following five years, specialists identified the bacteria that caused syphilis, devised an effective test for it (the Wasserman test), and produced a more effective drug treatment (arsphenamine, an arsenic compound sold as Salvarsan) to replace the dangerous and mostly unsuccessful use of mercury to treat syphilis.27 These remarkable discoveries simultaneously highlighted areas of weakness. The new test produced more accurate statistics on syphilis victims, revealing the “embarrassing fact” that the disease afflicted the US Army far more than any major European military force.28 Advancement on syphilis drew additional attention to the doctors’ bewilderment and powerlessness against gonorrhea. Since medical progress was slower for it, the disease continued to be treated with painful and largely ineffective injections of chemicals into the urethra until the discovery of sulfa drugs in the 1930s.29 Inability to treat gonorrhea effectively led some doctors to downplay its significance, reinforcing the myth that it was as nonthreatening as a common cold.

With a better understanding of syphilis, the need for Americans to initiate an aggressive attack on it became evident, especially when compared to international efforts already under way. Morrow’s reform impulses solidified in 1899 after he attended the first international conference on syphilis in Brussels, where Fournier was a key speaker. On returning home, Morrow addressed the New York County Medical Society and inspired it to appoint a committee to investigate venereal disease in New York City.30 Under Morrow’s leadership, the committee provided data confirming that the “morbidity of venereal disease exceeds that of all other diseases combined.”31 Although criticized for its loose use of statistics (especially at a time before the Wasserman test, when visual inspections yielded unreliable diagnoses), this early commission publicized evidence of the extent of venereal disease and systems of prostitution that shocked many readers. The trend of using formal investigations to provide data on prostitution and disease grew popular in the early twentieth century, reflecting a cultural tendency to call on science to confirm social and moral trends.

In 1902, Morrow served as a delegate at the second international conference in Brussels on the “venereal peril.” There he benefited from hearing about European efforts, including those of the French Society for Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis that Fournier had founded. Morrow returned from the conference with the goal of starting a similar group in the United States.32 The organization that he created in 1904 embraced science and morality education as complementary methods for protecting Americans against venereal disease. Although Morrow first advertised his call in a medical journal, he proposed that the new society “be composed of medical men, representatives of the clergy, of the law—public educators, sociologists and public-spirited men generally—similar to societies which have been organized in various cities and countries of Europe.”33 Morrow insisted that the medical field needed assistance to solve the venereal disease problem. He declared:


The problem of their prevention or control involves not only questions of hygiene, but questions of morality—questions affecting the most intimate relations of our social life. This problem is most difficult and delicate and requires for its solution not only a thorough knowledge of existing evil conditions, but a largeness of ideas and a breadth of view which is not possible to those who look at it from the sanitary side alone. To correct these evil conditions there should be a union of all the social forces which work for good in the community.34



Despite this broad vision of cooperation, which paved the way for alliances with purity reformers, Morrow’s first meeting in February 1905 brought only “a handful of half-hearted” medical colleagues.35 Still, it planted the seed for an American Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis (ASSMP). Reflecting on its early progress, Morrow observed that “the movement so inauspiciously launched, started slowly, hesitatingly, then advanced with more certainty and courage, later boldly and more aggressively, until now it has gained recognition and respect, and achieved no small measure of success.”36

Through an assertive series of public lectures and published essays, Morrow promoted the ASSMP as a model for other organizations. Soon social hygiene societies arose in Philadelphia, Chicago, St. Louis, and other major cities. In May 1910, banker Delcevare King of Boston—who later became famous for popularizing the Prohibition term “scofflaw” to describe a lawless drinker—was so impressed by Morrow’s work that he contacted him with an idea for financing a national organization to lead the sex education movement. King was so eager to assist Morrow, a man he had never met, that he boldly offered to jump on the midnight train to New York to work out an immediate plan. Morrow responded, “My own idea has been that this movement would be of slow growth, evolutionary rather than revolutionary, but I am fully persuaded that your idea of doing something big is the correct one.” Looking back on this meeting when he was eighty-four years old, King reflected that “this was the most unusual thing I ever did and one of the most resultful.”37 With King’s fundraising help, by the fall of 1910 Morrow formed the American Federation for Sex Hygiene as a national federation of local social hygiene societies dedicated to venereal disease prevention through education.38

As the federation grew from its initial twelve affiliated societies, the ASSMP remained the most powerful, publishing the influential journal Social Diseases. Although by this point the ASSMP enlisted assistance from educators, reformers, and ministers, such as Protestant cleric Lyman Abbott, it remained close to its roots in the New York medical societies. Male physicians dominated its leadership, with nearly all social hygiene associations appointing doctors as presidents.39 The most prominent exception was the St. Louis Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis, whose leader for many years was Unitarian minister George R. Dodson. As the site of the infamous “experiment” in the legalization of regulated prostitution, St. Louis had particular reasons to be wary of medical leadership in this arena. By contrast, they also had cause to trust liberal Protestant ministers, since a major opponent to the city’s regulated prostitution in the early 1870s had been Unitarian minister William Greenleaf Eliot.40 Unlike Eliot, who had combined his campaign with evangelical methods for converting prostitutes, Dodson framed his social hygiene work as “mainly, almost purely, educational.”41 His approach led to many years of success guiding the ministers, physicians, and other professionals within the St. Louis society. The example of Dodson highlights the impact of local relations between doctors and liberal religious leaders on the development of social hygiene alliances and their power dynamics.

In another deviation from the trend of medical leadership, the American Federation for Sex Hygiene chose Charles W. Eliot, former long-term president of Harvard, as its honorary president. King initially recommended him for his prestige and interest in sex education.42 In addition, Eliot was a Unitarian, known for his criticism of denominational Christianity and his insistence on the compatibility of religion and science. With liberalism as a calling card, one of his sons even served as president of the American Unitarian Association from 1900 to 1927.43 The appointment of Eliot hinted at the movement’s later turn toward education experts and public school sex education. By 1913, Eliot claimed that adding sex hygiene to school curricula was “one of the most urgent demands.”44 Soon after, he became ASHA’s first president.

The federation advertised its views through sex education panels and exhibits at national conferences, where physicians dialogued with educators, social scientists, and purity reformers. In 1912, it took part in one such session at the National Conference of Charities and Corrections, a meeting that promoted the progressive idea that scientific understanding could help to improve social welfare.45 Later that year, at the International Congress on Hygiene and Demography, the federation hosted a panel on sex hygiene chaired by Morrow and received a diploma of superior merit for its display, “Methods of Teaching Sex Hygiene.”46 The group presented a version of this exhibit at the International Congress on School Hygiene in 1913. One observer remarked that it included “charts and placards showing prevalence of venereal disease, results of hereditary syphilis, laws on prostitution, and suggested methods for proper instruction of the growing child in the hygiene of sex.”47 The Congress on School Hygiene featured sex education sessions chaired by Eliot, who drew further attention to these issues in his plenary speech as president of the congress.48 Beyond these conferences, the federation organized sessions and exhibits in religious settings, including the 1913 World’s Purity Congress and the Triennial Convention of the Protestant Episcopal Church.49

Morrow’s authority to lead others in the campaign against venereal disease and for sex education came largely from the positive reception of his 1904 book, Social Diseases and Marriage. Inspired by Fournier’s work and the Brussels conferences, the study advertised recent discoveries about venereal disease. Most of it contained medical descriptions of the symptoms of syphilis and gonorrhea, informing Americans about syphilitic blindness, maternal infertility, and insanity, among other effects. It issued a call for action and laid out Morrow’s vision and agenda for national sex education. While he encouraged medical and legal means for addressing the crisis, he concluded that “the true remedy, the most effective remedy available to modify or lessen the appalling evils, moral and physical, which flow from venereal disease is the general dissemination of knowledge respecting the dangers and modes of contagion of these diseases.”50 Morrow’s most enduring suggestions for sex education included his advice that youth receive it at or before puberty, before sexual temptations greatly increased. Rather than separate it into special sessions, he proposed that instructors integrate sex education into existing school subjects so that it would appear as a natural part of the curriculum. He recommended that children learn it in simple terms rather than in medical jargon and that it dispel common myths, such as the illusion of sexual necessity and the rumor that gonorrhea was not a serious malady.51

As the title of his book suggests, Morrow’s work conveyed the importance of addressing how venereal diseases impacted marriages and how marriages impacted the spread of venereal diseases. In many ways, it overlapped and built on Alfred Fournier’s Syphilis in Marriage. In his own study, Morrow warned that “these diseases are often conveyed in the sacredness and what should be the safeguard of the marriage relation; that they embrace among their victims a vast number of virtuous wives and innocent children; that the chief sufferers are by no means the greatest offenders against morality.” This partially challenged the moral etiology of venereal disease, which held that it affected only “deserving” victims—female prostitutes and men who visited them. While few wanted to spend energy against a disease considered fit punishment for illicit sexuality, many could answer a call to protect undeserving victims. However, within this framework of innocence, Morrow still insisted that someone be blamed. He described how devastating it was for an infected wife to know that her husband “contaminated her with a disease which she regards as dishonor’s crown of dishonor, ‘the disease of the woman of the streets.’ ”52 His logic separated cause from symptoms, with men and prostitutes associated with the former and wives and children with the latter. By categorizing wives as passive recipients of sexual diseases, Morrow reinforced the stereotype of female passionlessness instead of advancing views of them as independent sexual agents. While he was not the first American dermatologist to point out the “infections of the innocent”—another, for example, had published Syphilis in the Innocent a decade earlier—Morrow mobilized the concept to justify a popular campaign for education.53 In place of the view of “venereal disease as a merited punishment—a divine chastisement for the sin of unchastity,” he proposed the theory that mass ignorance was ultimately to blame for the spread of syphilis and gonorrhea.54

As Morrow dismissed the view that venereal disease was punishment for sin, he had much in common with other liberal Protestants who sought to reconcile medical and moral perspectives. His book reflected a tension between, on the one hand, a scientific desire to treat syphilis and gonorrhea like other diseases and, on the other, a religious tendency to highlight the moral components that set them apart.55 The first impulse derived from the physicians’ need to convince people that syphilis and gonorrhea threatened public health and required medical action. Out of this necessity, it challenged the assumption that infected individuals deserved the disease and should be allowed to suffer as punishment. However, despite many physicians’ preference to separate scientific and religious approaches to health issues, Morrow held onto the view that individual moral choices played a role. To combine the first and the second impulse, he emphasized the innocent victims (wives and children) and blamed the man of the house for infecting them. Although Morrow acknowledged that a reform of morals would be slow and plagued by many obstacles, he claimed that it constituted “the most really valuable and efficient means of prophylaxis. . . . The education and training which aim to develop a higher morality in men will do much to check and diminish the evil.”56

Neither the medical nor moral arguments presented in Morrow’s book were unique. Still, his integration of them encouraged new conversations and partnerships. The public was hopeful about medicine’s ability to manage previously uncontrollable infectious diseases such as tuberculosis, but many were unwilling to cede complete control to medicine and to abandon the cultural and Christian association between sin and sexuality. Morrow’s position as a scientist and member of the larger culture, and as an author for both scientists and a general audience, influenced his capacity to blur these scientific and moral strategies. However, his scientific approach had the edge, which led his book to be less forceful about his moral views than he was in his personal writings. In correspondences, he conveyed apprehension about the effect of medical successes on sexual morality, such as when he shared his relief that an effective cure for syphilis had not yet been found: “For the present at least, men and women cannot sin with impunity.”57

To bring together moral and hygienic education on sexuality, Morrow sought out religious people who shared his vision. Acknowledging that his goal of bringing together “the medical man and the moralist” would be extremely challenging, Morrow wrote:


There has always been until recently an irreconcilable conflict between the moralists and the hygienists. The former look upon vice as far more disastrous to society and the individual than its resulting physical maladies; that it is a moral evil that should be combated by moral means alone. The hygienists look upon the effects of vice, the diseases that it engenders, their menace to the public health, their morbid irradiation into the family and social life, and their pernicious effects upon the descendants and the race as the great evil. What has been termed the fundamental opposition between moral and sanitary control should no longer exist. It is not a question as to which is the greater evil, vice or its diseases, nor which should be the exclusively appropriate remedy. The medical man and the moralist are both interested in the correction of the social evil; instead of working independently and often antagonistically, there should be co-operation and concert of action.58



His insistence on the interdependence of moral and hygienic reform met resistance from other physicians because it ensured religious leaders a role in the movement. Assuring physicians that the medical side of the equation was still superior, Morrow granted that appeals to physical health were often more effective than prohibitions against immoral behavior.59

To justify this alliance, Morrow went beyond discussing the abstract dimensions of the problem. He argued for the fundamentally dual nature of the physical act of sex that spread venereal disease. He claimed:


Whatever may be said of the practical unwisdom of attempting to mix morals and medicine, it cannot be denied that in the causation of sexual vice two factors, one a physical the other an immoral impulse, are intimately involved. The act is prompted by a physiological impulse and takes place under conditions which are qualified as immoral, and has also invariably as a pathological concomitant or accessory, disease. It is distinctly within the province of hygiene to teach control of the sexual function and warn against its exercise under conditions which cause disease. It is no less the province of the moralist to condemn a vice which has a demoralizing effect upon the individual and upon society.60



The potency of Morrow’s vision came from his acknowledgment of the differences between those motivated by science and by religion. At the same time, he legitimated both perspectives by portraying venereal disease as a physical, mental, and moral problem, insisting that the groups shared a common goal. By recognizing the complexity of the situation, he divided the task of sex education so that there was room and need for each group.

Morrow’s multilayered description of sex education as a way to defend against venereal disease was paralleled and reinforced by another scientific work published the same year. Psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s 1904 book Adolescence advanced a theory of adolescence as a stage of sexual and religious awakening between puberty and adulthood shaped by physical, mental, and moral factors.61 Prior to Hall’s work, young people were regarded more as “inchoate, inferior adults than a separate class unto themselves.”62 Hall presented the idea that sexual urges arising during adolescence needed to be managed by both moral and hygienic education, a departure from the view that children were innately pure and should be shielded from sexual knowledge. Hall, who grew up Protestant in New England, posited that a religious conversion experience “would eventually grow out of the adolescent’s sexual struggle and in turn make the struggle easier to bear.”63 He wedded psychological discussions, inspired by Freud, to Christian discourses on sexuality. Hall acknowledged that education and religion played important roles in the formation of sexual development, reinforcing the call for the cooperation of ministers, physicians, and educators in the work of public sex education. Both hygienists and purity reformers subsequently embraced his ideas. Specifically, liberal religious sex educators found a strong rationale for sex education in Hall’s theory that sexual and religious impulses awakened during puberty and needed to be guided by education.64 They concluded that the relationship would be mutually beneficial, with sex education aiding religious conversion and religion fulfilling the goals of sex education by inspiring moral sexual behavior.

The Roots of Sex Education within Social Purity

Most historians of ASHA and early sex education in the United States focus their narratives on the early twentieth century with Morrow and social hygiene. However, as one social purity leader told it, “Morrow found a field ploughed, harrowed, and planted for his great work.”65 Public acceptance of social hygiene built upon the liberal Protestant groundwork for sex education laid in the late nineteenth century by the social purity movement. Social hygiene gained momentum through its interactions and eventual consolidation with social purity, which had already shown that science could complement liberal religion in the fight against sexual immorality. The social purity strand that merged into ASHA in the form of the American Vigilance Association developed from a much longer history of sexual reform and took a less straightforward path to sex education than the medically oriented social hygiene groups. Whereas hygienists focused on disease, purity reformers deemed sexual behaviors and attitudes the primary dangers because they impacted moral character. Both groups suggested at various points that the scientific approach was best for comprehending the physical facts of sex, while the religious approach was more suited for understanding morals and behavior. Despite this, they disagreed on which issue was most important to address first. Thus, it takes more than a study of Morrow’s campaign among physicians to understand why these groups came to call one another allies and the role that liberal religion played in the development of sex education. To find these connections, it is necessary to go back nearly thirty years before Morrow’s ASSMP to the beginning of the American social purity strands that would intertwine and evolve to become the American Vigilance Association and, in 1914, ASHA.

What became known as social purity began in England as a reaction to the Contagious Diseases Acts of 1864 and 1866, which proposed regulating (and therefore legalizing) prostitution to reduce the rates of venereal disease. Reformer Josephine Butler, an Anglican, led a crusade against regulation in England and, later, Continental Europe. Her campaign had a religious predisposition with its many leaders and supporters from the Church of England. Just as the international dimension of the venereal disease crisis influenced Morrow, European trends of anti-regulation inspired social purity reformers in the United States. They would continue to interact with Butler and the organization she started through conferences, correspondence, and frequent mention of her work in their publications.66

The Vigilance Association’s heritage can be traced to the formation of the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice in 1876. Encouraged by the English social purity movement, the group began as a way to counter proposals to regulate prostitution in New York City.67 Its mission was not wholly original, especially in New York where a society against prostitution emerged in the mid-1820s and several others followed in the 1830s. However, earlier organizations had not lasted long, and the surge of regulation attempts inspired new efforts to organize against prostitution legislation.68 In addition to opposing regulation, the leaders engaged in prison reform in order to rehabilitate prostitutes, whom they began to view as social delinquents in need of character building.69 The committee justified and infused its anti-regulation and prison reform with religious themes, because, as one of its speakers noted, “God’s law always opposes sin. It never licenses it.”70

These earlier conflicts between purity reformers and medical men over regulation underscores the unlikeliness of their later partnership. Anti-regulationist purity reformers equated reglementation, as they called it, with condoning—and even endorsing—immoral (i.e., extramarital) sexual behavior. They likely invoked the French word for regulation as a way to reinforce its association with foreign dangers, distancing the practice from American culture. They believed that if the government and its medical inspectors gave a brothel or an individual prostitute an official clean bill of health, then the threat of contracting venereal disease from a prostitute would diminish and sexual vice would increase. In short, they feared that reglementation amplified permissive attitudes and behaviors. The anti-regulation campaign evolved into a movement to “purify” society by abolishing prostitution altogether through legislative and, later, preventive measures. It paired these efforts against the prostitution business with a concern for the well-being of individual prostitutes. Purity reformers campaigned for more female police matrons to protect the arrested “fallen women,” as they were labeled, from poor treatment by male policemen. These reforms appealed to nonsectarian Christian values as they diverted religious efforts from traditional religious institutions and toward the improvement of society, affirming the social gospel that would peak in the early twentieth century among liberal Protestants.71

Among the purity reformers’ early foes were physicians who endorsed state regulation of prostitution, including mandated medical inspections, in order to safeguard the public against venereal disease. Regulation supporters rationalized that extramarital sexuality was inevitable and authorities had the responsibility to make society more sanitary in whatever form sanitation took. Although American physicians ultimately failed in spreading reglementation, endorsements circulated enough to keep alive a constant fear of its possibility. Because reglementation did not take hold in the United States as it did in European cities like Paris, Berlin, and Stockholm, purity reformers often turned to the notorious case of the “St. Louis experiment” in regulation from 1870 to 1874. They cited this to underscore how quickly an American city could lapse into state-sponsored sin when the physicians’ proposals went unchecked. St. Louis’s short-lived system of legalized prostitution required prostitutes and brothels to register with the city and submit to mandatory medical inspections, quarantining women diagnosed with syphilis or gonorrhea. The experiment had sparked a national outcry, although some physicians used the case to advance conversations about the public health benefits of regulation.72 Ironically, through efforts to convince themselves and the public that “sin” was a continuing threat, purity reformers likely drew as much, if not more, attention to reglementation as the physicians.73

Tensions remained close to the surface even as purity reformers interacted with a growing number of physicians who agreed with them on key points. These select doctors were convinced by scientific standards that reglementation was ineffective and that the theory of male sexual necessity was a dangerous myth that spread syphilis and gonorrhea. They came to believe that chastity was fully consonant with health and, if practiced consistently outside of marriage, would diminish the proliferation of venereal disease. They became known as social hygienists because of their interest in the hygiene of sexual organs and behavior. Scientific conversion of some physicians to these beliefs formed the root of the social hygiene movement and facilitated its cooperation with the social purity movement.

In describing its first ten years, the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice recalled that its work was “quietly done.” Instead of public meetings, it relied upon strategic efforts of members to oppose regulationists.74 The group published The American Bulletin intermittently until November 1885, distributing it mainly to the committee’s contributors. The publication expanded in 1886 as The Philanthropist, signaling a shift to a broader audience and the committee’s new role as clearinghouse for the growing social purity movement in the United States. Each month on its front page, The Philanthropist advertised its advocacy for “social purity, the better protection of the young, the suppression of vice, and the prevention of its regulation by the state.” This stance represented the overlapping of several interest groups, including the abolition, temperance, and women’s movements. The framework of abolition particularly shaped purity tasks, especially as reformers transitioned from merely opposing regulation to a bolder cry to abolish prostitution, calling themselves “new abolitionists.”75 The idea of abolition further influenced later purity crusades that developed in response to alarms of “white slavery,” described as the involuntary capture and prostitution of young, white women.

One reason for the significance of abolition within the social purity movement was strong Quaker involvement. The founders of the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice, Abigail Hopper Gibbons and Aaron M. Powell, were both Quakers. Gibbons, who led the committee as its president, grew up in a Quaker family who supported abolition, and she married someone who shared her religious and abolitionist values. Although the Society of Friends was an early champion of the abolition of slavery, Gibbons’s local Quaker group was an exception. It was greatly divided over the issue and voted out her father and husband in 1841 because of their outspoken anti-slavery stances.76 Abigail Gibbons, with her children, resigned from this group in 1842 in what must have been a shocking public display. Reading her resignation letter aloud to the meeting, she accused members of going against the Society of Friends’ core values by their complicity with slavery and by placing “restrictions on the freedom of conscience.”77 Her liberal Protestant commitment to abolition led to her later work for “new abolition.” Gibbons continued to serve as president of the New York Committee until her death in 1893. Powell, who was second-in-command as the committee’s vice president and author of a well-received book against the state regulation of vice, took over her position.78 He, too, was a Quaker abolitionist, who gave speeches at Quaker meetings and remained involved in the religion until his death.

These leaders raised the social purity influence of progressive Quakers, who were dedicated to belief in God’s immanence and the need to work toward social justice. Over the years, The Philanthropist heavily documented the involvement of the Society of Friends in purity efforts. In 1886, it announced that the Philanthropic Union of the Society of Friends had organized a committee on social purity that would strive to “secure better legal protection for young girls.”79 By the end of the decade, the journal reported that many monthly meetings associated with the Philanthropic Union and a number of Quaker Yearly meetings had begun their own social purity work.80 For example, the Indiana Yearly Meeting encouraged “instilling into the tender minds of our children, in pure and chaste language, a knowledge of the laws of our being, [so] that we do not permit them to learn those things through impure channels.”81 Purity reformers viewed Quakers as important precedents for other religious groups. They urged ministers to use their positions of leadership to preach the purity message and to organize social purity committees as part of their Christian ministry.82

Other liberal religious purity leaders in the 1880s and beyond affiliated with Unitarianism as well as ecumenical and nonsectarian religious movements. These purity reformers desired to branch out and to lower boundaries between denominations in the spirit of universalism. For instance, Anna Garlin Spencer, the first female ordained a minister in Rhode Island, maintained strong ties to Unitarianism throughout her life, although she ultimately sought to move beyond sectarian divisions. When an acquaintance asked her to join another movement for “universal religion,” Spencer replied: “I am a member of the Free Religious Association, the Congress of Religious Liberals, the American Ethical Union, and the Unitarian Communion. I am glad to be in all but don’t see how I need another.” She claimed that joining current forces rather than creating more divisions would best serve the goal of a universal religious movement.83 Spencer first took part in social purity reform during her leadership of Bell Street Chapel, a liberal church without denominational affiliation that strove to promote a “cosmopolitan religion.”84 Her involvement in the development of sex education became stronger over time, first through purity organizations and later in ASHA. Spencer, like many other Unitarians, participated in multiple reform movements, including temperance, women’s suffrage, and the later peace movement. She shared the Unitarians’ dedication to education as a source of enlightenment and social progress as well as their acceptance of different paths to mental and spiritual development. Other Unitarian ministers, such as Antoinette Brown Blackwell, abolitionist Samuel May, his son Joseph May, and William Channing Gannett, became purity leaders in the 1890s.85

In addition to the religious motivations of individual participants, organizations that contributed to the social purity movement brought their own denominational affiliations to bear on the topic of sexuality. The White Cross Society emerged from a purity campaign started in 1883 in England by an Anglican bishop, reflecting the close association between the English purity movement and the Church of England. It offered a nineteenth-century religious version of abstinence education, as its lectures, leaflets, and purity pledges aimed to educate boys in the ideal of chastity under the motto “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God.”86 The slogan tied chastity to a broader ideal of purity that included nonsexual thoughts and behavior and a relationship to God. The group emphasized the need for purity education to bring about a single standard of sexual morality. An Episcopal priest from New York introduced American Episcopalians to the White Cross in 1885, and the denomination embraced it as part of its increasing interest in the social gospel.87 At the 1886 Episcopalian General Conference, bishops appointed a social purity committee, and almost fifty of them signed a statement endorsing the idea of a single standard. As the White Cross gained popularity, other Protestants incorporated its content within their existing structures, enabling social purity reform to traverse denominational boundaries.88 Many purity reformers relied upon White Cross pamphlets and purity pledges for their lectures to boys and their literature recommendations for parents.

Methodist Frances Willard took personal interest and leadership in the American White Cross movement and social purity more broadly. She utilized her position as president of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, the largest women’s organization in the United States at the time, to promote the White Cross, further connecting the women’s, temperance, and social purity movements.89 The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union had long emphasized the relationship between the “twin evils” of the saloon and the brothel. In the late 1870s, it focused attention on the religious conversion of prostitutes, which it called “rescue work.” By 1883, Willard created a Department for the Suppression of Social Evil to indicate a strategy shift from individual salvations to the suppression of prostitution as a social institution through legislation. Two years later, Willard reinvented it as the Social Purity Department to reflect its connection to the movement and its incorporation of White Cross education. Many of Willard’s speeches and writings focused on raising moral standards to “the white life” of sexual purity for both men and women. She campaigned to get the White Cross into schools and started the White Shield program for girls, one of the few examples of early purity education directed at females. Her views aligned with her particular Methodist theology, which posited the progressive moral uplift of the world, infused as it was with perfectionism and a liberal Protestant desire to build the kingdom of God on earth through social reform.90

Liberal characteristics of these organizations, including their commitment to social reforms and their desire to incorporate evolving cultural trends into their religious work, opened them to scientific perspectives about prostitution that were prevalent within the culture they so actively engaged. They were joined by moral education societies that fused purity work with medical knowledge and focused on the relationship between moral and physical dimensions of sexuality, planting seeds for future cooperation with Morrow’s social hygienists. Moral education societies specifically wedded Christian and scientific approaches to child-rearing and the character training of youth. Led by female doctors such as Caroline Winslow and Elizabeth Blackwell, the movement trained mothers to include anatomically accurate sexual education in the moral upbringing of children. Namely, “it was they who banished the fairy-tale ‘stork.’ ”91 Moral education societies included several reformers who would be instrumental in forming ASHA, most notably, Grace Hoadley Dodge, who was chair of the New York Moral Education Committee, and Anna Garlin Spencer. According to Spencer, these societies “worked to arouse public sentiment against all forms of vice, to help in educational preparation for marriage on a plane of spiritual values, [and] to lift the taboo from the discussion of sex matters.”92 While they made important strides in including women in sex education conversations, their roots in the conservative medical profession and focus on traditional conceptions of motherhood limited views about women’s sexual freedom. The movement to establish moral education societies was fairly short-lived, and its central publication, The Alpha, ceased in 1889. However, its influence continued as the local groups became absorbed into the broader purity movement, providing some foundation for the combination of religious and medical approaches within sex education.93

The Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) further integrated scientific and religious authority within the social purity movement, foreshadowing its later cooperation with ASHA. Local YMCAs often asked Christian physicians to inform members of the connection between biological and moral aspects of sexuality. In 1871, for example, the YMCA of New York City published a pamphlet called Friendly Words to Young Men written by a physician. It discussed the perceived negative effects of masturbation and its status as sin against the whole body and against God. Despite the nod to medical authority, it framed the solution as first and foremost religious: men should first turn to God for help with lustful thoughts.94 In 1879, another physician gave an address on “voluntary diseases” to the same YMCA. Like later hygienists, he dismissed myths of sexual necessity and the danger of continence. Keeping in line with other purity talks, he warned of the physical and spiritual dangers of sexual misconduct. He begged his youthful male listeners “to revere your bodies as the instruments of the Creator’s wise purposes, and to honor your sexual life, for through it may come into the world the good, the true, and the holy.”95

The YMCA of New York City was among the first of the local Ys to participate in the social purity movement and specifically the White Cross program. Because national YMCA officials advised local groups to avoid organized moral reforms, there was doubt about whether other local Ys would follow suit. However, by 1887, YMCAs in New England were distributing White Cross pamphlets and sponsoring purity lectures by physicians.96 Other regions soon embraced social purity, integrating purity talks within existing religious activities and newly developed health and recreational programs. While some described these early lectures as mostly “warning and exhortation,” they circulated the message that physical wellness bred spiritual health.97 The YMCA’s view of the body as a temple that must be kept clean and strong in order to carry out God’s work was part of a movement toward “muscular Christianity.” This masculinized version of Christianity celebrated bodily exercise as part of the work of spiritual progress. It counteracted perceived trends regarding the “feminization” of religion, which was, in part, connected to an awareness that most churchgoers, church volunteers, and moral reformers were women. Historian R. Marie Griffith argues that along with muscular Christianity, nineteenth-century American ideologies of the relationship between the flesh and the spirit developed within “a syncretic matrix of practices.” These emanated from evangelicalism, New Thought, and the secular obsession with bodily signs of health, epitomized by exhibitions of weightlifting and celebrities like fasting advocate Bernarr Macfadden.98

Through the lens of social purity, the YMCA viewed its sports programs as a way to expend sexual energy, which it hoped would lead to chastity. While reflecting on the YMCA’s legacy, one of its leaders argued that the organization had always been “uniquely fitted for giving sex education to young men and boys.”99 Its particular strength, he maintained, was


its religious appeal. While sex is largely a physical function, yet it is recognized as the most pervasive function of life. It is intimately related to the love life and the emotions. The teaching of mere physiology and hygiene is not sufficient. An appeal must be made to the will and to the morals if victory over passion and temptation is to be gained by those taught. Hence physical training and religion, the one coupled with the other, strengthen the presentation of this subject to men and boys.100



The YMCA drew significant attention to the relationship between physical hygiene and sexual morality. Because it promoted nonsectarian Protestantism, it was able to resonate and combine with other Christian social purity approaches. Over time, the YMCA was increasingly associated with liberal Protestantism as it became less involved with traditional evangelism and more engaged in social outreach in the cities and in the growing ecumenical movement associated with mainline churches. Its role in the later institutionalization of sex education will be explored in Chapter 2.

Social purity groups interacted on paper as well as in person, creating an ecumenical textual network. The Philanthropist provided the movement’s central voice. In addition to news from its sponsor, the Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice, The Philanthropist announced updates regarding the purity work of the Quakers, the White Cross, the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, moral education societies, and the YMCA, as well as Josephine Butler’s European campaigns. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union’s journal, The Union Signal, brought this information to the temperance and women’s movements as it framed social purity in distinctly Christian and gendered ways. Denomination-specific content interacted and combined within social purity through this intertextuality, with purity interpretations of the Episcopal White Cross mixing with Frances Willard’s Methodist values and The Philanthropist’s predominantly Quaker ones. The publications of Episcopalians, Quakers, and Unitarians helped to deliver updates to their members, although these publications had less of an impact on the broader movement than White Cross and temperance literature. A purity publication called The Light of Home (1885–1889) was also written for Seventh Day Baptists and reached some Woman’s Christian Temperance Union members.101 Conversations between the organizations’ publications integrated the many strands of social purity. Public talks enacted these connections as speakers invoked the words of others and crossed organizational and denominational lines.

Social purity ideas circulated among those interested in hygiene through Good Health, a magazine edited by Seventh-day Adventist health reformer and inventor of cornflakes John Harvey Kellogg. Although Seventh-day Adventists sponsored the magazine, it intentionally sought to be nonsectarian, marketed as “one of the pioneers in hygienic journalism.”102 Kellogg, along with Ella Eaton Kellogg, his wife and a lifelong Seventh Day Baptist, became more involved with social purity in 1885 when they were appointed as superintendents of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union’s Social Purity Department.103 The next year, he announced the magazine’s new focus on social purity, which he conceived expansively as a topic currently “agitating every corner of the civilized world.” Although Good Health pushed boundaries by daring to address sexuality, it exhibited many of the nineteenth-century signs of reticence. The journal’s social purity department, it circuitously explained, would “deal with the all-important themes included under its head, so far as they may be properly discussed in a popular journal, and the subject will be treated in a very thorough and radical, though wholly chaste and delicate manner.”104 As seen here, progressive efforts to break the conspiracy of silence often maintained conservative values about sexuality itself. By 1887, Good Health claimed to have sent more than 25,000 purity pledges around the world, and a social purity speech by Kellogg was reprinted in numerous publications.105

Like the YMCA and earlier health reformer Sylvester Graham, Kellogg combined his views on physical health and sexual purity with Christianity, in his case Seventh-day Adventism. In 1876, founder Ellen G. White appointed him superintendent of the Seventh-day Adventist’s health reform institute in Michigan, which he renamed Battle Creek Sanitarium. A year later Kellogg published a book called Plain Facts about Sexual Life, building upon many of Graham’s health and moral warnings against masturbation. The book’s discussion of the “laws regulating the sexual function” simultaneously referred to scientific and divine laws, portraying sexual immoralities and excesses as violations against nature and God.106 After 1895, he exercised his influence as a board member of the American Purity Alliance.107

Together these organizations and publications added the frameworks of temperance, gender reform, Christian purity, moral education, muscular Christianity, and the hygienic gospel to those of anti-regulation and new abolition. Sexual danger, for purity reformers, became entangled with their considerations of prostitution, alcohol, equality between the sexes, chastity, child-rearing, character training, bodily health, and religion. In addition to this range of concerns, the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice expanded its own anti-prostitution campaign to address the legal age of sexual consent. It was reacting to the English social purity movement’s age-of-consent campaigns that came in the wake of journalist William T. Stead’s 1885 exposé of white slavery. His investigative journalism supplied the public with vivid images of young white women captured and forced into prostitution. He went so far as to purchase a girl from her mother in a journalistic stunt to convince the public of the prevalence of the sale of virgins.108 Drawing upon the cultural dichotomy of the virgin and the prostitute that circumscribed female sexuality, Stead’s tales suggested how quickly good girls could become sexual slaves.

Gibbons and Powell, with the support of the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union, took advantage of the publicity around white slavery to challenge the low age-of-consent laws in many American states. Their campaign educated the public about prostitution rings, the poor working conditions that led white girls into sexual scenarios (at least according to their narratives), and the ideal of sexual purity. Raising the age of consent—which in 1886 was only ten years of age in twenty states and as low as seven in another—would protect the chastity of girls and strengthen punishments against “panderers.”109 Although increased attention to sexual slavery brought social purity into the spotlight and gave the committee another threat to rally against, it narrowed the scope of prostitution reform to involuntary young white slavery, much as Morrow’s social hygiene campaigns constricted venereal disease reform goals to saving wives and children. Frameworks centering on innocent victims incited the public to engage in reform while distracting attention from the most frequent types of prostitutes, or even the most frequent types of forced prostitution at the time in the United States, which predominantly targeted black, Asian, and Jewish women.110 The moral outrage provoked by lurid descriptions of white slavery was enough for a variety of religious leaders to end their silence on prostitution and sexual consent. Catholic Cardinal James Gibbons, for example, wrote that he was “heartily in sympathy” with the movement to raise “the minimum year in which a girl may consent to her own moral ruin. It is a strange anomaly that young women may be permitted to dishonor themselves at fourteen, and yet not be allowed to enter into honorable wedlock till they are eighteen.”111 The tradition of social engagement among American Catholics, which Cardinal Gibbons often exemplified, shared the commitment to social justice and the progressive improvement of society held by liberal Protestants.

By the early 1890s, the increasing visibility of the social purity movement as it connected itself to a range of cultural concerns provided the opening for more doctors to speak out against the regulation of prostitution. A pool of medical professionals arose, mainly in New York City, who were primed for Morrow’s call to action when it came more than a decade later. Purity reformers got excited about a meeting held in 1891 at the New York Academy of Medicine, the same institution in which Morrow would later begin the American Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis. At the meeting, a few medical men offered evidence against regulation and praised purity reformers for teaching young people that remaining chaste was important for both men and women. Some physicians who attended this meeting of several hundred were already purity reformers, including Emily Blackwell, one of the long-term vice presidents of the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice. Other were not yet involved but would play roles in the future social hygiene movement.112 By 1895, the social purity movement boasted a number of converts among male physicians. As proof of this success, it circulated a “Medical Declaration Concerning Chastity” signed by New York physicians who affirmed that “chastity—a pure, continent life for both sexes—is consonant with the best conditions of physical mental and moral health,” a statement meant to dispute male sexual necessity. By the end of the decade, cities like Philadelphia advertised similar declarations, which were promptly reprinted in purity publications.113

With the legitimation of some physicians and a cadre of organizational and religious partners, the 1890s marked a growing confidence and national identity for purity reform. In 1893, at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago, the Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice hosted a World’s Congress on Social Purity with cooperation from the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union’s Social Purity Department. The committee seized the event as an opportunity to convince Americans of the value of purity work, suggesting that its presence on this international stage meant that “the thought of philanthropists is no longer limited to plans for reformation, but rather that their minds are searching out methods of preventing evil by finding the causes that created it.”114 Such a change from religious conversion methods to preventive reforms involved increasing reliance on education to thwart sexual vice. Similarly, a cultural turn toward instruction and training came with the growth of public schools and the professionalization of social sciences, drawing attention to the causes of social problems.

As a symbol of the liberal Protestant effort to engage Christianity across divisions, the committee invited Catholic Archbishop John Ireland to deliver the opening address at the World’s Congress on Social Purity. He reassured purity reformers that their attention to prostitution and chastity was justified by their religious goals and rational approach, declaring that “the apathy of Christians in regard to social purity is to me a mystery. I hail with delight the beginnings of an awakening.” There was no reason to fear explicit discussions of sexuality, he insisted, so long as “holy thoughts preside over labors in aid of purity, and prudence directs them,” invoking the idea of a moral exemption from scrutiny. He claimed that sexual passion represented the “strongest hold which animalism has upon the race” and “the reduction of it under the laws of reason is the supreme act of the spiritual power in man,” reflecting the progressive religious goal of the evolution of humanity through both rational and spiritual means. With an emphasis on the divine quality of chastity, he remarked that “so zealous was Christ for social purity that he wreathed his own personality in its most translucid beauty, holy virginity.” In a position shared by all purity reformers, he described marriage as divine and, indeed, the only sanctioned outlet for the sex act.115 His speech gained a wide audience, reproduced in pamphlet form and advertised by The Philanthropist for the remainder of the decade. Other speakers at the World’s Congress on Social Purity were from a variety of Protestant denominations and some were Christian liberals who had abandoned denominational identities, transforming the national platform into a testimony for ecumenical cooperation. Whereas evangelicals from multiple denominations had worked alongside one another for the sake of revivals, this liberal Protestant version of ecumenical cooperation united Christians in the vision and task of social reform.

In 1895, the New York Committee for the Prevention of State Regulation of Vice changed its name to the American Purity Alliance, keeping Aaron Powell as president. The new alliance absorbed many local moral education societies and other purity groups.116 To capitalize on exposure from the World’s Purity Congress and to announce its national identity, the Purity Alliance organized a National Purity Congress that year in Baltimore. Displaying its reach across denominational boundaries, the congress featured speakers from many forms of Christianity, including Quakers Aaron and Anna Rice Powell, Josiah W. Leeds, and O. Edward Janney; Unitarians Antoinette Brown Blackwell, Mary Traffarn Whitney, Julia Ward Howe, and B. O. Flower; Congregationalist S. H. Virgin; Episcopalian William T. Sabine; Presbyterian J. B. Welty; Seventh Day Baptists A. H. Lewis and Ella Kellogg; Seventh-day Adventist John Harvey Kellogg; and Swedenborgian S. S. Seward. Topics included the religious themes of the purity movement, the immorality of reglementation, purity education for the young, moral equality between the sexes, and scientific laws of heredity. The congress was paired with community outreach, featuring a “Purity Sunday” during which the speakers joined with local ministers to address churches about social purity issues.117 The practice of hosting a Purity Sunday in coordination with conferences would continue into the twentieth century and inform many of the nation’s churchgoers about the purity, and later hygiene, movements.

As the social purity movement developed its national status, it leveraged ecumenical strength and religious authority to influence the public. In 1896, the Purity Alliance circulated a “Ministerial Declaration” in New York, similar to the medical one earlier that decade that had rejected the myth of sexual necessity. The ministers’ statement announced that they “would greatly deplore the enactment by the Legislature of any measure to license and legalize social vice, as morally wrong, as unjust to women and degrading to men, a menace to the home, to the municipality, and to the State.”118 A comparison of the medical and ministerial declarations indicates that purity reformers utilized medical and religious professionals for different purposes; they turned to scientific authority to debunk sexual myths and employed moral authority to thwart state regulation. The “moral veto,” as sociologist Gene Burns has called similar protests against abortion laws, served to increase the contentiousness of an issue, therefore making it more difficult to pass legislation on that topic.119 Like the medical declaration, the ministerial one was signed by several individuals already involved in purity efforts, as well as other notable liberal religious figures, including leading social gospel proponents Josiah Strong and Walter Rauschenbusch.120

In 1899, the movement lost another leader when Aaron Powell died while speaking at the Yearly Meeting of Friends in Philadelphia. Purity leaders mourned his passing, with one describing him as “so firm, so gentle, so wise, so dignified, [and] so capable of placing and holding great meetings on the high plane alone helpful in so delicate and difficult a reform.”121 While Powell’s personality seemed to aid his leadership in sexual reform, his successor, O. Edward Janney, had a different advantage as president of the Purity Alliance. Janney, a Quaker physician who was strongly influenced by both his religion and his profession, served as an important bridge between the moralists and the medical men as physicians began to organize against venereal disease. His identity reflected the increasing interaction of liberal religion and science within the purity movement. Janney insisted that doctors had a responsibility to “wield their mighty influence as to further the cause of virtue,” encouraging them to take up moral issues like social purity that were “semi-medical in their nature.”122 While he thought that doctors could help because of their training, he hoped that churches would contribute as a united force for “moral uplift.”123 Anna Garlin Spencer and Antoinette Brown Blackwell, two pioneers in female ministry and Unitarians at this point in their careers, stepped up to help Janney with the executive and publication committees. Their presence further enabled the organization to maintain a balance between medical and religious perspectives during this time of transition.

As conservative Protestants of the early fundamentalist movement distanced themselves from the new direction of mainstream science through their anti-evolution campaigns, supporters of liberal religion embraced scientific changes as essential to progress.124 As a result, leaders of the Purity Alliance watched the growth of social hygiene societies enthusiastically. Purity reformers perceived these developments as the physicians’ long-awaited response to the invitation to fight vice. Above all, purity leaders celebrated the fact that physicians had started to educate the public about sexuality. They anticipated the benefits of physicians’ expanding involvement: “Conservative as they are by nature and training their statements will be guarded and founded upon accurate observation; while their reputation as scientific men and women will carry conviction. This [social hygiene] movement is one of the most hopeful signs of the times.”125

Protestant fundamentalists’ lack of faith in the government’s ability to correct sinful behavior was another stance that purity reformers rejected. In 1906, Purity Alliance leaders helped to create the National Vigilance Committee as an “auxiliary” to the US government. It was tasked with investigating white slavery, although its ultimate goal was to prevent such traffic in the future by creating “virtuous” young people through moral education. The new committee was, in part, a reaction to recent trials in which men were convicted of tricking women into the sex trade and enslaving them in “dens of vice.”126 The committee encouraged the formation of state vigilance societies and corresponded with its counterparts in Europe. It invited London’s William Alexander Coote, secretary of the International Bureau for the Suppression of the White Slave Traffic, to coordinate its work because of his experience starting similar committees in Europe.127 Spencer described Coote as a Christian who had “found out that the world was not coming to an end and that he had to do something with it as it was,” echoing the commitment of liberal Protestants to improving society and the effort to distance themselves from the premillennial apocalyptic thinking of fundamentalists.128 These international connections led the Vigilance Committee to urge the American government to follow Europe’s lead by creating a treaty for the suppression of the white slave traffic.129

The Vigilance Committee included Purity Alliance leaders Grace Hoadley Dodge, Anna Garlin Spencer, Anna Rice Powell, and O. Edward Janney. It counted among its members a special commissioner of President Theodore Roosevelt, James Bronson Reynolds, who would become a central figure in the creation of ASHA. Another participant, Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore, had expressed sympathy with social purity and moral education societies since the 1880s, as noted earlier. He lent prestige to the movement as a national Catholic figure respected by both Catholics and Protestants. Although Morrow and Robert N. Willson represented social hygiene on the committee, social purity dominated its leadership and organizational affiliation. It cooperated closely with the Purity Alliance, sharing a chairperson, a headquarters office, annual meetings, and the publication of The Philanthropist, which was renamed Vigilance in 1910 to reflect the partnership.130

In addition to holding the upper hand within the Vigilance Committee, purity reformers took credit for developments in social hygiene, even though they acknowledged that most hygiene societies originated among and were led by physicians. In one case, purity reformers insisted that they had planted the seeds for the Maryland Society of Social Hygiene.131 They described the formation as “actively encouraged” by the Purity Alliance and Vigilance Committee, “the former on the ground that nothing is more important than the moral education of the young, and the latter on the ground that the ultimate destruction of the white slave traffic can be brought about only by the same means—the education of the young.”132 From their perspective, purity reform laid the groundwork for social hygiene societies; scientific instruction in sex hygiene was simply an outgrowth of moral education in purity. While purity leaders were quick to count lectures and pamphlets of physicians as part of moral education, many hygienists resisted reframing their work. Even Morrow conceded that moral and scientific approaches could be separated within the movement and that physicians were more qualified to educate about physiological laws than about ethical guidelines.133

As the topic of sex education increasingly attracted hygienists, purity reformers devoted more attention to it as well. In 1909, the Purity Alliance dedicated its annual meeting to moral education of the young in the laws of sex.134 Its annual report claimed that it was at least partially responsible for a recent “moral awakening” of Americans to the need for education about sexual hygiene.135 In a historical twist, the ASSMP dedicated one of its meetings that same year to the white slave traffic and invited Janney as its speaker, demonstrating that the primary concern of each branch was influencing the other.136 By 1910, Janney proclaimed that the topic of sex hygiene was “pushing rapidly to the front,” and Vigilance printed an increasing number of articles on it. These writings often interchanged the phrases “moral education” and the “teaching of sex hygiene,” producing discourses that mixed purity and medical frameworks.137 The Purity Alliance announced its desire to engage in “a systematic campaign to induce the normal schools of the country to establish adequate courses in sex instruction in accordance with modern views of biogenetic instruction.”138

In 1912, leaders of the Purity Alliance and the Vigilance Committee, who had collaborated for over five years, created the American Vigilance Association.139 The larger, more efficient organization was charged with addressing “the evils of the white-slave traffic throughout the nation on one hand, and to push the efforts to educate the young in matters of sex that are acknowledged to be necessary, on the other.”140 Foreshadowing the federal government’s later sponsorship of military sex education, the Vigilance Association received substantial financial support from local administrations for its vice work in urban areas. These partnerships began with its publication of the report of the Chicago Vice Commission, which had been given $10,000 in 1911 by the city to investigate local prostitution.141 The diverse set of community leaders on the commission had concluded with a unanimous decision supporting “ ‘constant repression of the social evil as our immediate method; absolute annihilation as our ideal.’ ”142 Leading the commission was Episcopal priest Walter T. Sumner, who was likely familiar with the White Cross social purity efforts led by his denomination. He argued that churches should play their part in educating the public by regulating marriage licenses and outing church members who benefited directly or indirectly from prostitution.143 The commission’s report gained national attention and sparked similar investigations across the country.144

The proliferation of city vice commissions came in the wake of the federal Mann Act of 1910, which targeted the “white slave trade.” The primary justification for federal intervention was to prevent the transportation of women across state lines for sexual purposes, even though there was little evidence that the problem of urban prostitution was primarily fueled by interstate traffic or the enslavement of white women. Ironically, the government’s effort to monitor the sex trade led to the policing of some women’s choices rather than protection. This was experienced by interracial couples when non-white males, such as African American boxer Jack Johnson, were charged with sex trafficking for traveling between states with their white, female partners.145 Later realization that the Mann Act was ineffective at slowing the primary forms of prostitution led more cities to initiate local investigations to determine causation, and many turned to the Vigilance Association’s Department of Investigations for consultants. Benefiting from the publicity, the Vigilance Association embraced its new consulting role. Within one year of its existence, it completed studies in five major cities, each funded by the respective local government.146

The popularity of vice investigations among social purity leaders represented the scientific influence of the social hygiene movement. These trends were motivated by a desire to gather and publish statistics about illicit sexuality, whereas previous purity approaches had rarely emphasized the need for numbers and proof as reason to combat immoral behaviors. The Vigilance Association now hoped to spread vice reports as a form of sex education. It boasted that it had one of the best resource collections in the country, making available “true, scientific knowledge which could not otherwise be readily obtained” and responding to daily requests for bibliographies, including inquiries from religious leaders.147 Scientific and educational trends within the Vigilance Association led purity reformers to—and further prepared them for—the merger with the Federation for Sex Hygiene. Unification with hygienists through the creation of ASHA represented the outgrowth of Protestant modernism, with its embrace of progressive change as part of God’s will and its willingness to move beyond the space of churches and denominational boundaries to work through secular movements to improve society.

The Amalgamation of Social Purity and Social Hygiene

The Vigilance Association was short-lived, but its end was considered a win rather than a defeat. By November of its first year, its executive committee announced a grander vision: the fusion of purity and hygienic approaches by joining with Morrow’s Federation for Sex Hygiene.148 The amalgamation provided a center for the sex education movement and ensured that liberal religious voices would continue to influence its direction. Despite initial difficulties concerning administration, the Vigilance Association’s Executive Board unanimously approved the consolidation, and the federation’s leaders showed their interest by appointing a committee to assist with the union.149 Newfound legitimacy for both causes followed, as well as anxieties over how much authority should be given to each side’s leaders and goals. On March 15, 1913, just two days before Morrow’s death, the federation announced progress on the consolidation. It shared the Vigilance Association’s suggested plan, which proposed calling the new organization the American Sex Hygiene and Vigilance Association, appointing its leadership equally from both organizations, and creating within it two sections, one on sex education and the other on the suppression and prevention of the white slave traffic.

The initial proposals highlighted, and sought to maintain, the different emphases of social hygiene and social purity as well to assist in balancing power between the two factions. However, the Vigilance Association’s proposed purpose for the organization betrayed its social purity priorities:


To suppress and prevent commercialized vice, to limit the spread of diseases which have their origin in social vice, and to promote the highest standard of private and public morals. To accomplish this purpose, the Association shall strive for the persistent and absolute repression of prostitution and the passage and enforcement of laws to effect this object; for the protection of girls and women; for the promotion of the knowledge of social vice, its effects and results; and for the circulation of the best literature regarding it.150



The federation came back with a counteroffer that diminished the proportion of officers from the Vigilance Association to one-third of the new organization’s leadership. It demoted purity concerns for the suppression of vice and protection of women by moving the federation’s interest in sex education to the opening lines of the statement of purpose. The new statement began, “To educate the public in the physiology and hygiene of sex, and to study and apply every means, educational, sanitary, moral, and legislative, for the prevention of vice and its diseases.”151 The addition demonstrated the federation’s preferred method of scientific study over the Vigilance Association’s legislative approach, although each group accepted the necessity of both. The process of forming their joint mission, while amicable, showed early signs that physicians and their goal of instruction in sex hygiene would hold more power after the merger. The Vigilance Association accepted the federation’s terms with only “a few suggested changes.”152

Another early sign of the physicians’ strength in the consolidation was the decision to preserve Morrow’s legacy. Morrow died on March 17, 1913, and later that year the federation resolved that he would be named founder of whatever organization came out of the union.153 The idea of the merger had been moving forward for almost five months prior to Morrow’s death, and historian Allan Brandt suggests that Morrow’s passing “cleared the way for vice crusaders and medical reformers to strike an official alliance.”154 Despite Morrow’s support of social purity and experience working closely with purity leaders, others interested in the merger noted his desire to keep the organizations separate.155 One leader proclaimed, “We have had much difficulty, as we expected, in bringing Dr. Morrow around, but I think we have him in hand!”156 Upon Morrow’s retirement from active leadership shortly before his death, he reportedly “gave qualified approval for unity.”157 Despite his hesitations about the merger, purity leaders continued to speak approvingly of him, although they listed him as just one among several pioneers and specified that his contribution was the recruitment of physicians to the movement. One purity leader described Morrow as “a prophet and a priest, using that word ‘priest’ in its highest sense, a dispenser of idealism organized to work.”158 From the purity perspective, Morrow had taken on the moral campaign that purity reformers began and infused the medical profession with the liberal religious values of optimism, civic engagement, and the moral seriousness of sexuality.

While purity reformers celebrated the influence of religion on hygienists, medical authority likewise extended its reach. The boundaries crossed by liberal Christian purity reformers between religious and scientific agendas in the name of protecting sexual morals paved the way for such interactions. It was also part of larger trends toward the medicalization of society. As Brandt argues, “Physicians had accrued prescriptive powers that previously resided primarily within the church. . . . Doctors had become the arbiters of sexuality in both its scientific and moral realms.”159 Doctors had gained confidence in their ability to diagnose specific diseases and ascertain causes. Their sanctions for social and sexual behaviors sometimes resembled ministers’ moralizing sermons. Many physicians embraced these new prescriptive powers as part of their responsibility for a healthy society. However, the trend was criticized by those physicians who did not feel that the medical field should “taint” its scientific objectivity by addressing morals. Their view hints at challenges faced by professionals when dealing with complex issues like sexuality that overlapped professional spheres. Tension was occurring at a time when professions were becoming more specialized and liberalism was widening the boundaries of social problems to be addressed through multi-pronged reforms.

While the federation portrayed the merger as a continuation of Morrow’s legacy, not all hygienists supported the plan. The Pennsylvania Society for the Prevention of Social Diseases voiced early opposition. It claimed that the federation’s success as a pioneer in sex education was because it had never “meddled in other fields,” implying that the Vigilance Association’s moral and legislative work would interfere with their scientific and educational efforts. The society further criticized the federation for not sharing the plan for amalgamation earlier with local groups.160 The society’s president, physician Robert N. Willson, resigned from the federation’s executive committee after being outvoted on the issue.161 Later that year, Willson proposed a bylaw change to reconfigure the federation’s executive committee to give representation to each local society, directly criticizing the top-down manner in which the merger decision had been made. His amendment received only one affirmative vote, presumably his own.162 Other criticisms of the merger plan came from the ASSMP, which also cited the disapproval of the Oregon and St. Louis social hygiene societies. The ASSMP’s leaders “seriously questioned” the wisdom of the plan, suggesting that it would veer from the original path set by Morrow.163

Despite opposition, the federation advanced its proposal at its next annual meeting. A preliminary vote showed that a majority disapproved, and further discussion revealed resistance to the proposed name: the American Sex Hygiene and Vigilance Association. After the resolution was amended to remove it, the general idea of uniting with the Vigilance Association was adopted by a vote of fifteen to four. The voting body further empowered the executive committee to arrange the merger and select a name. Willson then announced “the probable withdrawal of the Pennsylvania Society from the Federation,” a sign that these compromises did not address all complaints.164

Two months later, the new name was announced as the American Social Hygiene Association, a designation it would maintain until rebranding as the American Social Health Association in 1960. Although histories of ASHA’s formation suggest that the name reflected the wide-ranging activities of both organizations, the phrase “social hygiene” was clearly associated more with the physician-dominated societies than the purity ones and more with the goal of sex education than vice reform. Hence, ASHA’s name was another indication that the hygienists took the advantage in the union, despite the purity reformers’ additional decades of experience. This upper hand and the willingness of purity reformers to go along with the name reflected the prestige of scientific authority in American culture as much as it did the success of liberal religion, which had in many ways asked to be legitimated by science. It was also entangled with sexism, with some male ASHA leaders viewing female purity reformers as less capable and, according to at least one, “hysterical.”165 Recent advances treating diseases such as cholera and tuberculosis and the increasing professionalization of the medical field bolstered medical authority. In December, delegates from both groups adopted a constitution, and, in February of 1914, ASHA became officially incorporated.166

A number of factors fostered the consolidation, including overlap in leadership between the Vigilance Association and the federation, especially in the year preceding the merger.167 James Bronson Reynolds, a Presbyterian lawyer, served as a central figure in the process and became a part of ASHA’s Board and its Executive Committee. As a founding member of the Vigilance Committee, the Vigilance Association, and the federation, Reynolds was a recognized leader within both factions and possessed much-needed legal expertise for the union.168 In 1914, ASHA unanimously chose Charles W. Eliot as its president. He was a transitional figure for the movement because of his interest in both sex education and commercialized vice.169 Eliot had been involved in moral reforms, especially temperance, which made him a trusted character for purity reformers. However, the medical branch initially brought him into sex education leadership as honorary vice president of the federation. He gave the physicians enormous credit for the progress of the movement because he believed that medical breakthroughs for venereal disease were responsible for increasing public acceptance of sex education.170 He also had faith in the ability of an educator like himself to shape the future of sex education. In order to become ASHA’s president, he turned down a prestigious appointment from President Woodrow Wilson to serve as ambassador to England.171 Eliot’s leadership of ASHA created an important middle ground between physicians and religious leaders and represented the public institutions that were increasingly envisioned as sites for sex education. Education symbolized the progressive answer to social and sexual problems, and teachers joined physicians and moralists as each group attempted to spread its values to the American public.

Financers Grace Hoadley Dodge and John D. Rockefeller Jr. pushed the merger forward. Dodge had long been a leader in social purity and was primary benefactor to the Vigilance Association. She was also one of the first donors to contribute to the federation.172 Criticizing the New York meetings of the Purity Alliance, the Vigilance Committee, and the Federation for Sex Hygiene, Dodge asked, “What is the use of your three sets of people, all coming here three times to run three things three times when you can run it as one?”173 Rockefeller, through his Rockefeller Foundation, became the biggest financial contributor to ASHA, and he actively coordinated aspects of the reorganization behind the scenes through his correspondence and considerable influence. His philanthropic interest in venereal disease and prostitution began with his sponsorship of Paul Ehrlich’s groundbreaking medical research on syphilis as well as a term in 1910 as foreman of a New York grand jury investigating white slavery. Rockefeller became convinced of the need for increased knowledge on these issues and so began the Bureau of Social Hygiene in 1911 to carry out research. Through this agency and in affiliation with the New York State Reformatory for Women in Bedford Hills, he sponsored a Laboratory of Social Hygiene for the study of factors that led women into prostitution. The Rockefeller Foundation fused its eugenic interest in inherited traits with its various projects involving female delinquency, sex education, and domestic science.174 When ASHA emerged, Rockefeller made sure that there was cooperation but not significant overlap between his bureau and the new organization.175

Not every social purity group joined together in ASHA. Strands of social purity had developed in the Midwest and Northwest and therefore engaged less with Morrow’s hygienists than the Northeastern purity groups. While the Vigilance Association assumed a social hygiene identity through the consolidation, the western strand maintained a more explicit connection to evangelical social purity frameworks. The main figure in the west was B. S. Steadwell, who led the Northwestern Purity Association. He organized a National Purity Convention in La Crosse, Wisconsin, in 1905 “to awaken the Christian conscience of our nation” regarding the “social evil.”176 Steadwell became president of the Purity Federation that grew out of that conference and editor of its journal, The Light, both of which were headquartered in La Crosse. The Purity Federation was the main continuing strand of the American social purity movement after the Vigilance Association merged into ASHA, proving that union with social hygiene was not inevitable. Western purity reformers reflected more conservative Protestant trends and resisted the idea that scientific frameworks should be elevated above Christian ones.

As the merger consolidated headquarters in New York City, Chicago-based social purity leaders gave up much of their power in the movement. Prior to the merger, the Vigilance Association had headquarters in both New York City and Chicago. After a strong nudge from its New York board members, Chicago conceded that it was inefficient to have the Executive Committee split between the two cities. To render full control of the organization to New York, Chicago Vigilance Association board members officially resigned.177 Other accounts point to ideological differences between New York and Chicago purity leaders as reasons for the demotions, including the Chicago leaders’ stronger ties to the religious community and emphasis on applied psychology compared to the preference for applied sociology among New York leaders.178

The joining of the Vigilance Association and the Federation for Sex Hygiene was, according to Reynolds, meant to “eliminate the waste of overlapping, to increase efficiency of effort, and to focus public support on a single and stronger national body.”179 He remembered that “on the one side sex hygiene and sex education, the special interests of the federation, were part of the program of the Vigilance Association, while on the other side, the program of the federation as outlined in its constitution covered a portion of the distinctive field of the Vigilance Association.” The duplication, he claimed, had created unnecessary divisions and confusions among the public. Each group had some practice in the primary work of the other, including experience negotiating scientific and moral approaches to sexual reform.180 Each had always included both physicians and moralists, although in vastly different proportions.

Both hygienists and purity reformers had something to gain from the merger. Physicians needed the purity reformers because the public trusted moral approaches to problems of sexuality more than medical ones, the latter of which were interpreted as offering “easy fixes” and removing the consequences of sexual acts. Advertisements of miracle cures for venereal diseases (some of which proved more harmful than the conditions themselves) amplified this perception, leading to a steady stream of warnings against “quack doctors” and ASHA’s endorsement of anti-quack legislation.181 One of the executive directors of ASHA claimed that of the two actual methods of protection from venereal disease—continence outside of marriage and medical prophylaxis—the former has gained public approval while the latter remained “still on the firing line.” Prophylaxis, at this time, generally referred to either condoms or chemical treatments applied immediately after intercourse. He argued that resistance to them was not based on a general opposition to medical means for preventing contagious diseases, since Americans approved of sanitary interventions for tuberculosis and cholera. Instead, disapproval stemmed from “the public’s determination to safeguard something it holds far more precious than health, namely, the morals of the community.” Such public sentiments limited physicians in the campaign against venereal disease because “before medical prophylactics can be wisely utilized their bearing upon the moral problems must be worked out.”182 Adding moralists not only gave them access to more publicly approved approaches, but it helped to ease suspicion of the movement.

Further still, ASHA physicians benefited from the purity reformers’ liberal religious strategies for discussing sexuality. Scientific terms and details about sexuality were often viewed as too blunt for the public, whereas the application of nonsectarian language of purity, morality, and broad Christian ideals to sexual topics had gone uncensored for decades. Purity reformers had managed to advocate sexual reforms so publicly in the nineteenth century in part because they had found ways to discuss issues without using explicit sexual language. They also did so without significant challenges to conventional gender or sexual roles, distinguishing it from other progressive voices that became associated with free love or more radical versions of feminism. The presence of liberal religious discourses within ASHA helped to soften the scientific presentation of sexuality, and the latter, in turn, helped to clarify abstract calls for purity. Strategies of reframing Protestant values into more universal, nonsectarian terms and alternating scientific and religious language to address specific contexts would continue to be used by Protestant sex educators.

Whereas physicians found hygienic value in moral approaches to sexuality, purity reformers saw moral significance in hygienic methods. Physicians accumulated data about the seriousness of venereal disease, confirming purity reformers’ arguments about the dangers of illicit sexuality. Studies of prostitution corroborated the purity reformers’ theory that environmental conditions and a double standard of sexuality led some women into prostitution. Although purity reformers had embraced science in their earlier reforms, the scientific authority and professional force of the physicians’ campaign offered new hope for their goal of completely abolishing prostitution. Clifford G. Roe, executive secretary of the Vigilance Association and a major writer against the white slave trade, claimed that “the turning of the searchlight of science upon a remedy for ignorance of moral efficiency and for overcoming commercialized vice” was “most remarkable.”183 For liberal Protestant purity reformers, a hope that science could triumph over social evil removed a major obstacle to the establishment of a perfect society, a Kingdom of God on earth.

Despite the benefits for each group of this pairing of “scientific knowledge and methods with moral enthusiasm,” significant conflicts surfaced within ASHA.184 One insider recalled many quarrels during meetings, with people raising doubts about the long-term survival of the merger.185 Each side was still suspicious of the other. Purity reformers, referred to here as “abolitionists,”


suspected that the medical men were “materialists” who cared nothing for spiritual values and social justice. The physicians and sanitarians were often impatient at the preoccupation of the abolitionists with the protection of the civil rights of prostitutes. As one doctor remarked, “They don’t give a damn how many babies die of syphilis so long as streetwalkers are not molested by policemen.”186



Along with the clashing of frameworks regarding sexual problems and proposed solutions, each side found opportunities to blame the other. Purity reformers were held responsible for Christianity’s historic treatment of sexuality. One physician remarked that “the church has always stood for a dead silence on the sex subject; has always ignored and dodged its facts, persistently misrepresented it; [and] has taught legends where facts were essential.”187 Hygienists argued that these contributions to the conspiracy of silence, supported by the Christian connection between sexuality and sin, were partially responsible for illicit sexual behavior that spread venereal disease.188

Physicians accused moralists of perpetuating the moral etiology of venereal disease, even as many doctors enacted the same view of disease as divine punishment for sin when they refused to treat syphilis patients. At the same time, physicians held tightly to the notion that the source of venereal disease was an immoral act and that religious approaches could help to eliminate it by raising sexual morals. Their fluctuation between rejecting and relying upon the infection-sin connection was just one indication of the complicated role that religion played in sexual reform and medical work. The ambiguous role of moral behavior in the spread of venereal disease led to efforts both to alleviate and to determine responsibility, further setting sexually transmitted disease apart from other forms of contagion. This was an early example of the tension that pervades most of sex education history between treating sex like other health issues and insisting on its uniqueness.

For their part, purity reformers found ways to remind their allies of how the medical field had contributed to sexual vice. In an ASHA pamphlet overviewing the movement, Anna Garlin Spencer informed readers that physicians had been the main opponents of the moral reformers who sought to abolish prostitution in the late nineteenth century. She castigated physicians for making “colossal mistakes” that had “wrought great harm to the world,” from perpetuating the notion that extramarital sexuality was a physical necessity for men to the related endorsement of regulating prostitution. She found a way, though, to acknowledge that doctors within ASHA had “outgrown these mistakes” and helped the cause by providing scientific proof for what purity reformers had long known.189 She directed attention toward evidence that medical inspection of prostitutes was ineffective for reducing venereal disease rates, as inspections reached only a small portion of prostitutes and none of the men involved or their wives. Furthermore, quick inspections missed asymptomatic cases and, if they employed unsanitary procedures, could actually contribute to the spread of venereal disease.190

The glue holding together the purity and hygiene factions was liberal Christianity, especially Protestant varieties. The merger relied upon the progressive belief that there was “no fundamental conflict between the highest moral and social concepts of what sex conduct ought to be and the most scientific medical and sanitary plans for eradicating the venereal diseases.”191 Faith that the most enlightened social forces of the day would lead to similar endpoints made participants willing to overlook disagreements and to tolerate the fact that they were often speaking past one another. The separate departments within ASHA legitimated both perspectives and limited interactions between physicians and purity reformers to some extent. One ASHA leader further suggested that “the calm, judicious leadership of Dr. Eliot, the vision and humor of James B. Reynolds and the patient skill of Dr. [William F.] Snow preserved the Association in those early days.”192

As they negotiated their partnership, the ways that medical men framed sex education continued to hold more sway over the movement than religious ways. Purity reformers, with their liberal religious leanings, were eager to expand their scope by incorporating modern advancements and approaches into their worldviews and religious work. In turn, they saw some of their religious views adopted by the movement, legitimated by science and eventually taught within the American education system and the military. Past experiences had shown them that purity reform gained strength from new alliances and emphases, and they celebrated the brokering of this partnership as a sign of progress. From the social purity standpoint, the merger allowed physicians to recover from their earlier support of sin and to benefit from the purity reformers’ longer history of experience. Physicians, on the other hand, tended to be more guarded in order to protect the newfound cultural authority of science and the medical field. They resisted giving purity reformers equal ownership of the sex education movement, which they believed began with Morrow and the physicians he recruited. They viewed their inclusion of religious forces as generous because many believed moral approaches to be outdated, with traditional religion losing cultural force.

On the question of who won in the consolidation, scholars have arrived at different conclusions. It is partially a matter of perspective. When compared to other medical campaigns of the time, the moral leanings of ASHA were apparent. In comparison to conservative Protestantism, specifically fundamentalism, the scientific dominance was even more glaring. Historians of the early movement who focus on ASHA’s leadership and the overwhelming presence of physicians and scientific discourses conclude that the hygienists emerged triumphant, even as they acknowledge that moral considerations remained.193 Others have concluded that the moralists won, interpreting the presence of moral concerns within the campaigns as diluting the sanitary approach and its effectiveness.194 The underlying idea that moral discourses are to blame for the long-term ineffectiveness of educational and medical interventions on venereal diseases and other sexual problems has held remarkable currency among contemporary sex educators and some scholars, who often use the rationale to dismiss sex education efforts prior to the 1960s. However, the assumption that the success of hygienists would mean a complete elimination of moral concerns is highly problematic. It is neither something that occurred nor something that most social hygienists set out to do; rather, the integration facilitated their achievements.

By the time ASHA formed, the movement was optimistic about the number of Americans who accepted the necessity of sex education to deal with the country’s sexual problems. Widespread support meant chipping away at the conspiracy of silence and making progress toward protecting national health and white, middle-class, Christian values of family and sexual behavior. As Chapter 2 will explore, physicians, religious leaders, and teachers were joined by government officials, military leaders, and Protestant sex educators of the YMCA and chaplaincy as ASHA turned its attention toward implementing sex education programs. As they cooperated to develop best practices for institutionalizing sex education, they would work out some of the growing pains of ASHA and promote the teaching of sexuality as a form of moral education.


2

Moral Education about Sex in the YMCA and Military

“That which is capable of the highest uses lends itself also to the lowest abuses,” warned YMCA sex educator and physician Max J. Exner in a 1913 pamphlet.1 His words conveyed two key themes of the second phase of the sex education movement, during which the American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA) partnered with the Young Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) to implement its plans. On the one hand, these organizations promoted marital sexuality as the realm of sexuality’s “highest uses.” They agreed that sexual activity was naturally intended to be used within monogamous, heterosexual marriages for the primary purpose of reproduction.2 On the other hand, they paired these ideals with further policing of sexuality outside of the standard. Here they considered prostitution and masturbation among the “lowest abuses.” As this chapter demonstrates, liberal Protestants within ASHA and the YMCA advocated teaching sexuality within programs for developing moral character in order to balance expansive and restrictive approaches. They framed sex education as “moral education,” providing a place to translate nonsectarian Christian values into public spheres. Just as religion and sex education intersected most often through the concept of social purity during the previous phase, moral education became the center of interaction during the time of institutionalization.

Moral education took hold within the sex education movement as liberal religionists, physicians, and educators tested their alliances and divided the labor of sex education. With the transition from proposals to programs, moral instruction answered the concern that information about sexuality—no matter how scientifically accurate—was not enough to shape the attitudes and behaviors of youth. Early sex educators, to put it another way, were not as confident in their scientific tactics as they seemed or as scholarship has portrayed them.3 Indeed, science was central to their approach and legitimated their work, but many within ASHA and the YMCA clearly recognized its limits. Specific strengths included science’s abilities to convey accurate physical information, especially concerning anatomy and disease, and to make rational appeals for behavioral change based on physical consequences. Medical progress on venereal disease had already broken down some public silences and myths around sexuality. Because scientists at the time promised objective representations of reality, many scientifically framed discussions of sexuality were considered “beyond reproach” and therefore able to evade obscenity charges. Communication scholar Robin E. Jensen calls the situation the “scientific exemption” from censorship.4 As organizations began to create and implement programs, hope remained that the provision of well-timed scientific facts could halt youthful curiosities and wild imaginations and that fear of the gruesome symptoms of venereal disease would keep young men away from prostitutes. However, while detailed, rational methods promoted by physicians had legitimated sexuality as a serious topic for professionals, instructing children and young adults required additional tools. Sex educators of all stripes supplemented their teaching of facts with religiously inspired strategies for molding attitudes and behaviors.

Leaders proposed moral education as the missing piece to the puzzle because of its ability to foster change by bridging scientific truths and religious worldviews. These sex educators took advantage of broader progressive movements for moral education coordinated in the early twentieth century by education reformers and liberal Protestants, who both viewed education about morals within religious settings and public schools to be complementary rather than competing.5 Sex education became a logical outgrowth of this trend because controlling sexual promiscuity was cited as one justification for moral education. While religion did not have a monopoly on morals, ministers and religious educators were seen as seasoned professionals on the topic, offering resources that fell outside of scientists’ expertise. Religious tools included emotions, powerful ideals, a system of consequences for good and bad actions, an all-encompassing worldview that integrated sexuality within other dimensions of life, and a conception of a divine authority who cared about the fate of individuals and society. For sex educators in the United States, Christianity offered the extra advantage of shaping cultural norms about sexuality because of the religion’s dominance within society. Christian interpretations and symbols regarding love, marriage, monogamy, chastity, family, creation, motherhood, fatherhood, and sin influenced many Americans, including scientists.

Alongside the defensive approach of shielding citizens from sexual dangers, the strategy to build people’s sexual character through moral education grew. Sex educators began to emphasize the idea that not all aspects of sexuality were bad or dangerous (whether they succeeded in a sexually positive message is another story). The new development corresponded with the desire of liberal Protestant sex educators to distinguish themselves from conservative Christians. By the early twentieth century, the division between Protestants who embraced trends of modernism and those who turned toward what they viewed as the fundamentals of traditional Christianity became more entrenched and defined. When sex educators, including physicians and ministers, criticized traditional religious approaches to sexuality as repressive, they were often attacking characteristics that they associated with conservative Protestants. Sex educators spurned exclusive reliance on religious conversion and appeals to sin to enact changes in sexual behavior as well as the insistence that biblical authority trumped academic expertise on all topics. Instead, they put their faith in the sharing of expert advice and sought to improve individual behavior through rational appeals and by pursuing legislation and social reform to reduce negative environmental influences. Thus, sex educators increasingly distanced themselves from strategies that once influenced purity lectures and emphasized the compatibility of science with their instruction. While other scholars have interpreted such disapproval to mean that these sex educators rebuked religion, it is more accurate to interpret them as rejecting a specific type of religion different from their own.

The issue of teaching morality within public schools highlighted the growing modernist-fundamentalist rift in American Protestantism. Public schools had been tasked with inculcating morals since their inception, but the roles of schools and moral education took on greater urgency in the nineteenth century as more young people left the protective bubble of their hometowns to find work.6 As legal rulings and support for the separation of church and state became more forceful, moral education offered a semi-secular replacement for explicit religious instruction in public schools.7 Fundamentalists of the early twentieth century insisted that lessons of morality should continue to be taught using the King James Bible, while modernists generally supported the elimination of such specific Protestant lessons and symbols from schools as an adaptation to religious pluralism, even though concerns were largely limited to Christian pluralism at this time. In line with modernism, the nonsectarian Protestant framework of public schools, including public school moral education, increasingly shifted toward secular approaches, although the process was uneven and varied greatly by region and by school. Liberal Protestants generally celebrated this shift, leaving denominational religious instruction to families, churches, and Sunday schools and broader Christian moral education to voluntary organizations. Moral education about sexuality reflected these liberal Protestant trends, taking on a more secular nature when promoted for public schools but flourishing predominantly within nonsectarian Christian programs like those offered by the Young Men’s Christian Association and military chaplains.

Scholarly narratives that focus on scientific dominance within early sex education have often cast religiously inspired morals as nuisances that crept in and tainted scientific agendas or concessions made by scientists to religious people. This distorts the fact that moral education developed in tandem with scientific expertise as part of the same effort to legitimate sex education. Sex educators used a moral exemption to make science more acceptable to those wary of the graphic details and the impersonal nature of scientifically framed sex. While scientific and moral approaches were sometimes in tension, they often supplemented and complemented one another. Shifting between these frameworks allowed sex educators to package their lessons for multiple audiences, including professionals in various fields, church groups, parents, and children. As a result, in the early sex education movement “normative standards of morality were frequently fused with the ‘scientific’ facts of human sexuality.”8 The trend paralleled a larger culture in which science was used to justify Christian moral norms and vice versa. For Americans influenced by a liberal religious belief in the complementary nature of religion and science, these truths became mutually reinforcing.

ASHA and the YMCA faced many cultural pressures, prompting an emphasis on the moral dimensions of sexuality and the sexual dimensions of morality. While a previous generation of white Protestant Americans feared the sexuality associated with the city and the dramatic increase in immigrants and freed slaves, now they were also wary of perceived transformations among young white adults, especially women, associated with the “flapper culture.” Training in morals was meant to rein youth in to keep sexuality confined to marriage, another instance in which sex educators resisted, and even worked against, progressive trends to expand conceptions of women’s sexuality. Companionate marriage emerged at the intersection of youthful rebellion and cultural anxiety, emphasizing the freedom of the heart to choose one’s life mate while reaffirming marriage as an important social institution and identity factor.

The eugenics movement, which influenced physicians and religious leaders, shared the desire to control sexual pairings in order to shape the future of humankind.9 Generally, eugenics leaders approved sexual expression only for the married because they saw such long-term commitment as a responsible and stable way to perpetuate the race. Marriages could be legislated and connected to the eugenic social ideal of “compatible” partnerships, obviating the random and prolific reproductive relations that they associated with single people. “Incompatible” sexual pairing, defined by a variety of racial and social characteristics, was thought to produce children with “lower capacities” and to bring delinquency. Scientific authority was used to reinforce social norms, especially those that privileged whiteness and wealth. Developments in social science, particularly psychology and sociology, supplemented the eugenic fear of delinquency with a conviction that moral training and positive environments were needed to save even “well-born” youth from negative outcomes.10 Christian warnings to avoid marrying those who were “spiritually incompatible” added an additional layer of reinforcement to these conventions by encouraging youth to marry within their own religious circles, usually defined by denomination, race, class, and culture.

Racial and eugenic ideals privileging whiteness were present within ASHA from its founding.11 In ASHA’s first presidential address, Charles W. Eliot, who had helped to organize the First International Congress of Eugenics of 1912, made clear his interest in protecting the “white race” from venereal diseases and the related vices of alcohol and prostitution. He considered venereal diseases to be “the very worst foes of sound family life, and thence of civilization,” articulating a connection common among social hygienists between the sexual health of white people, the preservation of the monogamous, heterosexual family, and the fate of the nation.12 Published in the same issue of ASHA’s Journal of Social Hygiene, medical professor Winfield Scott Hall’s article titled “The Relation of Education in Sex to Race Betterment” also assumed that his audience—and therefore the race that would be “bettered” through sex education—was white. The prioritization of education as ASHA’s main focus represented, in part, the fact that most ASHA leaders and projects directly addressed white audiences, who supposedly could be convinced through education to marry someone “who possesses similar physical and mental qualities, besides possessing a blemishless heredity, as good as we will assume his [or her] own to be.”13 By comparison, education was not touted as such a panacea for the deficits that these leaders associated with non-white populations, especially those of the lower class.14

Social hygiene and eugenics were intimately connected in the minds of some sex educators, as demonstrated by Hall’s article. He argued that race betterment occurred through the necessary combination of hygiene (which he defined as environmental factors) and eugenics (hereditary factors). He described both hygiene and eugenics as having positive and negative approaches, which to him meant encouraging actions that moved the race forward and preventing those that did the opposite. Ultimately, he believed that negative hygienic and eugenic approaches, like quarantining those with syphilis or denying marriage licenses to the “palpably unfit,” while still necessary, would have limited results and could “hardly be looked upon as accomplishing race betterment; at best it can only stay race degeneration.” Instead, he lauded “positive hygiene and positive eugenics,” which he thought could be accomplished “only through education” about sexuality.15

Even eugenicists like Hall, however, understood that teaching biology facts alone would not influence sexual behavior. Instead, he urged for sex education that focused on the sacredness of life. He believed that the poor sexual choices stalling race betterment for white people originated in the failure of parents to teach children “a wholesome and inspiring viewpoint” of where babies came from. He argued that a focus on the “sacredness” of reproduction and family relationships was needed in order for young minds to be protected against unwholesome views of sex that could lead to poor sexual choices.16 Similarly, lessons about puberty were supposed to instill a sense of sacredness about womanhood and manhood. Despite Hall’s reliance on the notion of the sacred to render sex education effective, he insisted that teachers avoid moralizing, which he supposedly saw as inappropriate for science classrooms.17 His view resembled the desire of liberal Protestants to separate their sex education from previous religious approaches deemed repressive. His idea that the concept of the sacred could be so easily separated from religions also reflected the scientific enterprises’ increasing claim to topics traditionally associated with religions.

In addition to the influence of the eugenics movement, other grounds for promoting moral education were specific to sex education. Because ASHA required partners to institutionalize its programs, it was pushed to go beyond medical agendas that emphasized physical dimensions of sexuality and venereal disease. Educators, YMCA leaders, and military officials added the goals of training boys and young men to become upstanding citizens, future leaders of Christian families, and soldiers with character, respectively. The YMCA’s education in sexual morals followed from its desire to shape Christian men through physical training. The military’s development of moral education emerged within its sex hygiene program and reflected its concerns about American social order.

ASHA particularly commended British educator Frederick James Gould’s approach to moral education in schools. Rejecting public education that taught morals through specific Christian theology, Gould advocated instruction that utilized examples from history to teach nonsectarian, social morality.18 Sex educators in the United States appreciated the fact that he did “not moralize, draw conclusions, tell what ought to be done, or preach against what ought not to be done. His pupils are induced by questioning at telling points to supply for themselves the important words, and to bring out for themselves the truths he seeks to teach.”19 Gould’s “questioning” seemed ideal for the topic of sexuality because it lessened the danger of sharing too many details before students were mature enough to handle them. Because it allowed for morals to reflect changing cultural contexts, it had advantages for liberal Protestant sex educators who believed in the progressive revelation of God’s truths. It also diffused values in a way acceptable to a range of people within secular spaces. His rejection of theological public education resonated with Americans who rejected the conservative Protestant desire to teach morals in schools using their version of the Bible.

Liberal religion took several forms in its contributions to public sex education in the first decade of ASHA. The religious influences of the purity reformers and hygienists continued through the organization’s leadership and publications. Likewise, partnerships with mainline Protestant organizations such as the YMCA and the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCC) brought in new religious frameworks. During World War I, Christianity occupied a prominent place in sex education efforts of YMCA workers and military chaplains. Besides their resources for teaching sexuality as a component of moral education, they held strategic leadership roles in relation to colleges and the military that allowed them to circumvent limitations faced by other sex educators within these spaces. Their central role in institutionalized programs expanded the instruction of sexuality into discourses on moral character while also reinforcing many of the conventional restrictions on sexual behavior.

Remnants of Social Purity and ASHA’s Scientific Turn to Moral Education

The proposal of sex education as a solution to society’s sexual problems along with an openness to integrating scientific and moral approaches had brought together purity reformers and hygienists to form ASHA. Although the medically driven social hygiene framework dominated, the merger incorporated some who put morals first. Former purity reformers sounded the call to integrate scientific sex education with a moral coefficient. Social purity had spread seeds, but ultimately other factors converged to help moral training become an identifiable strategy. If it had stopped with purity reformers, it might not have developed into a significant theme in sex education. The more powerful drive came from ASHA’s men of science who recognized that sex educators needed to teach more than physiological facts to gain popular support and to impact youth. Their recognition provided an opening for other sources of authority—including the moral expertise associated with ministers and chaplains—to become respected voices.

Moral education needed support from hygienists because purity reformers did not hold the reins within ASHA as they did within their separate organizations. Physicians within ASHA flourished as the presence of purity leaders waned. Shortly after consolidation, many of those who had led the American Vigilance Association died or left ASHA. The most significant of these losses occurred in 1914 with the death of fifty-eight-year-old Grace Hoadley Dodge, who had participated in the early moral education societies and the larger social purity movement. Known as a social gospel proponent, she served as a key leader and benefactor of the American Vigilance Association and some of its predecessor organizations. She encouraged amalgamation and served on ASHA’s executive committee and board of directors.

Several other departures from ASHA were shrouded in negativity. O. Edward Janney, a medical doctor who had been president of the American Purity Alliance, resigned from ASHA’s board of directors in 1914.20 Evidence suggests that he was edged out by some of the leaders who had engineered the merger, especially John D. Rockefeller Jr., who viewed Janney as part of the “old school.”21 Even though Janney was made an honorary vice president of ASHA from 1916 to 1917, he did not remain active within the movement. James Bronson Reynolds, a lawyer who had been involved in purity and hygiene organizations and guided the merger, was an executive officer of ASHA when he was pressured to resign. Competition had surfaced between him and physician William F. Snow for administrative leadership of the organization. ASHA had recruited Snow for his social hygiene accomplishments as secretary for California’s State Board of Health. The administrative contest ended in 1916 when Reynolds was asked to leave ASHA for his alleged association with property used for immoral purposes (i.e., prostitution). Although charges were dismissed without trial, some ASHA leaders worried about negative publicity.22 After Reynolds’s departure, Snow remained sole executive director for several decades and eventually steered ASHA’s agenda toward education as the foundation of all other social hygiene efforts.23 Snow’s interest in utilizing various approaches to fight venereal disease and his growing belief in the power of education supported the existence of both scientific and moral strategies for sex education within ASHA.

The purity leader who remained active within ASHA longest was Anna Garlin Spencer, who was affiliated with Unitarianism and a range of liberal religious movements. She continued on ASHA’s board of directors until her death in 1931, severing “the last link” between social hygiene and social purity leadership.24 While serving ASHA in its early days, Spencer was pulled between several other social reform causes, including the peace, women’s, and ethical culture movements. Additionally, she was a professor of sociology at Meadville Theological Seminary, a Unitarian institution, and was recognized as a pioneer in the training of social workers for her contributions to the New York School of Philanthropy. Despite these commitments, she remained involved with ASHA through board meetings, speaking engagements, and participation on the editorial board for the Journal of Social Hygiene. Her biggest contributions to ASHA, as will be examined in the next chapter, would come in the five years before she died, during which time she ensured that her liberal religious legacy would live on through ASHA’s embrace of family life education. Because of her status as a liberal Protestant leader and her interest in the religious dimensions of social hygiene, she often served as ASHA’s ambassador to church groups and utilized family life education to bring them further into the movement.

Spencer brought her long-term interests in moral education into ASHA. Like Grace Hoadley Dodge, Spencer had been involved in late nineteenth-century moral education societies, and she saw continuity between the child-rearing messages of these societies and ASHA’s program. She went so far as to imply that moral education was simply the name previously used for sex education.25 Her interest in moral education continued to develop through her involvement in the ethical culture movement, which promoted the ethical training of youth outside of sectarian religious institutions. Promoters of ethical culture argued that “universal moral instincts” underlay all religions. Such ideas resonated with Spencer’s vision of eliminating denominational distinctions in the name of religious unity, which, in her words, pointed toward “a common altar of the true, the beautiful, and the good.” Like her participation in ethical culture and liberal religious movements, Spencer’s sex education work tried to overcome sectarian specificity and appealed to what she saw as common religious values.26

Beyond moral education, ASHA continued to address purity reformers’ desire to abolish prostitution. The anti-prostitution agenda took on additional significance during wartime through ASHA’s partnership with the government to combat venereal disease, leading to legislation shutting down red-light districts in cities across the United States. Aspects of the purity framework interacted with social hygiene, especially through an emphasis on clean living within military sex education. “Cleanliness” encompassed physical health and moral purity and was tied to the message of keeping oneself clear of venereal disease by avoiding activity with prostitutes. Like moral education, it was a flexible slogan. While general enough to work within secular spaces, it gained power from its connections to common religious meanings, since coming home dirty implied the taint of sin. The purity framework also invoked dominant racial ideologies, especially in the Jim Crow South, where fears about the violation of white women’s sexual purity by black men led to violence and lynching.27 Social purity groups in the early twentieth century reinforced eugenic connections to purity, including John Harvey Kellogg’s Race Betterment Conferences and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union’s fusion of eugenics with its concerns over inherited vices.28

As the number of purity leaders dwindled within ASHA, several men of science rose to prominence as leading sex educators, including biology professors Maurice A. Bigelow and Thomas W. Galloway. They were later joined by physician Max J. Exner, who transferred from the YMCA’s Sex Education Bureau to become director of ASHA’s Division of Educational Measures after the First World War. Historian Jeffrey P. Moran argues that these men largely defined sex education orthodoxy.29 The fact that all three spoke as both educators and scientists gave them advantages in relation to institutionalizing sex education, as they were able to speak authoritatively regarding biological and physiological facts as well as pedagogical methods. Significantly, they all wanted to preserve Morrow’s dual emphasis on sanitary and moral prophylaxis, and they feared that the movement, with its focus on hygienic aspects of sex, was losing sight of morality.

Galloway’s sex education work, like Spencer’s, was built on a liberal Christian worldview and an interest in the moral development of youth. He was a Presbyterian who advocated a rational view of religion and published articles about the need to train youth in ethical decision making.30 He contended that “morals and religion based on information and training are just as vital as any that can grow out of the appeal to the more primitive emotions.”31 His critique of those who invoked fear or guilt to encourage people to behave referenced evangelical conversion methods focused on sin. These methods were increasingly associated with conservative movements in American Christianity, which modernists sometimes critiqued as privileging religion of the heart over religion of the head. His liberal Christianity supported a view that moral education could be religious as well as methodical, logical, and based in scientific facts. ASHA called upon Galloway, as it had Spencer, to assist with outreach to church groups because of his interests in religion and moral training.

Just when social hygiene had edged out social purity as the central framework of ASHA, some began to push beyond it. They wanted to de-emphasize hygiene, opening sex education beyond scientific and physiological framing and forging a closer link with moral education. Maurice Bigelow concluded that hygiene, with its interest in physical health, was inadequate and that the movement should put “great stress upon certain ethical and social aspects of sex problems.” He recognized that many of his peers would deem his statement “heretical.”32 ASHA’s partnerships with educators, YMCA workers, and the government likely drew attention to the limitations of the medically driven hygienic framework for their cooperative work. The phrases “sex instruction” and “sex education” increasingly replaced “sex hygiene” after 1913, and it became commonplace for ASHA to insist that physical hygiene was just one dimension of sex education rather than the other way around.

Another ASHA leader who supported the development of moral education was physician Edward L. Keyes Jr., Morrow’s successor in the New York Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis and an ASHA board member. Keyes, a Catholic, used the first Morrow Memorial lecture to address morals and venereal disease. He worried about overconfidence in scientific approaches to sex education and warned against the belief that treating the hygienic side of venereal disease would resolve its underlying moral cause. He concluded that until those with the most knowledge—medical students—were free of venereal disease, then


we must grant to moral education the first place in the campaign against venereal disease. The bright light of our new and wonderful science of hygiene must not blind us to the fact that we are still human, that in youth at least the sexual appetite is indeed man’s strongest passion, that this passion is indeed the essential cause of venereal disease, and that for the control of this passion we have but one weapon—the education of the will, moral prophylaxis.33



“What is lacking in the exclusively sanitary program,” he claimed, “is only a spiritual flavor, only the little leaven than leaveneth [sic] the whole lump.”34 In this sense, religious contributions in the realm of morals were additives that sanctified the scientific components of sex education, supposedly producing more effective programs.

To advance the moral emphasis within sex education, proponents had to chip away at the dominance of the scientific approach. They lobbed several critiques against it. Exner expressed his belief that previous stages of sex education had focused too much on disease and anatomy, ignoring sexuality’s “higher psychic, sociologic, and ethical bearings.” His vision for an “idealistic emphasis” treated sex more holistically and aimed “to lift the subject more fully out of the grossly physical into the realm of the affections, and thus into a finer atmosphere of appreciation.”35 The medical perspective employed fear tactics to influence behavior, critics complained, highlighting graphic symptoms and describing painful treatments. Advocates of moral education about sex portrayed such methods as superficial and ultimately ineffective compared to programs that addressed long-term moral outlooks. As one notable speaker on sex education remarked, “Fear is not a high motive and is a force that is readily overcome.”36 Another physician cast the purely medical approach to sex education as immoral for basing its arguments on avoiding negative consequences rather than inspiring positive behaviors.37 For liberal religious sex educators, criticism against repressive medical approaches to sex education went hand in hand with rejection of religious fear tactics. Exner categorized these two forms of “questionable” sex education as the “pathological type” and the “preaching type.”38

The idea that sex instruction should include moral education advanced a far-reaching vision of community responsibility. Like Morrow, prominent leaders within ASHA thought that sex education could not succeed without the cooperation of many types of professionals and institutions. Exner encouraged the development of a responsible program in sex education that called for contributions from parents, ministers, teachers, and college professors.39 Bigelow agreed with the stance that school-based sex education was too limited; resolving sexual problems required the combined perspectives of “biology, hygiene, psychology, ethics, aesthetics and religion.”40 Keyes, too, affirmed the belief that the strength of the movement “lies in the cooperative activities of the great religious, social, and educational organizations.” His high goals included “to turn lust into love, ‘into the enthralling love of mate for equal mate, into civic love for freedom, home, and state, into the eternal love of God and of all things create’[sic]—such is our aspiration.”41 These prominent men of science saw moral instruction and church institutions as resources that could increase their chances of success. In doing so, they admitted the limitations of science and opened a space for liberal Protestants to specialize in their own approaches to sex education.

The Physical and Moral Training of YMCA Sex Education

With ASHA’s social purity leadership dwindling, the YMCA became one of the primary vehicles through which liberal Protestant influences entered the sex education movement. The organization combined Christian and medical approaches, stood firm in its commitment to a broad view of nonsectarian Protestantism, and translated Christian concepts into a variety of secular spaces. While the Y was known previously for its emphasis on evangelism, in the early twentieth century it increasingly became more general in its Christian message as it developed programs to reach diverse populations and as its leaders embraced historical criticism of the Bible and social gospel theologies of mainline Protestants.42 Through the YMCA’s work within cities, it contributed to the social gospel movement’s efforts to convince working-class, urban youth to join Christian institutions instead of socialist labor movements.43 The YMCA spread a version of the social gospel among urban male youth that was also rife with messages about muscular Christianity, reflecting the social gospel movement’s openness to those seeking to masculinize American Christianity and the influence of muscular Christianity upon liberal Protestantism.44

As a result of the YMCA’s earlier involvement in the White Cross campaigns and the broader social purity movement, chastity messages permeated its early sex education work. The purity framework began to diminish as the Y responded to internal changes. Its new approach grew out of its physical program and aligned more with hygienists than with purity reformers, combining a scientific emphasis with a belief that physical activities could shape moral behavior and advance religious ideals. It was this version of YMCA sex education—which wedded bodily training to moral and religious guidance—that took the lead and resulted in partnerships with ASHA, colleges, the military, and the US Public Health Services.

Development of its physical program provided the foundation for sex education programs on a national level within the YMCA, as historian John Donald Gustav-Wrathall has demonstrated. Although recreational programs later overshadowed other activities of the YMCA, they were hotly contested when first introduced in the late nineteenth century. From inside and outside the organization, Christians criticized the YMCA’s programs of gymnastics and team sports for privileging the physical over the spiritual and entertainment over piety. Luther Halsey Gulick (Figure 2.1), a physician whose father had been a Congregationalist missionary doctor, elaborated a Christian framework to validate the YMCA’s physical work. In the 1880s and 1890s, while leading the Gymnasium Department at the YMCA’s training school in Massachusetts, Gulick popularized the “fourfold program” that aimed to develop the “whole man,” including spiritual, mental, social, and physical dimensions. He created the YMCA red triangle logo that was adopted in 1895, with equilateral sides representing body, mind, and spirit. As a challenge to the prevailing “hierarchy of spirit over mind over body,” he promoted the “unity and symmetry” of these elements, drawing upon scripture to underscore the importance of the body within Christianity.45 His views resonated with the “biologic” gospel of John Harvey Kellogg and other nineteenth-century religious figures who elaborated on the relationship between bodily and spiritual health.46
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Figure 2.1. Dr. Luther Halsey Gulick. Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



Gulick’s efforts empowered the YMCA to build gymnasia and develop athletic programs in urban areas. The buildings were important sources of income but drew criticism from those who believed that the YMCA had traded its Christian goals for bodybuilding and membership subscriptions. From the YMCA’s perspective, such initiatives reached young men in the cities who evaded traditional evangelical campaigns. Compared to urban missions and revivals, gymnasia and sports leagues offered longer-term relationships, more frequent contact, and permanent institutional structures through which to provide a Christian message to youth. Because cities were viewed as centers of vice and young people were considered particularly vulnerable to sexual activities when living alone away from family, urban programs addressed a high-risk population and provided wholesome distractions from vice. The YMCA took this a step further by arguing that not only did their sports programs keep youth busy, but they also cultivated moral resilience to sinful temptations through an emphasis on self-discipline. Historians of muscular Christianity have described this as the YMCA’s shift from the “custodial” to the “character building” purpose of sports.47 Success in this niche urban market assisted the Y with its larger mission of defining itself as a supplement to the churches instead of their competitor, a stance that eased religious criticisms against its programs.

Sex education, representing the connection between physical and spiritual health, became an important piece of the YMCA’s physical programs. Gulick shared the theory that psychologist G. Stanley Hall later popularized: sexual and religious impulses awakened during puberty, and therefore the training of these impulses must go hand in hand. As the teacher of many future YMCA secretaries and physical directors, Gulick made his mark on the next generation of leaders with the fourfold program and his emphasis on sex education.48 A number of his students became influential sex educators, including Max J. Exner, George Fisher, and inventor of basketball James Naismith. YMCA publications highlighted Gulick’s views, including in a series of articles on the relationship between sex and religion where he concluded that sex was “the channel through which God has chosen to bring the capacity for love and religion into the world.”49 He felt that the older approach of personal purity lectures, while better than no instruction at all, tended to “parade and describe the evils to be avoided” and left a boy feeling that there was still “something hidden.”50 The method advocated by Gulick, like Frederick Gould, answered children’s questions in a candid and straightforward way. It framed sexuality as part of physiology and discussed hygiene “in its temporal and eternal relations.” Through this method, according to Gulick, sex education was “kept pure and holy.”51 Religion would continue to permeate YMCA sex education discourses through references to sacrality, morals, and spiritual faculties as well as descriptions of the body as a temple for the Holy Spirit. Such concepts drew upon the shared Christian (namely Protestant) culture presumed of its members. The organization’s shift into increasingly secular endeavors and its strategies for reaching more diverse audiences at the turn of the century meant that it often framed religious references for a more general audience.

Sexuality concerned the YMCA for several reasons. Young men, the YMCA’s target audience, were the causes of much cultural anxiety surrounding sexual issues, including prostitution and “self-abuse.” Many feared that premarital and extramarital sexual behavior and masturbation represented the decay of the character of American men and social order. As religious studies scholar Seth Dowland demonstrates, the YMCA “cultivated a distinctly white form of Christian masculinity,” which integrated concerns about sexual and racial purity as it interacted with the cultural trend of eugenics and the related fear of race suicide.52 YMCAs originated as Bible study groups, and they had always promoted, as an implicit goal, surrounding young white men with wholesome ideas, activities, and community to protect them from unsavory influences. Building on the YMCA’s reputation as a publisher for boys, the Y began producing books on sexuality alongside the ones on camping and recreation.53

As YMCA gymnasia and dormitories gained popularity, these semi-private places where naked males regularly interacted acquired a reputation as same-sex sexual cruising grounds. Dormitories had grown significantly in the 1910s and, by the 1920s, they sparked calls for increased supervision to prevent homosexual activity.54 Rumors combined with social scientific interest in ascertaining “normal” social behavior to provide further incentive for linking acceptable sexuality to heteronormative families. While previous purity discourses focused on immoral horrors like the white slave trade, YMCA sex education increasingly labeled as abnormal or delinquent any sexual behavior outside of reproductive sex within heterosexual marriage, including masturbation, homosexuality, sex with prostitutes, and prostitution itself.55

Although most YMCA physical directors were not physicians, many of those who developed sex education had at least some medical training. Thanks to the social hygiene movement, sexuality had become a more acceptable topic for physicians to address, but physical directors outside of the medical field likely shied away from it because of their own lack of knowledge or the stigma of talking about it in public. As Gustav-Wrathall argues, the YMCA’s medically trained physical directors created a sex education program that was progressive, holistic, and eugenic:


It was progressive in that it stressed the importance of widening healthy discussion of sex, speaking frankly about it to the young, and promoting public dialog about the public policy and professional implications of sex problems. It was holistic in that it viewed sex as permeating every human drive, desire, and activity. . . . Finally, it was eugenic in that individual sexuality was connected to the health and survival of the race as a whole.56



Within the YMCA’s sex education curriculum, religious and medical content intermingled. Exner’s pamphlet The Physician’s Answer, for example, put the physician’s expertise on a pedestal as it dispelled common myths about sexuality, with religion used as a point of reference. For example, to debunk the myth that male sexual impulses could not be controlled, Exner pointed to the celibacy of Catholic clergy, implying that religious motivations could effectively channel such urges.57 The concept of sexuality paralleled religion, which was seen as similarly permeating every human drive, desire, and activity and as developing rapidly during adolescence in accordance with Hall’s recent theory. This led to the YMCA’s insistence that guidance in religious development be paired with education about sexual development. Because Protestant physicians helped to develop and administer these programs, such education became a way of spreading medical theories of sexuality to young urban audiences alongside Christian rhetoric and models of Christian behavior.58

YMCA sex education took the form of lectures, consultations, and distribution of pamphlets, which occurred primarily within local Y chapters. These chapters were racially segregated and developed in relation to a variety of institutions, including chapters for business professionals, industrial workers, railroad workers, army and navy men, and college students. Colleges especially proved to be fertile ground for sex education. Campus YMCAs had developed as early as the mid-nineteenth century, filling important roles on campuses that had still not developed student affairs programs like orientations and sports teams.59 By the early twentieth century, campus Ys sponsored sex education and marriage preparation lectures, encouraged development of courses on these topics, and distributed literature. The YMCA’s campus affiliations gave sex educators access to college audiences. One lecturer, for example, claimed that he was delivering up to nine talks a week between colleges and local Ys.60

As early as 1908, George Fisher, a physician and YMCA physical director, had encouraged the American Society of Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis (ASSMP) to utilize the YMCA’s broad membership base and institutional sites to promote the teaching of social hygiene.61 As a tool for social hygiene, the Y provided new fields for developing sex education and the structures within which to carry it out. But it was not just a one-sided deal. Fisher claimed that physicians of the ASSMP could assist YMCA workers by providing accurate physiological information. Social hygienists could also serve as censors for sexual myths by providing lists of approved literature and lecturers. Edward L. Keyes Jr., president of the ASSMP, took Fisher’s suggestions seriously. According to Keyes, YMCA physical directors were the perfect addition to social hygiene because they were “half medical man, half teacher” and were “vitally interested in the problems of sex and venereal disease.” He praised them for being “more practical” than other physicians in their way of introducing sexual topics to youth, perhaps because of extensive experience working with young audiences.62 The ASSMP invited leading YMCA sex educators to talk at its meetings.63 In 1911, when Morrow experienced difficulty distributing his pamphlet Health and Hygiene of Sex: For College Students, the YMCA disseminated it within its campus sex education series.64

The Y partnered with the ASSMP as part of its effort to align sex education with science and physical work and to distinguish it from previous YMCA approaches. YMCA sex educators welcomed cooperation, according to Fisher, because they sought the “sane and scientific leadership” offered by the ASSMP. Desire for collaboration with prestigious scientific professionals was, to some extent, a self-criticism of the YMCA’s earlier purity lectures, which had emerged from its Religious Work Department and were sometimes given by ministers uninformed about scientific aspects of sexuality. Fisher worried that “if done by a religious enthusiast who knows nought but the pathology of the subject and who presents it in a lurid and suggestive manner, supplemented by unscientific statements, the results may be actually hurtful.”65 His words indicate tension between older purity lectures and the newer physical work, although literature reflecting both approaches continued to be found together on lists of recommended materials until the 1920s. However, wariness of unqualified ministers speaking about sex did not represent the desire to separate sex education from religion completely, as Fisher still viewed the goals of physical work and sex education as the shaping of Christian character.66 He reminded physicians outside of the YMCA that scientific information was not enough because “an appeal must be made upon the will and the conscience which mere physiological instruction does not always develop.” The YMCA, he believed, was ideal for this work because it emphasized education in both morals and spirituality.67 As the YMCA magazine summarized in its special edition on sex education, “We need to give all the scientific information possible and then, remembering our own boyhood, teach a boy how to pray.”68 YMCA sex educators further noted how their sex education and team sports programs supported each other: athletics improved the outcomes of sex education by strengthening character, and sex education improved athletic endurance, at least in part by keeping boys healthy from venereal diseases.69

Even as the enterprises of religion and science fought to maintain separate identities in their efforts to professionalize and carve out spaces in the public sphere, the lines blurred within sex education work, especially within the YMCA. A fruitful interplay between science and religion was already present within the YMCA’s previous purity work, since some local associations had called upon religiously motivated physicians to teach the connection between biological and moral aspects of sexuality. The YMCA’s later sex education work also attracted men with medical training who resonated with the religious tone of the organization. One lecturer, physician Frank Seerley, remarked that even though he was a doctor he rarely addressed diseases in his talks on manhood, womanhood, and reproduction. Instead, his “constructive” sex education focused on positive ideals rather than negative consequences to help people resist sexual temptation.70 YMCA sex educators like him continued to call for the cooperation of the religious departments of the YMCA because of “the relation of the subject to religious development and because none of our work is separate from the work as a whole.”71

Problems and Principles for Moral Education about Sexuality

ASHA and the YMCA agreed moral education should be connected to sex education work, so the next question was how. Discussions about methods stemmed from an interest in determining best practices for sex education. Sex educators had worked hard using their respective areas of authority to convince other physicians, religious leaders, educators, and parents that instruction was needed, but most lacked experience implementing programs. ASHA made it clear that the stakes for determining ideal methods were high. One of its reports cautioned, “To do the right thing in the wrong way, or at the wrong time, is in such a matter in its effects practically equivalent to doing the wrong thing.”72 Sex educators had to move carefully or risk losing public, professional, and institutional support for specific programs or for the larger movement. Their restraint partially explained why expanded discussions of sexuality were balanced with more traditional sexual values; educating youth about sexuality was radical in itself, so they did not push many boundaries with content except to share medical advancements regarding venereal diseases and warnings against repression supported by psychology and liberal Protestant ideals.

Several events added to the urgency of studying and developing standards for sex education, particularly for schools. Concurrent with the 1913 decision to create ASHA, the National Education Association began considering how to train educators to teach about sexuality.73 Their move pressured ASHA, as the new self-proclaimed specialist in this area, to produce guidelines. The same year, the Chicago School District, under the leadership of Superintendent Ella Flagg Young, a Presbyterian, and with the help of Episcopal Bishop Walter T. Sumner, launched the first district-wide program in sex education for grade schools. Known as the “Chicago Experiment,” it consisted of a series of lectures by physicians. Despite positive evaluations from students and few parental complaints or requests for exemptions, the program ended after only a year. Young had faced considerable opposition from the board of education, which only increased after government officials ruled material from the lectures “obscene.” Chicago’s Catholic leaders were among the critics of the program, in part because they associated sex education with Protestant efforts to assimilate Catholics through public schools and anti-vice reforms.74 And, in some ways, they were correct in these comparisons, although ASHA’s Catholic members increased the sex education movement’s desire to accommodate Catholicism.75 The Chicago experiment’s discontinuance led sex educators to urge caution about new programs and incited a debate about whether special lecturers or regular teachers should give the lessons. Many sex educators sided with the regulars in order to integrate and normalize sex education rather than draw further attention to it as unique.76

Although short-lived, the Chicago experiment and Young’s leadership of it raised awareness about the challenges of incorporating religious values into sex education. Young reminded educators that religious values about sex could not be taught in public schools because of the formal separation of church and state, referring to the First Amendment’s establishment clause. Contention, according to Young, had led to teachers who “dare not mention the name of the Lord Jesus in the public school.”77 In place of explicit religious concepts, she suggested emphasizing purity and morals as ways to guide behavior and teach common values. She recommended that early lessons in personal purity for children provide foundations for the later education of teenagers on sex relations and hygiene.78 Physicians who gave the talks in Chicago likewise used “a high moral tone” because, she claimed, the material should not be taught from just the scientific perspective.79 Thus, the invocation of morality within sex education sometimes represented a self-conscious strategy to accommodate the letter of the law while internally maintaining the spirit of religion.

Unlike Young, many educators who supported the idea of public school sex education hesitated to advance such programs until more methods, standards, and qualified teachers were available. To address these concerns, Morrow had appointed himself, Maurice Bigelow, and Thomas M. Balliet, a liberal Protestant who served as dean emeritus of pedagogy at New York University, to a special committee to study “The Matter and Methods of Sex Education.” Their report, presented in 1912, became ASHA’s guidelines. While it affirmed the importance of a scientific approach, it concluded that sex instruction was fundamentally different from other topics addressed by science because it sought to give children only the minimal information needed to placate their curiosity rather than inspire further interest in the subject. The committee argued that “the less children and youth think of sex, and the later they mature sexually, the better both physiologically and ethically.”80 To avoid stimulating feelings and questions, the report recommended omitting details about anatomy in words and illustrations. Warnings about potential dangers of sexual information existed within ASHA and the broader movement alongside reassurances that scientific information was precise enough to satisfy curiosity and slow the development of sexual consciousness. Moreover, some believed that science was “too pure” and “too boring to be suggestive.”81 Different views about whether scientific portrayals of sex were harmful or helpful fueled efforts to determine the ideal amount of information as well as attempts to safeguard sexual facts by pairing them with morality.

To address the worry that sexual information affected youth negatively, the committee urged that scientific lessons be “reinforced as strongly as possible by ethical instruction, both direct and indirect.”82 Direct means included discussion of sexuality in high school ethics courses and moral discussions with grade school students. Indirect means referred to, for example, the study of great literature, which was considered effective for placing sexual themes “on the highest plane.”83 Many sex educators shared the sentiment that their success depended on whether moral values actually guided individual behavior. Simply put, they believed that “to the knowledge of what is right must be added the will to do the right.”84 Religion was obviously not a foolproof method for influencing intentions and actions, but it was willing and ready to attempt the task and there were few alternatives in sight.

The YMCA, and especially Max J. Exner (Figure 2.2), embraced the goal of using sex education to inspire wholesome behavior, contributing to the development of best practices. Reflecting the growing influence of liberal Protestantism on the organization, it connected such instruction with a broad conception of Christian ethics. In fall 1912, Exner, a Presbyterian, had been appointed by the International Committee of the YMCA to head its new Sex Education Bureau. The bureau was designated to develop sex education in colleges in cooperation with the YMCA’s Student Division. Its creation was, according to Exner, influenced by a push from philanthropist John D. Rockefeller Jr., who also encouraged the later creation of ASHA.85 Once hired, Exner engaged a study of nearly 950 college men that resulted in a 1915 publication titled Problems and Principles of Sex Education. He believed the data warranted a shift away from physical and toward psychological and idealistic dimensions.86 His report, as he later acknowledged, corroborated many points made within the federation’s report on matter and methods of sex education.87
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Figure 2.2. Max J. Exner, Class of 1892. Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



Exner’s survey asked college men about their history of sexual experiences and education, including when, where, and from which sources they learned about sexual development and behavior. He concluded that boys got their first impressions of sex earlier than previously thought (at an average age of 9.6 years) and from “unwholesome” sources like peers and experimentation. Furthermore, most participants reported that learning informally about sexuality had a “bad effect” on them. An important message conveyed by the survey was that “parents and teachers have not the choice as to whether or not children shall have sex instruction. They only have the choice as to what kind they shall receive.”88 As another YMCA sex educator put it, “Ignorance of sex matters is neither innocence nor a basis for a pure life. . . . Lack of proper information on sex subjects results in abnormal curiosity,” which “is fatal to purity.”89 Exner’s publication definitively shifted the conversation away from whether sex education should occur at all to where it should occur, who should teach it, what it should include, and how it should connect sexual facts with moral behavior. His work helped religious sex educators justify their contributions as people committed to replacing unsavory influences with wholesome ones. They further argued that this positive substitution removed “one of the greatest obstacles to the religious development.”90

Discussions about the proper locus of responsibility for sex education proliferated. ASHA leaders repeatedly affirmed the idea that lessons should occur within the home and should be taught by parents, but that few parents were capable and fewer still carried out their obligation. Given this scenario, they concluded that if educators did not teach, then students would learn from inaccurate informants. This rationale would continue to resonate as a justification for sex education throughout the twentieth century. Now educators had an argument for why distribution of a controlled amount of explicit, scientifically sanctioned and religiously approved sexual information could arm young people against the inevitable influences of peers, press, and culture. ASHA believed that its ideal next step was to integrate sex education into schools so that it could reach Americans more systematically and before the age of puberty. Leaders worried that most students left school before secondary or college sex education could influence them. One sex educator lamented that less than 5 percent of youth even reached high school and only a small fraction of those attended college, so grade school was the most significant educational institution, by far, in terms of reaching most students.91 However, educators strongly cautioned about starting with children so young, especially when teachers were still experimenting with approaches. They assumed that young children would be more influenced than older youth by education, making the chances for causing damage greater if things went awry.

Attaching sex education to morals became a strategy for safeguarding information viewed as potentially dangerous. To the question of how to teach about morals within public schools, leaders had several answers. They proposed incorporating a sex curriculum into character-building programs.92 If none existed, they suggested utilizing ethics lessons to discuss issues related to sexual morality such as “purity of speech, respect for woman, [and] avoidance of bad companions.”93 Most commonly, they linked principles of sexuality and morality to nature study. Each of these strategies represented ways of going beyond scientific frameworks while technically upholding the religious disestablishment dictated by the First Amendment.

While certain methods moved sex education away from science class and into ethical discussions and character-training programs, nature study was an area of the curriculum in which sex educators directly linked science and morals. Sex educators viewed it as a place where science could provide evidence of sacred ideals and moral principles. When one biology lecturer described his classroom activity of hatching chicken eggs, he solemnly asserted, “No other lesson preaches so loud a sermon from the text, ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill,’ as the beating heart and coursing blood of the three-day chick. One does not need to preach against abortion after the sight of that.”94 Leaders proposed a combination of scientific and ethical information, the latter used to replace scientific details considered too graphic. One educator, for instance, shifted from an anatomical discussion to a completely ethical one when he approached the “incident of maternity” lesson. Rather than inform children exactly how babies were made, this educator shared only ethical perspectives regarding “the relation of a child to its mother, the depending of life upon life, [and] a respect for life itself.”95

Teaching reproduction through nature study—which usually discussed it first in plants, then reptiles, then mammals, and finally humans—could hint at the religious concept of creation. Bigelow, Balliet, and Morrow stated in their report that scientific understandings of “the marvelous processes by which life is perpetuated, from its lowest forms to its highest, impresses on the mind, more firmly than is possible in any other way, the sacredness of human reproduction and the dire consequences to future generations of wrong sexual conduct.”96 Sex educator Helen C. Putnam agreed that “the path of evolution in the Maker’s handiwork is the path by which finite minds can normally (wholesomely) travel toward Truth, appreciation of Law, and reverence for their Creator.”97 Nature study utilized the concept of creation, a potent symbol within Christianity and Judaism, to link religious connotations to the teaching of reproduction. It resonated with liberal Protestant connections between the evolution of species and the postmillennial belief in society’s progress toward becoming the Kingdom of God. At the same time, nature study often reflected the popular eugenic vision that the evolutionary survival of the “fittest” among each species could be replicated through strategic human breeding, enmeshing these ideas with an aura of both scientific and moral progress that spoke especially to white audiences.

As a tool for moral education about sex, nature study was not uncontested. While acknowledging its strength for showing the universal process of reproduction, Exner thought that nature study often failed to illuminate how this process in plants and animals related to humans.98 Some educators did not want to make the connection explicit in fear of portraying human reproduction as too animalistic. Although nature study regularly portrayed animals as evolving toward admirable characteristics like parental love, sex educators who criticized this approach called it unscientific to select “here and there from the animal kingdom such examples of behavior as happen to suit our purpose,” pointing out the “promiscuous and temporary character of the relations observable among most of the animals.”99 Others no doubt worried that an emphasis on similarities with animals might degrade humans’ status as special creations of God, which was also one of the main concerns raised by fundamentalists in their rejection of Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. Even though sex educators of ASHA and the YMCA affiliated with the modernist side of the fundamentalist-modernist controversy that was waging in American Protestantism at the time, they were hesitant to provide more reasons for people to resist their programs. As for their liberal Protestant beliefs, portraying humans as animals could also undermine the emphasis on a spiritual and rational progress of humanity. Such reluctance undercut the goals of sex education, which relied upon nature study to teach students biological facts, positive attitudes, and moral lessons. Nature study, therefore, represented a place of tension as educators mobilized scientific data for moral purposes and used morals to give broader meanings to scientific sex education.

Another place where sex educators experimented with the relationship between science and morals and enlarged discussions beyond physical aspects of sex was in the very definition of “sex.” Some challenged the common equation of sex with intercourse by using the term to encompass physical intimacy and the social relation of the sexes. Bigelow, for example, wrote that sex meant


that the perpetuation of human life, and of most other species of life, has been intrusted [sic] to pairs of individuals which are of the two kinds commonly called the sexes, male and female. . . . There is grandeur in this view of sex as originally a provision for perpetuation of life by two cooperating individuals, later becoming the basis of conjugal affection of the two individuals for each other and of their parental affection for their offspring, and finally leading to social and intellectual comradeship of men and women meeting on terms which are practically free from the original and biological meaning of sex.100



A de-emphasis on sexual activity might seem to contradict the desire to elevate reproductive, marital sexuality. Still, it helped by framing reproduction at the center of social relations. It became a symbolic bridge that relocated it from the individual bedroom and into society. The shift made sexuality part of the entire personality, including one’s religious dimensions. In Exner’s words, “The sex motive runs through the warp and woof of human life, influencing profoundly its development and character from its purely physical to its highest spiritual activities.”101 Sex educators began associating sex with positive and involuntary aspects of human life, making it more than the voluntary act of intercourse, which remained linked in the eyes of many to shame and sin. Instead of countering negative religious approaches to sexuality with secular approaches, these sex educators turned to their religious toolboxes to elevate sexuality.

Sex educators used expanded definitions like these for different purposes within schools, the YMCAs, and the military. Within sex education for children, sex referred to gender roles and to the physical act that led to reproduction (however vaguely described). The dual definition connected discussions of reproduction and the development of the sexual organs to lessons about boy-girl interaction, proper etiquette for boys and girls, and marriage. The strategy broadened the discussion by adding the goal of creating citizens who would maintain the prevailing social order. When the YMCA employed the term “sex,” it too referred to intercourse and gender roles. Joining these different aspects of experience could help mold Christian men into strong husbands and fathers.102 For their part, military sex educators used an expanded definition of sex to connect intercourse to family and national responsibilities, inspiring soldiers to remain sexually honorable for their loved ones and country. A discussion guide for soldiers during World War I, for example, took great pains to distinguish specific sexual appetites from broader sexual instincts. The former referred to the desire for sexual activity, and the latter to a wider range of human drives to perpetuate the human race and the nation. Stated the guide, “Closely related to the sex appetite, and based on the fact of sex, are such instincts as: love, courtship, mating, home making, parenthood, love of children, fighting for home and family.”103 It urged soldiers to develop higher moral instincts in order to control their physical sexual urges.

Fits and starts characterized sex education in the schools. A district-wide conversion to it, like the Chicago experiment, was rare and often short-lived. Thus, systematic sex education in grade schools and even high schools remained largely a goal. Those involved in hashing out best practices relied on individual experience teaching biology courses and practical expertise from medically trained Protestant educators of the YMCA. The questions guiding these early discussions—including where sex education should occur, what it should include, and how it could inspire moral sexual behavior—stayed relatively stable throughout most of the century, although answers shifted. Early deliberations on standards and integrating morals into scientific lessons gave ASHA and YMCA sex educators foundations on which to build. Their efforts helped sex education programs achieve success in another arena: the military. During World War I, the transition from merely brainstorming to implementing sex hygiene programs occurred quickly. YMCA men and chaplains infused their military agenda with liberal religious influences through moral education about sexuality.

YMCA Moral Education within World War I Sex Hygiene Programs

In the context of larger concerns about the sexual behavior of young people, the onset of a war raised specific fears about the sexual fate of young soldiers. Connections between wartime and prostitution were well established by the dawn of World War I. Deployment led to a sharp increase in reports of sexually available women in nearby cities as well as an influx of military venereal disease cases. Well-known attitudes existed within the military equating sexual virility with manliness, and some officers deemed visits to prostitutes necessary to maintain soldiers’ morale and to diffuse tensions that arose from months in a same-sex environment. Meanwhile, stories about regulated prostitution near American army bases in the Philippines at the turn of the century reinvigorated public fears about the sexual dangers of foreign countries and foreign women and the military’s complicity in prostitution.104 Partially due to the awareness raised by purity reformers about prostitution, social hygienists about syphilis and gonorrhea, and sex educators about sexual ignorance, many civilians were unwilling to accept these conditions for their male family members. Concerned citizens wrote to ASHA, the YMCA, and the government sharing their apprehensions and demanding a change of sexual standards in the military. The public outcry opened the door for sex education to enter American bases domestically and abroad as well as to permeate college campuses.

Sex educators pointed to the patrol of the Mexican border just before World War I as the catalyst for the military’s sex hygiene program. The US Army had been mobilized in response to a series of raids along the Mexican border in March 1916.105 As newspapers bemoaned the sexual temptations faced by soldiers on the border, parents voiced concerns. Reformers likewise raised alarms about the system of regulated prostitution that General John J. Pershing devised in northern Mexico as a way to deal with the sharp rise in venereal disease rates among his soldiers (which his method supposedly reversed).106 In July of that year, representatives from ASHA and the YMCA, including Snow and Exner, came together to confront Secretary of War Newton D. Baker. Their visit proved successful, and Baker accepted their recommendation that the military take social hygiene seriously.107 The progressive leanings of Baker and the government at this time contributed to their openness to the plea of these organizations.108

The visit prompted Baker to hire Raymond B. Fosdick, a young attorney associated with Rockefeller’s Bureau of Social Hygiene and ASHA, to investigate sexual conditions among troops on the border.109 Fosdick was the brother of Harry Emerson Fosdick, the famed liberal Protestant minister known for his 1922 sermon “Shall the Fundamentalists Win?”110 At the time of Baker’s invitation, Raymond Fosdick had just completed investigations of police systems and prostitution in Europe. His resulting 1916 book, European Police Systems, alongside a report in ASHA’s Journal of Social Hygiene and his association with Rockefeller boosted his reputation within sex education circles. After agreeing to Baker’s offer, Fosdick conducted a five-week observation of army stations near Mexico. As a sign of the popular connection between religion and preoccupation with sexual morals, he was nicknamed “Reverend” during his tour. According to Fosdick, officers and soldiers had “assumed that anybody interested in an errand such as mine . . . was probably a professional ‘do-gooder’ to whom an ecclesiastical title should be attached.” The nickname stuck as he moved from base to base, even though he was not very explicit in his religious convictions and his more well-known brother was the real reverend of the family.111 In his report, Raymond Fosdick confirmed suspicion that saloons and brothels surrounded most army camps and that officers generally accepted soldiers’ participation in these services, even as they complained about high rates of venereal disease in their camps. Fosdick urged the government to encourage standardized responses for restricting contact between troops and prostitutes.112

As a result of the meeting with Baker, the YMCA’s Sex Education Bureau began a program for the troops along the Mexican border. It distributed pamphlets, sent lecturers, and started social hygiene libraries in the Y huts on base. While serving as a lecturer, Exner conducted his own study that confirmed Fosdick’s findings. In one border town, he counted “about 200 white professional prostitutes,” in addition to “Mexican, negro, and clandestine prostitution, all of which was extensive.”113 Both reports emphasized the importance of social influences on soldiers, urging improved conditions within and surrounding the camps. His concern reflected an “environmentalist” trend within progressive reforms that reinforced the idea that information and even individual willpower were not enough to protect men from sexual temptation.114 Unlike Fosdick’s confidential report, Exner published his in ASHA’s journal in April 1917. He later recalled that this article awakened a “deep feeling and a strong demand for protective action. Parents said, ‘If this is what our sons are going into, something must be done.’ ”115

Fosdick’s and Exner’s reports provided the government with the evidence needed to initiate a social hygiene campaign within the military just one week after the United States’ involvement in the world war was announced. In May 1917, the government created the Commission on Training Camp Activities (CTCA), led by Fosdick, to reduce rates of venereal disease in the military (Figure 2.3). The government viewed gonorrhea and syphilis as major threats to military efficiency and as symbols of “moral failure and social decay.”116 Throughout the war, soldiers heard statistics about manpower lost as a result of those treated or incapacitated by venereal disease. Not only were soldiers shamed for inefficiency; contracting syphilis or gonorrhea signaled character flaws of unreliability, disloyalty, and unpatriotic selfishness. To address this multifaceted problem, the CTCA attempted to combat venereal disease through medical, legal, social, educational, and moral means. The resulting sex hygiene program imparted a combination of information, fear, inspiration, and distraction (Figure 2.4).117
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Figure 2.3. “Smash the Prostitution Racket,” ASHA, 1940. Courtesy of Social Welfare History Archives, University of Minnesota Libraries.
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Figure 2.4. “Men Who Know Say No,” US Government, 1940. Courtesy of Social Welfare History Archives, University of Minnesota Libraries.



For its part, the medical branch of the military turned considerable attention toward diagnosing and treating syphilis and gonorrhea. Military doctors on base or attendants at chemical prophylactic stations administered a bichloride solution to men within three hours after sexual contact to thwart the contraction of disease, although soldiers received widely varying information regarding such procedures and their effectiveness.118 Soldiers located too far from a prophylactic station were advised to use “pro-kits” containing an ointment of calomel and oxyquinoline benzoate to treat themselves. The emphasis on preventive practices went beyond physicians.119 The military defined venereal diseases as injuries contracted not-in-the-line of duty and restricted vacation time to keep men from sleeping with women in nearby towns. The CTCA sought to curb disease rates by suppressing prostitution and alcohol near the camps in the United States, creating what were called “moral zones” or “white zones.” To do so, it lobbied for legislation and police patrols to detain women suspected of prostitution, who were then subject to forced medical examinations and venereal disease treatments and—often depending on their race—sent to either medical quarantine, detention homes, reformatories, or jail.120 It also threatened to remove a valuable source of local revenue by moving army training camps if towns did not cooperate by shutting down saloons and red-light districts near bases.121 Leaders improved environments within camps through entertainment and recreation to distract men from temptation outside.

Moral education was thus part of the military’s multi-tiered efforts to combat syphilis and gonorrhea. The program was carried out by religious men representing the YMCA and the chaplaincy, and their role in the military’s sex education program made Christianity an influential force for military sex hygiene. Although it appeared to some as one small piece of the puzzle, its significance should not be diminished, as moral education provided powerful rationales to justify other sex hygiene measures that faced severe criticism within and outside the army. One consistent complaint about the military’s program was its reliance on chemical prophylactics. Many interpreted the provision of these treatments as condoning soldiers’ sexual behavior and perpetuating the dangerous myth of male sexual necessity. Critics complained that such treatments would remove fears of disease and lead to an increase of sexually immoral behaviors among soldiers. The military responded by insisting that moral education was the first line of defense and medical prophylactics only a last resort to treat soldiers who had buckled under temptation.

In addition to mitigating criticisms aimed at medical measures, the military used moral education to justify other uneven practices in its sex hygiene program. More specifically, racist assumptions about who was best served by moral education guided the disproportionate use of preventative measures among white soldiers and disciplinary measures among black soldiers, who were segregated into different units. Whereas white soldiers were seen as redeemable, African American troops were often portrayed as a lost cause when it came to venereal disease. Higher rates of venereal disease flourished among black soldiers based on lower entrance standards for their physical exams and substandard medical treatment once enlisted, including stories of reused, unsterilized syringes. Racist stereotypes about unrestrained black sexuality led to limitations on vacation leave and forced treatment with chemical prophylaxis even if the soldiers claimed to be abstinent during their time away from base. At the same time, recreation and entertainment opportunities were severely lacking compared to those available to white soldiers.122 Moral education about sexuality was likewise imbalanced, in part because of the small numbers of black chaplains and YMCA representatives available to black soldiers. Just over eighty black YMCA secretaries aided the American Expeditionary Force compared to nearly 13,000 white secretaries, and most of these secretaries were not trained to provide sex education beyond distributing pamphlets.123 Although the number of black chaplains serving in the war rose from approximately twelve to sixty-three over the course of 1918, the rate still remained embarrassingly low.124

The cooperative campaign to combat venereal disease through sex education, recreation, medical interventions, and legal measures became known as the “American Plan,” in part to contrast it with the French plan of regulated prostitution. It would also extend the military battle against syphilis and gonorrhea to the American public.125 Although the engineers of the American Plan considered it morally superior for refusing to believe in the inevitability of prostitution, critics pointed out its similarities with French approaches by calling it neo-regulationism. Resistance came from British social purity reformers and the Purity Federation, an American purity group that had not merged into ASHA and that included leaders such as B. S. Steadwell and, at one point, doctor and Methodist missionary Katharine Bushnell. They opposed the American military’s reliance on prophylaxis, which they viewed as perpetuating soldiers’ visits to prostitutes and upholding a double standard of sexual morality. They also lamented the horrific treatment of women under the American Plan, including the violation of individual rights through compulsory treatment and detention of anyone suspected of prostitution. Such external criticisms, however, did not do much damage to the program or general support for it. ASHA championed the American Plan, despite criticizing the plan’s reliance on chemical prophylactic packets.126 Even Anna Garlin Spencer, a prominent social purity leader within ASHA, refuted the comparison of the American Plan with neoregulationism because the former did not grant medical certificates for those clear of infection. Although she was uncomfortable with the provision that allowed “arrests and examinations of ‘suspected’ persons,” she accepted compulsory treatment of the infected in the interest of protecting the health of families.127

With the announcement of the creation of the CTCA, civilian organizations rushed to contribute. This necessitated some kind of coordination. Snow and Exner again stepped forward, positioning ASHA and the YMCA as leaders of civilian involvement in the military’s sex hygiene campaign. Together they sent a letter to other interested groups requesting that all materials for soldiers be directed first to ASHA or the Y for approval.128 Snow described ASHA as a “clearing house” and a catalyst in rallying public support for sex hygiene measures.129 The YMCA, in turn, utilized its experience as a provider of wholesome activities and sex education to assume a significant role in military campaigns. Perhaps more important, it already had an established relationship with the military and its own YMCA hut on many military bases. In the first year of involvement in the war, the YMCA established over 1,000 recreational centers for men in the US armed services.130 Fosdick asked the YMCA’s Sex Education Bureau, in cooperation with the War Work Council, to continue on a larger scale the sex education lectures and literature that it had developed for troops on the Mexican border (Figure 2.5). Exner continued to play an important role in this work within the military alongside doctors and clerics who joined him as lecturers.
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Figure 2.5. Don’t Take a Chance (1918), YMCA Pamphlet by Charles Larned Robinson. Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



YMCA huts disseminated moral education about sexuality and the liberal Protestant values that by now guided the organization. They hosted talks and displayed social hygiene posters, exhibits, pamphlets, and shelves of books from the YMCA and ASHA. Soldiers could check out books like Exner’s 1917 The Rational Sex Life for Men, which combined an appeal to reason with one to morals. Its final chapter on “a rational fight for character in the sphere of sex” ended on a Christian note:


The man who would assure self-mastery in his sex life must be possessed by the supreme motive, one which will grip him with all conquering power because it opens to him the unlimited resources of the infinite God. . . . It matters not what your creed or lack of creed may be; it matters not what intellectual difficulties about religion you may have; you need that power in your life—the power of God.131



The de-emphasis on denominational identities in this passage reflected both the evangelical heritage and liberal religious direction of the YMCA, as nineteenth-century evangelicals had cooperated across church lines for revivals and liberal Protestants pushed for ecumenicalism or, more radically, the end of denominational divisions. Exner reported that there was often a waiting list for books because of high demand. With pride he described thank you notes from soldiers who appreciated the literature as well as requests from military officers and chaplains who wanted more pamphlets to distribute.132 The Y created study guides for discussion groups and chose discussion leaders according to the criteria of “Christian character, leadership, and ability to digest the material.”133 All told, it spent $91,807 on sex hygiene education in the United States during World War I.134 Exner described any YMCA leader who ignored the issue of sexuality as “but playing with his task.” He desired a sex education program “supported by a strong, intensive, spiritual drive, for a deep, personal allegiance to God is the surest road to victory over self.”135

ASHA and the YMCA worked with the military to develop educational programs as a central part of the CTCA’s sex hygiene campaign. Their recommendations led to the creation of the CTCA’s Social Hygiene Instruction Division on November 14, 1917.136 Charles Walter Clarke, who was a doctor, ASHA’s educational secretary, and an Episcopalian, became its director.137 ASHA prepared pamphlets and slides for the division’s lecturers, who reached over 775,000 soldiers in their first seven months.138 Soldiers were required to attend these talks, and lecturers repeated them until they had reached all the soldiers at each camp.139 The CTCA reportedly thought that this secular division was necessary because a religious group like the YMCA could not be used to provide required lectures.140 Still Exner advertised the new relationship between CTCA and YMCA lectures optimistically, claiming that while the YMCA’s voluntary talks did not reach every soldier, they often produced a better response and “a deeper impression” compared to mandatory events.141

The CTCA’s development of its Social Hygiene Instruction Division had ambivalent consequences for the YMCA. On the one hand, because all pamphlets distributed to soldiers now had to pass the division’s standards, most YMCA literature received an official stamp of approval. The sex education that many military men received was therefore colored by the Christian goals and tone of the YMCA. On the other hand, government involvement limited aspects of the YMCA’s work and rendered some of it superfluous over time. As the government developed its own versions of social hygiene, it standardized guidelines, requiring that all literature “be plain with the facts” while presenting “the case of the infected as hopeful as the facts permit.”142 More significantly, it discouraged descriptions that had “a sentimental or ‘sob’ tinge” as well as “all words of theological or semitheological connotation.” It argued that these terms, “while good in themselves,” had “acquired prejudices” among many soldiers.143 As a result of this standardization, the YMCA ceased distribution of one of its most popular pamphlets, The Nurse and the Knight. The publication told the story of a nurse with strong faith in God who, in a letter to her love in the military, depicted venereal disease as the worst tragedy of the war. Describing the medical prognosis of venereal disease patients as grim and uncertain, the pamphlet conveyed the nurse’s intense sadness about the men who “forgot God and religion and prayer” in their decisions to visit a brothel.144 Exner explained that the narrative was criticized and eventually removed for being too sentimental.145 Some passages suggest that other violations likely influenced its discontinuation, including its pessimistic view of venereal disease cases and its use of semi-theological terms. As a result of these new CTCA standards, the YMCA needed to eliminate or alter its use of explicit religious language, similar to the requirements of public school sex education.

As the CTCA expanded its work, it took over medical sex hygiene lectures and asked that the YMCA confine itself to nonmedical topics. The CTCA compiled a list of physicians approved to serve as its official lecturers and asked them to stick to a syllabus emphasizing physical aspects of venereal disease.146 Once the lecture circuit was off the ground, further concern developed about competition from the YMCA, and standards evolved to minimize duplication. Meanwhile, the Surgeon General’s office enforced a ban on all social hygiene talks not approved or accredited by the CTCA.147 The YMCA interpreted its new supplementary role as restricted to “ethical, moral, social, and Christian aspects of the question” and “appeal to all fundamental character-making motives.”148 Thus, government regulations created a somewhat artificial distinction between medical and moral approaches to sex education, which had mingled freely in other parts of the movement. The ban on medical content, in addition to the previous warning about using sentimental and religious language, corralled the YMCA into a middle ground of rational appeals to general morals. References to Christianity were, however, still present in the way that YMCA sex educators described their work and, although increasingly rare, within some literature for soldiers. The situation also inspired the YMCA to develop additional internal standards, such as discouraging its staff who were not trained as sex educators from talking about sex to soldiers. This way, it hoped it could avoid the spread of misconceptions, keep its work from being associated with religious jeremiads, and, ultimately, control its reputation as a provider of quality, scientifically informed (although not medically focused) sex education.149

While a handful continued on a case-by-case basis, most of the YMCA sex education lecturers in the training camps in the United States disappeared. Some physicians who had served in these positions, like Frank N. Seerley, received invitations to become CTCA lecturers. Seerley rejected his offer when he heard that he would not be allowed to speak to civilian groups without approval. He likewise resisted government control over the content of his talks, and he feared that the medical emphasis would restrict him from discussing moral and psychological dimensions of sexuality.150 The presence of CTCA sex educators on US military bases forced the YMCA to rethink its role as a provider of wartime sex education. In a strategic move, it arranged to take over college lectures for the CTCA’s Student Army Training Corps. Because the YMCA already had programs on many campuses, the arrangement had the effect of making college sex education more widespread, government approved, and mandatory.151 Government officials were apparently less concerned with a religious organization carrying out mandatory lectures in colleges than in US military training camps. This could have been due to the voluntary nature of college itself compared to compulsory military conscription. Exner reported that the college talks during wartime reached over 150,000 within forty-four states, further integrating the work of liberal Protestant sex educators into society.152

Besides teaching soon-to-be soldiers in colleges, the YMCA shifted its sex education work to address soldiers overseas, where the CTCA circuit did not reach. The YMCA had already established itself in France in 1917 in preparation for the troops. Originally tasked with providing entertainment and recreation through “social, educational, physical, and religious activities,” it accomplished much of its work out of Y huts on military bases, each of which served as “club, theater, gymnasium, church, school, general store, information bureau, post office, and express agency.”153 Just as Gulick had promoted sex education as a natural part of physical work, the YMCA’s War Work Council saw it as integrally linked with physical training and recreational programs for soldiers. It embraced the slogan of keeping men “fit to fight,” that is, keeping them athletically fit and free of disease. Physician John McCurdy, director of the YMCA Physical Department in France and a former student of Gulick, developed training drills for soldiers and group sports for them to play when they were off duty. At the same time, he helped to establish a sex hygiene program. The YMCA envisioned its sports and drills as direct training for war and its sex education as moral training for wartime temptation; each reinforced the other and aimed to protect soldiers from physical harm.154 Through its involvement in wartime sex hygiene measures, the YMCA carried out its vision of a muscular Christianity that paired brawn with the latest in scientific knowledge and the goal of improving society.

The YMCA’s overseas work occurred in coordination with the American Expeditionary Forces led by General John J. Pershing. As Pershing had gained a reputation for allowing his troops on the Mexican border to sow their wild oats, some expressed concern that he might continue this stance with the troops in Europe. This, however, was not to be. Much to the surprise of many, Pershing converted to a social hygiene perspective during his travel to France and adopted stricter policies to control the sexuality of soldiers under his care. General Order No. 77, for example, held officers responsible for their soldiers’ health, including the contraction of venereal disease.155

James Naismith (Figure 2.6), another student of Gulick and best known as inventor of basketball, helped to coordinate the YMCA’s sex education program for the American Expeditionary Forces. He went to France in September 1917 to study moral conditions in the camps and to develop programs to improve them. Representing the YMCA’s integration of religious and scientific expertise, Naismith held degrees in theological studies, physical education, and medicine.156 Early in his career he had abandoned his plan to become a Presbyterian minister in order to enter the emerging field of physical education. He went to the YMCA training school where he developed basketball after Gulick gave him the assignment of creating an indoor, multi-player game. This invention grew out of the YMCA’s view of sports as a way to channel the time and sexual energy of young unmarried men into character-building activities. Naismith later received a medical degree and became chair of physical education and campus chaplain at the University of Kansas. In 1916, he left to serve as an army chaplain on the Mexican border. There, wrote Exner, Naismith “fought practically single-handed the vice interests and the officials of the community near which his camp was located until he won.”157 He went on to serve as a YMCA sex education lecturer, traveling to military training camps across the United States.158 His status as a medical expert and chaplain made him an appropriate figure for one-on-one consultations about sexuality, and he was known for hosting many meetings with soldiers who had sexual concerns.159 In a personal letter, Naismith emphasized, “I tell them plain truths and make them feel mean for their own errors, yet they recognize the truth of it. My duty is to sow the seed of truth and God will send the influences to make it grow.”160
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Figure 2.6. Dr. James Naismith. Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



Consisting of lectures, pamphlets, posters, exhibits, and films, the formal dimensions of the YMCA’s overseas program resembled the mixture of science, education, and liberal, nonsectarian Protestantism present within its original sex education work in the United States.161 Its materials “combined educational and inspirational features, with a strong appeal to Christian principles and familial duty overlaying the informational features.”162 Its lectures proved to be popular overseas, with one speaker claiming that he often had a full house.163 Suggested lecture titles designed to draw crowds included “The Sex Life of the Soldier,” “Sex and Military Efficiency,” and “Sex and Fighting Force.”164 As an addition to his program, Naismith incorporated discussion sessions and developed a manual called The Basis of Clean Living to serve as a conversation guide.165

YMCA strategies were multi-pronged, revealing its fear that discussions and pamphlets about sex were not sufficient to stop soldiers from visiting prostitutes. Naismith was known for distracting young men from the danger of a night on the town by staging boxing matches in the early evening, an effort to keep more men on base.166 Some YMCA volunteers in France supposedly took it upon themselves to prevent soldiers from contracting venereal disease through more direct approaches, such as a female monitor who reportedly followed soldiers into town to separate them from French prostitutes.167 Another sign that the YMCA found sexual information inadequate for changing behavior was the incorporation of American women onto the bases. Y huts began to use female volunteers for tasks such as selling merchandise and distributing letter-writing materials, coffee, and tea (Figure 2.7). This, Gulick hoped, would remind the men of wholesome women back home and deter sexual activity abroad, appealing to the virgin-whore dichotomy that pervaded many sex education materials.168
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Figure 2.7. YMCA Worker in France poster (c. 1918). Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



Gulick, who chaired the International Committee on Physical Recreation of the YMCA’s War Work Council, traveled to France to study the moral and sexual conditions of the American troops. His visit allowed him to observe McCurdy and Naismith, his former students who were leading the YMCA’s military programs (Figure 2.8). He concluded that “the Army definitely takes hold of all curative, restrictive, and preventative measures, leaving the constructive work to the ‘Y’.”169 Gulick declared that his organization’s task was “to convert leisure from a time of peril into a time of opportunity.”170 The real battleground was what happened during off-time, positioning the YMCA as central in the fight. Gulick cast the YMCA as a Christian competitor to the vice industries, claiming that it “has organized virtue in ways to tempt the men to righteousness.”171
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Figure 2.8. Frank Seerley, James McCurdy, and James Naismith in France, World War I. Courtesy of Springfield College, Babson Library, Archives and Special Collections.



Although the YMCA aimed to improve fitness, its programs overseas ironically pushed a number of its leaders beyond their physical limits. Despite failing strength, Gulick still headed to France and worked strenuously lecturing and visiting the soldiers while there. He died several weeks after returning.172 McCurdy had to leave his position because of illness and “the strain of his experiences in France.” Naismith came home very thin, as well as “nervous, tense with memories he had brought back, unable for nearly a year to recover.” His traumatic experiences included working closely with men wounded in the war. Upon return, he shifted his attention away from soldiers and sex education to become a Sunday School instructor and Presbyterian minister.173 Other YMCA workers went above and beyond organizing sport competitions, elaborate entertainment productions, social events, and educational experiences. Some put themselves in harm’s way by going to the front lines to bring the men sports equipment or to give them words of advice.

The unique position of YMCA lecturers empowered them to speak to soldiers about personal issues. Gulick wrote that Y men were “military, and they are not military. They are civilian, and they are not civilian. . . . If the ‘Y’ men were officers, they would be limited by the official relations which exist between officers and men.”174 Instead, the Y men could associate with soldiers on equal terms and yet still hold positions of authority and respect. In many ways they were like chaplains, who had important roles to play in sex education and carried out their range of activities within religious frameworks. A speech to new YMCA staff proclaimed the message that “in a sense everyone here is wearing the cloth. We stand in the mind of the common soldier for the Church of Jesus Christ and for the life of the spirit.”175 The desire to symbolize Christianity through social outreach among the soldiers reflected liberal trends in mainstream Protestantism, including the ecumenical impulse to reach beyond denominational boundaries and the social gospel desire to improve rapidly changing societal conditions.

World War I Chaplain-led Moral Education

By defining “fit to fight” as physical and moral cleanliness, the YMCA bridged the work of the military’s medical branches and that of the chaplains. In April 1918, the CTCA called upon chaplains officially to incorporate aspects of social hygiene into their lectures and to distribute literature, including CTCA-approved pamphlets by ASHA and the YMCA. Military physicians guided the physical sanitation of the troops and chaplains assessed their moral health, although in practice these issues were rarely so distinct. While the YMCA was a civilian religious organization brought in to offer special services, chaplains held more official and explicitly religious roles within the military system. YMCA men contributed to the moral and religious well-being of soldiers, but chaplains were primarily responsible for it. The chaplains led Sunday services, Bible studies, ministries to the sick, and one-on-one religious discussions and counseling sessions. In practice, however, many chaplains and YMCA officials had much in common as sex educators, confidantes, and organizers of entertainment on military bases in the United States and overseas. Both were tasked with assisting the men and often filled many roles in order to do so. As they had for YMCA workers, and perhaps more so, some soldiers interpreted all services of the chaplains as connected to religion. Individual YMCA men and chaplains contributed to the impression more or less by the degree of religious language and content they used when talking with soldiers.

Chaplains, like YMCA workers, held unique positions within the military that gave them advantages as sex educators. One CTCA official described the chaplain as the “extra-military man—a human individual first and an officer afterwards,” one of the few whose responsibilities were not specifically detailed by the military.176 The chaplains’ role as religious authorities invited respect, while their position outside the ranks of military commanders and their function as unofficial counselors enabled them to gain soldiers’ trust. The CTCA viewed chaplains as “the interpreter[s], in terms of morals, of the purely medical and military facts presented to the soldiers.”177 Thus, chaplains became religiously motivated purveyors of moral education about sex, and religious approaches were accepted as contributing to the building of moral character. Over the course of the war, the number of chaplains grew. The chaplaincy also started to become more religiously diverse, expanding from only Protestant and Catholic chaplains to the inclusion of “one Salvation Army, three Mormon, eleven Christian Science, and twenty-five Jewish chaplains” in the US military before the war’s end. Despite these differences, the “ethos of liberal Protestantism” and its ecumenical ideals prevailed overall, as each chaplain was ultimately asked to look beyond religious differences to promote nonsectarian religious values.178

Formally, chaplains gave talks on the moral aspects of venereal disease that supplemented medical talks by physicians and occasional talks on military efficiency from commanding officers.179 Informally, chaplains consulted with men about their sexual behavior and concerns. William Aspenwall Bradley, on behalf of the CTCA’s Social Hygiene Division, sent a letter to approximately 1,000 military chaplains. “The main safeguard against immorality,” he wrote,


and the dangerous infections that so often result therefrom must ever be the development, in the individual soldier or sailor, of a set of inner checks or inhibitions based upon religious conviction, personal pride, patriotism, and the desire to lead a decent, useful life, not only for himself, but for his future family. You, through your intimate, personal relations with the men in your charge can do more than any one else to build up such a bulwark of character, and we earnestly solicit your aid and support in this direction.180



Here, in official military correspondence, Bradley portrayed religion’s multiple roles in sex education. He presumed religion to provide a moral compass, motivation to strive toward ideals, and restraint to resist sexual practices that fell short of ideals. Furthermore, for all chaplains, their intense involvement in military life and the lives of soldiers gave them an important perspective for assessing social hygiene programs.

Most, but not all, chaplains responded favorably to the call to duty according to Bradley. The CTCA sent a selection of social hygiene pamphlets and a list of publications from ASHA, encouraging chaplains to distribute these materials to soldiers who sought their counsel.181 As evidence of interest in these initiatives, Bradley reported that many navy chaplains asked for all the literature for ship libraries.182 One voiced concern about whether lectures and pamphlets on venereal disease were effective ways to change sexual behavior. They ignored “the real root of the matter,” the critic complained. Bradley, however, denied that the CTCA


ever dreamed of preventing venereal disease simply by means of lectures and leaflets. We realize fully, what so many of our correspondents have plainly stated, that self-control is a matter of the will even more than of knowledge, and it was precisely because we recognized this paramount importance of providing high motives for the stimulation and strengthening of this will-power, that we called upon the chaplains to cooperate with us in this vitally essential work.183



For the CTCA, chaplains were primary providers of religious motives and teachers of self-control and thus essential counterparts to physicians within the sex hygiene program.

A few chaplains objected that they were considered the second line of defense after physicians. The fact that chaplains were not officially incorporated into military social hygiene work until the second year of involvement in the war contributed to this impression. Bradley responded that “if will-power is to be properly directed, knowledge must precede it,” associating willpower with chaplains and knowledge with physicians. Others complained that the CTCA had downplayed religious reasons for soldiers to avoid intercourse outside of marriage. One chaplain protested, “There is not a motive here suggested which would hold back an average man two seconds in the face of strong temptation. Unless you can fill a man with either a strong love of God, or a strong fear of God’s punishment . . . the fight against impurity is hopeless.” Bradley conveyed the message that while the CTCA might “not agree that it is the only one, we certainly by no means wish to under-rate the value of the purely religious appeal.” He suggested that chaplains who could use a variety of religious and nonreligious methods would be most successful in influencing soldiers.184 Religion was cast as one tool in the social hygiene toolbox, and chaplains were challenged to wield multiple tools in order to shape the sexual morals of soldiers. Here, again, “moral education” functioned as an umbrella term for a mix of medicine, religion, and education to support the military’s protective aims.

Whereas the CTCA standardized the sex hygiene lectures of army physicians, it offered little guidance to chaplains on what to cover in their supplementary talks. By 1918, the Social Hygiene Division recognized the need for developing materials specifically for chaplains. Bradley drafted a pamphlet for the division and received authorization to write a chapter on health and morals for a chaplains’ manual.185 The CTCA provided literature and arranged a social hygiene lecture as part of a five-week Chaplains’ Training School. Bradley emphasized that the pamphlets on the physical aspects of venereal disease aimed to educate chaplains rather than to provide the content of their lectures. As in the YMCA, the CTCA told chaplains to leave medical talks to physicians.186

To guide chaplains, the CTCA’s Social Hygiene Division initiated a monthly bulletin called The Mail Bag in 1918. It sought to impress upon chaplains the high stakes of their cooperation. In one issue, for instance, it quoted a passage from a Navy chaplain urging his counterparts to “plead with the men to keep themselves clean, and sober, and strong in body and in mind. It is not only for their own sakes and for the salvation of their own souls that they must resist evil.” The same man explained that chaplains should show compassion for the sinner while also condemning sinful sexual acts, presumably referring to sex with prostitutes or other male soldiers.187 The Christianity that chaplains infused into their work became an important resource for social hygiene because it offered a powerful reason for caring about the long-term fate of men, and it prompted the development of strategies and justifications for encouraging and discouraging certain behaviors. While individual Protestant chaplains had denominational affiliations, they appealed broadly to the soldiers and therefore, like liberal religious strategies in other settings, sought to replace explicit religious distinctions with a focus on common values. These strategies had serious limitations, however, as non-Protestants no doubt still felt the Protestant flavor of the supposedly nonsectarian values.

The Mail Bag suggested a number of ways that chaplains could influence the lives of soldiers and lend a hand in the campaign. It asked chaplains to encourage soldiers to attend voluntary social hygiene events. As someone tasked with visiting the sick, the chaplain could reach out to men quarantined with venereal disease or those who signed the list for prophylactic treatment that day. In their efforts to teach illiterate soldiers to read, chaplains could utilize social hygiene texts for practice.188 In a more direct method of assistance, one chaplain heading to France offered to deliver 2,000 copies of the Keeping Fit to Fight pamphlet when the CTCA could find no other way to transport the literature overseas. Bradley encouraged other traveling chaplains to do the same, even though the YMCA sex education program was already reaching much of the American Expeditionary Forces.189

The moral guidance provided by chaplains in the area of sexuality became especially valued during the demobilization of soldiers. The slogan “keeping fit to fight” and the threats of being reprimanded for voluntary injury no longer applied as directly during demobilization, and therefore military officers supposedly lost some control over the behavior of the men. Chaplains hoped to inspire men to refrain from sexual contact using higher ideals, “deep-seated motives,” and an appeal to the soldiers’ future.190 They could also serve as intermediaries between the military and the wider public by convincing churches to join the civilian campaign for social hygiene.191 Religious congregations, as moral leaders in their communities, were portrayed as a bulwark against the prostitutes who were ready to celebrate the soldiers’ homecoming. The call to step up in the fight against venereal disease led the churches of Boston, for example, to pass a resolution in 1918 agreeing to raise awareness and “to purify and safeguard their communities.”192

The moral defenses that chaplains, YMCA lecturers, and churches represented were just one form of protection within the military’s larger program against venereal disease. In many ways, the military treated these as tangential to the other aspects of the program since it outsourced much of the work to the YMCA and gave chaplains far less guidance than medical lecturers. Like most complex entities, not all of the sex education program’s components harmonized. Particular tensions continued between moral and medical strategies. By the end of the war, the public and some chaplains still criticized one of the medical defenses offered within this program: chemical prophylaxis. They viewed the medical remedy as contradictory, undermining the moral and disciplinary solutions of continence promoted by the YMCA, chaplains, and commanding officers who were charged with restricting soldiers’ sexual contact. When faced with disapproval for the use of medical prophylaxis, the military portrayed moral defenses as central. Military leaders, with Bradley as their mouthpiece, insisted that


emphasis has never been placed upon medical prophylaxis, or “early treatment,” but upon continence. This is presented not only as the one sure way to escape infection, but as the one way consonant with self-respect. How can the soldier who regards his role in this war as that of a protector of women, permit himself to dishonor and degrade womanhood by patronizing a prostitute? This is the point of view that is persistently stressed in every lecture to soldiers and sailors and in all official literature on the subject.193



According to many accounts, the American Expeditionary Forces came home as “the cleanest army” ever known.194 The integration of medical and moral approaches allowed the military to attribute low rates of venereal disease to either advanced medical strategies or high moral values, depending on which suited its purposes. However, the difficulty of measuring levels of abstinence or, on the other hand, adherence to chemical prophylaxis guidelines led observers to question whether a “clean” army meant that the soldiers came home exceptionally moral or exceptionally hygienic.

Thus, much of military sex education was less about combining moral and medical approaches than determining how each approach could help within specific contexts as complementary rather than overlapping. It provided examples of how the liberal religious use of secular organizations and spaces could lead to a starker division of labor between religion and science just as much as it could create a direct fusion of approaches. Moreover, it showed how both religion and science were entangled with restrictive and expansive perspectives on sexuality by being part of such a comprehensive program. On the one hand, YMCA lecturers and chaplains utilized sex education as a way of strengthening conventional morals about sexual behavior. On the other, they lent themselves to a program that symbolized the permissive sexuality commonly associated with easy accessibility of chemical prophylaxis.

Civilian Education in Sexual Morals

After the war, sex educators reviewed their progress in institutionalizing sex education. Thomas Galloway summarized his view that up until that point programs had been developed primarily within three areas: high school biology classes, colleges and universities, and the military. Galloway admitted that “these three steps have all been taken because these were the least lines of resistance and most immediate promise.”195 Religious sex educators of the YMCA and the chaplaincy greatly influenced the successes within higher education and the military. Galloway acknowledged, too, that these programs reached only a very small portion of the population and often too late. To affect those considered most in need of sex education, the movement had to teach younger children as well as their parents. Pushing sex education beyond the lines of least resistance required government and community support and renewed energy from organizations. To reduce opposition, sex education continued to be packaged as part of larger efforts to shape morals and train character.

As part of the extension of the American Plan to combat venereal disease among civilians, Congress enacted the Chamberlain-Kahn Bill in July 1918. It was a $4 million appropriation that created an Interdepartmental Social Hygiene Board charged with overseeing the government’s involvement in venereal disease campaigns within and beyond the military. It funded state efforts to detain and quarantine female civilians with venereal disease in an effort to keep them from infecting soldiers. Sex education was included in the bill, which allocated funds for the training of teachers and college students between 1919 and 1921. Several grade schools also received funds to develop sex hygiene classes.196

The Chamberlain-Kahn Bill likewise earmarked money for the Public Health Services to wage a large-scale campaign to bolster knowledge, health, and morality. This agency resolved that sex education was “much more than information; and that it must mold in a positive and controlling way all those instincts . . . which make for clean, honorable, high-minded and chivalrous manhood.”197 For this task, it created a poster series for young boys called Keeping Fit. The Public Health Services made the YMCA an official distributor of materials in schools and local Ys, and it assigned YMCA men to design the posters. While the slides did not contain overt Christian references, one of the designers claimed that educators could easily “take the Government material . . . and Christianize the message.”198

The Keeping Fit series aimed to uplift working-class white people by inculcating in them middle-class moral values.199 Emphasizing the perceived relationship between developing character and controlling bodily habits and sexual impulses, it depicted athletic ideals, health habits (eating, sleeping, bathing, fresh air, good posture), anatomical and physiological information about puberty and reproduction, the ideal of marrying and having children, an expectation of chastity before marriage, the importance of self-control, avoidance of prostitutes and quack remedies, symptoms of venereal disease, and examples of famous male role models. It also spread eugenic messages through both its words and images, repeating the idea that choosing a “fit” marriage partner mattered because “every child has the right to be well born.”200 The posters juxtaposed and fused scientific facts with moral and social values. Warnings about voluntary emissions (masturbation) decreasing courage, strength, energy, endurance, and willpower, for example, existed alongside reassurances that nocturnal emissions were normal and would not cause harm. These contradictory messages illustrated tension between science and morality within the series, assuming that moral concerns about intentions inspired the different assessments of voluntary and involuntary emissions.201

Although federal funds drastically declined after the war, some private organizations viewed the postwar period as a time for extending their work. The war had brought social hygiene to the national stage, and ASHA and the YMCA had gained valuable experience. In coordination with the Public Health Service, ASHA reprinted the Keeping Fit posters and created a similar series for white girls called Youth and Life and another for African American boys, which replaced the original images with depictions of African Americans.202 For its part, the YMCA announced an expanded program to integrate sex education into character education. This reflected a postwar shift within the moral education movement toward promoting character education, which “emphasized civic-oriented social practice over the more circumscribed ‘manners and morals’ approaches of the prewar period.”203 The YMCA’s plan, led by Exner, aimed “to vitalize this new movement in character-education by joining the scientific elements in it with the most compelling Christian idealism.”204 The organization sought sex educators who were Christian men, or those “at least in sympathy” with Christianity, who possessed confidence, respect, character, intelligence, public speaking skills, and “sanity of view such as would lead them to deal with the normal, constructive aspects of the question, and not to over-emphasize the abnormalities and perversions.”205 The YMCA tasked these sex educators with training parents and teachers how to fulfill their duty of shaping the character of youth. The proposed program intended to transfer power away from “sex specialists,” that is, physicians, which was likely a reaction to the CTCA’s limitations during the war. Desire to de-professionalize sex education was likewise a consequence of the shift toward character education and its emphasis on parental responsibility for molding character through child-rearing.

YMCA sex education programs continued to expand throughout the 1920s, and by the 1930s many local YMCAs boasted programs that addressed sex.206 Meanwhile, the organization increasingly tried to reach a broader urban audience, including non-Christians, with its gymnasia, overnight facilities, and college programs. In these contexts, many of its public messages became less overtly Christian. However, the YMCA still supported Christian sex education discourse, especially among its leaders and in texts it published, such as A. Herbert Gray’s 1923 guide, Men, Women, and God: A Discussion of Sex Questions from the Christian Point of View. In 1926, the World’s Committee of the YMCA discussed the enormous variations in sex attitudes between YMCAs and youth in different countries, while concluding that answers to sex problems “cannot be found in knowledge alone but requires with it the power of Christ.”207 By 1931, the World’s Committee of the YMCA challenged its constituents to expand sex education programs and to elaborate on a Christian view of sex. It claimed that local YMCAs should ponder their role in the sex development of youth because “attitudes toward sex are constantly being formed and re-formed in the day by day life of our Associations,” from informal discussions to locker room interactions.208

Sex educators used the framework of moral education and, later, character education to further extend their reach into the community. They tried to convince the public that current modes of moral education were not complete if they did not include sex education. Still more, they described sex education as the center of moral pedagogy: the risks of ignoring it would completely undo all other moral education components. While the argument resonated with trends toward character training within schools, it was particularly directed toward Christian leaders and institutions. Although many believed that the traditional influence of churches on societal behavior was declining, people still viewed religious representatives as the most experienced cultural authorities in moral education and the training of character.

Sex educators hoped that outreach to religious leaders would enable them to spread information to youth, parents, and future leaders through churches, Sunday schools, the religious press, and seminaries. They asked ministers to host sex hygiene lectures, integrate purity themes into sermons, and advertise the movement’s events and literature. Considered natural opponents to prostitution and extramarital sexuality, gatekeepers of marriage, and promoters of the monogamous family, ministers were asked to serve as leaders of social hygiene activities within their churches and communities. Social hygienists urged ministers to instill in married couples the seriousness of keeping sexuality within the marriage bond. Progress in churches, they hoped, would grease the wheels of sex education in other institutions since more Americans would see that it was compatible with Christian values.

ASHA made a number of attempts to reach out to religious groups, which included hosting conferences for Protestant leaders. Starting in early 1923 and in cooperation with the Federal Council of Churches and local church federations, it organized a series of such meetings regionally to discuss the relationship between sex and character training.209 Given the interest of religious educators in building character, ASHA justified the need for these gatherings with the stance that “sex is profoundly influential upon character, both for its refinement and its degradation.”210 The New York conference, the first in the series, came across as highly successful. The Journal of Social Hygiene published an account of it, which also appeared in pamphlet form.211 Goals of the conference included finding areas for cooperation and opening discussion on how religion could elevate sex instruction to “higher social and spiritual planes.”212

Beyond this, the New York conference aimed to unite religion and science in order to maximize the positive role of sexuality in people’s lives.213 ASHA particularly feared that traditional religious approaches ignored science and tried to repress sexuality. It claimed that “the spirit and idealism of religion must furnish our motive and our aims; but in order to be most effective these must be applied in the light of the most exact knowledge of the facts which are supplied by the sciences.”214 Religion, it argued, was uniquely able to infuse emotions, motives, and ideals into sex education, but the conference warned ministers not to rely too much “upon the emotional and imponderable forces.”215 These stances served to distance themselves from Protestant fundamentalists, who were ridiculed as anti-scientific on the national stage for rejecting Darwinian evolution during the famous 1925 Scopes trial. Ministers of the New York conference adopted the recommendation that churches should promote sex education “in a soundly scientific, no less than in a soundly Christian, way.” Such regional conferences—at least according to ASHA’s account—converted religious leaders to the cause, requiring the development of more resources that addressed religion and social hygiene.216 Liberal religious sex educators used these conferences to showcase their ideals of working out a mutually beneficial relationship between science and Christianity, further distinguishing themselves from conservative Christianity.

Beyond these regional conferences, local social hygiene associations affiliated with ASHA provided sex education training for church leaders. The classes informed churches about ASHA programs and suggested content for social hygiene courses for religious youth.217 ASHA also promoted a Social Hygiene Sunday, a day for ministers to invite physicians or other sex educators to speak to their congregation on venereal disease or sexual morality. Utilizing Sunday church services to spread social hygiene was a practical way to advertise the movement to a broad swath of Protestant parents while tying the message to the seriousness and respectability of the pulpit. The idea could have originated from the Purity Sundays promoted during social purity conventions. It gained popularity in 1919 when the Public Health Association began to organize Health Sundays and included venereal disease as one topic urged upon ministers. By the late 1930s, ASHA was advertising Social Hygiene Sundays as common “publicity aids.”218

ASHA’s religious outreach found receptive ears among the Federal Council of Churches (FCC), a body that represented many of the mainline Protestant denominations in the United States to which many theologically liberal Protestants belonged. A long-term partnership developed between the two organizations. By May 1918, the FCC’s Commission on Church and Social Service approved plans for cooperating with the government in a study of sexually transmitted disease from the perspectives of health, morality, and social progress.219 The plans included working with the Council of National Defense, the Public Health Service, ASHA, and the surgeon general to determine how churches could assist with the campaign to control venereal disease.220 For its part, the FCC’s Church Section planned to distribute educational literature. It hoped to reach all ministers, asking churches to teach social hygiene to adolescents through religious education and to the public through the pulpit and church bulletins. In addition, the Church Section called on congregations to support civil authorities in their efforts to abolish prostitution districts as a carryover of the American Plan. It justified its complicity in the detention of women suspected of prostitution in the name of protecting marriages from venereal disease. It also wanted church leaders to urge all parties preparing to marry to obtain a medical certificate proclaiming freedom from sexual ailments, a proposal popularized by the eugenics movement.221 Some physicians supported this last suggestion, and state laws requiring premarital syphilis screening became popular by the 1930s. In 1919, the FCC created a Joint Committee on Social Hygiene and set aside $10,000 to continue this work in partnership with ASHA. One of the committee’s early projects encouraged revision of Sunday School curricula to integrate lessons about sexuality.222

ASHA found additional religious allies within the National Sunday School Association and the World’s Sunday School Association. The latter organization was already familiar with social purity reforms, and it had incorporated purity departments and chastity pledges into its local and national levels. One author boasted that the Sunday School provided the “missing link” for social hygiene instruction for the following reasons: it reached many children at crucial ages; its teachers developed a close relationship with students and could gain their trust; it had important connections to the home and therefore could bring parents into the process; it considered all aspects of human life; and it was dedicated to “moral upbuilding.”223 Even for those who did not think sex education should be taught directly within Sunday Schools, the parents’ meetings associated with religious education offered ways to guide fathers and mothers, who could then instruct at home.224

For many of the same reasons, ASHA and the YMCA engaged the Religious Education Association as an important conversation partner. The Religious Education Association was heavily influenced by liberal Protestantism, including an embrace of historical-critical studies of the Bible, and dedicated itself to improving moral education.225 Over a dozen ASHA- and YMCA-affiliated sex educators spoke at its annual conventions between 1908 and 1924 and published articles in its journal, Religious Education. Contributors included Galloway, who was a council member of the Religious Education Association, as well as Bigelow, Exner, Spencer, and others. These contributors tended to be the ones leading ASHA’s outreach to religious groups. Their articles in Religious Education addressed a range of issues at the intersection of religion and sex education. While authors generally agreed that some information was necessary to help youth channel their sexuality into future Christian marriages, they disagreed about whether public schools should teach these topics. Some affirmed the schools as a supplement to parents and the church; others held that only parents should teach young people about sex and that the role of school and religious education was to train parents for this duty.226 Involvement with the Religious Education Association advanced the goals of liberal religious sex educators to integrate Christian approaches into sex education and to put sex education into religious contexts.

By this time, many Christians in the United States were familiar with the concept of sex education or efforts to institutionalize it. They could have encountered the idea through purity talks and pledges or YMCA lectures and pamphlets. Some religious educators learned about the work through Religious Education or the Sunday School Association. Other Americans would have stumbled upon references within the larger culture, through mainstream newspapers or perhaps interactions with military, medical, or educational institutions. Noting the sizable increase in religious interest, ASHA leaders claimed, “There is not a denomination that has not at its yearly meeting taken up this subject either in discussing what the church can do in sex education, or else the church’s attitude toward a health certificate for marriage.”227 By the end of the 1920s, ASHA announced a dramatic upsurge in communication with religious leaders.228

Ultimately, liberal Protestants succeeded in connecting sex education to moral education in ways that significantly impacted the movement’s trajectory. The broad concept of morals provided sex education with much needed flexibility as it made its way into schools, the military, and religious groups. Through moral education, it gained powerful advocates, from ASHA leaders to YMCA workers to chaplains to ministers. Extending lessons beyond scientific instruction in sex facts provided the conceptual foundation and many of the allies for the next phase of sex education. Ushered in by Anna Garlin Spencer, ASHA, and the FCC, the next stage shifted the center of sex education away from physiological facts and individual morals and into the realm of Christian family life.
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Church, Sex, and “Judeo-Christian” Family Life Education

“The primary aim of social hygiene is the preservation of the family and the improvement and enrichment of family life,” declared Max J. Exner in 1930. Another sex educator, Thomas W. Galloway, shared similar sentiments when he wrote, “It is the very heart of the purpose of social hygiene to help solve the problems which affect the health, efficiency, and well-being of the family, both of the present and of the future.”1 These leaders of American Social Hygiene Association (ASHA) agreed that by the 1930s the organization had changed its agenda from a framework that focused on venereal disease to one that emphasized family. This chapter argues that two liberal Protestant influences pushed ASHA—and the sex education movement it led—toward family life education beginning in the mid-1920s: the leadership of Anna Garlin Spencer and partnership with the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America (FCC). Combining religious and social scientific approaches, the insistence that moral education about sexuality should go beyond individuals to consider family issues compelled the involvement of Christian institutions that served families. Mainline Protestant churches’ active embrace of family life education transformed them into a vital extension of the public sex education movement, and it empowered them to collaborate with other sex educators in the construction of normative ideals of the American family as a heterosexual marriage with children. The influence of Spencer and the FCC on sex education both reflected and expanded the public influence of mainline Protestantism in the decades leading up to the mid-twentieth century.

Sex educators who engineered the shift to family life education utilized the interfaith ideal of “Judeo-Christian” family values to reach non-Protestants, paving the way for more Catholic and Reform Jewish interactions with the sex education movement. The FCC, military chaplains, and ASHA all carried out interfaith family life work in their effort to reach a variety of audiences with sex education. Because of the imagined relationship between the family unit and society, the message that Jews and Christians shared family values implied that they also shared American values, supporting assimilationist goals of incorporating Catholics and Jews into American culture and undergirding family life education with a strong patriotic tone. Family life education was therefore used to advance both sex education and the interfaith movement. However, this interfaith enthusiasm for cooperation at the institutional level did not lead to support for marrying outside of one’s religious tradition, which became associated with unsuccessful unions. If anything, the interfaith message of family life education, through its rejection of interfaith marriages, reinforced boundaries between Protestants, Catholics, and Jews at the personal level and therefore reflected some of the anti-Catholic and anti-Semitic biases of Protestant-dominated American culture.

While moral education about sexuality had aimed to strengthen personal morality and character for the improvement of society, now the family was diagnosed as the societal unit most in need of fortification. Americans increasingly embraced psychological frameworks to make sense of relationships and personal issues, deeming marriage “the apex of social and spiritual maturity.”2 Marital problems—and the problems they passed down to children—became signs of immaturity, dysfunction, or pathology that stood in the way of growth, fulfillment, and happiness. Mainline Protestants enthusiastically embraced and helped to perpetuate these trends, de-emphasizing sinful traits for a more positive view of people’s inherent goodness and capability to progress toward social norms. Protestant sex educators were at the forefront of integrating religion and psychology to protect the family, especially those who connected the field of pastoral counseling to family life education. During the early push for pastoral counseling in the 1920s and 1930s, sex education provided an important impetus for training religious leaders how to counsel their constituents on sexuality, especially couples about to marry. Together, religious sex educators ensured that “healthy sexuality” was equated with certain types of marriage, which became normalized through family life education.3

American families across the religious spectrum were in crisis according to cultural observers. Panic arose over increasing signs of premarital sexual behavior and divorce. Some worried about the marital trend of “companionate marriages,” which, in popular imagination, promoted marriage without children and elevated physical attraction above social compatibility, including factors of race, class, and religion. Since these developments represented new configurations of women’s sexuality, many of the protests against them sought to return to more conservative Victorian ideals of male sexual dominance.4 People also feared that the proliferation of obscene materials corrupted an increasing number of youth. Family life education arose to counter these perceived trends. Its promoters believed that early lessons about sex, marriage, and family life would strengthen marriages, prevent divorces, and raise a new generation of Americans who aspired to the ideal of monogamous, heterosexual, childbearing family life. The framework was meant to free sex education from its preoccupation with physical intercourse and its effects by linking it to broader family dynamics and social relations. It also corresponded with popular eugenic messages that emphasized the important responsibility of getting married and having children.

The dichotomous description of women as either sexually pure or prostitutes in venereal disease education receded somewhat within family life curricula as sex educators promoted a more positive, albeit conservative, image of women’s sexuality as wives and mothers. The dichotomy, however, was still alive and well in other areas supported by ASHA, including the continuation of the local detention and forced examination of women under the laws that had grown out of the American Plan.5 While family life education opened possibilities for positive discussions of women’s sexuality within accepted family roles, it constrained discussions of physical sexuality, a topic that was now overshadowed by marriage and family. And once mainstream psychologists had agreed upon homosexuality as a mental health disorder, in part to challenge its prevailing criminal status, heterosexuality and its fulfillment within marriage became a prescription for living as a “normal,” “healthy,” law-abiding American. These expansive and restrictive discourses intermingled in the work of liberal religious family life educators.

Focusing on religion in this history reveals the fact that the sex education movement’s shift to family life education occurred earlier than previously thought and that religion was largely responsible for it. ASHA’s dedication to family life education has been previously interpreted as primarily a reaction to the development and proliferation of penicillin in the 1940s to treat syphilis and gonorrhea. According to this theory, the shift was “a strategic move” to recover from the realization of ASHA’s worst fear: diseases supposedly keeping people from illicit behavior were rendered nonthreatening. Family life agendas were seen as expansions “beyond the boundaries of physical health to include mental and social well-being,” so that the broader task “could not be performed by a dose of penicillin.”6 However, although medical trends factored in, ASHA’s move toward family life education began well before the era of widespread penicillin use. More visionary than reactionary, the change emerged from a religious strand within the organization. While other scholars and many sex educators have emphasized how the topic of sexuality became stifled within the larger family life framework, a closer look at the religious roots of the trend indicate that it evolved as an effort to make sexuality more meaningful by fusing it with positive social and Christian values. Elevating and integrating the still-taboo topic of sexuality into positive discourses about the family—rather than simply discussing sexual threats to the family—was a radical thing to do at the time, even as it simultaneously domesticated sex education and connected it to eugenic, homophobic, pro-family discourses.

“Family life” was a concept employed to involve more ministers and religious educators in the movement and one that Christian and Jewish leaders themselves advanced in order to engage sex education. It became a successful mediating framework because it provided a neutral way of discussing social dimensions of sexuality and drew upon religious motivations to promote families grounded by monogamous marriages. As family life work grew in popularity and intermingled with religion, the FCC emerged as a valuable partner to ASHA and a prominent organization within the sex education movement. The FCC, which included over thirty denominations in the 1920s, provided much needed institutional machinery for advancing sex education agendas through conferences, religious education, seminaries, sermons, the religious press, and premarital and marital consultation services. As historian Rebecca L. Davis has argued in her study of the rise of marital counseling, “Marriage became more important to American religious life than ever before as clergy taught Americans to imagine their faith as an indispensable component of their marriages (and, in turn, made marriage an increasingly intrinsic part of American religion).”7 As this chapter will demonstrate, liberal Protestants provided crucial links between sex education, family life education, and marital counseling, which, as a result, became closely intertwined within ASHA by the 1930s.

Motivated by the liberal Protestant desire to integrate religion and science, Anna Garlin Spencer and the FCC used family life education to engage recent trends in the social sciences, particularly sociology and psychology. Like religious leaders, social scientists planned to rein in recent changes in sexuality by connecting it more firmly to family contexts. Their motivations included preserving the family as a social institution, transforming sexual development into individual and social progress, and establishing socially responsible behaviors. Social science offered data about “modern” families, including problems and recent adaptations. It helped to get family life instruction into schools and gave it professional status as a topic worthy of specialist attention. New fields of applied social science, such as social work, counseling, and domestic sciences, invigorated studies of the family unit. With such involvement, it is difficult to tell which cultural force headed the charge. For pioneers like Anna Garlin Spencer, religion and sociology were operating simultaneously. Through the FCC, family life education became more established within churches, but it also turned more frequently to social scientific experts to educate ministers. At the same time, churches’ engagement gave religion a new authority among social scientists interested in the domestic sphere. Ministers were recognized as experienced marital counselors, and their counseling relationships with church members became valuable research sites for data collection on marital issues.8

Family life education built upon foundations developed by earlier Christian sex educators. Exhortations within the social purity movement to stay pure for marriage and social hygiene concerns about protecting women and children from venereal disease had invoked the family as a motivating factor for controlling behavior. YMCA sex educators in the early twentieth century forged connections between teaching morals and training men to become Christian husbands and fathers, combining their muscular Christianity with the liberal Protestant theological motivations of the social gospel. Family life education also relied heavily on Protestant trends toward moral education, which insisted that instructors nurture moral character in addition to providing scientific information about physical development, reproduction, and heredity. Regional conferences co-sponsored by ASHA and the FCC on the relationship between social hygiene and the churches convinced many religious leaders that sex education was centered on family and home.

Liberal and conservative views of sexuality that developed through family life education would inform later movements for comprehensive sexuality education and abstinence-only education, respectively. Perhaps most obvious is that family life educators developed a modern framework of “religious family values,” which would be repurposed in late twentieth-century abstinence-only education and the evangelical pro-family movement. Conservative ideals included restriction of sexuality to a monogamous, heterosexual family, the desire to regulate sexual morality, and emphasis upon women’s association with childbearing and the domestic sphere. At the same time, family life education broadened the understanding of sexuality as something that pervaded social life, relationships, and individual personality. Religious appreciation for social scientific perspectives on sexuality increased, a trend which continued within comprehensive sexuality education. Because social scientists deemed repression to be ineffective or harmful, liberal religious forces rebuked repressive approaches and encouraged positive guidance so that people would experience sexuality at its greatest potential. Building on the social constructivist viewpoint developed during World War I that posited sexuality as shaped by immediate environments, religious sex educators began to entertain the belief that the morality or immorality of behavior depended upon both motives and contexts. Their perspective considered it impossible to judge actions categorically without accounting for specific situations and intentions. While previous sex education programs had framed religious approaches as supplements or alternatives to scientific ones, separating moral and medical lectures, family life education demanded that ministers utilize social scientific findings in order to do their jobs better.

According to Spencer, those within ASHA shared a set of values about the family. “We have ‘a body of doctrine,’ or so many of us feel, in respect to the character foundations of marriage and the home. We should not hesitate to rebuke those who write and talk in a manner to subvert those character foundations.” She spent her last decade dedicated to transforming ASHA into “a center for moral guidance” on marriage and family life, which she viewed as the cutting edge of sex education work.9 Efforts to forge consensus on core issues reflected the goal of liberal religions to unify around values they considered universal. While agreement seemed possible during the early phase of family life education and the mid-century heyday of Protestant ecumenicalism, it would be seriously challenged as these programs embraced more controversial stances and widened the scope of people interested in sex education.

Anna Garlin Spencer and ASHA’s Division of Family Relations

Family life education became a dominant approach to sex education, and Anna Garlin Spencer (Figure 3.1) is the ASHA leader who deserves credit for initiating this agenda. Spencer brought together social purity, social hygiene, and moral education, along with an emphasis on integrating liberal religion and the social sciences. Spencer’s involvement in sex education went back to nineteenth-century moral education societies that were part of the social purity movement, and her leadership continued through the purity organization that merged into ASHA. She remained an active leader in ASHA throughout its early history. Along with many years of experience as a social reformer, an ordained minister, and an educator, she brought to the work an interest in adapting to the times and to scientific advancements, a liberal religious optimism about human potential, and a belief that churches had the responsibility and resources to enact social progress. In 1925, ASHA’s executive committee appointed her as a special consultant, adding to the numerous services she had already rendered. At the time she was serving on the organization’s board of directors and executive committee, so a paid position empowered her to spearhead additional projects.10
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Figure 3.1. Anna Garlin Spencer. Courtesy of Swarthmore College Peace Collection, Anna Garlin Spencer Papers.



ASHA renewed Spencer’s consultant position over the next several years, and she reported tremendous activity. In 1926 alone, then in her mid-seventies, she gave nearly seventy talks addressing sexuality, the family, or both.11 Her biggest project was organizing an ASHA Institute at Chautauqua, New York, for teachers, parents, ministers, and other community leaders interested in social hygiene.12 There she lectured on family, prostitution, and the history of social purity and social hygiene, while ASHA leader Thomas W. Galloway offered courses on “Sex and Education” as well as a series for religious school teachers on sexuality and character formation.13 Spencer’s projects often targeted religious organizations because she felt that ASHA’s “alignment with the religious forces is the most important matter to now engage our attention since it is the forward one.”14 In a talk for Unitarian women, she urged churches to utilize their various activities to teach about sexuality. Because churches had communities that were more intimate and homogenous compared to other institutions, she deemed them ideal educational settings and advised them to cooperate with ASHA.15

To reach churches on a larger scale, Spencer became ASHA’s representative on the FCC’s Commission on Marriage and the Family.16 She participated in some of its most significant early projects, including studies that produced statements on marital ideals and birth control. As a speaker and discussion leader, she contributed to city-wide conferences that the FCC hosted for ministers in 1929 and 1930.17 In addition to her FCC role, she participated in the Commission on the Family of the national Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA). One of its representatives praised Spencer for being receptive to discussing controversial topics and for giving “unsparingly of her time and counsel.” Her approach was described as grounded in “sound, scientific learning” and yet “not distant nor theoretical, but kindly human and practical.”18 Despite her enthusiasm, Spencer admitted that these alliances stifled her liberal leanings, which she claimed to compromise “to satisfy the conservative church ideals.”19 Although the FCC became increasingly known as a center for liberal Protestantism, Spencer’s beliefs in the universality of moral values and the constraints of institutional structures on religion put her further left on many issues than her more moderate Protestant partners of mainline churches. Her work with the FCC was also surprising because the organization had excluded Unitarians from denominational membership, although there is no evidence of resistance to her individual contributions.20 Spencer’s religious liberalism, in some ways, operated more freely within the nonreligious organization of ASHA because it was removed from the denominational divisions she wanted to overcome.

As Spencer became more engaged with family life committees and their outreach to churches, she boldly proposed to reenvision ASHA’s structure by organizing a new Division of Family Relations to oversee all other departments. In 1929, the board of directors approved Spencer’s plan, affirming its commitment to preservation and improvement of the “monogamic family.”21 The objective—“to make better men and women in better families”—the board agreed, was not new, “but rather a more definite articulate and effective use of the various parts of our ASHA machinery for the one end of better family life.”22 Early goals of the division included developing family life education and marriage consultation services, the latter of which paralleled trends in counseling emerging from psychology and social work.23 Interest in creating counseling and consultation services through which to advise married couples and parents remained closely tied to campaigns for education about sex, marriage, and family life through the 1950s. In order to gain a better understanding of the field, Spencer gathered data on existing courses and available resources. To help her, colleagues transferred to the division from other ASHA departments, including sociologist and family life expert Ernest Groves and eugenics proponent Paul Popenoe.24 While Spencer had a grander vision for the launch, including a younger leader to step in and a more robust budget, she accepted the role of the division’s director in order to get it off the ground.25 Spencer nudged her colleagues to find a replacement to take over her experiment, although it seemed that little effort went into securing one given her capable leadership. The Division of Family Relations remained her pet project until her death in 1931.

To situate ASHA as a leader in the field, she took seriously the need to put the division “on the ‘social map,’ by making more explicit what was implicit as a motivating interest” within ASHA.26 In many speeches and newspaper reports, Spencer distinguished sex education from family life education, promoting the former as one component of the latter. The broader study would consider the wider network of social relations between the sexes, particularly as expressed between husband and wife and in relation to parenthood.27 By shifting the framework and putting sex education in service to family relations, she both narrowed and broadened its scope. She limited it by confining sexual activity to the marriage bed while expanding it through connections to larger family structures and social values.

Spencer’s authority to steer the division derived not only from her years of involvement with social purity and social hygiene, but also from her professional experiences as a scholar of family relations. At the Teachers College of Columbia University, she gave some of the earliest college lectures on marriage and family beginning in 1910. She initiated a series of talks in 1919 on the “social problems of family life,” which she continued for over a decade.28 She also integrated issues of family, gender relations, and sexuality into her courses at Meadville Theological School, a Unitarian institution where she served as professor of sociology and ethics beginning in 1913. In addition to numerous articles, she wrote about marriage in her 1912 book Woman’s Share of Social Culture and her 1923 book The Family and Its Members. She maintained the position that “the monogamic, private, family is a priceless inheritance from the past and should be preserved,” which required its adaptation to new societal pressures.29 For her, marriage and religion were valuable traditions that must keep up with the times and allow cultural forces to affect their direction.

As a leader of reform movements, a trainer of social workers, and a teacher of sociology, Spencer identified a fundamental social problem in the United States as the need for modern families to incorporate democratic social ideals.30 Democratic society was a potent symbol for early twentieth-century liberal Protestants, as many of them strove to create the “democratic Kingdom of God” on earth through social reforms.31 Spencer extended these principles into the family, arguing that “the old family unity, based on autocratic rule of one head [of household] and on economic pressure toward one form of activity, must be translated into a new family unity, based upon intimate and affectional mutual aid toward the truer personality of each member and of the social usefulness of all members.”32 Concern about the development of each family member’s personality grew out of the moral and character education movement and the “therapeutic ethos” that impacted mainline Protestantism in the 1930s. The shift from building character to developing personality represented a change in emphasis from personal convictions to traits that would integrate well into society.33 For Spencer, democratization of the family paralleled democratization of gender roles, a stance that brought together her sociological views with her experiences as a suffragist and as one of the few ordained women in the United States to have led her own congregation. In a speech for a ministerial conference in 1930, she argued for the idea that women’s increasing equality called for a dual headship of the family.34 In these ways, she linked family life education with signs of progressivism as an outgrowth of the rise of women’s rights and democracy. At the same time, her more progressive leanings were tempered by her general support for the detention of women arrested for prostitution and her relative silence on birth control.

Although the institution of marriage needed updates, according to Spencer, it served functions that made it worth saving. She perceived it as society’s most successful method for helping people to attain personal fulfillment and to develop “moral discipline” as husbands and wives “call out the best in each other’s nature.”35 Improving families was thus an attempt to aid individual moral progress. She similarly emphasized what she regarded as unrivaled social responsibilities of the family: caring for and educating children.36 In her view, democracy relied upon the family as a training ground for the moral character, social development, and values of future generations.37

Spencer related family life education to trends in applied social science, including social work, the sociology of the family, and home economics. These, to her, complemented progressive religious reform movements as ways to improve society in more standardized and educated ways. She saw these fields expand as a result of changes in modern womanhood and families. Because of more rights and educational opportunities, women worked in professional settings in greater numbers. Social work and home economics became female-dominated, paralleling women’s presence within many types of social reform. Although women were primary consumers of home economics, Spencer contended that courses were not simply, as many believed, meant to train women to become better mothers and wives, nor lower standards of women’s education. Rather, she argued that studying domestic science provided professional training that often led “directly toward a vocational career, standardized and salaried, related to general social organization,” including a variety of positions in medical and service industries.38 While Spencer was outspoken about her support for women in applied fields, there were likely other motives at play in linking family life education and social work. The social gospel proponents within the FCC had a history of trying to defeminize social work by engaging church men and renaming it social service. Acknowledging ministers, who were predominantly male, as authorities of family life therefore served their purpose of masculinizing and Christianizing the work.39

The eugenics movement strengthened connections between family life and applied social sciences. Despite the motivations of people like Spencer, who celebrated women in the workforce, the rise in domestic science was fueled by the eugenic instinct to encourage “fit” women to embrace their role in the home as mothers. A 1919 article in the Journal of Social Hygiene made this point clear, reflecting both positive and negative eugenic thinking:


If reproduction of the most inferior is prevented, as should be done, then the remainder must yield a higher birth rate. . . . Are our superiors reproducing adequately? Without retelling here the details, the answers is decisively no. How then can they be led to do so? . . . The problem of developing the teaching of domestic science and mother-craft so that they will fill their proper role is a most urgent one.40



While not all supporters of domestic science did so for eugenic reasons or to restrict women’s public careers, these views were prominent enough to shape the form that domestic sciences took in many locations along with popular conceptions of it. Eugenics further influenced ASHA’s family life initiatives through Paul Popenoe, who worked with Spencer and was co-author of the popular textbook Applied Eugenics. His articles appeared regularly in the Journal of Social Hygiene, reflecting his views that increased reproduction among those with “inferior mentality” or “anti-social characteristics” that eugenicists believed to be inherited, such as criminality or alcoholism, would lead to racial deterioration and, ultimately, “break down the ideal of monogamous family life.”41

For its part, ASHA likely heeded Spencer’s argument to put family life at its center because of her combined status as a social hygiene leader and a social scientist, her seniority and proved effectiveness within the movement, and her clarity and determination in putting forth a vision for the future of the organization, even though it did not continue in the exact form she proposed. ASHA President Edward L. Keyes Jr. considered her one of the great orators of ASHA, a skill that would have undoubtedly enhanced her persuasiveness and leadership abilities.42 She further steered ASHA’s path as its unofficial historian, emphasizing the Division of Family Relations as a culmination of previous goals within her speeches and articles about ASHA’s history.43 She worked hard to convince others that her colleagues had aspired to improve family life all along.

Religion was necessary for the family to fulfill its many social functions, argued Spencer, as well as to guide its transition into a more democratic institution. She turned to the church because she considered it the social institution closest to the family, in part because of the status of marriage as a religious custom.44 She hoped that religious education would teach “spiritual ideals of family life on a basis of equal rights, equal duties and equal social responsibility of men and women in the home.”45 This was a direct challenge to fundamentalist Protestant beliefs about separate, complementary gender roles that upheld the husband as head-of-household.46 In a letter to Unitarian ministers, Spencer recommended that churches create parent-teacher study groups to consider topics of marriage, parenthood, and family life and youth groups to discuss aspects of dating.47 In another context she proclaimed that churches, as their “sacred duty,” should offer wholesome recreation and opportunities to meet “suitable partners” in addition to offering education on marriage and family life.48

Spencer called upon leaders of religious training centers to incorporate courses on family life so that future ministers and rabbis could provide better instruction to youth and improve counseling for couples preparing to marry or facing domestic difficulties. Her position as a professor at Meadville Theological School no doubt contributed to her interest in developing such training. She cooperated with Stephen S. Wise, a Reform Jewish rabbi who had started an educational center to train progressive rabbis in New York City.49 She likewise reached out to Shailer Mathews, dean of the University of Chicago Divinity School who was a Baptist well known for his liberal theology and contributions to the social gospel.50 In her communications with Mathews, she tried to allay his fears that ASHA’s Division of Family Relations was trying to dominate religious agendas with the topic of sexuality. Rather, she affirmed his stance that it “should be made to assume its proper place” in relation to the home and other dimensions of human life. These priorities, she claimed, distinguished the goals of the new division from previous sex instruction fixated on physical aspects.51 By 1931, the Division of Family Relations reported that it had communicated with seventy-nine theological schools and nearly 300 ministers about family life opportunities and materials.52

Alongside religious leaders, social workers shaped family life agendas. In 1928, Spencer took part in a family life conference for social workers and described it as “a milestone meeting” that explored a variety of approaches. Her own contributions grew out of her experience as a faculty member within the New York School of Philanthropy’s social work program.53 She criticized those who trained social workers by focusing on pathological, abnormal cases rather than “normal” family development and concerns. Accordingly, she wanted ASHA’s division to emphasize preventive rather than therapeutic work, the latter of which treated conditions already existing.54 The move toward prevention of problems aligned with the larger trend in sex education of teaching morals to a wider public. As part of the division’s efforts, Spencer organized a “Symposium on Problems of Family Relations” in 1930 at ASHA’s Annual Meeting. It included papers on biological foundations of family, training for successful marriage, and preparation for parenthood. She noted that these efforts benefited from other social movements regarding preventive medicine, mental hygiene, parent-teacher associations, child study groups, and development of college courses in home economics and the family.55

Spencer, at the time, was nearing eighty. Her health required her to move outside of New York City, because, as she put it, “a part of the old machine has begun to wear out and fresh air is the best treatment it can have.”56 Because her commute was so far, she arranged a temporary housing situation near ASHA’s office in order to keep up with the demands of her position.57 She described her ideal successor as “a combination of social worker, educational leader, devoted worker for [a] single high standard of morality, good speaker and above all one who can bind our fine staff together in a common and consciously held purpose even more firmly and effective [sic] than now. I hope that person is growing up!”58 Spencer had created big shoes to fill, and no such person stepped up before her death in February 1931. Her parting, according to one observer, only strengthened her reputation as “patron saint” of the Division of Family Relations.59

Spencer’s expertise lived on in numerous ways. Benjamin R. Andrews, an editor of family life books and a professor at Teachers College, attested to her contributions to the first high school textbook on the family shortly before her death. After reviewing the manuscript, she suggested that it add more sex education rather than simply beginning its narrative with an already pregnant woman. Before introducing reproduction, she advised, it should address issues of comprehending sexual impulses and managing them according to social, ethical, and health ideals.60 Her particular liberal religious beliefs led her to suggest that the section on religion and the home be removed; in this case, it was not a secular motivation that inspired a more secular textbook. She advised,


I do not think that such a book should try to explain what is meant by the “sacrament of marriage,” since different forms of creedal belief so widely differ in that matter. The piety of the public school is patriotism, social serviceableness, and that fine citizenship that makes each person and every family help to raise the ethical standard of the social whole. I think that is as far as we should go in any text for all types of religionists to use.61



Her resistance to religious divisions and orthodoxies, most evident in her career through her leadership within the Free Religious Association, informed her dedication to keeping specific religious doctrines out of schools. This fell in line with broader liberal Protestant trends that supported secularized moral education in schools while turning to voluntary organizations and churches for more explicit religious instruction. In addition to her desire for religion to transcend denominational structures, she focused on unity through universal ideals, which had motivated her involvement in the ethical culture movement. She believed that a consistent drive behind all religion was the yearning “ ‘to seek the good.’ ”62 Her reactions to the textbook showed ways in which liberal religion influenced her family life work and hinted at challenges of describing religious dimensions of family life in public schools.

After Spencer’s death, family life work within ASHA experienced a number of transitions. The executive committee tabled its decision to fill Spencer’s position until the relationship of the family life agenda to ASHA’s other goals could be further clarified, although it expressed continued interest in developing consultation services and eventually enlarging the Division of Family Relations.63 The biggest stumbling block was the economic depression affecting the nation. In spring 1932, as a means to save money, the board of directors approved combining educational and family life work within a new Division of Education and Family Relations.64 The following year, it abolished divisions altogether within the organization to reduce personnel and to become more flexible on a smaller budget. Whereas Spencer had regarded family life work as the utmost priority, by the end of 1933 those who had taken over conceded that, given financial difficulties, ASHA’s other programs should take precedence.65 The Division of Family Relations—Spencer’s crowning achievement—lost critical momentum and changed shape significantly after the death of its visionary, driving force, and strongest advocate. Another factor that likely slowed ASHA’s work in family relations was its attachment to the idea of developing consultation services, because initiating such programs at a time of reduced personnel proved too burdensome. As one of the legacies of the Great Depression, ASHA continued to combine education and family relations activities, effectively making its sex education work more about the family.

Although ASHA pulled back on developing its own consultation services, it found justification in the fact that others were forging ahead. The Human Betterment Association, a eugenics organization for which Paul Popenoe worked after his time with ASHA, began the Institute for Family Relations in Los Angeles. According to one historian, although it provided marital counseling services, its primary purpose was to compile statistics on heredity that could be used to support eugenic legislation like California’s compulsory sterilization law. Along similar lines, Popenoe emphasized the need for the institute to develop its premarital counseling services in order to prevent unsuccessful marriages involving those with “mental or emotional defect” or “physical defect.”66 Ministers, churches, and denominations were also leaders in creating consulting services, especially in the area of premarital counseling. The Protestant Episcopal Church, for example, required clergy to deliver instruction to couples they were to wed. Church-led marriage classes were on the rise in addition to the various initiatives of the FCC.67 Through the framework of family life education and Spencer’s outreach in her final decade, religious groups like those associated with the FCC increasingly accepted responsibility for education and counseling about sexuality, marriage, and family.

The Federal Council of Churches’ Commission on Marriage and the Home

As Spencer expanded her collaboration with religious organizations, the FCC became an important partner of ASHA and a central organization for coordinating family life education among churches. After World War I, when military sex education was no longer a pressing matter, churches became primary sites for developing sex education. In general, churches responded more quickly than schools and could address needs for which schools were not equipped, including marital counseling and consultation services, parental education, and promotion of marital values related to sexuality. The FCC took an early interest in this work. In 1913, five years after its formation, it organized a Commission on Family Life that included prominent liberal Protestant leaders like Harry Emerson Fosdick. The commission urged instruction on marital ideals and sex relations in order to “fortify the young against sexual sins,” to teach self-control, and to work against inaccurate and deceptive depictions that permeated American culture.68 In 1916, it combined with the Commission on Sunday Observance to become the Committee on Family Life and Religious Rest Day. The new committee ended voluntarily just two years later because it lacked staff and financial resources and because others within the FCC were able to absorb its projects.69

As the FCC developed programs to strengthen Christian households, it began cooperating with ASHA and government agencies on wartime social hygiene starting in 1917. To bring churches into the government’s national venereal disease campaigns, they called upon Worth M. Tippy, a Methodist minister, social gospel leader, and secretary of the FCC’s Commission on the Church and Social Service.70 Cooperation resulted in publications to help clergy speak to their congregations about prevention of syphilis and gonorrhea.71 After World War I, the FCC continued social hygiene work by preparing courses for Sunday schools and theological schools and cooperating with ASHA to plan regional conferences for religious leaders.72 In 1926, representatives from the FCC and ASHA together embarked upon fieldwork studying conditions in Florida and Cuba. There they consulted with community leaders on the need for sex education programs and, to keep youth occupied in wholesome fun, an increase in church-based recreation programs and social events.73 That year, the FCC also aided ASHA’s Valentine’s Day Committee to correspond with thousands of ministers about utilizing the holiday to promote themes of love, marriage, and family from the pulpit.74

In 1927, ASHA funded cooperative efforts with the FCC with the goal of increasing programs within Protestant churches. Benjamin S. Winchester, a Congregationalist minister and secretary of the FCC’s Commission on Christian Education, spearheaded these projects with the help of Tippy and Samuel McCrea Cavert from the FCC and Max J. Exner and Valeria Parker from ASHA.75 Cavert, a Presbyterian minister, would later be memorialized as a prominent leader of the Protestant ecumenical movement, in the United States and abroad. Parker was a female physician who, among other positions, had served as executive secretary of the government’s Interdepartmental Social Hygiene Board. Winchester found it surprising that church members—those he deemed “most concerned with the preservation of the home and the building up of wholesome relations between the sexes”—were so reluctant to embrace sex instruction.76

Through conferences and local parent education classes, they demonstrated the vital role of churches in helping parents deal with child-rearing issues pertaining to sexual development and boy-girl relations. Courses adopted Galloway’s Parenthood and the Character Training of Children to study instructional methods, introducing parents and ministers to moral education and family life approaches to teaching sexuality. His book, sponsored by the Methodist Episcopal Church, appealed to religious groups because it situated sex education within the family process of raising children to develop Christian values and behaviors. Galloway reinforced psychologist G. Stanley Hall’s theory that religious interest during adolescence could be guided to stabilize erotic impulses and to direct them toward higher life plans. For that purpose, he considered the family setting to be exceptional in its ability to pair scientific facts about the body with personal and social ideals.77 As in other liberal religious and social scientific approaches to sex education, Galloway warned against using condemnation or fear tactics to guide behavior because he believed that repression could lead to “mental strains, unbalance, and disease of spirit.”78

Building upon success bringing ASHA’s agenda to liberal Protestant audiences, the FCC created the Committee on Marriage and the Home in 1927. Guided by Tippy, it was first called the Committee on Marriage and Divorce because of concern over the nation’s high divorce rate, which it cited at one divorce per six marriages. However, it was soon renamed to take on a more positive tone. After a slow start, ASHA subsidized and provided logistical assistance that enabled the committee to expand its programs. For further support, ASHA designated representatives to serve on it, including Spencer and later Newell Edson.79 FCC leaders lauded Edson’s work for representing an “educational and spiritual approach rather than the biological and pathological.”80

Whereas fundamentalist Protestants in the early twentieth century turned toward the primacy of biblical authority, the liberal Protestant inclinations of the Committee on Marriage and the Home led it to consult scientific authorities. Like ASHA’s Division on Family Life, it determined that it had to learn the latest findings on family life from medical and social science fields before religious and moral aspects could be fully addressed. For each new project, including those on marriage, divorce, birth control, and intermarriage, consultations occurred with sociologists of the family like Ernest Groves and Spencer, who both served on the committee. From its beginning, it was convinced that sexuality should be part of church-sponsored education, including courses for children, teenagers, engaged couples, and husbands and wives.81 Early on it decided that sexual instruction needed to be framed by discussions of family life.82 It tried to convince denominational education committees and the International Council of Religious Education of the necessity for these courses and collaborated with them to prepare curricula.

In its early years, the Committee on Marriage and the Home hosted dozens of conferences for religious leaders and educators. They featured literature exhibits to familiarize ministers with available resources. According to Tippy, the FCC preferred communicating through conferences because face-to-face contact facilitated clearer understandings of concerns and improved relationships. ASHA co-sponsored many of these, provided speakers, and consulted about planning and programming. From churches and the press, the FCC reported a favorable response and no complaints about these events. Although the Committee on Marriage and the Home relied primarily upon ASHA literature in order to save money, it did publish bibliographies on what it determined to be the finest family life resources. Additionally, it produced texts to guide ministers in premarital counseling, beginning with Safeguarding Marriage in 1933, later renamed Premarital Counseling. The religious trend toward marital therapy signaled the acceptance of psychology as compatible with cultivating Christian families.83

A number of FCC and ASHA co-sponsored conferences produced publications so that suggestions could be applied more widely. In 1931, for example, the Conference on Preparation for Marriage and Homemaking resulted in a manual for leading discussions within churches called Young People’s Relationships: A Manual for Leaders. It contained exercises, such as one designed to assess emotional responses to words relating to marriage, divorce, home, children, tradition, women’s roles, and sex education. It included, too, tests about the variety of opinions on young people’s relationships and analyses of troubles in these areas. Finally, it addressed values, goals, and standards held by students and how these could be integrated into life plans. Reflecting wariness of conservative Christian approaches, it recommended that the course leader “be a religious person—not ostentatiously ‘pious’ nor dogmatic, but with a natural dignity and a profound reverence for God and for human personality.”84 Attention to categorizing emotional responses, respecting individual personalities, and systematically analyzing interpersonal problems reveal the extent that psychology and sociology influenced liberal Protestant education about family life.

Leaders from ASHA, the FCC, the YMCA, and the YWCA cooperated on at least one occasion to defend an independent sex educator, although they took part as individuals and not as official representatives of their organizations. In 1929, they came together to support birth control leader Mary Ware Dennett, who had been legally charged with mailing obscene literature. During the gathering, they shared testimonies affirming Dennett’s contributions and to argue specifically that her sex education pamphlet The Sex Side of Life was not indecent. One ASHA leader who knew Dennett from their suffrage work together endorsed the document’s mature discussions of the wonder of reproduction. The meeting concluded with decisions to dedicate more effort to studying ways that censorship laws affected their work.85 Despite their shared concerns about censorship and agreement with most sex education principles within the pamphlet, the organizations that these individuals were part of, including ASHA, likely refrained from official roles in the meeting because of Dennett’s more radical associations with birth control advocacy and socialism. The pamphlet itself did not use the term “birth control” but did endorse the idea of intentional pregnancies and rebuked censorship laws that prohibited spreading knowledge to enable reproductive planning.86 Throughout the 1930s, many clergy wrote to Dennett requesting copies of her pamphlet, demonstrating growing interest among churches and the piecemeal strategy often used to gather sex education materials from a variety of religious and secular sources.

As it developed its family life agenda, the FCC’s Committee on Marriage and the Home issued official statements. In 1929, it released one called “Ideals of Love and Marriage,” which discussed the supposed failure of many couples to live up to Christian ideals of marriage as a serious, monogamous, lifelong, spiritual relationship between one man and one woman. According to the document, “Lax ideas of sex relations, lower forms of marriage, the problems of disturbed homes, [and] divorce” fed the problem.87 It spoke against so-called “stunt marriages” performed on rooftops or other extreme locations and condemned companionate marriages that elevated sexual relations above other aspects. The concerns reflected broader Protestant fears of lay Christians pursuing independent paths beyond the control of churches, which fueled admonitions against behavior ranging from joining labor unions to marrying a non-Protestant. The declaration was simultaneously a confession that churches had neglected in many ways to teach and safeguard the Christian marital ideal and a call for them to do better.

Despite growing Protestant approval for the work of the FCC’s Committee on Marriage and the Home, ASHA questioned whether to continue its contributions. It normally limited its support of such projects to several years, and it had already sponsored the FCC’s social hygiene work for seven. However, because it felt that its investment was “just about to bear its fruit,” it made an exception.88 Consequently, the following year became a test to see whether the FCC could convince ASHA to continue its funding.89 The FCC took great pains to increase its social hygiene projects and document its work, with one report claiming that the its attention to sexual problems and education had reached new heights.90 Convinced, ASHA provided a subsidy so that the Committee on Marriage and the Home could hire Leland Foster Wood as its first full-time secretary, a position dedicated to projects in “sex education, social hygiene, and family relations.”91 By that time several denominations involved in family life work added to the FCC’s budget in these areas, including the Presbyterian Church of the USA and the Protestant Episcopal Church.92 Wood, an ordained Baptist minister and a former missionary to the Belgian Congo, resigned from his job as a professor of social ethics at Colgate-Rochester Divinity School to work for the FCC.93 He became known as an effective speaker who could present aspects of sexual biology with a “dignified frankness . . . along with deep insights into their cosmic significance and their spiritual sanctities.”94 He played a leading role within the FCC until 1950 and served as a liaison to denominations, ASHA, and the International Council of Religious Education, a council that would later merge with the FCC to create the National Council of Churches. His relationship with the council showed the continued connection between sex education and religious education, which, as described in the previous chapter, was originally forged over the common ground of moral education in ASHA’s early years.

Wood promoted Christian churches as not only suitable partners but legitimate authorities in the field of family relations. Their involvement in national movements, he boasted, was based on a dedication to using religious and educational means to strengthen the American family.95 Wood stressed several reasons that churches were natural leaders, several of which were historical. Christianity was largely responsible for inculcating the value of monogamy into Western cultures and laws, he maintained, and therefore he felt that “having succeeded thus far, it can hardly escape the obligation of doing all in its power to make monogamic marriage complete and beautiful.”96 He further identified practical connections between religion and family, including the fact that ministers performed most marriage ceremonies, making marital preparation and success direct concerns of the church.97 Furthermore, family served as a religious institution as it passed parents’ traditions to the next generation and introduced children to Christian ideals like love and forgiveness.98 Beyond its part in the transmission of religion, Wood believed that significant religious values were modeled on the family. He explained, “Such ideas as God our Father, love as the heart of religion, the brotherhood of man as a philosophy of social living, the bearing of one another’s burdens, the forgiveness of offenses, doing to others as we would have them do to us, and sacrificial love . . . are attitudes rooted in family living.”99 Since these concepts relied upon a certain model of healthy domestic life, cultural changes affecting the household threatened their very meaning. Wood urged denominations and ASHA to accept the stance that the fate of religion and family were mutually dependent.100

Recent changes in religion and family further necessitated Christian involvement in sex and marital education, according to Wood. He noted that while many used to perceive religion as an external force that controlled people’s lives through demands and restrictions, it was now seen as an internal stimulus that facilitated progress toward becoming one’s “best self.”101 His focus on personal improvement was likely affected by trends in liberal religions and psychology that centered on the individual, criticized repressive measures, and emphasized this-worldly success. Messages of personal prosperity, the promise of perfection, and positive outlooks permeated American culture through diffuse influences of metaphysical religions and liberal Protestantism. Developmental psychology also energized sex education’s concern with individual progress during childhood and adolescence, the roots of which can be traced back to G. Stanley Hall. Education was promoted as a positive way to guide personal development. In addition to these trends, Wood viewed the family as shifting from a “centripetal” tendency of shared experiences to a detrimental “centrifugal” one that drew members apart.102 His analysis suggested that households could no longer be relied upon as educational social institutions that cultivated values about religion or even the family itself. In Wood’s view, changes in religion and family furthered the emphasis on individuality and the need for more sources of family life education.

Wood’s many publications bolstered his authority as a family life expert. Although the FCC encouraged his writings, it often judged them “too frank” to publish under its name, requiring him to utilize other presses. The organization, like many institutions seeking to please a broad range of members, was cautious about its reputation. Wood tried to balance explicit advice about “sexual adjustments” for newlyweds with more ambiguous discussions of “psychological and spiritual factors in the union of personalities which marriage and homemaking require.”103 Education about sexual and family issues had significant effects, he advised, associating knowledge with marital bliss and “misguided opinion” with divorce.104 He reported that ministers used many of his publications in their sermons and premarital counseling sessions, including his pamphlets Six Tests of Marriage and Harmony in Marriage and his book Foundations of Happiness in Marriage.

One of his most popular booklets was Christian Marriage, which Wood described as his effort to articulate Christianity’s stance on marriage. While the FCC included denominations with a range of beliefs, he pointed out that these groups agreed on the importance of “chastity, of reverence for personality, and of the sacredness of family ties.”105 The Christian ideal of marriage, as he saw it, was a partnership that lasted a lifetime, facilitated the growth of respect and love, and was “unspoiled by the memory of premarital indulgence or by degrading episodes after marriage.” Like Spencer, he believed that monogamous marriage provided the soundest situation for raising children.106 His growing concern over children’s welfare was based in sociological and psychological foundations of FCC literature concerning healthy development of one’s personality and stable social environments. Within his larger framework of Christian marriage, Wood regarded sexual union as God-given, “not to be disdained but rather to be fitted into a Christian way of life.” Through marital love and “moral control,” he believed that sexual activity could be elevated to “a spiritual experience.”107

Under Wood’s leadership, the influence of the Committee on Marriage and the Home expanded. At its peak, it comprised over sixty members representing a variety of denominations and professions specializing in family life.108 Wood boasted that denominational work in family life flourished within the First General Conference of the Reunited Methodist Church, the Presbyterian General Assembly, the Protestant Episcopal Church, the Disciples of Christ, the Congregational-Christian Church, the Baptist Church, the Evangelical and Reformed Church, and the Church of the Brethren. Areas of advancement included premarital pastoral counseling and church-sponsored courses on family life, although he admitted that within these classes the amount of discussion on sexual aspects of marriage varied by group. Instead, the main topics covered were often gender relations, dating, and marriage preparation.109 The committee continued to work with ASHA and increased cooperation with other organizations interested in family life and religious education, enlarging the FCC’s influence in the field. By 1940, it joined with family life sections of the International Council of Religious Education and the United Council of Church Women to form the Intercouncil Committee on Christian Family Life. Its purpose was to coordinate family life agendas across these organizations and to promote Christian Family Week, which fell at the beginning of May and would, among other things, encourage education along these lines.110

Another area in which the FCC witnessed results was in its outreach to theological seminaries.111 Seminaries provided an established network and structure for implementing teacher training, which the larger sex education movement continued to demand. Early on, following Spencer’s lead, the FCC gathered data about family life and sex education classes being offered to ministers-in-training and encouraged development of more degree requirements in marriage and family counseling. The committee urged seminaries to found family relations institutes, which could function to train religious leaders and offer premarital and family consultation services.112 By 1950, when Wood studied curricula of twenty-seven seminaries, he found that almost all had instituted family life courses.113 Topics included performing marriages, counseling, educating children and parents on the meaning of Christian marriage and family life, maintaining relations with community services that aided the family, and representing the church in family work in the community.114 By endorsing such efforts, the FCC inspired the proliferation of family life education among Protestant leaders, legitimating the wholesomeness of their version of sex education by linking it to the authority of seminaries.

Interest in family life spread to other branches of the FCC where it engaged more directly with health and scientific professionals. In 1942, the Committee on Marriage and the Home joined with the Committee on Religion and Health to co-sponsor a conference for religious leaders on “Counseling in Marriage and Family Life in a Time of Stress.” Wood co-edited the volume produced from that meeting, entitled What the American Family Faces. Understanding Christian marriage, he argued, required going beyond Christianity to utilize “every contribution that science and culture can make including the contributions of sociology, of psychology and psychiatry, of home economics, or art, of literature, and of everything that enriches life.”115 The program featured ministers, professors of sociology, psychiatry, and family life, and directors of family life services and associations. In addition to addressing character development as a way to prepare individuals for marriage, which reflected the influence of the earlier push for moral education, the conference also urged ministers to utilize more scientific tools in their family life work.116 Ernest Groves reasoned that if ministers engaged in counseling, they should be expected to familiarize themselves with insights from modern science on topics of marriage and family. He recommended that ministers develop personal connections with scientific professionals to whom they could refer patients when counseling issues went beyond their religious expertise.117 Embrace of pastoral counseling and cooperation with secular counselors distinguished liberal Protestants at the time from conservative evangelicals and fundamentalists, who were generally suspicious of psychologists and psychiatrists.118

In the late 1940s, interactions between liberal religious leaders and scientists were strengthened at the University of Pennsylvania through its Health and Human Relations course, which was later renamed Family Living and Sex Education. Organized by the university’s Institute for the Study of Venereal Disease and co-sponsored by ASHA and the US Public Health Service, the class addressed many physiological aspects of venereal diseases and practical dimensions of sex education. Representatives of ASHA and the FCC delivered guest lectures, and the FCC’s Commission on Religion and Health arranged for selected ministers, Reform Jewish rabbis, and army chaplains to enroll as a way for religious groups to train their own scientific specialists.119 Participants were mostly Protestant with some Jewish leaders. All were expected to run seminars and workshops within their own communities upon completion. For example, one Jewish participant described his plans for implementing a program that would draw upon Jewish sacred texts to interpret and guide physical instincts and family life. Like liberal Protestant sex educators, he rejected “the destructive method of threatening with hell-fire” and chose instead a positive appeal to “higher spiritual values.”120 In such ways, the FCC’s Judeo-Christian concepts of family life and efforts to professionalize became translated into new religious contexts through the interfaith nature of the course. The intersection of religious training with secular higher education extended the boundaries of family life education.

By the end of the decade, however, some within the FCC began to criticize family life education for ignoring significant aspects of sex education. Seward Hiltner, a United Presbyterian minister who was a leading expert in pastoral counseling and head of the FCC’s Commission on Religion and Health, argued that the marriage and family life instruction popular within churches restricted discussions to people old enough to consider marriage.121 Christians, he felt, needed to find a more comprehensive approach. To address criticism, the FCC hosted a conference on “Protestant Strategy in Sex Education” in New York in 1949. Conference leaders framed sex education as a topic located “midway between immediate preparation for marriage and control of venereal diseases, and which appears now to be touched only sporadically by most churches.”122 By positioning it between two familiar approaches, leaders tried to introduce sex education as a logical next step for churches. They presented it as an intervention among younger children that could prevent later problems.

According to the conference, multiple events aligned to create optimal conditions for ministers to offer sex education more directly. First was ministers’ participation in the University of Pennsylvania course, which had spread scientific understanding within some denominations. Second was the 1948 publication of Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, which upended some previous assumptions about sexual behavior and became highly controversial to the general public. For example, it challenged myths surrounding heterosexual normativity by showing a wide spectrum of heterosexual and homosexual inclinations and behaviors. It also had the effect of increasing interest and discourse about sexual behavior, including among churches. Five years later, Kinsey’s Sexual Behavior in the Human Female made an even bigger splash with its discussions of women’s sexuality. Seward Hiltner was particularly influenced by Kinsey’s work and strove to reconcile the new data with Christian approaches of the FCC in his 1953 Sex Ethics and the Kinsey Reports.123 Third was a survey by the International Council of Religious Education, which concluded that the education boards of Christian schools were doing little to advance sex education even though they would welcome it. Last, positive responses to one of Hiltner’s articles on ethical approaches to sex encouraged them.124 Conference delegates voted to affirm that churches should take responsibility for sex education because of their “unique contribution” to family life, including involvement in rituals for birth and marriage and ability to influence moral attitudes and behaviors.125

The sex education history of the Federal Council of Churches is largely a story of family life education. The leadership of churches in family life education led religious figures to be counted among experts by organizations such as ASHA. The idea of teaching the public about sex first caught on in the FCC and its constituent denominations when paired with concern about marriage preparation, which softened fear of teaching about sexuality directly. On the one hand, by providing an indirect avenue, it often meant that sexual topics were buried beneath other aspects of family life. It developed Christian pro-family frameworks that would, ironically, re-surface among conservative Christians in the 1980s. On the other, growth of these religious programs and services paved the way for denominations to advance more progressive views. As these last few examples demonstrate, family life work prepared the ground for productive conversations about sex education and increased interactions between ministers and scientific sex educators.

During this time, ASHA relied upon the FCC to reach churches with social hygiene campaigns. Once the FCC became a leading player in family life education, ASHA took advantage of the connection to bolster its own reputation in religion and family life. It made attempts to solidify the importance of religion within its history, emphasizing ASHA leaders who were “eminent churchmen” and others who “identified closely with church groups and the spiritual life.” It claimed that ASHA had always “found in the church a powerful ally, and has sought constantly to be of assistance to church groups in every way possible. The history of social hygiene in this country, if and when it is ever fully chronicled, must of necessity be also the story of a part of church activity which has had marked effect on community life.”126 As demonstrated, ASHA’s alliance to religion was primarily through mainline churches represented by the FCC and was aided by their shared interests in social scientific trends in counseling, personal development, and improvement of marriage and family life.

Interfaith Ambivalence within Family Life Education

Through its family life work with the FCC and military chaplains, ASHA came to embrace ecumenical and interfaith religious connections. Trends toward interreligious cooperation and lowered boundaries between “Judeo-Christian” traditions would become hallmarks of liberal religion—especially the mainline Protestantism of the FCC—by the mid-twentieth century, where they would stand in stark contrast with ideals of separatism espoused by conservative religions like Protestant fundamentalism, Protestant evangelicalism, and Orthodox Judaism. Sociologist Will Herberg’s publication of Protestant, Catholic, Jew in 1955 has been pointed to as a sign that Catholicism and Judaism were finally accepted as legitimate American religions alongside the dominant Protestantism. Popular statements about Catholics and Jews “making it” were usually based on the idea that they had assimilated to American (that is, white Protestant) norms and that Americans had overcome their anti-Catholic and anti-Semitic biases, both of which were problematic and misguided assumptions. In the decades before Protestant, Catholic, Jew, the interfaith work of family life education contributed to assimilationist narratives by emphasizing the common values that should define families across these religions, while also opening a small space for progressive representatives of Judaism and Catholicism to defend the distinctiveness of their traditions. Family life education also had an ambivalent relationship to anti-Catholicism and anti-Semitism, as Protestant family life educators sought to portray Catholic and Jewish families in a positive light while simultaneously warning against interfaith marriages. Protestants were not alone in rejecting interfaith marriage. Reform Jewish rabbis and Roman Catholic leaders in the United States had previously issued statements forbidding it while revealing their own ambivalences by simultaneously creating guidelines for integrating interfaith married couples into their communities.127

As proven in previous phases, forging alliances required careful negotiations. In moving forward with church and synagogue cooperation, ASHA tried not to step on toes by avoiding official stances on contentious issues. For example, while considering a plan for sponsoring a local family consultation service in 1931, John Montgomery Cooper—an ASHA board member, Catholic priest, and anthropology professor at the Catholic University of America—voiced his opposition because the program would require ASHA to develop policies on controversial topics in order to effectively administer services. These issues included “divorce and grounds therefor; companionate and trial marriage; contraception and legal and medical sterilization; numerous problems concerned with fundamental methods of rearing offspring,” and other “red-hot” social issues. He wrote, “Is it wise for us to become involved in them? It has been the general policy of the Association to avoid controversy. It has an enormous noncontroversial field in which its best work has been done and probably will be.”128 Cooper hinted at several aspects of ASHA’s relationship to religion. A neutral approach to contentious issues allowed it to avoid taking stances that might offend some religious people, allowing leaders like Cooper to remain within its organization. It also meant that the organization chose to follow mainstream culture, rather than lead it, on issues like women’s sexuality. Correspondence from ASHA leaders through the 1950s reminded that its materials did not address issues such as birth control and abortion, encouraging individuals to consult physicians, religious leaders, or their individual consciences in order to make difficult decisions in these areas.129

It was no coincidence that Cooper encouraged ASHA to continue its unofficial policy of neutrality, as Catholics were the primary group that ASHA tried to appease by avoiding a stance on birth control. Catholic physicians were early members of ASHA, including Prince Albert Morrow’s successor at the American Society for Sanitary and Moral Prophylaxis, Edward L. Keyes Jr. ASHA also claimed Catholic Cardinal James Gibbons as one of its early leaders and, in some publications, even a founder, an assertion that became more prominent over time as ASHA increased its interfaith work.130 Even though ASHA cited Catholics among the local opponents to sex education and contributed to nativism with the idea that immigrants posed greater sexual risks, ASHA’s early embrace of Catholic members was still noteworthy given the widespread anti-Catholicism in the United States at the time.

While ASHA sidestepped controversial issues to expand its reach, the FCC was not as willing to accommodate Catholicism’s stance against contraceptives. The FCC remained committed to familiar forms of marriage while simultaneously advancing some concepts of sexuality that were progressive for the time, such as values expressed in its 1931 statement on “Moral Aspects of Birth Control.” In this statement, it followed the lead of other liberal religious organizations that had already issued statements on birth control, including the Central Conference of American Rabbis and the Universalist General Convention in 1929. The FCC’s statement challenged the outlook that intercourse within marriage must intend reproduction in order to be morally acceptable, claiming that its role as “an expression of mutual affection” was good in itself.131 After outlining reasons that it believed could legitimate the spacing of pregnancies, including a mother’s illness, poverty, or overpopulation, the statement then shared the committee’s split opinion regarding whether artificial contraceptives were acceptable in such cases. A minority held that only abstinence was allowed, while a majority declared that “careful and restrained use of contraceptives by married people is valid and moral.” Both believed that increased education about contraceptives could cause “serious evils, such as extra-marital sex relations,” but most agreed that such knowledge was already readily available and often came from unwholesome sources. While the statement advocated church-sponsored education and character training of youth as a way for sexuality and contraceptives “to be kept under moral control,” it forcefully argued against imposing religious beliefs upon others through legislation against contraceptives.132 The statement amplified interest of churches in social hygiene and sparked discussions in all major Protestant denominations according to the FCC.133 In some cases, these conversations became controversies, widening intradenominational divisions between those who held liberal sexual values and those who leaned toward conservatism.134 Although work to prepare the statement fell within the FCC’s cooperative budget with ASHA, an ASHA representative clarified the fact that ASHA did not endorse the report, a response in line with its avoidance of controversial stances.135

Religious advocacy for birth control reflected racial and religious divisions of the time as such advocacy was “a critical component of a ‘racial project’ . . . to curtail the fertility of (mainly Catholic, but also Jewish) immigrants.”136 The mainline Protestant denominations that supported birth control between 1929 and 1931 shared support for the social gospel and eugenics, both of which they saw as important ways to improve society.137 Studies of the American eugenics movement have consistently shown that “the liberals and modernists in their respective faiths—those who challenged their churches to conform to modern circumstances—became the eugenics movement’s most enthusiastic supporters.”138 The modernist theology of liberal Protestants upheld scientific advancements as a way of learning more about God’s creation, and eugenics claimed to be on the cutting edge. Liberal Protestant eugenicists feared being left behind and sought to distinguish themselves from Protestant fundamentalists who became known for public displays of suspicion toward mainstream scientific authority on issues like evolution and, particularly in the South, eugenics.139

Despite the fact that some of its affiliated denominations supported eugenics, the FCC itself was not a major player in the eugenics movement, although some individual leaders were involved.140 The lack of official partnership between the FCC and the American Eugenics Society may have been influenced by the FCC’s efforts in the 1920s to support racial unity through its Department of Race Relations or by the diverse views on birth control still present among members.141 Affiliation with the American Eugenics Society connected early supporters of birth control liberalization more often than membership in the FCC.142 White liberal Protestants were also not the only religious eugenicists. At the time, many Jews and elite members of black churches embraced the scientifically packaged eugenic ideals of race progress and fears of race suicide, especially those associated with positive eugenics. One of ASHA’s most active eugenics leaders was Catholic John Montgomery Cooper, who supported the pronatalist messages of positive eugenics that promoted reproduction and the nuclear family while rejecting the negative eugenic measures of birth control, sterilization, and immigration restrictions. He believed that negative eugenics and its racial hierarchy that upheld whiteness as superior (“Nordicism,” as he called it) were unscientific. Negative eugenic methods also went against Catholic doctrine that condemned unnatural interferences with marital fertility and Catholic belief in the inherent worth of all people, but Cooper consistently framed his opposition according to scientific instead of Catholic standards. Even so, other eugenicists largely dismissed his views, despite frequently citing him as a point of contrast or diversity within their conversations. After seven years of critiquing the American Eugenics Society from within, Cooper resigned in 1930 after the Vatican issued the encyclical Casti Connubbi, which condemned eugenic laws restricting marriage and forcing sterilization.143

In 1935, ASHA’s Journal of Social Hygiene highlighted its ecumenical and interfaith connections in a special edition on religion and family life education. Anna Garlin Spencer’s piece on “The Church, Social Relations, and Family Welfare” led the issue, representing her important role in bringing together religion and family life within ASHA. The issue showcased articles by Cooper and Reform Jewish Rabbi Philip David Bookstaber, who each examined family life programs within their respective faiths. Despite Catholic encyclicals in 1929 and 1930 warning against sex education programs that were focused on physiology and divorced from faith, Cooper continued to insist that “most American Catholic leaders in the field are in substantial agreement with the sober and balanced American program of social hygiene as promoted by the American Social Hygiene Association.”144 He implied that Catholic condemnation was referring to more radical forms. He also told readers that Catholic schools were no strangers to instructing children on sexual issues, especially concerning chastity and marriage, although Catholics believed that “strength or weakness of will” are more influential on sexual behaviors than “knowledge and ignorance.”145 This reinforced the general religious argument within ASHA that scientific knowledge alone was not enough to change the course of sexual trends. Along similar lines, Bookstaber shared the idea, popularized by G. Stanley Hall, that the time of youth was both the most religious and the most “romantic” period of one’s life, reinforcing the need for religiously inspired sex education. His Reform synagogue had adopted ASHA’s social hygiene approach, resulting in youth education and premarital counseling. Based on these experiences, and without describing many particulars of Jewish family life teachings, he recommended that other groups take up ASHA’s approach to family life education.146

In 1950, ASHA again published a special church edition that emphasized Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish sex educators who had contributed to its history. The edition was dedicated to a symposium that took place during ASHA’s annual meeting: “Symposium on Points of Agreement and Emphasis among the Three Major Religious Faiths.” Panelists included Wood, representing FCC Protestants; Albert A. Goldman, a rabbi and former army chaplain from the Reform Jewish tradition; and Edward B. Lyman, who spoke as a Catholic layman. In these interactions, ASHA continued its tendency to sidestep controversy by encouraging representatives to focus on common ground—referred to as the “ninety-five per cent of agreement”—between religions on issues of family life.147 By this point, the National Catholic Welfare Conference had established a Family Life Department and the Central Conference of American Rabbis, a Reform Jewish organization, boasted a committee dedicated to marriage and family. Moreover, Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish leaders collaborated within the Religion and the Family section of the National Council on Family Relations.148

Reflecting the liberal Protestant integration of religion and science, Wood’s contribution to the panel noted that each religion considered family life to be “part of the natural order as well as of the spiritual order.” He argued that sex should be taught as it related to family rather than in its “immature” individual forms that he associated with “personal exploitation and gratification,” which drew from psychological theories of personal development. Family life education, for Wood, focused on “mature” expressions that concerned “not merely maleness and femaleness, but husbandliness, wifeliness, fatherliness and motherliness.”149 He argued that the church, as “a custodian of highest values,” had an obligation to offer such education. Its responsibility, he held, extended beyond religious leaders to include lay religious participants as well.150 His call to action was therefore a way to mobilize Christians in many professions, including those in the fields of medicine, education, and community leadership.

The Catholic speaker, Lyman, supported a common religious ground as foundation for interfaith cooperation: “Since we can ‘agree to disagree’ on some matters, we are free to concentrate on those large and important areas where we can agree, and where there is so much work to be done.”151 He pointed out some “inconsistencies” in the movement’s relationship to religion, noting that ASHA’s objectives included moral and spiritual dimensions but did not clarify their foundations. The implicit basis, as Lyman saw it, was a “fundamental belief in God. . . . Can we ‘develop ideals of life, marriage and parenthood’ without God, who is the Divine Author of all three?”152 For its part, ASHA had officially avoided theological language, choosing instead vaguer discussions of morals. It had outsourced much of its religious work over the years to the FCC, YMCA, or specific ASHA representatives like Spencer, reflecting the liberal Protestant view that secular and religious work could proceed within different spheres while still being complementary. Now ASHA’s growing number of church affiliates called for more explicit articulation of religious dimensions of social hygiene. As in its cooperation with the military, ASHA seemed willing to alter materials to suit its partners, who in this case valued a close connection between sexuality, Christian morals, and monogamous marriages.

Goldman, the Jewish speaker, reflected the intersection of liberal religion and social science as chair of the committee on psychiatry for the Central Conference of American Rabbis, the main organization for Reform Jewish Rabbis in the United States. ASHA’s mission was “in complete accord” with his religious tradition, he affirmed, applauding the organization for acknowledging that providing information was not enough to change behaviors. In his words, “the pervert may be fully acquainted with all the facts, [but] that alone will not change his fundamental drives.”153 Goldman indicated that Reform Judaism was in step with social scientific developments, including new understandings about personal growth from psychiatry and sexology. He went so far as to suggest substitution of “salvation” with “maturity” as the superior goal for humanity, a goal that he defined as the most elevated “relationship that man can establish within and without himself. . . . We are becoming aware that the nuclear energy of sex is the microphone through which we broadcast our basic selves.”154 In the context of the early atomic age, his description of individual sexual expression as nuclear underscored its potential power and danger. At the same time, he warned that popularity of psychological information could be harmful, especially since it could make parents preoccupied with their own “unresolved guilt.”155 Thus he agreed with ASHA’s balance of psychological and social research and promotion of religious values. Although the interfaith platform was meant to level the playing field, Goldman was happy to list a few advantages of Judaism in family life work, since Jewish faith described itself as a home-centered religion and did not have a traditional conception of sexuality as evil.

As part of its interfaith agenda, ASHA tried to normalize Judaism to its primarily Christian audience. In 1952, for example, it published rabbi David Jacobson’s “Love Story of an American Family.” According to the author, he was invited to share his narrative of a Jewish family as an example of a “successful home.” Johnson emphasized that Jewish family traditions were similar to those among Christians based on a “Judeo-Christian attitude toward life.” Invoking shared middle-class American values, he cited studies that found much in common between people within the same economic class and job status, regardless of religious differences. He connected his description of Jewish family-centered practices to many of ASHA’s ideals of family life, including monogamy, mutual respect, and importance of tradition for making modern marriage work. Despite underscoring similarities with Christians, Jacobson ultimately discouraged Jews marrying them based on the view that successful married couples share similar backgrounds.156

The rejection of interfaith marriage was another thing ASHA’s Reform Jewish authors had in common with Christian family life educators. The encouragement of interfaith cooperation through a focus on family life was paired with warnings to avoid marrying across religious traditions. The FCC was most concerned with Protestant-Catholic marriages, perhaps because these were more common than Protestant-Jewish examples or it believed that the Jewish tradition sufficiently warned its members not to marry Gentiles. In its first statement on the topic, the FCC’s Committee on Marriage and the Home produced a pamphlet in 1932 called Intermarriage of Members of Different Christian Communions. It suggested that discord on such an important dimension of life can lead to marital dissatisfaction or instability, stating that “harmony in their religious sentiments is of first importance to those united in marriage.”157 It emphasized the general consensus in its historical overview of Christian stances against “mixed marriages,” with Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and some Protestant denominations having either forbidden or strongly warned against marrying someone of a different Christian persuasion. The committee took particular issue with religious groups like Catholicism that required children of interfaith marriages to be raised in their community, calling these “intolerable conditions.” The pamphlet did, however, acknowledge the possibility of happy mixed marriages, especially when religious disagreements are minor and mutual respect guides the relationship. It further relayed its liberal Protestant optimism and ecumenical hopes when it claimed that “in the far future the progress toward Christian unity will bring its own solution to the problem. It is inconceivable that the Church of Christ will forever remain distracted and divided.”158

In 1945, Leland Foster Wood and the FCC felt that their members required a bolder statement against Roman Catholic marriage requirements, which they published in a pamphlet called If I Marry a Roman Catholic. After citing social scientific statistics about the high failure rate of Protestant-Catholic marriage, it pressed upon young Protestants the idea that marrying a Catholic would necessarily involve the Roman Catholic Church unfairly dominating over the marriage ceremony, the relationship, and the religious upbringing of the children. The pamphlet included the “Ante-nuptial Agreement” that non-Catholics must sign in such marriages, along with a reminder that Catholic spouses are required to try their best to convert their partners.159 These “one-sided” regulations, it claimed, impinged upon the Protestant’s “freedom of conscience,” a fundamental principle of the Protestant religious tradition.160 It further rebuked the Catholic positions against contraceptives and therapeutic abortions when a woman’s health is at stake, pointing out further differences between Catholicism and mainline Protestantism that could impact a mixed marriage.161 Family life sexual education thus became a mode of interfaith engagement that also brought out tensions between the religions regarding conceptions of the family.

By this point, improving family life (Figure 3.2) had long surpassed venereal disease prevention on ASHA’s agenda. In 1950, the organization listed their social hygiene’s ideals in the following order: “strong, healthy family life in America,” “education for successful marriage and parenthood,” “community services which help families to hold together,” “laws which protect families and young people,” “wholesome communities, free of prostitution and quackery,” and “freedom from the menace of venereal disease.”162 Historian Jeffrey P. Moran has pointed to the mid-century decline of ASHA’s influence in the sex education movement as it started to “retreat from sex education into family life education.”163 It stopped publishing the monthly Journal of Social Hygiene in 1954, replacing it with an annual yearbook and a slightly expanded version of the Social Hygiene News in order to report on events. It changed its name to the American Social Health Association in 1960, representing a broadened focus on health issues, including drug abuse. It would turn its full attention back to sexual issues in later decades in response to sexually transmitted infections like herpes, the human papillomavirus (HPV), the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), and acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS).
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Figure 3.2. “Safeguard Our Stronghold,” ASHA poster, 1940. Courtesy of Social Welfare History Archives, University of Minnesota Libraries.



Religious Sex Educators in the Military

World War II pulled some sex educators back into concerns about venereal diseases, but now paired with attention to character development, family life, and the expertise of religious leaders in these areas. During the war, the military enacted measures to control venereal disease similar to those implemented during World War I. It promoted recreational activities and encouraged suppression of prostitution districts and the detainment of suspected women near military establishments as a continuation of the American Plan. Its efforts included pamphlets and lectures given by officers, physicians, and chaplains as well as film screenings. While its program often taught that “continence and self-control not only develop character but are the only completely satisfactory methods of preventing venereal disease,” the military continued to make prophylactic measures easily available to soldiers who disregarded those messages.164 ASHA lent its support by providing pamphlets and speakers. The FCC urged its affiliated churches to warn young men going off to war about syphilis and gonorrhea and to open their doors to servicemen stationed near their town in order to provide temptation-free environments for socializing.165

The activation of churches in the national movement for sex education paralleled an emphasis on religion within military sex education beginning in the late 1940s. It began with creation of the Universal Military Training Experimental Unit in Fort Knox, Kentucky, in 1947. Designed as a pilot program to lower syphilis and gonorrhea rates among young soldiers, it aimed to strengthen individual character by “raising the moral tone of the entire unit.”166 The goal was to reach a representative sample of American men between the ages of seventeen and nineteen, so Army recruits were selectively chosen to join the unit. Chaplains became leaders within the program, building on their involvement in World War I venereal disease campaigns. Men were not allowed to leave the base during their first four weeks, and commanding officers scheduled entire days to ensure that soldiers dedicated their energy to developing positive habits and building a strong community rather than sexual extracurriculars. The trial was judged a success when it reported few medical cases of venereal disease despite the fact that prophylactic kits or stations were not provided as they were to others in the military.167 The absence of prophylactics in this chaplain-led program reflected the continuing religious ambivalence to their overabundance in the military since providing them seemingly condoned visits to prostitutes. The availability of penicillin may have contributed to this policy as it reduced the physical danger of common venereal diseases.

The Universal Military Training Experimental Unit taught the topic of sexuality within a course on personal hygiene. Following liberal religious and social scientific trends against repressive approaches, it stressed positive lessons on “the right place of sex in life” rather than explicit warnings against diseases.168 Instead of scaring soldiers away from one-night stands, the program focused more on motivating each man to marry a good woman and have children, reflecting themes of family life education. Physicians and chaplains partnered to give talks, but the program privileged the latter as it considered sexual problems to belong more to the realm of morals than medicine. Chaplains, therefore, discussed morality, biblical sanctions, marriage as a sacred institution, holiness of the human body, and the importance of treating women with dignity and respect. In addition, chaplains tried to instill democratic and religious ideals through courses on citizenship, connecting individual behavior to the nation’s fate and continuing the earlier democratic focus of moral education. Although much of the religious instruction proceeded from a Christian standpoint, the military officially allowed soldiers to identify as either Protestant, Catholic, or Hebrew (Jewish). This represented progress of Judeo-Christian interfaith efforts, but continued to silence the many religious identities among American soldiers that did not fit these categories.169

Although short-lived, the experimental unit at Fort Knox inspired a large-scale Character Guidance Program within the US Army and Air Force beginning in 1948. It similarly aimed to control venereal disease through ethical training and turned to chaplains for leadership. Based on a belief in the military’s responsibility for the moral well-being of young servicemen, the program claimed to replicate the protective qualities of the home as much as possible within military settings.170 According to the chief of air force chaplains, these efforts marked a shift from the long-term armed forces approach that was previously defined by venereal disease control. The military had accepted the theory that syphilis and gonorrhea “may be but a symptom of a deeper-lying trouble, namely, moral irresponsibility.”171 By developing character, the program sought to produce individuals who would say no in the face of temptation.172 These attempts to improve military conditions so that character could be developed grew out of earlier religious efforts for moral education and the work of ASHA and the FCC to strengthen family environments.

The Character Guidance Program had multiple components. Early on, a chaplain would interview a new soldier about his religious background, including “a heart-to-heart talk concerning his relationship to God and the part that God and religion play in relationship to citizenship.” These sessions often resulted in renewal of church vows and introduced soldiers to expected standards of moral conduct. Although the program included the familiar approach of hygiene presentations by doctors and morality lectures by chaplains, both emphasized the relationship between restraint and character and chaplains occupied premier time slots in the weekly schedule.173 Air force chaplain Martin H. Scharlemann edited most of the character guidance materials, including training manuals. A minister and theologian within the Lutheran Church–Missouri Synod, Scharlemann would become well known in the late 1950s and early 1960s for inciting controversy within his denomination by endorsing historical-critical methods of biblical interpretation. These liberal approaches (from which he later distanced himself) were viewed as challenges to the doctrine of biblical infallibility.174 His Protestant commitments shaped the Character Guidance Program, reflected in his interpretation of character as “ ‘organization of life around a central loyalty which has moral worth and validity’ ” and “domination of life by principle.”175 In the military, the official guiding principle was freedom, although often connected to love for America, family, and God. To teach moral foundations of American life, materials pointed toward explicit references to God in the Declaration of Independence, on money, and in prayers used by government officials.176 These are examples of what scholars have called America’s “civil religion,” which is especially invoked by national leaders during wartime to inspire patriotism with the help of nonsectarian Judeo-Christian symbols.177 Along similar lines, Scharlemann explained that the program, through its chaplains, promoted a return to “basic morality, the Ten Commandments in particular.”178 He insisted that it was “not the old venereal disease control program under a new name” because it addressed “the whole field of morality, of which sex morality is only one aspect.”179

The Character Guidance Program became a major avenue through which ASHA engaged the military. In a letter to Scharlemann, an ASHA representative wrote that the organization was pleased with the program. It agreed with the philosophy that “the moral aspects of the subject with emphasis on the whole field of Character Guidance is directly in line with the essential elements of Social Hygiene.”180 ASHA contributed literature and its field representatives cooperated with military branches in their regions and joined Character Guidance Councils. They especially communicated with chaplains, who asked for large quantities of pamphlets to distribute to soldiers and to inform morality lectures.181 The most requested and suggested of these materials included The Character Guidance Program in the Armed Forces, a large booklet that went to officers and members of Character Guidance Councils, and You’re on Your Own, Bud!, a pamphlet distributed in soldiers’ orientation packets. Unlike earlier military sex hygiene pamphlets, the latter tried to de-emphasize disease and instead focus on morals and character.182 ASHA also created a publication called Your Community and the Servicemen to encourage civilian cooperation with the Character Guidance Program. Military officers and chaplains wrote to ASHA for help conducting city vice investigations, like the ones the organization had conducted in its early days.183 In these ways, ASHA renewed connections to the military through materials catering to character and community outreach while at the same time furthered cooperation between mainstream sex educators and religious leaders.

The turn to social science among sex educators gave soldiers additional opportunities to discuss wartime sexuality. At the end of the war, some American soldiers waiting to return home took courses at the US Army University in Florence, Italy, which offered a popular psychology of marriage class. It was taught by Lester Kirkendall, who would later become professor of family life at Oregon State University and one of the founders of the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States. He discovered that many soldiers in his class, before returning to their families, wanted assistance emotionally processing wartime scenarios such as visits to prostitutes, intimate relations with local women, pregnancies, and homosexual encounters. “Many of the men wanted not a course,” he explained, “but a catharsis.”184 Sex education, at least in his class, contextualized soldiers’ personal experiences within broader systems of meaning and social life. For some, it offered counseling benefits and reassurance that their personal decisions were not uncommon, even though this was likely not what the university intended for the curriculum.185

The international reach of sex education expanded as ASHA focused on overseas locations that struggled with the aftermath of wartime venereal diseases. This amplified ecumenical and interfaith considerations, especially when reaching out to predominantly Catholic countries. In the late 1940s, it provided materials to nearly fifty countries, half of which also received visits from ASHA leaders. Within US occupied countries, ASHA tried to create or revive organizations dedicated to either sex education or venereal disease prevention. Select literature targeted the religious makeup of the regions. For example, ASHA included pamphlets such as “Application of a Catholic Philosophy to the VD Program” among the materials sent to Brazil. However, despite a few efforts to tailor and translate the literature, its general moral outlook shaped by white, liberal Protestant American values remained at the forefront, helping to spread these sex education approaches to the world.186

The National Council of Churches’ Department of Family Life

Domestically, sex education expanded along the lines of interfaith networks and cooperation with social scientists. In 1950, the ecumenical movement and Protestant proponents of sex and family life education found a new leader in the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America (NCC). It was formed through the union of eight interdenominational agencies, including the Federal Council of Churches. Programs of the FCC’s Commission on Marriage and the Home transferred to the NCC’s Joint Department of Family Life, where Leland Foster Wood proclaimed that family life work entered “a new phase of unity and comprehensiveness.”187 The joint department fulfilled Spencer’s earlier vision—although for the NCC and not ASHA—as a department designed to inspire and coordinate family life work throughout the organization.188 Wood was no longer in charge, but he remained involved until the 1960s as a consultant and author of pamphlets.

Among its projects, the NCC developed the use of media technology for family life education. It created Family Life Audio Visual Kits that addressed topics of courtship, marriage partners, and parents’ roles as primary religious educators. These filmstrips with recorded scripts and guide books were designed for parent or youth classes in order to facilitate Christian approaches to problem solving and to develop effective communication within families. The kit No Easy Answer included a section on how to deal with teenage dating, and Built upon a Rock touched on parental disapproval of children’s marital choices.189 The NCC also appointed a Family Life Television Subcommittee in the mid-1950s, which tried to plan religious television for adults that emphasized family relationships, and, to a lesser extent, sexual relationships.

In its efforts to address modern cultural realities and diverse views among its denominations, the NCC continued to expand its progressive views of sexuality through a rejection of moral absolutes. In 1953 it hosted a panel discussion on “The Attitudes of the Protestant Church toward Sex,” which expressed concern about churches stuck in the realm of ideals rather than realities. One participant claimed that the Christian approach to helping people should not be like “a canning factory for sardines. We are not trying to cut people to a mold.” Rather, he proposed that religion take a cue from psychiatry and other social science disciplines and aim “to bring a person to his greatest potential maturity.”190 The panel took pains to complicate assumed relationships between sexual activity and morality. A panelist observed that “there is nothing moral or immoral about sex as such. It is a phenomenon. It is part of life. I don’t think we can say it is either right or wrong until we know the person and what he is doing and why he is doing it.”191 Another speaker confirmed his view:


I object strenuously to any effort to try to talk about sex by itself. Because, until one has found out what any particular mode of sexual behavior or abstention from such behavior means dynamically to the individual in terms of his total personality, his character structure, one really is not in a position to pass any kind of judgment as to the positive or negative value of a given form of overt behavior. I mean that statement without any qualifications whatsoever, including all of the aberrations that can be found in the textbook on the subject.192



The panel voiced concern that clerical training processes produced ministers unequipped to carry out these non-cookie-cutter approaches. Because some seminaries rejected candidates with explicit histories of premarital relations, panelists assumed that most ministers had never struggled with a large gap between ideals and their own sexual behavior. With guilt attached to any supposedly deviant behavior, ministers might bring those feelings into their counseling relationships. “A job that calls for maximum experience and emotional maturity,” as one participant inferred, was filled “by men whose ethical standards and religious convictions have so often blocked them off from undergoing a maturating process in this area.”193 It was clear that there were challenges in using Protestant churches to spread more progressive versions of sex education.

The panel represented an effort to expand liberal Protestant views of acceptable sexual behavior based on findings of social science research. It relayed messages from the American Psychiatric Association and involved a number of psychiatrists. With the theory that religious approaches that imposed rigid standards caused significant problems, one psychiatrist suggested that “the more ‘religious’ the patient or the individual may be, the more he is in conflict in regard to his sexual drive or sexual nature.”194 Another panelist challenged religious warnings against masturbation and “petting” with data from the Kinsey report, pointing out that warnings of the physical danger of masturbation and “sexual excess” had been disproven. The pervasive belief that masturbation was somehow immoral because it was a lone act he considered seriously flawed, since nonsexual individual deeds were not considered inherently immoral or anti-social.195 NCC sex educators took seriously social scientific admonitions against repression and, as a result, became reluctant to judge sexual actions as categorically unacceptable for fear of perpetuating associations between Christianity and authoritarianism. Denunciation of warnings against specific behaviors would later open sex educators and liberal Protestants to criticism that they taught “anything goes.” The label of repression, however, was largely applied to religious warnings against sexual behavior. Warnings issued by psychiatric experts—such as those diagnosing homosexual acts as disorders—were considered acceptable and progressive, demonstrating the centrality of mainstream scientific authority to liberal Protestants.196

By 1957, the NCC reorganized its structure and created a Committee on Family Life within its Commission on General Christian Education. William Genné, ordained as a Baptist minister, directed the committee (and its later incarnations under different names) from 1957 to 1975. Affirming trends in psychology and popular culture about self-improvement, Genné believed that sex education could produce “maximum development” of the sexual dimension of an individual’s personality.197 Churches could support the process by addressing God’s intentions for the body and sexual behavior. He warned that their approach “must not be dogmatic, but must guide youth into fuller and deeper understanding of the potentialities of sex in the good life.”198 Thus, trends within social science guided the NCC away from negative religious frameworks of warnings against sin and toward positive ones of moral growth and individual development. The NCC continued to sponsor events to develop its perspective, including a Consultation of Christian Educators on Sex Education in 1958 that emphasized “the goodness of God’s creation of sex and of the responsible exercise of our freedom in Christ.”199

The family life work of the NCC culminated in a five-day conference in the spring of 1961 in Green Lake, Wisconsin, which would turn out to be a pivotal moment for sex education. Representing years of planning, it was called the North American Conference on Church and Family, although its leaders noted afterward that it was really about the church and sex.200 Through liberal Protestant and social scientific frameworks, family life education had found its way back to an emphasis on sexuality. Goals listed within the conference call included studying sociological and psychological dimensions of marriage and family life, developing a clear view of the Christian family, including a Christian approach to sex, and strengthening church programs in these areas of education and counseling. It sought additionally to clarify moral dimensions of new family planning methods.201 As one conference organizer averred, “For the transmission of our Christian heritage, the development of character, and the improvement of society, the family is primary and basic.”202

Before the conference, the NCC arranged a special issue of the International Journal of Religious Education to build excitement about the upcoming event. Religious educators had been active in the liberal Protestant moral education movement that previously influenced sex education, making them an obvious partner for NCC family life work. The NCC also prepared a workbook called Sex Ways—in Fact and Faith: Bases for Christian Family Policy, which was mailed to each delegate. The text included chapters from social scientific specialists on issues such as young marriages, mixed (interfaith) marriages, divorce and remarriage, teenagers’ attitudes, pregnant brides, illegitimacy, infidelity, masturbation, homosexuality, family planning, voluntary sterilization, and abortion. The chapter on mixed marriages reported research that showed interfaith marriages to be less stable than marriages between people of the same religious tradition, but ended on a somewhat hopeful note by hinting that this may change with the growing prevalence and acceptance of such marriages.203 To carry out the NCC’s goal of defining Christian marriage using “the twin beams of the Christian spirit and the best that science has to offer,” the workbook began and ended with essays on the intersection of religion with sex and family life.204 These chapters summarized early Christian views on sex and marriage, outlined current denominational stances, and discussed proposals for strengthening family life education within religious institutions. Other publications followed the conference, including its proceedings, Foundations for Christian Family Policy, and a version for Christian laymen and laywomen, Christians and the Crisis in Sex Morality.

The “mood of fact-facing” intertwined with religious reflections throughout the conference and its reports. Organizers boasted about their tactic of having professional experts introduce each discussion with up-to-date scientific information. However, their approach was not without criticism, since some participants “felt that to describe was to condone.”205 It also provoked critical self-reflection, as the discussion on interfaith marriages included “a frank recognition of the fact that churches create confusion because they have long-range goals of ecumenical understanding but present goals of discouraging mixed marriages.”206 American culture in the early 1960s was discussed as both “sex saturated” and “sex starved,” meaning that “great frankness and freedom—a freedom which is often abused by license and exploitation” existed alongside “startling ignorance and misinformation.”207 Final recommendations of the conference called for further exploration of scientific and Christian truth on the topics “in place of the all-too-prevalent moralistic, legalistic prejudgments that characterize many church members.”208 Personal development of such concern was described as a type of conversion, an “intellectual and emotional reorientation” to thinking about sexuality and family life apart from cultural stigmas. The scientific specialists, playfully nicknamed “the twelve apostles,” were upheld as important models of commitment to studying these topics.209 William and Elizabeth Genné clarified, “Not all of us can or need to become ‘experts’ in this field, but we should become informed enough to dispel the ignorance and groundless fears which encumber so many people. Likewise, we need to know enough to recognize sound policies when they are put forward in church or community.”210 By 1962, articles appeared in popular magazines with headlines such as “Churches Are Taking the Lead in Sex Education,” labeling it a quickly rising trend in religious education.211 Liberal Protestants therefore used the authority of science to teach moral dimensions of sexuality and to expand their influence. Consequently, sex education increased awareness that ministers must take responsibility for matters of sex education and counseling, inspiring denominations to reexamine their church teachings, to articulate their stances, and to initiate church-based sex education and counseling programs.

In the interwar and postwar years, liberal Protestant churches had successfully integrated themselves into ASHA and the sex education movement through the family life agenda of the FCC and later the NCC. At the same time, ASHA mobilized liberal religions—including some Catholic and Reform Jewish sex educators—to create a larger base of support and to add moral dimensions to its discussions. Through these interactions and integrations, the movement reinforced religious and social scientific values of monogamous marriage. The church was able to maintain the traditional ideal of limiting sexual activity to husbands and wives while simultaneously modernizing by integrating findings of sociologists and psychologists that focused on strengthening families. These trends paralleled and reinforced ecumenical and interfaith efforts promoted by liberal Protestants since many Catholics and Reform Jews could agree with the core value of monogamous marriage and the seemingly neutral findings of social science. These sex education trends framed by marriage and family life, social science, and interfaith ideals were foreseen decades earlier by ASHA leader Anna Garlin Spencer, whose own involvement epitomized the liberal Protestant roots of sex education. Her vision was thus largely fulfilled several decades after her death.


4

The New Morality of Comprehensive Sexuality Education

“The century-old fears of detection, infection, and conception have been reduced by the automobile, penicillin, and the pill.”1 New technologies had separated acts of intercourse from unwanted consequences, according to this statement about 1960s trends, therefore rendering sexual behaviors safer. Availability of oral contraceptive pills completed a series of developments that undermined long-standing practical arguments about why youth should avoid having sex. As social and medical warnings rang weaker, liberal Protestant sex educators adapted their appeals to address the context of individual freedom. Their call for a “new morality” combined a celebration of choice with personal moral responsibility for sexual decisions. However, despite the embrace of a different ethical approach, the goals remained for the most part unchanged: to influence ideals and to exert control over sexual behaviors. As one journalist of the time reported, “there were very few sex education proponents who argued that knowledge about sexuality was valuable in and of itself without also mentioning venereal disease and illegitimacy.”2

Along with realization that certain dangers of intercourse had diminished, there was widespread anxiety that sanctions once promoted by Christianity had lost their prescriptive power over behavior—or at least their power over public perceptions of behaviors, because private behavior often flourished in more diversity than what was publicly acknowledged. Fear of “religious decline” was nothing new; people had been foretelling the waning influence of American religion for over a century. However, rise of countercultural movements in the 1960s, including a perceived sexual revolution, and challenges to conventional forms of cultural authority lent a new resonance and immediacy to old fears. Signs of lowered inhibitions and questioning of religious traditions drove liberal religious leaders and sex educators alike to search for an ethical framework to replace warnings rejected by younger generations. As the following chapter will demonstrate, these groups found answers to their predicament within the combination of comprehensive sexuality education with situation ethics—which attained its greatest reach in the liberal Protestant concept of the “new morality.”

The shift in the locus of authority from tradition to the individual challenged sex educators because it made applying the ideal of monogamous, heterosexual marriage to everyone increasingly difficult. Although most sex educators continued to presume that monogamy, heterosexuality, and traditional gender norms were best, their lessons for the broader public cracked opened the door to alternatives, sometimes unintentionally. The new morality advanced both progressive and conventional impulses as two sides of the same coin. By replacing moral absolutes like “no sex before marriage” with the ideal of love, it allowed for exceptions in extreme cases while also reinforcing social norms about love that were tied to heterosexual marriages. These exceptions were used to prove the rule that for most people sex should follow traditional conventions. However, despite being situated at the fringes of acceptability, positive assessments of premarital sex and homosexuality were proclaimed in public. The new morality and comprehensive sexuality education mutually influenced each other, creating a more expansive view of sexuality.

A focus on the new morality explains more than just how religious liberals shaped this phase of sex education. It also provides a key answer to the question of what caused the conservative Christian backlash to comprehensive sexuality education. Sex educators had always faced opposition, but never in the sustained, nationally organized way that distinguished the resistance of the late 1960s. The sex education controversies, as they became known, were an early case of the liberal-conservative polarization that defined the culture wars of later decades. Scholars have studied a variety of factors that contributed to the clash, including the visibility of sex education in schools, the direct tone of comprehensive sexuality education and its spokespeople, the consolidation of conservative Christian political forces, the rhetorical strategies used in the debates, and the larger transformation of national American politics.3 Others have pointed to the important role of local factors in sparking key sex education battles. Entrenched anti-communism, for example, contributed to sex education conflict within the Anaheim school district in California.4 The new morality of comprehensive sexuality education and its shift away from moral absolutes about sexuality overlapped and connected many of these factors. This new education also provides crucial insight into how religion shaped both sides of these debates.

Comprehensive sexuality education responded to the uncertain state of sexual ethics by addressing sexuality head-on. It sought to be comprehensive by providing medically accurate information, by increasing the variety of sexual topics addressed, by treating sexuality as a lifelong part of one’s “total personality,” and by reaching the broadest public possible. Its development is largely attributed to Mary Steichen Calderone (Figure 4.1) and the organization that she co-founded in 1964, the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS). According to Calderone, “For years educators and parents tended to approach sex education (if at all) tangentially, by embedding it in a matrix titled ‘Family Life Education.’ There was also a tendency to confuse sex education with reproduction education—a very limited concept.”5 She proposed refocusing the scope of education on sexuality and acknowledging its dimensions beyond reproduction within marriage. For her, sexuality was more than the act of intercourse and not limited to the family; it was a natural part of individual development from birth until death, shaping various aspects of personhood and social relationships between men and women. “Sexuality the being,” she explained, was a much larger framework than “sex the act,” since the former referred to the entire condition of being male or female.6 SIECUS promoted sexuality as an essential component of health, and it later adopted the World Health Organization’s holistic definition of health as “a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease.”7
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Figure 4.1. Dr. Mary Calderone, USA, May 13, 1969. Courtesy of J Harris/AP/Shutterstock.



Before starting SIECUS at age sixty—which secured her the moniker “Grandmother of Sex Education”—Calderone served as medical director of Planned Parenthood. She received her medical degree in 1939 and a Master’s in Public Health three years later. During the early years of her public health career, she reembraced the Quaker tradition of her upbringing.8 Religious motivation and scientific drive came together in her work for comprehensive sexuality education, which she saw as both her mission from God and a public health intervention. Her search for truth relied upon scientific advancements, and she was continually looking for the next sexual topic to illuminate.9 By producing study guides and position statements on issues such as masturbation and sexuality among women, seniors, infants, and people with disabilities, SIECUS pushed against lingering barriers of the “conspiracy of silence.” At the same time, and to the detriment of many, its early discussions continued to promote heterosexual, married sexuality as the norm and perpetuated psychiatry’s disease-based frameworks about homosexuality.10

Liberal religion molded comprehensive sexuality education through the new morality that was advanced by Protestant theologians. Known in various forms as situation ethics, situationism, contextual ethics, and relativism, its proponents distinguished new morality from the old morality that they felt had not kept up with the times and was inadequate for dealing with contemporary circumstances. Framed as such, the outmoded approach prioritized legal absolutes and negative “thou shalt not” rules. Its replacement, on the other hand, encouraged decision making that was adapted to specific scenarios and guided by ideals of responsibility, individual choice, freedom, love, and maturity. Although most champions of the new morality believed that rules and regulations still had roles to play, they put more stock in the methods of ethical decision making and the claims of the individual.11 Influenced by Calderone’s Quaker values and the organization’s relationship to the National Council of Churches, SIECUS embraced the new morality as a way to provide flexible guidance and a modicum of restraint for its increasingly expansive discourses.

Formulating Sexual Ethics through the New Morality

Liberal Protestant sex educators made the new morality their own, but they were not its inventors. Early invocations of the new morality varied, emerging from several movements and often lacking precision, especially in popular discussions.12 Existentialists like Dietrich Bonhoeffer laid important groundwork for the new morality but often did not name it as such. Catholic condemnations of situation ethics in the 1950s added more fuel to the conversation. Later developments did not necessarily clarify the concept, especially when attached to ideas about the sexual revolution. As religious studies scholar Heather White has argued, “disagreements over the meaning and value of the new morality illuminate powerful fault lines in American religious life.”13

Sex educators came to recognize Joseph Fletcher, professor of social ethics at the Episcopal Theological School in Massachusetts, as the voice of their new morality. While he laid out his basic approach in a 1959 article, his ideas gained a wider audience in 1963.14 It was then that John Robinson, a bishop of the Church of England, published a chapter entitled “The New Morality” in his book Honest to God. Robinson cited Fletcher as providing the “most consistent statement” available on the topic.15 Honest to God became popular in Europe and America for its challenges to traditional doctrines, and one observer reported that it seemed “to have sold more quickly than any new book of serious theology in the history of the world.”16 Harnessing enthusiasm over Robinson’s book, Fletcher in 1966 published Situation Ethics: The New Morality, which became the definitive text on the subject. The following year he released Moral Responsibility: Situation Ethics at Work. As liberal Protestant theologian Harvey Cox later argued in his assessment of debates over situation ethics, Fletcher and Robinson had contributed to the “ ‘democratization’ of the theological conversation.” With easily accessible language, their books empowered individuals with moral decision making.17 Cox further credited Fletcher’s work with advancing a “rediscovery” of religious experience because readers utilized “their own moral failures, successes, hopes, and fears” to interpret situation ethics.18 New morality prompted laypeople to evaluate their life choices, including sexual ones.

Fletcher posited three ways in which people made moral decisions: a legalistic approach based on moral absolutes; an antinomian, lawless tactic; and, between the two extremes, the situational method. As he told it, “The situationist enters into every decision-making situation fully armed with the ethical maxims of his community and its heritage. . . . Just the same he is prepared in any situation to compromise them or set them aside in the situation if love seems better served by doing so.” The situationist held love as the only categorical principle.19 While Fletcher promoted a Christian version of love, or “New Testament agapé,” he claimed that nontheistic people could adopt his approach while upholding other central values.20 For him, agapé referred to a generous love offered to enemies and friends alike.21 As another commentator on the new morality explained, “Love alone makes judgements intrinsically related to the situation. The Christian can be unreservedly committed to love since love commits him unreservedly to the needs of the person in the situation.”22

In addition to the ideal of love, the situationist relied upon reason to assess circumstances. Fletcher insisted that “only love and reason really count when the chips are down!”23 Whereas Fletcher upheld religion, and especially Christianity, as the prevailing authority on the concept of love, he left room for science to contribute to the development of informed reason. This proved to be a winning formulation for liberal Protestants, who continued to search for ways to integrate their religion with the trends of science. The new morality therefore motivated sex educators to continue to bring together those studying scientific sexuality and the churches. However, the belief that scientific methods could help to reveal God’s truth about his creation, combined with the situationist’s belief that only the individual in the situation (and not the churches) could discern the morality of specific actions, also supported the displacement of religious leaders by scientists as those best able to understand sexuality and God’s will for it.

The application of the new morality to sex education was a logical outgrowth of both Fletcher’s and Robinson’s frequent connections between their ethical approach and sexual issues like premarital intercourse. They tackled these topics, in part, because they understood the popular association of morality with sexual behavior such as the use of the phrase moral indiscretions to refer to sexual liaisons.24 While critics were quick to point out that situation ethics condoned premarital intercourse in some situations, proponents argued that new morality did not mean permissiveness. Robinson insisted that it could be even more effective at inspiring chastity before marriage than legalistic approaches:


To the young man asking in his relations with a girl, “Why shouldn’t I,” it is relatively easy to say “Because it’s wrong” or “Because it’s a sin”—and then to condemn when he, or his whole generation, takes no notice. It makes much greater demands to ask, and to answer, the question “Do you love her?” or “How much do you love her?”, and then to help him to accept for himself the decision that, if he doesn’t, or doesn’t very deeply, then his action is immoral, or, if he does, then he will respect her far too much to use her or take liberties with her. Chastity is the expression of charity—of caring, enough. And this is the criterion for every form of behaviour, inside marriage or out of it, in sexual ethics or in any other field. For nothing else [but love] makes a thing right or wrong.25



Sexual behavior, because of its close associations with the ideal of love, provided examples for illustrating the potential rigor of the new morality when applied according to high standards. Similar to the stance of earlier proponents of moral education, sexual morality was depicted as the quintessential representation of morality.

While Robinson’s approach upheld abstinence outside of marriage, other situationists stressed the idea that only the person making a choice could fully understand what each circumstance required. People, therefore, were urged not to cast judgment on others. America’s moral pluralism, argued Fletcher, necessitated that individuals not force their morals upon others. He advocated freedom so that individuals could “choose like people, not submit like sheep!”26 While situationists were criticized for playing fast and loose with morals by empowering individuals, they, like other liberals of the era, were busy rebuking authoritarian approaches that forced moral absolutes upon everyone. Fletcher suggested that legalistic tactics produced “reluctant virgins and technical chastity” as people acted as they were told rather than according to their own determinations.27 Both approaches, therefore, reinforced the importance of moral assessments of sexual behavior, although each placed authority within different hands: either individuals in the moment or the power of tradition and of those who claimed to speak on behalf of it.

Fletcher dedicated four chapters of his book Moral Responsibility to issues of fertility control and premarital intercourse, framing each by the concept of love. He wrote,


With the loss or weakening of religious sanctions, and the disappearance of prudential sanctions under the new technology of sex, the only motivating force to turn to, to buttress our sexual ideals, is the positive one of love rather than the negative one of fear. It means that our sex standards will have to find a foundation in loyalty and devotion to some loved one—based, that is to say, in a high-commitment relationship—whether that person be human or divine.28



For Fletcher, love covered both human romance and passion for God, providing multiple motives for restraining sexuality. Although he connected loving sexuality to committed relationships, in other descriptions he allowed room for situational acceptance of premarital intercourse. However, he too qualified his tolerance by stating, “If people do not believe it is wrong to have sex relations outside marriage, it isn’t, unless they hurt themselves, their partners, or others. This is, of course, a very big ‘unless’ and gives reason to many to abstain altogether except within the full mutual commitment of marriage.”29 Fletcher advanced ideas that openness went hand in hand with development of moral character and that people representing non-Christian worldviews would similarly benefit from training in decision making.

With help from Fletcher and Robinson, new morality was in the air. It was, in part, a trend of the time, as well as a reflection of views that had been budding for years. It was especially prominent among liberal Protestant sex educators and those involved in family life work within the NCC. As I will show, these forces came together within the early years of SIECUS. The organization’s comprehensive sexuality education efforts invoked the new morality directly and indirectly, especially in its messages that sexual morality was situation-dependent and not based on predetermined directives. SIECUS argued that ideals guiding behavior should be positive, as in love and responsibility, instead of as in negative sanctions. Lastly, SIECUS urged people neither to impose their morals on others nor to condemn choices of others. As the organization encouraged individuals to shoulder moral responsibility for their own behaviors, it made a case for the necessity of informed choices. Scientific knowledge of sexuality, backed by research and carried out through comprehensive sexuality education, was therefore deemed necessary to actualize the new morality. As SIECUS co-founder Harold I. Lief proclaimed in his support of publishing research on sexual responses: “Before man can find out what is right, he must find out what is!”30 Attention to specific situations and a proposed moratorium on judgment were tools that helped sex educators like Calderone breach topics still shrouded in taboos, including women’s pleasure, homosexuality, and masturbation. At the same time, by limiting acceptance of taboo sexualities to specific situations, the new morality also constrained sexuality and reinforced heterosexual married sexuality as normative.

Comprehensive sexuality education and its new morality developed amid larger changes. Sexology was expanding and pushing limits. While Alfred Kinsey had utilized interview methods, later sexuality researchers William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson observed physiological responses by watching activity in a laboratory. Their findings flooded national headlines in 1966 with the publication of Human Sexual Response and again in 1970 with Human Sexual Inadequacy. Their studies, like Kinsey’s, found a range of drives, reactions, and preferences for men and women, challenging stereotypes about gender differences in the bedroom such as female sexual passivity. The legal landscape of sexuality, too, was shifting. The 1965 Supreme Court case Griswold v. Connecticut established the right for married people to buy and use contraceptives as a matter of privacy, and in 1972 this protection was extended to unmarried individuals. The 1973 Roe v. Wade decision upheld the right to early abortions. Movements also grew around feminism and gay and lesbian activism. In response to scientific and social trends, SIECUS used the new morality to develop discourse about the freedom to make personal choices about one’s body and behavior and the need for scientific knowledge to guide these decisions.31

Along with expansion, American culture experienced contraction around issues of sexuality. After Roe v. Wade, the Supreme Court maintained in Webster v. Reproductive Health Services that states could regulate and restrict abortion services, therefore limiting access. The 1986 Supreme Court case Bowers v. Hardwick declared existing state laws against sodomy constitutional, a ruling which was not overturned until 2003. In addition to legal controls, a cultural movement was growing in opposition to sex education and sexual rights. As sociologist Janice Irvine has argued, conservative Christian organizations gained momentum through earlier challenges to comprehensive sexuality education and later efforts to promote abstinence-only education as an alternative, a topic explored in Chapter 5.32

Although the controversies are often framed as religious antagonism to secular education, it is important to see that religion informed both sides of the conflict. Liberal Protestantism and its new morality guided the development of comprehensive sexuality education. Furthermore, situation ethics inspired by liberal theologians was a main point of contention for those who rejected the work of SIECUS. Beyond defending Christianity from secular incursions, conservative Christians found themselves responding to other Christians who represented alternative approaches to morality and sexuality. Although both sides viewed themselves as ultimately protecting monogamous, heterosexual marriage from the dangers of sexual permissiveness, conservative Christians perceived the new morality as a slippery slope toward moral and sexual depravity.

The Development of SIECUS Out of the NCC’s North American Conference

The 1961 North American Conference on Church and the Family expressed elements of what would later become the new morality. As discussed in the previous chapter, the conference was sponsored by the National Council of the Churches of Christ in America (NCC) as an opportunity for Protestants to learn about sexuality from scientific specialists. Material prepared for conference participants cited Fletcher’s earlier writings addressing sterilization, abortion, and premarital sexuality.33 Although the event took place several years before Fletcher and Robinson published their books popularizing the new morality, the conference invoked several ideas that resonated with it. These included emphases on individual responsibility for moral standards, rejection of externally imposed dictates, and promotion of positive values for sexuality in place of negative warnings. Significantly, the conference also sowed the seeds for the creation of SIECUS.

The conference promoted new ways to regulate society and to improve family life, making the argument that “built-in internalized controls” must replace traditional, external means of social control that had grown less effective as a result of dramatic cultural changes.34 Rejection of enforced regulation of morals and embrace of individual choice were important steps toward the new morality’s situation-specific decision making. These components reflected various concerns circulating in American culture, including psychological warnings about repression, political fears about dictatorships, and concerns about religious authoritarianism, all of which were seen as clashing with democracy and personal freedoms. While the conference organizers wanted to focus on scientific facts and to leave theological positions for denominations to formulate separately, some working groups developed such statements on their own. One theological statement, later printed in the conference proceedings, denounced sexual absolutes along with criticism of specific sexual behavior. It asserted that Christians often upheld specific standards as “unconditionally right” and then assessed others by comparison to them. By contrast, the working group endorsed the belief that


there can be only one absolute, Jesus Christ, the standard by which every other is to be weighed, sifted, and measured. When we do this we see that our own hierarchies of values of human creations [are] subject alike to our sinful limitations and to God’s judgment, whether they embody or proclaim “respectable traditions” or “realistic innovations.” We must remind ourselves, therefore, that our calling is not to judge and punish, nor even to stand by in passive approval while others judge.35



Desire to suspend judgment pushed such Christian views toward a position resembling objective neutrality, an ideal at the center of the scientific enterprise. On the other hand, the fact that participants chose to integrate Christian ideals into the conference against the will of the organizers demonstrated the inseparability of scientific and religious approaches for the liberal Protestants involved.

The North American Conference laid the foundation for SIECUS as a result of Calderone’s participation. Planners had invited her to present a plenary address on her work within Planned Parenthood.36 She later disclosed, “I had a double feeling of challenge and privilege at being there—first as a specialist making a contribution, and secondly as a Quaker of strong faith and concern in this area.”37 Calderone identified the conference as the place where many founders of SIECUS initially met, and a number of other speakers from the meeting were later elected as SIECUS directors.38

Although asked to speak on family planning methods, Calderone questioned the necessity because the NCC seemed fully aware of the topic’s importance.39 Earlier that year, the group published a statement called “Responsible Parenthood,” which sanctioned the use of medical contraceptives to space pregnancies within marriages so long as methods prevented conception and motives were well intentioned.40 Instead of focusing solely on family planning, Calderone shifted the conversation toward her views on churches’ responsibility for sex education. Because many parents deemed themselves incapable and schools often ignored the topic within family life programs, she urged churches to guide the sexual energy of youth toward constructive uses. Calderone asked, “What source of teaching is left, then, if the parents can’t and the schools won’t? The churches, of course.” If marriage and marital procreation were indeed sacred, she argued, then religious leaders had an obligation to provide sex education. Churches had clear advantages for this task, because they already taught children on a regular basis through sermons and Sunday schools using mature teachers with Christian values.41 In addition to advocating distribution of family planning resources, she challenged ministers, chaplains, and missionaries to clarify sexuality’s role in Christian lives, to develop and administer sex education programs, and to provide wholesome activities to occupy youth. She stressed the importance of “bringing together in the minds of the young the integral relationship between the Christian faith and the proper use of sex.”42 Her speech pushed the leaders of the NCC to discuss sex more thoroughly and directly, but was careful to keep the topic tethered to the goal of controlling its “use.”

Ministers’ response to the speech was, in the words of Calderone, “downright enthusiastic,” and they voted to endorse a number of her recommendations.43 Afterward, Calderone received a steady flow of requests for copies of her speech. Anticipating that clergy might contact their local Planned Parenthood in order to act on her advice, the organization sent her speech to its affiliates to prepare them for cooperation with ministers.44 Conference attendees were also “intensely interested” in Calderone’s colorful exhibit on contraceptives that displayed diaphragms, cervical caps, foams, pills, and lubricants. “The most important thing,” expressed Calderone, “is that this enormous group of 500 church people at very high levels actually saw and handled all of the different kinds of contraceptives.”45 Calderone reported to Planned Parenthood that the interactive exhibit was highly successful.46 The exhibit itself, which featured a range of products designed for female bodies, indicated a step toward portraying women as sexual agents, although an agency still bounded by concerns over the “proper use” of sex.

Profoundly moved, Calderone shared with conference organizers her view that the overall event was “probably the most enriching experience I have ever had. Nothing will ever be quite the same for me again. I even find myself reading the Sunday New York Times with greater sensitivity to all news emanating from the churches.”47 In a summary of the conference for her fellow Quakers, she announced that “for the first time a large representative body of thoughtful, concerned, religious people in key positions of responsibility turned their concentrated attention to what social scientists might be able to tell them about sexual behavior.”48 Calderone’s interest in outreach to churches continued as she consulted with conference participants from various denominations about family planning projects.49 She likewise sustained her NCC involvement through presentations to its Committee on Family Life and service on its Ad Hoc Committee on Premarital Chastity.50

Calderone remained in contact with some from the North American Conference who attended other professional meetings about family life, such as those of the National Council on Family Relations, the American Association of Marriage Counselors, and the Groves Conferences on Marriage and the Family. As former participants crossed paths, she recalled, they continually asked, “What are we going to do about this sex mess?” Finally, at a conference in 1963, a number of them met to discuss her plan for a voluntary health organization that would frame sexuality primarily as a health concern. Although most agreed, several argued that it would take sexuality out of its proper context in family life education. Calderone supposedly replied, “It’s been buried there for twenty years. It’s got to come out. We’ve got to look at it separately as a separate entity so we’ll get comfortable with it and really know it.”51 With this mandate, four of the former North American Conference participants joined Calderone to create SIECUS in 1964. Co-founders included sociologist Clark Vincent, director of family ministries within the NCC William Genné, public health expert and leader within the Equitable Life Insurance Company Wallace Fulton, and professor of Family Life at Oregon State University Lester Kirkendall. Others from a range of professions soon joined the board of directors, including Protestant leaders involved in family life education work of the NCC and several progressive Catholic priests and Reform Jewish rabbis.

Creation of SIECUS marked the end of Calderone’s career as medical director of Planned Parenthood, a position that had given her ample experience educating about reproduction and family planning methods. She had come to realize that “responsible parenthood is but a small segment of something much larger—responsible sexuality—which itself is but a segment of the all-encompassing concept of total responsibility in all human relationships.”52 Her desire to contextualize reproduction within larger social relations parallels the new morality’s push to understand the complete context of decisions and actions. In addition to Calderone’s growing interest in the wider scope of sex education, dissatisfaction with her status within Planned Parenthood motivated her departure. In 1963, she lodged a complaint to President-elect Alan Guttmacher that the organization exploited her by denying her a salary that matched her qualifications.53 Her low earnings, she sensed, was a consequence of the unequal pay scale between men and women within the organization and the myth that she did not need the income. Responding with a mixture of friendly paternalism and sexist condescension, Guttmacher voiced his respect for her and willingness to rectify some of the pay differential while labeling her call for equality an emotional outburst. “Thicken your skin,” he advised; “I’ll try harder to protect you meanwhile . . . I will never accept any one else as Medical Director—so don’t try to resign in one of your depressed moments.”54 She conceded to a slight raise while simultaneously advertising her decision to resign by year’s end.55 She left in July, observing that two men replaced her, one of whom received a higher salary than she had as full director.56

In positive accounts of her departure, she left because she had accomplished her goal as medical director: to make family planning an accepted health topic and treatment. It was now covered in medical training, producing more physicians instructed in methods of contraception and techniques to fit diaphragms. Physicians increasingly regarded contraceptives as medical devices and offered them to patients as treatment options. As a sign, in 1959 the American Public Health Association voiced its support for family planning as a responsible health practice, and by 1964 the American Medical Association had followed suit.

Because Calderone felt that the medical field was making progress, she dedicated more of SIECUS’s early efforts to the spheres of religion and education.57 One of the largest tasks was to teach the meaning of the word “sexuality,” which was frequently confused with sensuality and therefore treated as inappropriate for religious and educational settings. She boasted that everyone eventually became familiar with the term because SIECUS leaders “made sexuality mean what we intended it to mean—the whole person as male or female, whatever his or her age.”58 Expansion from physical activity to a concept encompassing identity built upon previous attempts to enlarge the scope of sex education. It was in part an effort to increase the significance of the topic and a way to shift attention from the bedroom toward dimensions of life that were acceptable discussion topics. The more sexuality was integrated into other aspects of identity and brought into the public, the greater became the need to abandon a monolithic approach to sexual decision making and examine sexual morality in all of its complexity.

Calderone’s Quaker Contributions to SIECUS and the New Morality

While the new morality framework for sex education emerged primarily through the influence of the NCC, it was shaped, too, by Calderone’s Quaker beliefs. She had rejoined the Religious Society of Friends, the religion of her parents, around the same time that she became medical director of Planned Parenthood. She reconnected with the religion as a way to teach her children about religion, but she eventually became “well and truly ‘hooked.’ ”59 Her work in public health became “inextricably meshed” with her Quaker values.60 Religious life for Calderone centered on several key principles, which she described as follows:


I do subscribe and try to adhere to what Jesus called his two Great Commandments—the ones about loving thy brother and doing unto others etc. Furthermore, the Quakers have two tenets that are so basic as to resolve all else for me: the first is my acceptance of Jesus and what he taught, as a primary belief. The second is that there exists that of God in every human being, and that we can find it if we seek and respond to it with that of God in ourselves. Easy. Finally there is my passionate respect for truth, and my search to establish what is truth about human sexuality—the two sides of my personal coin. The circle is completed by my conviction that once a truth is established, then it must be sacred as stemming from whatever may be divine in human beings, of whom I am one.61



Calderone’s philosophy of life, inspired by her Quaker religion and similar to that of other liberal Protestants, made the scientific search for truth an integral part of her worldview. Like Fletcher’s version of new morality, it emphasized love as a guiding value. The merging of her religious and scientific goals is evident in her replacement of Quaker Meetings with SIECUS work. When the organization kept her too busy to attend religious services, she claimed that “I have a very real sense that my work is my Meeting.”62 The additional Quaker belief that God existed within each individual contributed to her respect for the new morality’s emphases on personal moral responsibility and not judging decisions of others.

Ultimately, Calderone’s Quaker motivations propelled her into action for comprehensive sexuality education. During an interview with journalist Mary Breasted, Calderone explained, “See, Quakers get concerns, and they worry at them—not worry with them, but worry at them—until they move into an area of action. This is exactly what happened to me.”63 But however much the Quaker religion inspired challenges to the conspiracy of silence, it also kept her endeavors strongly rooted in conventional morality. As the same journalist observed, Calderone’s speeches were peppered with references to “the proper use of sex” and “her work was, in essence, an attempt to bolster conventional morality by rendering it more tolerable.”64

Calderone was not the only Quaker at the time exploring the relationship of sexuality to religious values. After several years of study, a small group of British Quakers produced a document in 1963, the same year as Robinson’s Honest to God, called Towards a Quaker View of Sex. It received international attention for its frank language and its refusal to condemn homosexual acts. As part of their desire for an updated morality, these Quakers rejected Christian approaches that policed moral behavior. Instead, they concluded that “love cannot be confined to a pattern.”65 Refusing to label a predetermined set of behaviors as corrupt, they held that sins were any actions that exploited others, regardless of specific behaviors or partners involved.66 Like Fletcher and Robinson, the Quaker authors denied that their approach encouraged permissiveness or ethical laziness. Instead, they asserted, it promoted “a high standard of responsibility, thinking and awareness—something much harder than simple obedience to a moral code.”67 While the document caused protests among more conservative Quakers, it primed others within the tradition for Calderone’s emergence as spokesperson for SIECUS and, as a result, as the most recognized leader of American sex education. It signaled a search among progressive Quakers for a new morality of sexuality.

Calderone’s Quaker philosophy of life played out in her interactions with other Protestants on the issue of sex education. For example, during a week-long seminar, she observed that Protestant participants constantly tried to discern which issues were sacred and which secular. She responded, “For me the problem is simple for there is no differentiation: any truth about anything is, in my Quaker philosophy, assuredly sacred simply because it is, in truth, God’s truth. Our major difficulty today, whether in science or in religion, is to establish just what is truth about man’s sexuality.”68 In terms of where she turned to determine the realities of sexuality, she accepted scientific conclusions more readily than church statements, in part, because she viewed the former community as more unified than the latter. Calderone was more accepting of a lack of consensus regarding religious beliefs than she was scientific ones because these “truth-systems” operated quite differently. In reference to religious pluralism, she wrote, “I believe in verities that are eternal for me—but can I make mine stick with those to whom they might appear neither to be verities nor eternal? Shall I then just abandon such people, or shall I try to help them find verities that are meaningful and possibly eternal for them, in the century in which they—not I—will live?”69 Diverse religious perspectives and historically contextualized truths became, therefore, additional reasons to support the new morality’s admonitions against a one-size-fits all approach to ethical decision making and judging others. She felt that science, on the other hand, held a uniquely nonpartisan view of truth, although perhaps not as eternally meaningful as personal religious truths. Ironically, liberal Protestant beliefs like those of Calderone contributed to the shrinking ability of liberal Protestants to speak authoritatively beyond their denominations about sexuality and to the emboldening of scientists to hold their knowledge as universal.

She often spoke of the process of discovering the truths about her own sexuality as a life-altering, even religious, experience. She recalled her childhood trauma of being scolded by her parents and forced to wear aluminum mitts after she was caught masturbating. Her later self-exploration provided a way to heal from this early repression and she worked to convince parents that masturbation, even among children, was a natural part of human identity and expression. Sexual discovery became a part of her Christian path. She infused her evolving knowledge with the Quaker belief “that there is that of God in every man, every human being, and therefore if sexuality is a part of man we have a syllogism then: there is that of God in sexuality.”70 She hoped that science could “map out this part of man’s being so that we can at last fathom the true nature of sexual man as a child of God.”71 Defining sexuality as an integral part of the self therefore helped her to bring God into the picture. Her realizations influenced SIECUS’s expansive view of sexuality as an ongoing part of identity and matched the new morality’s call for taking charge of one’s individual ethical journey.

Based on her Quaker beliefs and guided by the new morality, Calderone emphasized the importance of not forcing values upon others and of encouraging them to thrive within their own religions, and these colored her view of sexuality. “The simple right of human beings to be, or to become, the sexual persons they were meant to be, within the framework of their own value systems” was one of her core principles.72 When asked by young people about the morality of premarital activity, she recalled telling them that “nobody can judge that but yourself. But here are the facts about it.”73 The new morality’s focus on individual ethical engagement transformed sexual learning into a spiritual process of self-discovery, with each individual drawing from their own religious tradition. She directed her stance against repression toward all cultural actors who thwarted education and fulfillment of individual sexuality, which she felt went hand in hand with independent spiritual growth.

It was therefore not surprising that she viewed religions with exclusive worldviews as common purveyors of sexual repression, as other liberal religious sex educators had before her. In her work with Planned Parenthood, for instance, she spoke at length against Catholics who endorsed a universal ban on medical birth control and who judged non-Catholic birth control users to be immoral.74 She recalled praying during Quaker meetings that Catholics would come to respect others’ viewpoints as others respected theirs. “We are as deeply devout as they,” she asserted, “and I often wonder if they really think that we have horns just because our group has approved birth control as highly moral.”75 Still more, she argued that allowing some Catholic doctors and administrators in public medical facilities to prevent distribution of birth control information and devices was unfair because it enforced Catholic morals on non-Catholics, similar to the FCC’s rejection of Catholic marital regulations. It created an elitism in which only those who could afford private physicians could access contraceptives.76 In response, she called upon Protestants to stand up for their beliefs in the morality of birth control and the importance of not imposing religious beliefs through laws and institutions. The argument moved beyond the freedom of religious conscience to uphold the universal right to basic medical access.77

Calderone’s resistance to the application of Catholic morals to non-Catholics was not a plea for everyone to start using birth control. She repudiated the Catholic approach to religious pluralism rather than the content of the Roman position on sexuality. Calderone remained conservative in her personal view that contraception should be used only within marriage, yet she did not wish to force her belief on others.78 To the question of whether Catholics would ever change their official stance against medical birth control, she answered: “ ‘I hope not—for Catholics.’ I want a strong Catholic church in our democracy, just as I want strong Jews and strong Episcopalians, Quakers, Methodists, Lutherans, Baptists—but strength inflicted on others not of the same persuasion is no longer strength, but weakness.” Instead, she requested that Catholics stand up for their right to steer clear of medical birth control as well as the right of others to access it.79 Calderone asked Catholics to produce better resources for teaching their followers the only form of family planning allowed, the rhythm method, criticizing those Catholic doctors and priests who failed to teach its “subtle intricacies.”80 As a leader for Planned Parenthood, she had pushed for distribution of scientific information regarding the method. She considered it inevitable that medical contraceptives would be increasingly accepted; Catholic response would determine whether the change would be peaceful or damaging to ecumenical relations.

Calderone’s criticisms of Catholicism should not overshadow the fact that her conversations and concerns emerged out of a long-standing commitment to dialogue with Catholics. As religious studies scholar R. Marie Griffith has shown, “Calderone did her utmost to reach out to Catholics. By all visible measures, she did so in a spirit of deep interest and generosity, believing that if she exposed her own humanity to Catholic women and men, they would reciprocate.”81 Calderone’s interest in engaging those who held different beliefs combined with the NCC’s interfaith activities help to explain the presence of progressive Catholics and Jews within SIECUS. Furthermore, these conversations with Catholics foreshadow some of her later reactions to those who publicly denounced SIECUS. Calderone’s promotion of religious pluralism and her strong rejection of the imposition of one group’s dogmas on others would define her responses to conservative Protestant opponents of comprehensive sexuality education.

Religion and the New Morality in Early SIECUS

In the initial years of SIECUS, Calderone elaborated upon principles of the new morality within her work. For example, she addressed her rejection of externally imposed dictates and her demand for individual responsibility in a talk she delivered as SIECUS president nearly thirty times in 1966 and 1967. “The basic morality,” she proclaimed, “can never be outer-posed—whatever the source of the imposition. The greatest obedience we can show is to that inner morality that we ourselves impose upon ourselves. We commune with and listen to God each in our different ways.”82 In Calderone’s formulation, the Quaker religion’s inward-turning spirituality supported the new morality’s encouragement of personal accountability. Emphasis on the individual was simultaneously a turn toward God.

Others adapted the new morality to their efforts to promote comprehensive sexuality education, taking it beyond frameworks of liberal Protestantism. For example, Isadore Rubin, a SIECUS board member who held a doctoral degree in Public Health and served as editor of Sexology magazine, associated situation ethics with the humanistic liberalism that he promoted. For him, it stood for rejection of “inflexible absolutes” and teaching “internalized controls” to replace external social controls.83 Rubin situated these principles near the middle of a continuum between extremes of “traditional repressive asceticism” and “sexual anarchy.” He cited Robinson and other Protestant theologians who influenced his understanding of new morality. However, while Fletcher put love at the center of his situation ethics, Rubin argued that sex educators in a pluralistic society needed to elevate more general democratic principles such as respect for truth and critical reasoning, the equality and dignity of every person, the right to self-determination, and the importance of working together for the good of society.84 Despite this important difference, both Rubin and Fletcher rejected traditional approaches to morals and empowered individuals to make moral decisions.

Alongside nonreligious adaptations like Rubin’s, liberal Protestant sex educators continued to invoke the new morality as an important religious contribution to the movement. William Genné, secretary of SIECUS and director of the NCC’s Commission on Marriage and Family Life, expounded upon its theological meanings: “The theological new moralist, in contrast to the secularist, believes that the ultimate sanction for a system of values or morality rests above any person or group of persons. Even the teachings of the churches as well as the acts of men and nations stand under the judgment of the Creator who is also Lord of History.”85 In his perspective, the turn away from legalistic rules reflected more than the social scientific trend away from repression; it was a turn toward a specific vision of God’s relationship to humanity. Rejecting associations of the new morality with permissiveness, Genné asserted that it was “no easy-going, pleasure seeking, fun morality. It demands a rigorous self-evaluation of every personal act as in the sight of God. It cannot accept the rightness of any sexual act that two mutually-consenting adults may do without evaluating this in the light of all we know about the ultimate meaning and purpose of sex as created by God.”86 Because the presumed meaning and purpose of sex within this Christian framework was to serve the family, negative evaluations of premarital sex and homosexuality still governed the theological new morality of comprehensive sexuality education, even if left unstated. However, positions such as Genné’s stirred debates among religious sex educators about whether churches could establish basic guidelines for behavior in common circumstances, if agreement was ever possible on acceptable behavior, and how young people who were not yet mature could be advised.

Interactions between the liberal Protestant new morality and comprehensive sexuality education continued through people like Genné and through Calderone’s involvement with the NCC. As president of SIECUS, Calderone attended some meetings of the NCC’s Division of Christian Education and its Committee on Family Life.87 By 1965, she was listed as a member of the latter, and her involvement pushed the NCC in directions similar to SIECUS.88 After a report on SIECUS’s new study guide on masturbation, for example, she urged the NCC to encourage churches to draft policy statements on the subject. Since medical authorities had rejected the long-standing view that masturbation was unhealthy, Calderone wanted religious authorities to challenge the belief that it was a sinful practice with negative consequences for individuals and society. The NCC responded by appointing a group, which included Calderone, to prepare study material to aid future discussions on the topic.89 Her membership on the Committee on Family Life continued until 1968, when her SIECUS schedule and a collapse from fatigue led her to contact Genné about stepping down from her responsibilities.90

As part of her efforts to shape the NCC’s agenda, Calderone attended the Second North American Conference on Church and Family in 1966 in Ontario, Canada. It drew more than 600 participants and included some of the same leaders who had attended the first, including William Genné as the conference staff executive. While the initial conference featured perspectives from psychology, sociology, and medicine, the second drew primarily on theology to analyze sex, marriage, and family. Although Calderone was not on the program, she spoke at length on same-sex relationships during one of its press conferences. There she shared a situation-specific view of the morality of romantic arrangements, claiming that in certain cases “homosexuality can be as constructive as marriage can be destructive.”91 Although statements such as these certainly challenged the prevailing moral opprobrium against homosexuality, it also reinforced the normative status of heterosexuality among sex educators by saying that only under specific conditions could same-sex relationships be deemed constructive. By contrast, male-female marriages were presumed acceptable until proven otherwise.

During the press conference, Calderone promoted the new morality by underscoring the urgency of equipping individuals with freedom, responsibility, and skills—because moral decisions about sexuality were more complicated and pervasive than decisions about whether or not to sleep with someone. She reinforced the idea that sexuality pervaded life and did not occur just in the bedroom.92 In light of sexuality’s broad scope, she emphasized the inadequacies of legalisms like “just say no.” Her conference participation caught the attention of more than just the press. The conference chair, Gibson Winter, mentioned in his closing address how impressed he was with her contributions. Winter imbued Calderone’s work with religious significance, claiming that she was “a kind of exorcist for our period; she is helping us cast out demons which have possessed us. This is a work of liberation. . . . The recovery of sexuality is part of our salvation—an aspect of wholeness.”93

Although Calderone had inspired the conference chair, she herself was not impressed with the experience. Her conference evaluation expressed intense disappointment that the sequel had not lived up to the original. When asked what she liked best about the meeting, she responded “not even the deadly dull surroundings!” To a question about the conference’s weaknesses, she claimed that she “took away nothing from it that I could use—except that it was evidence of the continuing concern of the Protestant Churches. Note how the major portion of your Second Conference Report and Recommendation is actually composed of the findings of the First!! . . . So what the Second really came out with is—let’s implement the findings of the First! Sorry to be so blunt, but there it is.”94 Calderone was not alone in her criticism. Gibson Winter complained that the first attempt focused too much on science, while the second too much on ethics, concluding that future events needed to combine the best of both.95

Calderone’s disappointment did not deter her from engaging in future meetings with the NCC and other liberal religious groups, and new morality continued to evolve through these exchanges. In 1968, for instance, Calderone addressed the Family Life Section of the NCC’s Division of Christian Education. At its annual meeting, her speech, “The Family: The Cradle of Sex Education?,” reached over 300 ministers and leaders of Christian education and raised the question of whether the family unit was really society’s best hope for developing sexual maturity. Doubting the family’s ability to deal with rapid modern changes, she urged instead for educators to focus on the individual as the “irreducible and ultimate unit of society.”96 She emphasized the importance of positive teachings about sexuality in order to create responsible adults. She connected these goals to strengthening all moralities, which “must be the same for any relationship—whether inter-racial, inter-religious, inter-national, intersocial, interpersonal—or sexual.” By claiming there were “no special moralities that apply to sexual behavior,” she insisted that her work aimed to fortify the whole field of morality, echoing points made by early twentieth-century proponents of moral education.97 By demoting the role of the family, she further distinguished comprehensive sexuality education from family life education, despite the desire of many NCC members to keep family life and sex education closely linked.

In addition to NCC work, Calderone consulted with several denominations that were designing their own programs. In 1966, she led a workshop to help the Presbyterian Church USA implement its sexuality and family life program, the Covenant Life Curriculum. Representing the ecumenical spirit of liberal Protestantism, the workshop included other denominations that utilized the material, among them the Reformed Church in America, the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, the Associate Reformed Presbyterian Church, and the Moravian Church.98 Other SIECUS leaders, too, assisted denominations working on curricula, such as Deryck Calderwood’s contributions to the Unitarian-Universalist Association’s program called About Your Sexuality.

Along the same lines, the new morality framework supported liberal Protestantism’s interfaith cooperation with progressive Catholics and Jews. As Protestant sex educators sidestepped debates about the morality of specific behaviors, they emphasized general principles to which they thought Jews, Catholics, and even nonreligious people could agree, including love, respect, human dignity, and the importance of not harming others. In 1966, the Family Life Bureau of the National Catholic Welfare Conference and the Committee on the Family of the Synagogue Council of America joined with the NCC’s Commission on Marriage and Family to publish “A Joint Statement on Marriage and Family Life in the United States.” While acknowledging differences in approaches, they agreed that God established “families as part of his Divine Plan.” Hence, they believed and united in “affirming that our sexuality is a wonderous gift from God to be accepted with thanksgiving and use within marriage with reverence and joy.”99 Genné predicted that the statement would stimulate further interfaith efforts to strengthen family life and greater church support of community campaigns for sex education.100 This religious reaffirmation of heterosexual family life nudged back against SIECUS trends that hinted at a growing tolerance for gay and lesbian people and emphasized the individual over the family. The creation of the statement also suggested that some religious sex educators felt they could discern some things about God’s will for sexuality, even as they argued against judging others. Both impulses drew their strength from the new morality: one from its guiding principle of love, which remained tied to Christian families, and the other from its allowance for exceptions.

From SIECUS’s beginning, two Catholic leaders sat on its board of directors, and they came to agree with several points made by Protestant new moralists. Jesuit priest John L. Thomas felt that society had “discarded past conceptions of sex without bothering to replace them,” with contemporary views and behaviors pieced together “haphazardly.”101 In order to respond to cultural changes that had occurred in the realm of sexuality and family, he believed that a reevaluation of beliefs about sexuality and their applications was needed.102 However, he did not encourage replacing past conceptions of sex with a situational approach. Paulist priest George Hagmaier took his agreement with new moralists further by rejecting moral absolutes. He declared that masturbation and premarital heterosexual intercourse could no longer be universally condemned.103 When asked about Catholicism’s published and unbending stances against masturbation, homosexuality, and divorce, he claimed that unless the church “changes radically” and addresses the concerns of its younger members “then the institution itself will be irrevocably on the road to complete disintegration and no one will know what the vestiges of this will be.”104 These Catholic leaders applied the spirit of the recent Second Vatican Council, which sanctioned some adaptations to modern circumstances, to the issue of sexuality, while stopping short of celebrating anything but heterosexual, married sexuality. Their response especially represented the role of American Catholic leaders in the Second Vatican Council, some of whom had lobbied for the reevaluation of Catholic traditions that were no longer followed by most lay Catholics in the United States such as the ban on artificial birth control, which continued after the council despite these efforts.105

As seen in the earlier push for family life education, religious engagement with social sciences offered fertile ground for interfaith exchanges. Whether religious leaders were willing to reevaluate their stances or not, many could agree that academic studies in marriage, sexuality, and counseling methods could benefit their ability to guide their constituents. SIECUS’s partnership with the Academy of Religion and Mental Health, an interfaith association founded in 1954, nurtured a variety of religious interactions. Collaboration began in 1967, when Calderone addressed the academy urging clergy and mental health professionals to connect sexuality education to their work on contemporary behavioral patterns.106 The following year, SIECUS and the Academy of Religion and Mental Health co-hosted a conference on “Sex and the Religious-Moral Dilemma.” The three planning members from SIECUS reflected Protestant-Catholic-Jewish interfaith cooperation, with board members William Genné, George Hagmaier, and Jeshaia Schnitzer. In addition to contributing to the diversity of non-Protestant perspectives, Hagmaier and Schnitzer had strong backgrounds in religious counseling, an expertise that resonated with Protestant sex educators trained in pastoral counseling. Attended by nearly 900 religious leaders, psychologists, and other professionals, the conference featured a panel on “The Situational Ethics Dilemma” as well as sessions on sexual-moral challenges of married couples, single people, and so-called deviants.107 One participant described the conference as “the man of religion and secular man coming to grips in consideration of a deeper kind of morality, the morality of relevance to the new day, the morality by which the interplay of intellect trained in different disciplines serves to focus a light so harsh that previously accepted truth is revealed as half-truth.”108 Participants felt that religion and science were essential to effectively illuminate sexuality and morality.

In her conference speech, Calderone corrected common interpretations of the new morality as promoting promiscuity. She claimed that the gathering represented “the real new morality,” which she described as a search by religionists and scientists for a morality applicable to all human actions.109 Still further, Calderone observed that more religions were now prepared to question their traditions of sexuality. The development, she believed, had “made it possible for the religionist to join science with a generosity and openness that, in effect, has said, ‘So o.k., we don’t have to talk my language and use my terminology, we’ll use yours.’ ” She did not, however, view scientists as equally ready to consider moral values and incorporate religious language.110 Like Prince Morrow in social hygiene’s early years, Calderone emphasized the need “to involve the scientist in understanding and supporting the search by the religionist, at least so that he will not repudiate this search on the part of the religionist, but even more importantly, so that he might lend his full forces, skills, and support to the continuing search for moral truths.”111 Science, it seemed, still had the upper hand, with religious representatives forced to speak its language and keep scientists informed, rather than expecting scientists to meet them halfway.

Calderone’s vision for medical and religious cooperation came together most explicitly in her discussion of masturbation, a long-standing taboo within both spheres. Scientists had taken their time to admit that masturbation was a physically safe practice, and even then they shrouded acceptance in qualifications about preventing excessive occurrences and perversion. For their part, many religious people opposed the practice even if they endorsed sex education.112 Calderone challenged her audience to bring science and religion together to start an informed discussion of masturbation in order to guide youth and “to safeguard the evolution of sexual identity.” Masturbation fit within her view of sexuality as a universal, life-long phenomenon, and she pointed out its natural presence in the very young as well as the elderly. She argued that until they developed “some kind of rational basis on which a classification of acceptable sexuality and sexual activity in the young can be based,” then they would “continue to suffer the many distortions in human nature we are witnessing today.”113 Such efforts that broadened the scope of comprehensive sexuality education by pushing boundaries among religionists and scientists opened SIECUS to still more opposition.

Conservative Christian Backlash in the Sex Education Controversies

Everything seemed to be going well for SIECUS, as Calderone recalled, “when suddenly a sour note began to creep in.” Newspaper articles attacking SIECUS increased so dramatically that the organization hired a clipping service to track them.114 National groups launched campaigns against comprehensive sexuality education, with SIECUS as its primary target. At the local level, parents protested school programs and blamed SIECUS for corrupting their children. It was the beginning of what would become known as the sex education controversies, which reached their peak between 1968 and 1969 and had far-reaching effects. With religion on both sides of the debates, it marked a growing divide between liberal religious support of comprehensive sexuality education and conservative religious objection to it. New morality was central to the controversy, as the proposal to abolish fixed notions of moral behavior evoked fears of chaos and debauchery. Much of the confrontation revolved around competing interpretations of boundaries between right and wrong and disagreement over which methods produced the most moral behavior.

Gordon Drake’s 1968 pamphlet Is the Schoolhouse the Proper Place to Teach Raw Sex? became the most famous challenge to SIECUS. It was published by the Christian Crusade, a conservative Protestant organization founded by evangelist Billy James Hargis and known for its radio and television ministries and anti-communist messages. Drake, who held a doctorate in higher education and administration, served as Christian Crusade’s director of education. He, along with Hargis, took advantage of the pamphlet’s release to launch a speaking tour against comprehensive sexuality education.115 In 1969, Drake continued the campaign by publishing SIECUS: The Corrupter of Youth.

Drake charged Calderone with preaching a mission against Christianity: the creation of a new sex morality that indoctrinates youth with a godless message.116 He feared that if she succeeded, youth would “become easy targets for Marxism and other amoral, nihilistic philosophies—as well as V.D.!”117 In a strategy shared by other opponents of SIECUS, he highlighted associations between SIECUS leaders and communism. Joseph Fletcher was cited as a SIECUS affiliate with alleged connections to communism along with Isadore Rubin, longtime editor of Sexology magazine, known for its provocative article titles and images.118 Evidence for these accusations usually turned on loose affiliations with groups that had some connection to communism or the fact that some SIECUS leaders—along with many other citizens—had been called in for questioning by the House Un-American Activities Committee. SIECUS’s partnership with the NCC likely also played a role, because accusations that the NCC was pro-communism dated back to the mid-twentieth century.119 Opponents used suggested links with communism to strike fear into parents that SIECUS was part of an anti-American, anti-Christian, and politically driven conspiracy that went beyond the specific campaign for sex education.

Drake’s distrust of public schools informed his concern about the godless nature of SIECUS programs. From a conservative Protestant perspective, classrooms became particularly hostile to religion after Supreme Court cases in the early 1960s declared prayer and Bible reading in public schools to be unconstitutional.120 Comprehensive sexuality education programs hit a sore spot because of the belief that teaching sexuality without contextualizing it within God’s plan for Christian marriage would lower the topic to the level of smut, pornography, or, in Drake’s words, “verbal and pictorial sexual assault.” He reasoned that if public schools could not present sexuality within a religious framework, then education about it must remain within the home and the church.121 Still further, he stressed that by propagating school programs, Calderone and others like her were robbing families and churches of their God-given duty to provide the instruction.122

Drake’s pamphlets highlighted how the new morality advocated by Calderone and other religious liberals clashed with conservative Christian belief in God-ordained moral absolutes. These absolutes were drawn from their interpretations of the Bible, which they saw as the literal, inerrant, and unchanging word of God. Drake called Fletcher’s situation ethics a “garbage theology” inconsistent with biblical morality, castigating it for promoting lax views about the Ten Commandments and other Christian laws.123 This was also a broader criticism of liberal Protestants, who rejected the tenets of biblical literalism and biblical inerrancy. Lester Kirkendall was categorized as one of the worst offenders among “SIECUS sexecutives,” accused of believing that “any absolute moral standard is utterly unthinkable—aside from the absolutism of non-restraint.”124 Drake understood SIECUS’s situation ethics as breaking down social boundaries of modesty, privacy, and decency by forcing explicit information upon the young and encouraging permissiveness. His attack arose from a deep-seated fear that situation ethics would lead to further attacks on biblical authority.

One of Drake’s accomplishments was “to make SIECUS stand for all sex education, and then to identify SIECUS with what Mary Calderone would soon label ‘a party line of lies, skillfully constructed half truths and quotes out of context.’ ”125 Studies have demonstrated how national organizations like the Christian Crusade spread their image of SIECUS by inspiring strategies of opposition within local sex education battles. These groups distributed a specific set of rhetorical assaults, among them “anti-communist rhetoric, the dissemination of depravity narratives, sexual scapegoating, and a practice of strategic distortion.”126 Local debates reproduced nationally broadcast rumors of teachers taking off their clothes, instructing on bestiality, or making children touch each other’s genitalia or breasts. Parents and other concerned citizens echoed these accusations, taking SIECUS’s words out of context to make it seem as if children were learning pornography. The controversies constructed the image of a common enemy and built cultural, religious, and political arguments against progressive sexuality education.127

In addition to national groups, evangelical Protestant leaders like Tim LaHaye and James Dobson voiced early opposition to SIECUS. Today LaHaye is known as co-author of the bestselling Left Behind series of Christian apocalyptic novels. In the 1960s, though, he was a pastor and founder of the San Diego-based Family Life Seminars, which hosted sessions and published resources for conservative Christian married couples. His radio show The LaHayes on Family Life became a half-hour television show. He had also helped to create an anti-pornography organization called the California League Enlisting Action Now (CLEAN), which laid groundwork for his anti-sex education work.128 Although the mid-century trend of family life education had strong roots in the partnership between liberal Protestants of the FCC, the American Social Hygiene Association, and academic professionals specializing in family life, its national goal of preserving monogamous, heterosexual marriages also resonated with conservative Christians. During the controversies, LaHaye wrote a booklet denouncing SIECUS as the source of “radical sex education,” which he felt was so detailed and crass that it encouraged sexual experimentation and created an “insidious cult of the pornographic.”129 Labeling sex educators as pornographers tapped into 1960s evangelical narratives of anti-pornography, which generally referred to erotic depictions within magazines such as Playboy and adult films.130 By associating comprehensive sexuality education materials with images produced for adult pleasure and profit, LaHaye emphasized his view that the material was too explicit and provocative for children and was undergirded by ulterior motives. To underscore his last point, he mentioned the large amounts of money that SIECUS could make through this endeavor.131

Beyond LaHaye’s concern that content in SIECUS-related programs would destroy innocence and corrupt children, he preached that the organization was just one part of a larger plot to undermine traditional morals. Comprehensive sexuality education, for LaHaye, represented a grand conspiracy by left-wing atheists “bent on the degeneration of today’s young people.”132 He saw Calderone’s endorsement of new morality principles as representative of this plan, including her stance against imposing regulations onto youth.133 Additional signs of new morality he criticized within SIECUS included its affiliation with Joseph Fletcher, its refusal to universally condemn homosexuality and premarital activity, and its emphasis on individual responsibility for determining moral standards. Connecting the denunciation of absolutes with legal restrictions on teaching religion in public schools, he insisted that SIECUS leaders were “the same people who worked so hard to drive the Bible out of our schools and secularize society.”134 Like other Christians who criticized SIECUS, LaHaye saw himself in a battle against “an anti-God, anti-Christian and anti-Bible movement.”135 By publishing his pamphlet, LaHaye positioned himself as a defender of evangelicalism within a larger conflict between good and evil.

Instead of school programs, LaHaye asked Christians to favor “proper sex education with the Bible as our text. It is our conviction that the manufacturer of an item ought to be best qualified to instruct us on its use. Since God created man and sex, then it follows He is the best authority on how it should be used.”136 His view would later become the basis of his bestselling manual for Christian husbands and wives, which will be discussed in Chapter 5. In his pamphlet, LaHaye called on Christians to oppose SIECUS programs within their school districts and to shore up defenses by helping children commit themselves to Jesus Christ and the Bible. James Dobson, a psychologist of child development who would go on to found Focus on the Family in 1977, shared similar evangelical concerns about public school sex education in his 1970 bestseller Dare to Discipline. As part of his call for Christian parents, and especially fathers, to embrace strong family leadership, he urged them to take charge of their children’s instruction in sexual morality.137

As a result of the controversy, angry letters to SIECUS described its materials as “perverted,” “sick,” “trash,” and “pornography.” Some writers attached religious pamphlets to their correspondence to underscore the message that SIECUS leaders were amoral. One disgusted mother, infuriated about the idea of teaching kindergartners about intercourse, wrote that “the Lord Jesus is coming back to this earth sometime and I hope it’s before you can do all the harm you plan to do with your movies in the schools.”138 Another person, after listening to a discussion by William Genné, concluded that scientific approaches had overtaken ministers within the organization, who now supposedly emphasized detailed descriptions of intimate deeds over spiritual messages.139 The accusation invoked old fears that scientific specificity became pornographic when turned toward sexuality, and it implied that scientific neutrality dampened, if not snuffed out, religious values. When SIECUS staff addressed contentious allegations, they often reminded outraged citizens that their organization did not produce materials directly for children; it only published resources for professionals. Although it served as a consultant for those who created school programs, SIECUS repeatedly declared that there was no one-size-fits all curriculum and that each community needed to adapt programs to their needs and values. This approach, while a strategic defense against such accusations, aligned with the new morality’s situation-specific emphasis. Regardless, those who objected to sexuality education in schools had imaginatively and effectively labeled SIECUS the creator and purveyor of all related materials.

Calderone hypothesized that changing gender norms provoked the opposition. She suggested that SIECUS’s celebration of “the personhood of woman” and her female leadership had intimidated men. “The personal attacks focused on me, a woman, have almost all been made by men.”140 The organization’s attempts to abolish myths about gender differences, such as those purporting female sexual passivity, were in tension with conservative evangelical efforts to preserve traditional gender distinctions, especially within the home. In addition, Calderone suggested, it was “not only the fact that I am a woman that threatens and outrages them, but that as a woman over sixty-five, it is somehow doubly indecent and immoral for me to concern myself with this area of life.”141 Her assessment was supported by repeated use of the phrase “dirty old woman” to describe Calderone in the midst of the controversies. In her analysis, she depicted her critics as sexist, ageist, and extremist.

Beyond personal attacks, Calderone observed that many opponents targeted principles of the new morality, including personal responsibility for decisions, informed reason, and refrain from censuring others. She wrote,


The more man tries to move toward the kind of freedom that embodies total responsibility for his individual actions, the more those who deny man’s capacity for integrity call such freedom anarchy. The more science tries to permit the play of critical intelligence over the vast field of knowledge, the more those fearful of knowledge try to take refuge in the mythologies of the past. The more the healing arts help the churches to understand with compassion such behavioral and societal deviations as the addictions (whether to alcohol, drugs, food, or sex), rather than to apply moral judgment to them, the more those who adhere only to a single rigid code of behavior shout immorality. Yet our own state of grace must inevitably depend on how we ourselves draw these lines that are so fine, so nebulous, so shifting.142



As in Fletcher’s argument, Calderone felt that new morality would enhance moral self-determination, a goal that was criticized by those who considered God’s laws to be predetermined and unchanging.

In response to the accusation that her approach encouraged immorality, Calderone expressed her belief that Christians could turn to Jesus for decision-making principles and that his positive values were universally recognized and confirmed by science. She argued that the fact that Christian values could


easily be translated into non-sectarian, indeed into non-religious terminology for use in public schools and still retain their validity in teaching about human behavior, sexual or otherwise, only testifies once again to their universality and eternal relevance. It was the high critical intelligence of this Man that enabled him to frame his utterances in such a way that all men, of whatever religious or non-religious persuasion, might recognize this universality and relevance.143



Jesus and his views of human behavior were historically, scientifically, and universally accurate, according to Calderone, and that was why they could and should be integrated into churches and schools. It was hardly the godless or non-Christian image that the opposition presented of Calderone. However, her replacement of conservative Christian moral absolutes with liberal Christianity’s scientifically guided morality did shift authority of Christian values out of the hands of churches, replacing tradition and religious leaders with scientific expertise on numerous issues. The positioning of liberal Christians as better able to discern God’s will and their morality as more objective because of its scientific alignment was also a double-edged sword, because it made its beliefs about limiting sexuality to marriage seem more authoritative.

While the season of controversy had the positive impact of attracting attention to SIECUS and gaining some new sponsors, it yielded much negative fallout. Calderone, for example, was no longer invited to speak before youth audiences.144 Moreover, the negativity profoundly affected her emotions in the short-term. She recalled in a later interview, “I went down to the lowest point I ever got to in my life when I was saying to myself, These things have to be true. How could people say these things if they were not? And if so, then I am a bad person.”145 Personal attacks were pervasive and persuasive enough to cause her to doubt herself.

To express solidarity, the NCC, the Synagogue Council of America, and the United States Catholic Conference approved an Interfaith Statement on Sex Education in June 1968.146 The new document affirmed the views that Judeo-Christian heritage and values should guide sexual attitudes, that religious institutions and schools could aid parents in the task of shaping healthy sexual mindsets in children, that sex education was a process throughout one’s life, and that “intercourse within marriage offers the greatest possibility for personal fulfillment and social growth.” The statement encouraged schools to recognize “certain basic moral principles, not as sectarian religious doctrine but as the moral heritage of Western civilization.” To address controversial issues within a pluralistic society, it recommended that “objective, informed and dignified discussion of both sides of such questions should be encouraged” but that teachers and institutions should not try to promote their stances as the best answer or the cultural norm.147 In such ways, it distinguished between values it held as basic to a democratic society, such as responsibility, freedom, and respect, and ones it viewed as tied to individual religions, such as specific stances on birth control. Unresolved within the statement was tension between, on the one hand, the desire to accommodate religious pluralism and, on the other, the promotion of Judeo-Christian nonsectarianism, which excluded many religions (including forms of Judaism and Christianity that refused to dissociate morals from their religious specificity).

Encouragement by mainline Protestant leaders during Calderone’s period of depression revived her self-confidence and belief in her mission. These friends, whom she likely knew through her participation in the NCC, arranged to meet with her in 1969 to figure out how churches could fight against attacks. Their concern stemmed not only from their sympathies with SIECUS but also because widespread uproar impacted their church-led programs in family life and sexuality education. Several months later, the leaders produced a pamphlet about the controversy, naming antagonistic organizations and revealing fabrication and distortion of evidence about Calderone and SIECUS. It clarified SIECUS’s goals and approaches and how communities could aid its cause. Calderone greatly appreciated the acknowledgment that she “was not the person described in the attacks. I knew who and what I was, and those lovely people and anyone else who took the trouble to find out knew who I was.”148

While the controversies galvanized liberal religious groups already engaged in the sex education movement, they also motivated some religious groups to join. Leonard A. Schoolman, a Reform rabbi, contacted Calderone about involving the Union of American Hebrew Congregations, consisting of over 700 Reform Jewish synagogues. “We are concerned with the rapid breakdown of existing sex education courses in public schools,” he wrote, “as well as the dearth of solid family life education in most communities.”149 She met with the group in 1969 to consult about creating a program and materials for Reform Jewish schools.

In the midst of the controversies, SIECUS responded to attacks by drawing attention to its associations with religious groups, a strategy reminiscent of the moral exemption that shielded early sex educators from obscenity charges. In addition to acknowledging its liberal religious allies, SIECUS countered accusations that it was anti-Christian and immoral. Leaders reminded people about the presence of a minister among the founders and Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish leaders on the board of directors. Calderone maintained that her work was motivated by her Quaker concerns and that SIECUS aimed to nurture individuals who could practice their sexuality in morally and socially responsible ways. She urged “understanding of sexual man as a child of God” as a crucial part of discovering humanity’s relationship to God.150 The SIECUS Report published articles mentioning its religious ties and interests, periodically dedicating entire issues to religion, including lengthy bibliographies of religious materials on sexuality. These publications served as resources for religious groups working on curricula and as advertisements of significant developments occurring on the topic of religion.

Calderone continued to view the NCC as an important conversation partner to SIECUS. However, not everyone affiliated with the NCC welcomed Calderone’s continued involvement given the attacks on her reputation, fearing that she would stir up controversy at meetings or in towns where she spoke. In response to one complaint written on behalf of the Indiana Council of Churches, Genné defended Calderone’s contributions, including her service to the NCC’s Commission on Marriage and the Family and her participation in both North American Conferences on Church and the Family. Lest her Christianity be in question, he reiterated the Quaker foundations of her work. Further noting the interest of numerous denominations in adopting or creating sex education curricula, he responded that it was “certainly no time to run scared before those who call sex education a communist plot.”151 The NCC’s relationship to Calderone symbolized the commitment of many liberal Protestants to expanding comprehensive sexuality education and the broad institutional support the NCC provided at a time of crisis.

As the end of the decade neared, Calderone spoke about the controversy to the General Board of the NCC, which had over 300 representatives from the thirty-three denominations affiliated with the organization at the time. In her address—lauded by some as “ ‘electrifying,’ ‘prophetic,’ and ‘superb’ ”—she corrected accusations made against SIECUS.152 Denying Gordon Drake’s allegation that “raw sex” was being taught in schools, she insisted that comprehensive sexuality programs attempted to teach “rationality and morality.” Rejecting the conservative Christian claim that biblical lessons were needed to teach morality, she argued that general moral values like responsibility could and should still be taught in public schools even though the First Amendment prohibited faith-based instruction.153 Beyond defending school programs, Calderone urged the General Board to appoint a commission to investigate lies and exaggerations she accused the Christian Crusade and the John Birch Society, an anti-communist organization that had joined the opposition, of perpetuating about SIECUS. To convince the NCC, she described in detail how Drake had taken her words out of context, pasting together pieces from several speeches to portray her in a negative light. She prodded, “Can the churches stand by and not raise their voices against the use of Christ’s name to cover these tactics?”154 The NCC responded by organizing a workshop to inform people about misleading information perpetuated by the “extremist attacks.”155 She reported similar backing from Quakers who insisted that dispelling the false accusations was their way to “witness to the truth.”156 At the same time, efforts to clear the public image of Calderone and SIECUS amplified the overall dichotomous nature of the controversy, emphasizing religious differences between supporters and opponents. The controversy of the late 1960s marked a growing divide between liberal and conservative Protestant approaches to sexuality, with each making efforts to distinguish itself from the other and to align itself with the “true” spirit of Christianity.

Comprehensive Sexuality Education and the New Morality in the 1970s

By the 1970s, the new morality embraced by SIECUS had increased liberal Protestant support for sexuality education. Genné even compiled a book of official denominational statements supporting sex education to show the scope of endorsements.157 Several years later Methodist minister Leon Smith, a SIECUS board member, identified an increase in programs within churches and growing support among religious groups for public school sex education and sexuality research. Demonstrating a continued influence of new morality principles, Smith argued that the most significant pattern was religion’s shift from strict regulations of behavior to “broad ethical principles which individuals might use in specific situations as guidelines.” Meanwhile, attention to individual freedom, responsibility, the diversity of behaviors and identities, and the role of physical pleasure all grew.158

In many ways, new morality principles became the accepted norms of sexual morality within SIECUS and among its liberal Protestant partners. As a result, the term “morality” often became a shorthand for new morality and situation ethics within these groups in the early 1970s. Although on the surface it seemed as though the new morality was in decline, in other ways its integration into broader understandings of sexual morality was a sign of its success. This trend may have also been influenced by the fact that the terms “new morality” and “situation ethics” became the object of ridicule and misunderstanding among its opponents. Even its early popularizer, Robinson, had shown a willingness to abandon the term in light of frustrations with its misapplications, and things only got worse as a result of the sex education controversies. By the 1970s, some saw the term as “politically toxic.”159

Although liberal Protestant sex educators began to use the label of “new morality” more cautiously, the principles associated with it increasingly distinguished them from conservative Protestants. Articles in the 1970 special edition of Pastoral Psychology highlighted the perceived contrasts. Calderone identified the “real stumbling block” of recent controversies to be the “single value system” upheld by some evangelicals that did not permit other views to be considered moral and that did not allow for adjustments based on scientific facts.160 She paired her criticisms of evangelical moral absolutes with negative assessments of their emotional worship, perpetuating the long-standing myth that emotional and rational approaches to religion were always at odds. She suggested that the “hysterical, frenzied, and almost uncontrolled” experiences at evangelical revivals were less durable and valid than more orderly Christian approaches, described in unmistakably Quaker terms as the “day-to-day listening to the inner voice of God.”161 In her article, she found an ally within Judaism as a way to further distance her approach from evangelicalism. She pointed out that Judaism had never shared Christianity’s association of sex with sin and that the Jewish tradition of determining morality on a case-by-case basis through rabbinical interpretation resembled situation ethics.162 Along similar lines, Quaker David Mace suggested that a situational approach made liberal Christians more authentically religious, reflecting “a long ignored emphasis that Jesus called for in human motivation and behavior.”163 By the 1970s, liberal Protestants like Calderone and Mace had determined that conservative evangelicalism was out of step with true Christian approaches and the modern science that informed them.

In 1971, in the aftermath of the controversy’s most heated years, SIECUS sought to solidify its relations with mainstream religious leaders by hosting the Conference on Religion and Sexuality in St. Louis. Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish groups nominated participants to attend. They watched presentations by sociology and psychology professors, a psychiatrist, a psychotherapist, a doctor and professor of obstetrics and gynecology, and sexologists on topics such as heterosexuality, homosexuality, counseling, moral development, and values among adolescents, college students, and the black community. Called upon to present “The Role of Religion in Sexual Dysfunction” were well-known sexologists William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson. Researchers, in other words, steered the ship, while allowing space at the end of each presentation for feedback from religious representatives. The program structure was meant to provide religionists with scientific data to reevaluate and further develop their approaches to contemporary concerns.164

At the end of the conference, attention shifted from scientific specialists to religious attendees, who had an opportunity to speak with one another without the researchers. However, distinctions between these groups should not be viewed as complete because some religious attendees were also scientific specialists, likely because churches sent members with the most training to partake in the scientifically dominated conversation.165 The final discussion session revealed a lack of consensus on how to move forward. Some suggested that churches endorse secular developments in sex education and research, while others thought that the problem could be alleviated only by working within their own traditions to explore theologies surrounding sexuality. The overall message was that churches still had a lot of work to do, and Calderone was pleased with their willingness to examine religious obstacles to positive discussions of sexuality.166 She argued that it was “no longer sufficient for the churches to state that ‘sex is good’ and is ‘God’s gift to us,’ both of which statements I firmly believe, if they then proceed to hem sex in with attitudes and restrictions that prevent its full flowering. . . . The mythologies about sex simply have to go, whether we be church people or science people—or both.”167 In her view, the way to undo mischaracterizations was through the combined efforts of religion and science, a partnership strengthened by the new morality. However, the conference structure itself showed that SIECUS organizers still struggled to fully integrate scientists and ministers and that religion was expected to follow the lead of science.

Afterward, participants wrote to Calderone to express their appreciation and their belief that the conference would have far-reaching effects among churches.168 Attendees brought information back to their denominations through reports in the religious press, updates to existing church-sponsored curricula, and workshops on marriage, family, and sexuality.169 One Catholic director of religious education thanked the organizers for “giving us the encouragement to start anew regardless of the negative frustrations and the narrow mindedness that we experience.” The impact of the conference, she claimed, would reach beyond the event to benefit the many students she taught.170 The conference inspired new church-based and synagogue-based efforts and renewed the vigor of sexuality education as it faced ongoing resistance at local and national levels.

The conference did not, however, dispel all fears of conservative backlash. While most participants agreed to have their names included in its proceedings, several asked to be omitted. A representative of the Baptist Convention of Texas, for instance, explained that his organization did not want to hand “ ‘Billy James Hargis’ types more bricks to throw at us,” referring to the leader of the Christian Crusade.171 Similarly, a delegate from the Southern Baptist Convention of Nashville requested that his name and comments be struck to avoid giving “critics any opportunity to impede our progress.”172 Their desire to remain anonymous was likely influenced by the fact that Baptist denominations had experienced severe internal divisions between liberal and conservative factions over issues of civil rights and women’s rights and therefore did not want to provoke further disputes by attracting attention to their progressive efforts and affiliations.

Another important event for SIECUS’s religious outreach—and consequently the relationship between liberal Protestantism, new morality, and sexuality education—was Calderone’s acceptance of an invitation to give the prestigious Rufus Jones Lecture in 1973. As she put it, it was “the Quaker lecture to give” because its subsequent publication reached a wide Quaker readership.173 The commitment included a speech, followed by a weekend workshop on how to help Quaker Meetings deal with sexuality issues. According to the invitation, the committee selected Calderone because of its desire “to stress the spiritual nature of sexuality, the wholeness of the person, and the appropriateness of this topic for religious education” and the growing awareness that the topic was “swept under the rug by Friends [Quakers].” More specifically, the Quaker General Conference was embroiled in controversy over whether unmarried men and women should be allowed to share hotel rooms at national gatherings. They were “concerned about the despair of young people looking to their Meetings for understanding and guidance as they are making decisions about their own sexual lives—and for the anger of older Friends in the face of more open relationships between young couples outside of marriage.”174 The more progressive Quakers among them hoped that Calderone’s speech would clarify issues involved in the debates over conference sleeping arrangements as well as inspire more programs on the topic.175

Within her speech, entitled “Human Sexuality and the Quaker Conscience,” Calderone argued that new morality defined the ideal Quaker approach, or “Quaker conscience,” regarding sexuality. Like many situationists, she drew upon Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of the stages of moral development to support her understanding of the new morality as an advanced phase of moral growth. According to her reading of Kohlberg, stages spanned “from the first, most primitive or pre-moral stage of ‘If I do this I’ll be rewarded, if I do that I’ll be punished’ to the sixth or principled stage, where right is defined by conscience acting on the basis of self-chosen ethical principles that are abstract, such as the Golden Rule.” The final stage, claimed Calderone, encompassed decision making according to Quaker conscience and the new morality. It was defined by individual moral choices that were inspired by principles such as “justice, reciprocity, quality of human rights, and respect for dignity of human beings.”176 By comparison, Calderone characterized those who simply adhered to imposed moral absolutes as less mature in their moral development.

Calderone argued that Quaker tradition, like new morality, taught one not to judge others’ conduct. Her reasoning derived from Quakers’ belief in private access to God, because “only one of us may hear, each one for his or her own self, God speaking to us.”177 She suggested, too, that those who took it upon themselves to assess whether others’ behavior was right or wrong violated Quaker principles of nonviolence: “He does violence to the individual whose right to be different he refuses to defend because he does not wish to appear to ‘condone’ what he disagrees with; he does violence to his own Friendly conscience; and he does violence to the cause of human justice and rights for all human beings.”178 Calderone called on her fellow Friends to express their faith by showing love to people who embraced other versions of sexual behavior, including premarital and same-sex sexual relationships. “We can reach out to that of God in them,” she claimed, “even though they are different from us.”179 Calderone therefore paired the new morality with Quaker tenets of nonviolence, nonjudgment, and the presence of God within each human to justify the acceptance of sexual diversity.

Within liberal religious circles, support for comprehensive sexuality education within schools and churches expanded, and understandings of its new morality principles spread.180 As SIECUS developed its work according to new morality principles, it would do so in the context of continued controversy. Those who tried to block comprehensive efforts consolidated and began to adapt select SIECUS strategies to create restrictive programs that praised abstinence before marriage as the only acceptable sexual lesson for youth. These developments brought on a new phase in which alternative programs competed over sex education content, funding, and, in their views, the moral fate of America.


5

Abstinence-Only and the Struggle to Define Sex Education

“If we choose to equip our toddlers with sexual information, we should familiarize them with words like penis, vagina, vulva, ova, and sperm. In discussing sexual matters with children, we should use correct medical terms. . . . The important thing for our children’s well-being is to be accurate and natural about it.”1 Ideas suggested here—that instruction start at a young age and that it utilize scientific terminology—were commonplace among comprehensive sexuality educators of the Sex Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS). What makes this particular statement unusual was not content but authorship, as it was written by one of SIECUS’s vocal opponents, evangelical Tim LaHaye. In a dramatic reversal from his earlier condemnation of these approaches as “radical,” “degenerating,” and “anti-Christian,” he adapted them and other hallmarks of progressive sex education to promote a conservative Christian version in 1985.2 As it would seem, LaHaye had learned a lot from the liberals he decried.

LaHaye’s effort to formulate an alternative to comprehensive sexuality education signaled a new stage of sex education history. In previous phases, those who disagreed either claimed that instruction should not occur at all or that it should take place only in the privacy of the home, and few had created material for the latter.3 Among conservative Protestants, however, contention eventually became a call for something more. Opposition that had emerged in the late 1960s began to transform a decade later from a movement that protested SIECUS into one that also promoted Christian-inspired instruction focused on abstinence before marriage. Rather than arguing that nothing about sex should be taught in schools, it soon insisted that only its programs were appropriate and necessary. “Abstinence-only” curricula, supported by evangelicals, became the dominant form in public schools by the century’s end.4 While having features borrowed from their liberal counterparts, these programs were distinguished by their emphasis on unchanging moral principles—a direct challenge to the new morality of comprehensive sexuality education. The moral absolutes of abstinence-only education centered around the denunciation of sexual activity outside of heterosexual marriage, including premarital, extramarital, and same-sex sexual behavior. These restrictive messages silenced both sexual diversity and the effectiveness of contraceptive products. As part of the effort to reinforce boundaries, abstinence-only advocates also tried to lock sex in the bedroom with their emphasis on the act of intercourse compared to Mary Calderone’s definition of sexuality as part of one’s entire being. With an influx of religiously motivated abstinence-only proponents, liberals were no longer the only religious voices pushing their sex education agendas.

Liberal religious sex educators had, unintentionally, aided their new competitors. The many years spent convincing the public that sex education was needed for improving American moral values and behaviors had opened the door to disagreements on whose morals would be taught. While Christian and Jewish sex educators settled on trying to teach supposedly universal, nonsectarian ideals like love and responsibility in order to reach a religiously plural public (an approach marked by its own liberal Protestant biases), conservative Protestants like evangelicals and fundamentalists demanded that moral lessons be taught from an explicitly Bible-based, Protestant perspective. Like the earlier opponents of SIECUS, abstinence-only advocates deemed liberal ethical approaches suspicious at best and, at worst, anti-Christian.

Liberal Protestant sex educators with the help of some Catholics and Reform Jews had established and maintained long-standing connections between morality and sex education. Many of the frameworks that they had developed for teaching moral sex surfaced later within abstinence-only education. In the early movement for sex education, they had promoted a combination of both expansive and restrictive messages, the latter of which included various strategies to restrict sexual activity to monogamous, heterosexual marriage. Purity rhetoric utilized by Quakers, Unitarians, and Episcopalians of the late nineteenth-century social purity movement strongly resembled later references in abstinence-only education and the broader genre of evangelical purity literature. The use of the term “purity” to describe abstinence became popular among evangelicals, manifesting in purity rings, father-daughter dances called purity balls, youth rallies, and organizations that celebrated those who pledged to remain “pure” until marriage. I am not, however, arguing for a causal relationship between the examples. No evidence suggests that contemporary advocates drew directly on, or were even aware of, late nineteenth-century purity reformers. What social purity origins did ensure was that abstinence before marriage and references to purity remained significant themes within the sex education movement for over a century, even as they were adapted to fit subsequent phases.

“Family life” stood out as another concept advanced by liberal religious sex educators that resurfaced within abstinence-only rhetoric. Mid-century supporters, including those within the National Council of Churches, were particularly savvy in emphasizing monogamous, heterosexual marriage and the importance of having children as traditional Judeo-Christian values. Family life education gained cultural saturation, proliferating in forms that—to the dismay of some—often excluded explicit discussions of sexuality. Evangelicals who would become leaders of the interconnected movements of the Christian Right, the pro-family movement, and the abstinence-only movement grew up and began their seminary or professional training amid these widespread trends. LaHaye, who led workshops and a radio show on family life in the 1970s, was likely a product of such diffuse influences. People like psychologist James Dobson, trained in social science and pastoral counseling, were especially exposed to marriage and family specialists. Dobson became known as an evangelical family life expert through his many books about child-rearing and marriage as well as his founding of Focus on the Family in 1977. Earlier in his life, he worked as an assistant at the Institute of Family Relations under the supervision of Paul Popenoe, whose career studying marriage and family reached back to the early American Social Hygiene Association. Whether through personal relationships or experiences with such education as a student, it is likely that leaders of evangelical campaigns for traditional family values were exposed to the family life education sponsored by mainstream sex educators.

Although the combination of expansive and restrictive values promoted in previous phases helped to garner public support for sex education, it ironically laid groundwork for the later clashes between liberals and conservatives. The fissure became particularly evident within the late 1960s, when the development of the new morality pushed SIECUS and the NCC to ask whether traditional mandates applied in all situations and whether they could or should pass judgment on others’ behavior. While many of these situationists espoused the ideal of chastity before marriage, rejecting moral absolutes opened possibilities of affirming more controversial topics, including masturbation, premarital relations, and same-sex relationships. These progressive discourses tipped the balance that had long been maintained. As liberal religious sex educators seriously questioned whether denominational stances could be applied universally, they turned greater attention inward to denominational programs. Some of these programs became renowned for their comprehensiveness and the vast number of participants reached, such as the Our Whole Lives (OWL) curricula developed jointly by the Unitarian Universalist Association and the United Church of Christ.5 Within SIECUS, religious spokespeople increasingly yielded the floor to the secular professionals of scientific sexuality, continuing the medicalization of morals that had begun over a century before. At the same time, the greatest religious partner to SIECUS, the NCC, faced internal strife and decline in their budget and national influence, limiting the scope and power of their sex education work.6 Conservative Protestants, meanwhile, were well poised to embrace restrictive messages that they felt were being abandoned, overturned, or contradicted.

Abstinence-Only’s Emergence from Divisions within American Protestantism

Development of two conflicting forms of sex education cannot be fully understood without a broader look at American religious history, as it emerged from larger rifts that had been growing within Protestantism throughout the twentieth century. Mainline Protestant denominations—many of which were affiliated with the NCC—had viewed themselves as the center of Protestantism and American culture, reflected in the label of the “Protestant establishment” to describe these groups.7 Supporting this reputation in the first half of the century was a general retreat of fundamentalist Protestants from large-scale public engagement with non-fundamentalists and exclusion of black churches and non-Protestants from the mainstream. Several factors prompted struggle and decline within the mainline establishment in the second half of the century. It had espoused increasingly progressive stances, including views on women’s roles, contraceptives, and ecumenical and interfaith cooperation. As it moved further left, it alienated conservatives within mainline denominations. In addition, it experienced a drop in membership that historian David Hollinger attributed to a decline in birth rates among ecumenical Protestants as well as the younger generation’s decision to channel their liberal motivations into secular activities rather than join the mainline churches of their parents. In the meantime, Protestant fundamentalists and their more moderate conservative counterparts, evangelicals, had built many of their own institutions as they “warned against the perils of a diverse modernity and preached ‘home truths.’ ” They, by contrast, had produced more children and managed to keep many of them within the fold of their thriving subculture.8

Beyond membership shifts, which reflected religious differences, conservative Protestants had entered a new stage of political engagement by the end of the 1970s with the emergence of the Christian Right. Leaders and their organizations that rose to prominence included Jerry Falwell’s Moral Majority, Pat Robertson’s Christian Coalition, James Dobson’s Focus on the Family, and Beverly LaHaye’s Concerned Women for America.9 Although evangelicals and fundamentalists constituted the movement’s core, the Christian Right engaged a variety of conservative Christians. Most notably, Phyllis Schlafly, a conservative Catholic who founded the Eagle Forum and spearheaded the antifeminist STOP ERA campaign, became a leader of the movement who inspired grassroots conservative activism.10 Christian Right agendas gained further influence through televangelism and other media presences, including through the Christian Broadcasting Network, also founded by Pat Robertson. However, what ultimately catapulted them into the spotlight of national politics was alignment with the Republican Party. The new alliance brought together evangelicals and fundamentalist Protestants around Christian nationalism and mobilized them against causes that they associated with liberalism, namely, “feminism, abortion, pornography, and gay rights.”11

Although most scholars agree on the general contours of the Christian Right in the late 1970s and 1980s, there are various accounts of which earlier events caused the Christian Right to emerge as it did, including whether the sex education controversies played a role. The common narrative that the Christian Right emerged in opposition to the Roe v. Wade decision legalizing abortion has been significantly challenged, as conservative Protestants were either ambivalent or supportive of Roe v. Wade when it was announced in 1973. Anti-abortion activism did not become a major part of the Christian Right’s platform until late in the decade, before which time it was seen as predominantly a Catholic issue.12 Several scholars, most notably Randall Balmer, have pointed to the desegregation of American schools—and especially the denial of tax-exempt status to private Christian schools that refused to racially integrate in the 1970s—as the “real origins of the Religious Right.” Balmer argues that conservative Protestants came together politically based on the initial impulse to defend their schools against forced integration and the government interference that it represented.13

Sex education can be added to the list of why conservative Christians criticized public schools and defended Christian private schools in the 1960s and 1970s. As another leading historian of the Christian Right summarizes, although some of the conservative Christian schools were “clearly ‘segregationist academies’ designed to escape the court-ordered racial integration of the public schools,” by the late 1960s, “fundamentalists who opened such schools were often just as angry about sex education or the lack of classroom prayer as they were about integration.”14 Opposition to desegregation and comprehensive sexuality education were also not mutually exclusive. The sex education controversies drew on white concerns about race and sexuality, as rhetoric opposing sex education “could serve as a code for race; a way to implicitly tap racial fears.”15 Another analysis of race and sex education concluded that “parents and administrators considered sex education even more dangerous in the context of a racially integrated classroom,” with opponents using “racial language to scare parents about what kids were learning, and with whom.”16

Although many scholars begin their histories of the Christian Right in the 1970s, therefore leaving out the sex education controversies, others have interpreted sex education debates as playing a more significant role in its development. Sociologist Janice M. Irvine has argued that campaigning against SIECUS helped the Christian Right to “build their movement,” especially by showing “the political opportunities inherent in mobilizing around sexuality.”17 Religious studies historian R. Marie Griffith similarly concluded that the sex education controversies involving SIECUS and the Christian Crusade “played a formative role in the early shaping of the modern Christian Right.”18 Indeed, while the Christian Right had not yet formed in the late 1960s, the controversies provided an important early occasion for conservative Protestant forces to join against a common enemy at local and national levels of politics, at the same time organizing around some of the family values that would be integrated into the later pro-family movement. After it fully emerged in the late 1970s, the Christian Right influenced—and was influenced by—activism against comprehensive sexuality education and support of abstinence-only education. Evangelical education about abstinence, manifested in curricula and purity organizations for youth, further engaged the rank and file in Christian Right agendas.19

Intensive political and media battles involving the Christian Right over family and education represented polarizing tendencies to define American culture according to different moral systems. The “culture wars” involved, on one side, a range of conservatives committed to traditional orthodoxies and, on the other, religious and secular liberals driven by progressive adaptations to modern life. The incompatibility of their approaches frustrated attempts at dialogue and resulted in harsh attempts to discredit one another.20 Notwithstanding polarization of orthodox and progressive impulses in public discourse, largely advanced by leaders and institutions, “most Americans, despite their dispositions, would not embrace a particular moral vision wholly or uncritically.”21 The rhetoric of national spokespeople “masked” and “flattened” the diversity of local conversations and individual opinions about sex education.22 That being said, conservative Protestants were well suited for the dramatic national rhetoric of war. For years, they had cultivated a view of their beliefs as under attack by secular culture, a struggle that took on cosmic significance in light of their premillennial apocalyptic belief that society would fall into disarray before Jesus returned to usher in the end of the world. They positioned themselves on the righteous side of a cosmic battle between good and evil, associating opposition with corruption, sin, and damnation. Defeating those who thwarted their efforts was part of a divine mission to hold their ground before Jesus returned.23

The Christian Right coupled outward efforts to spread biblical values through political engagement with an inward turn toward family life. Authors promoting evangelical marital sexuality defended conservative values of separate, complementary gender roles for men and women. They celebrated women as supportive wives, diligent homemakers, and nurturing mothers and men as heads of households, breadwinners, and strong father figures. While not all evangelicals held these views, including a subgroup of evangelical feminists, complementarians came to dominate public discourses of the pro-family movement and the Christian Right.24 Heterosexuality and the desire for marriage and children were presumed, with reproduction and marital unity upheld as the purposes of sexuality. Homosexuality, by contrast, was framed as an aberration caused by cultural, psychological, and spiritual misguidance, with same-sex sexual activity cast as a perversion and serious sin. After years of distancing themselves from mainstream psychology, evangelicals had adopted the psychological framework of homosexuality as, in part, a mental illness, although now it was outdated science as the American Psychological Association had renounced this position in the early 1970s.25 Conservative Christians further connected their discussions of distinct gender roles with beliefs in a God-given natural and social order that was threatened by progressive cultural changes and needed protecting.26 By circumscribing gender, evangelicals rejected claims of the growing gay rights movement and many spurned what they perceived as feminism’s goal of diminishing differences between men and women. Conversely, these frameworks also resonated with earlier phases of liberal sex education in which, generally, sex educators assumed separate gender roles, associated women with the domestic sphere, cast homosexuality as a serious problem, and insisted that sexuality be discussed as a moral issue.

By the late 1970s, an evangelical pro-family movement emerged that promoted what its members considered to be traditional values of the Christian family.27 Two national conferences that, from the perspective of conservative Christians, promoted unacceptable views of family structure served as useful counterpoints for the movement. Feminist values affirmed in the 1977 International Women’s Year Conference, including the Equal Rights Amendment, abortion rights, and lesbian equality, spurred evangelical women to organize a national counter rally and local groups. Similarly, evangelicals interpreted the decision of the 1980 White House Conference on Families to change its title from “family” to “families” as a legitimation of gay rights. These events sparked objections against homosexuality and emphasis on the centrality of marriage between a man and a woman.28 The pro-family movement found its champion in the newly formed Christian Right, which came to justify its political work as a “defense of the ‘traditional’ family.”29 However, because the Christian Right took on issues other than pro-family politics, and because pro-family advocates developed some of their own organizations, alliances, and spokespeople, the trends only partially overlapped and reinforced one another. By the end of the 1990s, the pro-family movement consisted of a thriving network of organizations aimed at shaping social trends and politics.30

Abstinence-only education, therefore, must be contextualized within a matrix of religious and cultural developments. Its creation was as much a protest against forms of progressive sexuality as it was an engagement with these trends. Similarly, its relationship to other evangelical developments was mutually influential. The Christian Right and pro-family movement benefited from widespread attention to abstinence, which in turn received significant support from the endorsements and activities of national organizations of the Christian Right.

From SIECUS Opponents to Abstinence Educators

Abstinence-only education emerged amid renewed religious opposition to SIECUS in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Claire Chambers’s The SIECUS Circle: A Humanist Revolution fanned the flame. Published in 1977 as a 515-page diatribe against almost everyone affiliated with SIECUS, it defined the second round of attacks as Gordon Drake’s 1968 pamphlet Is the Schoolhouse the Proper Place to Teach Raw Sex? had shaped the first. Chambers’s book announced itself as “dedicated to the preservation of Christianity and the God-given principles upon which our Nation was founded.” By contrast, Chambers asserted that “SIECUS’s real purpose is to erase the traditional moral values of the Judeo-Christian code and replace them with situation ethics and ‘the new morality.’ ” Like previous attacks, Chambers targeted the organization for its promotion of situation ethics, claiming that abandoning moral absolutes resulted in permissiveness and undermined Judeo-Christian values. She ultimately accused SIECUS of being part of a communist, secular humanist plot that connected dozens of organizations in “an atheistic cartel” in order to convert the United States into “a secular and collectivist state.”31 Chambers criticized Calderone for rejecting complementarian gender roles and for suggesting that intimate relations outside of marriage could have benefits. SIECUS’s religious affiliations, including Calderone’s Quaker religion and the National Council of Churches, were disparaged as radical humanist groups that countered fundamental Christian views. Throughout the book, Chambers tried to denigrate SIECUS, its leaders, and its affiliates by connecting them to non-Christian religions such as Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism, and Theosophy. While Calderone invoked the new morality as part of the liberal Protestant mission to defend religious pluralism, Chambers and fellow travelers rejected it as contrary to the singular system of Christian morality to which they adhered. The prevailing narrative that conservative Christians have been the only Christians active in sex education debates therefore reproduces and reinforces the partisan claim of conservative Protestants that they represent true Christianity and that liberal Protestantism is heretical.

By the early 1980s, evangelicals who opposed SIECUS were equipped with allegations from The SIECUS Circle and support from the expanding Christian Right, which now involved organizations such as the Moral Majority and linked together a number of conservative social stances. Calderone opined that a “new crop of ‘keepers of our morals’ seemed to be echoing the same vitriolic rhetoric reminiscent of that voiced by the Christian Crusade and the John Birch Society in the late 1960s.” This time they had at their fingertips “a stockpile of ammunition” from Chambers’s book, which labeled over 900 people as SIECUS’s co-conspirators.32 “As a religious person,” Calderone lamented, “I am sickened that all of this is done in the name of the one whose New Testament precepts directly contradict the hatred, anger, superstition, mythology, and destructiveness invoked—provoked?—by the Moral Majority, the Eagle Forum, and the Christian Broadcasting Network and their followers.”33 She wrote proudly that SIECUS “stood firm in spite of opposition and lies by people who called themselves Christians.”34 Paradoxically, by challenging her opponent’s claims to Christianity and suggesting that her understanding of Christianity was more correct, Calderone had adopted strategies from the very people she denounced.

One prominent conservative Christian to speak against SIECUS in the early 1980s was Phyllis Schlafly. As a Catholic, she helped to forge important coalitions—defying some deep-seated prejudices—between conservative Christians, especially women, of evangelicalism, Catholicism, and, later, Mormonism.35 After leading a successful decade-long campaign to keep the Equal Rights Amendment from being ratified into the Constitution, she turned her attention to schools, arguing that SIECUS-endorsed programs would lead to promiscuity and higher pregnancy rates. She described them as excluding “all references to moral standards of right and wrong, thereby teaching only animal-level sex.” Other features she decried included co-ed classes, introduction of explicit terminology and images, and suggestions that premarital intercourse, abortion, sexually transmitted disease, and homosexuality were common and acceptable. She felt that such programs de-emphasized lessons on chastity, including its “spiritual, psychological, emotional, and physical benefits” and its guaranteed effectiveness at preventing pregnancy and diseases.36 Schlafly’s stance reflected a view held by conservative Christians of multiple varieties that standards like chastity before marriage were absolute and that going against God’s law would open the floodgates to additional sinful behavior.

Joining Schlafly’s protests were published objections by James Dobson and Tim LaHaye, who both continued to oppose SIECUS as they had after the initial controversies. Now, however, they each spoke from their established reputations as evangelical Christian family experts and celebrities of evangelical media.37 Dobson had left his position as a clinical professor of pediatrics at the University of Southern California’s School of Medicine to found Focus on the Family in 1977. Through radio broadcasts and publications, his organization called for men and women to uphold their God-given roles as husbands and wives in order to strengthen their faith, to raise Christian children, and to provide for others a model of life as a Christian family. Focus on the Family became a major voice of resistance to SIECUS, insisting that intimacy belonged within marriage and that sexual lessons be taught in conjunction with morality by parents. Dobson’s national organization fueled local conflicts by providing parents with encouragement and arguments for why SIECUS-related programs threatened the Christian family.38

While conservative evangelicals fought against liberalization, they were not rejecting sexuality altogether. According to religious studies scholar Amy DeRogatis, “evangelicals did not turn away from the sexual liberation movement of the 1960s.” Instead, “they simply made it their own, publishing sex manuals, running sex workshops, and holding counseling sessions to instruct husbands and wives on the best techniques for a sexually satisfying marriage.”39 To counter discourses that they detested, including comprehensive sexuality education and a growing industry of secular erotic advice literature, Dobson, LaHaye, and other evangelical authors elaborated on their standards by writing manuals for Christian married couples. The manual authors turned to the Bible and selectively utilized aspects of secular culture, such as scientific statistics that supported their theology. Foundations of their approach comprised beliefs that “heterosexual sex is holy and natural, is sanctioned by God, and should be practiced only in marriage.”40 Scores of authors who described the mechanics of intercourse and orgasm for newlyweds supported abstinence-only messages with their presumption that new brides and grooms were inexperienced. These popular efforts to give conservative Christian marital advice influenced the sexual practices that evangelical leaders lauded as well as those they rebuked.

Evangelical marriage manuals were products and protests of the sexual revolution. They rejected the revolution’s perceived permissiveness toward nonmarital activity, which the authors believed violated the sacred purposes of intercourse to create children and to unite husbands and wives.41 In 1975, Dobson published What Wives Wished Their Husbands Knew about Women, which included a chapter on sexual problems, and in 1976 LaHaye, along with his wife, Beverly LaHaye, released The Act of Marriage: The Beauty of Sexual Love. Books like these insisted that evangelicals had the best sex because they had the ultimate manual, the Bible, which they took as the inerrant word of God and approached using primarily literalist interpretations.42 Additionally, they deemed it superior because sex was understood as a gift from God to married couples who appreciated the divinely ordered gender differences of physical needs. Evangelical manuals depicted most men as easy to please, unemotional, and visually aroused, while women were portrayed as physically complicated and emotionally and aurally stimulated.43 Emphasizing sexual differences as indicative of the God-ordained gender complementarity of men and women became a way of protesting feminism. As Dobson wrote in his discussion of the sexual particularities of husbands and wives, “Radical feminists have vigorously (and foolishly) asserted that the only distinction between the sexes is culturally and environmentally produced. Nothing could be farther from the truth.”44 The books by Dobson and the LaHayes dedicated significant space to helping each partner understand the other’s anatomy and desires. The authors refused to equate a lack of knowledge with virtue. “God has never put a premium on ignorance, and that includes the matter of sex education,” proclaimed the LaHayes, as they walked readers through the first “act of marriage” on the wedding night, including techniques for genital stimulation and expected physical and emotional responses.45

Evangelical marriage manuals generally assumed that newlyweds received little instruction and had zero first-hand experience prior to their nuptials. Nevertheless, the popular texts demonstrated to many evangelicals that sex education for young people, just like marriage manuals, could be adapted to fit conservative Christian values. In 1985, LaHaye’s Sex Education Is for the Family provided a manual for Christian parents to guide their children from birth to young adulthood. Against those who argued that schools needed to teach about sex because parents did not have enough knowledge, LaHaye contended that extensive training was not necessary; between his manual and their own experiences, parents would have all that they needed to complete their duty.46 This was, in part, reflective of evangelicalism’s wariness of the liberal expertise and credentials they associated with secular universities. To mothers and fathers too embarrassed to initiate talks, LaHaye insisted that Christian sex was natural, beautiful, and not shameful. He even provided sample conversations that showed how parents could transform awkward situations into productive teaching moments.

In his attempt to counter advocates of school-based comprehensive sexuality education, LaHaye embraced much of their advice. Like Calderone, who was often accused of overemphasizing the broad scope of sexuality, LaHaye now insisted that “a clear understanding of his sexuality will affect almost everything else in your child’s life.”47 Although his writing still emphasized sex as the act of intercourse, it made some attempts at more holistic or integrated understandings of sexuality. He, too, accepted the idea that development and instruction began in the womb. While Calderone celebrated the example of fetal orgasms to show sexuality’s naturalness and innocence, LaHaye emphasized that a fetus could sense gender roles, happiness, and religious conviction within his or her parents’ marriage. He called Christian parents to strengthen their marital relationship—which to him meant fulfilling complementary gender roles and strengthening their faith—in order to begin teaching by example during pregnancy.48 As in long-standing arguments for integrating sexuality education into other subjects, LaHaye urged parents to “create a natural context for it that helps to prevent unhealthy curiosity.”49 Most significantly, he reversed his opinion articulated in A Christian View of Radical Sex Education about the dangers posed by anatomical descriptions and explicit terminology. The new manual introduced diagrams of male and female genitalia and an extensive glossary of medical terms, many of which he had rejected as vulgar in his earlier booklet.50 Throughout, he adopted frameworks commonly used to defend progressive views such as concepts of privacy rights, protection from exploitation, freedom from indoctrination, and sexual identity.

Besides instructional settings, another difference that separated LaHaye’s vision of sex education from versions promoted by SIECUS was his insistence that “moral absolutes do exist. The Bible clearly validates rights and wrongs.”51 From his evangelical perspective, the new morality of comprehensive sexuality education rejected the word of God. According to LaHaye’s biblical interpretation, abortion and all intercourse outside of heterosexual, monogamous marriages (including premarital, extramarital, and homosexual) were morally wrong. These stances were generally agreed upon by conservative Christian leaders, although they were less certain of the Bible’s standards regarding other sexual behaviors. For example, evangelicals disagreed over the morality of masturbation. While many considered it to be immoral, some like Dobson argued that it was “neither harmful nor sinful.”52 Many evangelical marital manuals were ambivalent on the matter, suggesting that the lone act distracted from the unitive function of sexuality to bring husbands and wives closer while also acknowledging the benefits of “mutual masturbation” and that self-pleasure could prevent people from seeking extramarital adventures.53

An important similarity between the agendas of LaHaye and SIECUS was their turn to evidence of adolescent sexual behavior to justify their programs. SIECUS interpreted an increase in premarital and extramarital activity, teenage pregnancies, and a myriad of sexual diseases as a sign that young people’s actions stemmed from ignorance. It called for the spread of comprehensive education to reach more students at an earlier age. LaHaye, on the other hand, saw these same statistics and concluded that they were caused by comprehensive sexuality education. Teaching sexuality without referring to God, he suggested, had initiated a “moral holocaust.”54 Like earlier liberal religious sex educators, he argued that “offering explicit sex education without moral values is worse than not teaching it at all, for it leads to experimentation with little or no restraint.”55 With help from evangelical spokespeople, the pro-family movement endorsed the necessity of alternative programs that taught youth to remain abstinent before marriage. Since both versions of sex education tied justifications for their programs to the behavior of American youth, debates continued to reinforce the myth that actions were primarily determined by knowledge. Both held the assumption that the primary purpose of sex education should be to enforce specific behavioral outcomes, and they left unanswered whether informed decisions were valuable regardless of their results. The long-standing message that information was not enough to change sexual behavior became mirrored by an assumption that sexual information was not worthwhile unless it changed sexual behavior.

Federal Support Fuels Divisions over Sex Education

On the question of whether sex education belonged in schools, opponents of SIECUS had admitted defeat. SIECUS cited overwhelming support among parents for sex education in the schools, and the call for programs did not seem to be going anywhere. Advocates of abstinence-only programs had turned this defeat into a victory by strategically and successfully reframing the question to ask which type belonged in schools. Their approach resembled the argument made for sex education in the early twentieth century, when sex educators conceded that because there was no way to keep young people from learning about sex that it was necessary to control the source and content of the information. In 1981, under the Republican administration of Ronald Reagan and through pressure from the Christian Right, the federal Adolescent Family Life Act allocated funds for programs endorsing abstinence as a way to prevent teen pregnancy. Because the pro-family movement in the early 1980s connected a matrix of issues, including pro-life politics, grants required that programs promote adoption over abortion.56 Organizations related to abortion services or religions that espoused situation ethics were ineligible for funds, the latter under the presumption that the approach condoned some abortions. In the Adolescent Family Life Act’s early years, most religious groups that applied for the grants were conservative Christians representing evangelical Protestantism, Catholicism, and Mormonism.57 The creation of this funding stream encouraged conservative Christian groups to develop religiously motivated abstinence programs for schools and other public settings.

The funding was a clear victory for the Christian Right, which opened the government to charges of violating the establishment clause of the First Amendment. In 1983, the American Civil Liberties Union filed a lawsuit against the office that administered the grants. As a result, a federal district court found the Adolescent Family Life Act unconstitutional for violating the separation of church and state by supporting the agendas of specific religions.58 The Supreme Court ultimately rejected the district court’s decision in 1988, claiming that the wording of the act itself was constitutional. It did, however, demand an investigation into grant selection procedures to ensure that the program was carried out in a way that did not establish religious preference. Eventually settled out of court, the investigation led to closer assessments of funding awards and implementation. The settlement required that chosen programs omit religious teachings and medical inaccuracies.59 In essence, instead of eliminating religiously inspired ideas altogether, the suit forced those who applied for and received funding to grow more skilled at translating their Christian beliefs and values into secular language.60

The Adolescent Family Life Act was not the only federal action affecting sex education in the 1980s: the government came to endorse instruction about acquired immune deficiency syndrome (AIDS). Abstinence-only advocates saw this as a setback because of the association between AIDS instruction and comprehensive sexuality education. SIECUS had started teaching about AIDS in 1982, shortly after reports of the first medical cases in the United States. Widespread public panic ensued over the fatal condition for which little medical understanding and no known cure existed. Because most early patients were gay men, homophobia shaped public outcry over the condition, which was initially called gay-related immune deficiency (GRID). Even after blood transfusions and needle sharing joined sexual contact on the list of transmission methods, Americans still perpetuated an overwhelming association of the disease with homosexuality, and specifically anal intercourse. Contributing to the confusion and uproar, numerous evangelical leaders, including Jerry Falwell, suggested that AIDS was God’s punishment for homosexual behaviors. “AIDS is a lethal judgment of God on the sin of homosexuality,” Falwell stated, “and it is also the judgment of God on America for endorsing this vulgar, perverted and reprobate lifestyle.”61 Although his view was not embraced by all evangelicals, it shaped religious discussions of AIDS, and it continued to be invoked and debated to the detriment of many.62

For its contributions to AIDS education, SIECUS informed the public about medical developments and encouraged condom use. Much like early social hygienists challenged myths about venereal diseases, SIECUS tried to debunk rumors about AIDS and HIV, such as beliefs that only gay men contracted the virus and that it could be spread through saliva or sitting on toilet seats. As a result, comprehensive sexuality educators appeared at odds, yet again, with conservative Christian approaches. Instead of education about preventing AIDS through protected sex, many evangelical leaders hoped that gay men would be converted from their homosexuality. Evangelical ex-gay ministries sought to heal homosexual inclinations through Christian conversion, the development of an ongoing relationship with Jesus Christ, and training in “traditional” masculinity through activities like wood chopping. Amid severe discrimination and conservative religious beliefs, some who identified as gay and evangelical shared the ideal of Christian heterosexuality and turned to these resources. Groups within the Christian Right exploited reported cases of ex-gay conversion to advance political agendas that denied rights to homosexuals and upheld heterosexual family values. The optimistic rhetoric in national evangelical discourses obscured the fact that, according to participants, ex-gay conversions were treated as lifelong struggles rather than complete transformations or cures.63 Responses to AIDS and education about it drew on larger struggles to define proper sexual relationships and identities.

In 1986, Surgeon General C. Everett Koop disappointed the Christian Right—and pleasantly surprised leaders of SIECUS—with his endorsement of AIDS education. It came as a particular shock because Koop, a pediatric surgeon, was an evangelical known for his outspoken anti-abortion stance. His pro-life perspective led President Ronald Reagan to select him, an appointment that was widely understood as a gesture to the conservative Christian voters who had supported Reagan’s election. Evangelical leaders therefore expected Koop’s public statements to align with their conservative agendas, including support of abstinence-only education.64 Instead, five years into his term and after years of silence on the topic, Koop issued The Surgeon General’s Report on Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. Calling for education about AIDS and sexuality for young children in schools and at home, it included topics considered off-limits by abstinence-only advocates, namely, homosexuality and the effectiveness of condoms for preventing HIV transmission. In response to his peers who felt that AIDS was a just punishment for sinful behavior, Koop declared, “Let us put those feelings behind us. We are fighting a disease, not people.”65 His statements, in some ways, resembled those of early social hygienists who tried to sever (or at least complicate) associations between sin and venereal disease. In 1988, the government published a shorter version of Koop’s report in pamphlet form and mailed it to all households in the United States. In effect, and against expectations, the most widespread and thorough outreach of comprehensive sexuality education was driven by a conservative Christian.

Koop’s refusal to forcefully condemn sexual activity outside of marriage and between people of the same sex upset conservative Christian leaders like Phyllis Schlafly, who rejected the report as liberal propaganda. She claimed that it encouraged teaching “safe sodomy” to elementary school children and appeared to her as if it had been “edited by a Gay Task Force.”66 The fact that Koop framed the epidemic in terms of health concerns and medical data instead of explicit morality added to conservative frustrations. It prompted the National Association of Evangelicals to issue a statement declaring that “the nexus between immoral behavior and the spread of AIDS is self-evident.”67 It concluded that an abstinence-only before marriage approach, which implied that homosexuals would either marry the opposite sex or remain lifelong celibates, was a better solution to the crisis. Despite criticisms of Koop by fellow Christians, others came to his defense, and he insisted that his personal beliefs about the importance of abstinence before marriage and monogamy within marriage had not changed. He ultimately disagreed with those who believed that he should have used his public platform as Surgeon General to spread his evangelical worldview to others. Instead, his Christianity and his professional commitments motivated his desire to save people from AIDS through comprehensive education about its transmission.68 His public health training made him aware that many people would still engage in behaviors that put them at risk and that they needed accurate health information to protect themselves. In these ways, he had much in common with SIECUS’s Mary Calderone, who believed that her personal stance on chastity before marriage should not be forced on others.

Consequently, states began either to mandate or to recommend AIDS prevention programs in public schools, and some included broader sex education as well. By the end of 1989, thirty-three states required AIDS education and twenty-three endorsed more complete sex education. Even then, programs varied widely in terms of curricula, state guidelines, teacher training, comprehensiveness, evaluation of effectiveness, and enforcement.69 A study conducted by SIECUS leaders reported that the state-mandated programs tended to overemphasize abstinence, portray a negative view of sexuality, and leave out discussions of safer intimate activities, condom use, sexual orientation, and responsible decision making.70 One SIECUS leader compared the new focus on the peril of AIDS with earlier social hygiene lectures that had dwelled on threats of syphilis and gonorrhea at the expense of other topics.71 The crisis, therefore, had mixed effects on SIECUS’s work, increasing interest and support while at the same time ignoring crucial subject matter and framing sexuality as dangerous. In such ways, abstinence-only had impacted the general contours of AIDS education. As of 2013, many states continued to require that public schools introduce students to the topic of HIV/AIDS at least once in grade school, middle school, and high school.72

One area in which the comprehensive sexuality educators of SIECUS gained ground was instruction on condom use. Condoms took on new significance because AIDS differed from infections like gonorrhea and syphilis by the fact that it was not curable by penicillin. Educators tried to rehabilitate the condom’s reputation by replacing its associations with immorality and disease with positive values of responsibility and respect for sexual partners.73 What emerged, in most cases, were hybrid programs that emphasized abstinence while including lessons on condoms, commonly known today as “abstinence-plus” programs. By elevating the importance of condoms within their campaigns, comprehensive sexuality educators had sacrificed other push-button issues, safeguarding condom lessons with discussions of abstinence. The uneasy compromise between restrictive and expansive approaches disappointed both sides, as it was neither comprehensive enough for SIECUS nor chaste enough for conservative Christians. Abstinence-only advocates insisted that discussing condoms—other than to mention their failure rates—invited young people to use them, therefore encouraging premarital promiscuity. Some evangelicals and Catholics also maintained that condoms diverted attention from God’s procreative purpose for marital intimacy.

Still, a number of liberal Protestant and other religious groups renewed their dedication to comprehensive sexuality education as a result of the AIDS crisis. For example, the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker organization, adopted statements about AIDS, outlining the need to respect the “inherent dignity” of those affected. Moreover, it declared the obligation to prevent the spread of AIDS through education, public policy, and policies of confidentiality and nondiscrimination. Reprinted by SIECUS, the statement suggested that AIDS heightened the stakes of local and national debates: “The question now is not just the right of young people to have accurate information but the absolute necessity of such information for their survival.” The call invoked the religious obligation to protect life. Questioning the effectiveness of the common “just say no” message, it argued that “to insure that saying no is an option and not an order, it is important also to convey a positive attitude toward responsible sexual expression and provide practical information.”74 Thus, language of fostering love and choice carried over from the new morality of comprehensive sexuality education to impact the AIDS work of liberal religious groups and SIECUS.

The 1990s Dominance of Abstinence-Only Education

Although abstinence-only proponents faced setbacks as a result of AIDS education, they used the opportunity to strengthen their united front. Numerous organizations developed to coordinate abstinence-only programs, and federal funding under the Adolescent Family Life Act continued to support these efforts. As it became clear that abstinence-only was not a passing fad, SIECUS grew increasingly defensive. It reported a consistent rise in controversies throughout most of the 1990s. Both sides were motivated not only by their desire to promote specific sexual and moral ideologies but by their perception that the other represented a hostile and encroaching political movement bent on changing the fabric of American culture. As some SIECUS supporters suspected abstinence-only to be part of a radical religious campaign to turn the country into “an authoritarian theocracy,” abstinence-only advocates feared that comprehensive sexuality education promoted relativism and undermined religious and national values.75 The controversies illuminated divisive, emotionally fraught frameworks as well as the high stakes that spokespeople on each side believed they were fighting to preserve. The escalated public rhetoric of these battles often masked a range of views within each group as well as among those who did not clearly fit into either camp.

For its part, SIECUS perpetuated the notion that abstinence-only education was “fear-based.” It highlighted what it viewed as manipulative strategies and major insufficiencies:


These programs go by such innocent names as Sex Respect, Teen-AID, AANCHOR, Challenge Program, and You Are Unique, and rely on scare tactics, inaccurate and biased information, gender stereotypes, outdated portrayals of the American family, and anti-choice, homophobic, and sexist values. Even worse, they withhold needed information about prenatal care, contraception, sexual orientation, and abortion for young people. They lack respect for cultural and economic differences, contain subtly disguised religious messages, and present only one side of controversial issues. Fear-based education programs teach that premarital sex is always dangerous.76



These complaints centered on the content and tenor of the curricula. The criticism that programs were riddled with medical errors, dangerous omissions, sexism, homophobia, and religious messages has been since repeated by a growing number of scholarly studies. In addition, there is a common accusation that abstinence-only programs ignore cultural and class diversity based on the dominant norm they uphold of a white, middle-class identity.77

SIECUS developed resources to help its local supporters avoid controversies and to enable programs to survive opposition. It created Guidelines for Comprehensive Sexuality Education: Grades K–12, which, it insisted, promoted “values that reflect the beliefs of most communities in a pluralistic society.” It proposed the ideas that sexuality was a natural and healthy part of life, that it had a variety of expressions, that people should respect diverse behaviors, and that all humans had dignity, inherent worth, and the right to make responsible choices. Finally, it expressed the view that sexual expression should never be coercive or exploitive. Several values overlapped significantly with abstinence-only messages, depicting comprehensive sexuality education as moderate rather than radical. Of these, most significant was SIECUS’s warning that premature sexual activity had risks and that abstaining was the surest way to avoid pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections.78

Abstinence-only education had mixed effects on comprehensive sexuality education. On the one hand, it made some liberal sex educators more careful in their associations with religion because of its connection to the Christian Right. Resting their arguments more on science and human rights than morals bolstered the secular tenor of comprehensive sexuality education. On the other, it caused many of them to emphasize abstinence themes within their own programs.79 Yet abstinence was not new to sex education; it was a common recommendation promoted throughout the movement’s history. This fact was not lost on SIECUS leaders. Haffner insisted, “SIECUS supports abstinence. I repeat, SIECUS supports abstinence. But SIECUS does not support teaching young people only about abstinence.” Otherwise stated, the organization favored abstinence-based programs but not those that taught abstinence only until marriage, which promoted abstinence at the exclusion of other dimensions of sexuality, such as information about sexual orientations and forms of contraception.80 To clarify the distinction, comprehensive sexuality educators elaborated upon their various interpretations of abstinence. Haffner, for example, encouraged programs that taught that abstaining from intercourse could prevent pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections, but she did not advocate that young people refrain from all sexual activity. She encouraged a range of behaviors as opportunities for “unpressured discovery” of emotions and physical reactions.81 Unlike her critics, she did not suggest that premarital sexual exploration would necessarily lead to intercourse.

As for popular abstinence-only curricula, such as the widely adopted Sex Respect: The Option of True Sexual Freedom, comprehensive sexuality educators had been arguing since the 1980s that their “always say no” approach was anti-freedom. They claimed that Sex Respect’s slogans, such as “ ‘Control your urgin’, be a virgin,’ ‘Don’t be a louse, wait for your spouse,’ and ‘Do the right thing, wait for the ring,’ ” de-emphasized personal agency and responsibility.82 Further, SIECUS supporters came to view abstinence-only messages as public health risks. They held, and later studies have confirmed, that when students of these programs did become sexually active, they were likely to engage in unprotected sex because they were either not introduced to condoms or told only about their failure rates.83 Among evangelical abstinence-only students, lower rates of contraception use could be impacted by the belief that buying condoms or having a prescription for birth control anticipates premarital sex and are therefore signs of premeditated sin, which are less acceptable than the occasional, in-the-moment sins that evangelicals expect even of the most pious. According to this view, it is more difficult to claim sincere remorse and ask God to forgive a sin that was planned compared to brief lapses in judgement. One SIECUS author wrote, “Vows of abstinence break far more easily than do condoms. . . . The promotion of ‘compulsory abstinence’ actually increases, rather than decreases, the likelihood of both disease and pregnancy.”84 In the 1990s, however, SIECUS had to rely primarily on its assumptions and anecdotal evidence because few peer-reviewed academic studies existed about the behavioral impact of abstinence-only curricula.

SIECUS rarely mentioned when abstinence-only programs borrowed its own approaches, perhaps because they viewed the selective borrowing of their rhetoric as disingenuous or manipulative. More than catchy slogans, Sex Respect claimed to teach “positive attitudes about sexuality” and a “ ‘whole person’ approach to human sexuality,” outlooks that Mary Calderone had worked hard to disseminate. Like SIECUS, Sex Respect endorsed the importance of sexual health and its own version of sexual freedom that was distinguished from impulsiveness.85 As in the case of Tim LaHaye’s publications, later abstinence-only proposals acquired important strategies from progressive programs they wanted to replace. For evangelicals involved in these campaigns, the most important point was that regardless of the specific methods, the goal remained the same: to disseminate their pro-family Christian stances across the nation.

Despite these examples of mutual influence, the public face of the Christian Right remained embattled and defiant. In 1996, Concerned Women for America, a conservative Christian women’s organization created by Beverly LaHaye, started a letter-writing campaign against SIECUS. Haffner reported receiving more than 30,000 missives in January of that year alone. Most of the letters included some version of this message:


As a pro-family American, I am offended by the sex education agenda your organization wants to force on every child and school in America. I have asked my U.S. Representative in Congress to investigate if SIECUS receives any federal or state funds, either directly or indirectly. I do not want any of my tax dollars going to you. No child in public school should be made to participate in SIECUS-designed programs that blatantly promote promiscuity, homosexuality, masturbation, abortion, pedophilia, and incest.86



Asking about funding sources was a familiar strategy, as earlier opponents had accused SIECUS of receiving money from communists. Such questions overlapped with campaigns against Planned Parenthood and abortion rights, which often focused on whose moral stance was legitimated through federal funding. Anxieties over tax dollars reflected political and religious motivations to exert control over public schools.

While support for abstinence-only education had increased through evangelical pro-family frameworks, SIECUS had high hopes for the future with the presidential election of Democrat William Clinton in 1993. SIECUS leaders were particularly excited about Clinton’s appointed Surgeon General, Jocelyn Elders, who supported their progressive goals. Soon, though, serious disappointment followed. Less than two years into her term, Clinton asked Elders to resign after she announced her support for including the topic of masturbation within sex education. The Clinton administration, said many, removed Elders as a “conciliatory gesture” to appease the new conservative Christian Republicans in Congress.87 Nothing, however, could prepare SIECUS leaders for the welfare reform legislation of August 1996. The introduction of a new stream of federal funding dramatically changed the landscape of sex education, solidifying the dominance of abstinence-only programs.

The change was enacted through the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. An amendment to Title V, section 510, of the Social Security Act of this welfare reform legislation allocated $50 million per year of federal funding for state programs about abstinence. The funding was initially approved for five years, from 1998 through 2002, and was subsequently renewed. Conservative Christian political organizations such as the Christian Coalition, Concerned Women for America, and the Eagle Forum supported Title V, as it was popularly called.88 However, rather than merely reacting to the legislation, the Christian Right had helped it come into being through newfound political influence. Title V’s continued renewal “demonstrated the power of the Christian Right at the end of the century to legislate its own particular value system.”89

To receive Title V funds, proposed programs had to be consistent with an eight-point definition. According to the guidelines, abstinence education


(A) has as its exclusive purpose teaching the social, psychological, and health gains to be realized by abstaining from sexual activity;

(B) teaches abstinence from sexual activity outside marriage as the expected standard for all school age children;

(C) teaches that abstinence from sexual activity is the only certain way to avoid out-of-wedlock pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, and other associated health problems;

(D) teaches that a mutually faithful monogamous relationship in the context of marriage is the expected standard of human sexual activity;

(E) teaches that sexual activity outside of the context of marriage is likely to have harmful psychological and physical effects;

(F) teaches that bearing children out-of-wedlock is likely to have harmful consequences for the child, the child’s parents, and society;

(G) teaches young people how to reject sexual advances and how alcohol and drug use increases vulnerability to sexual advances; and

(H) teaches the importance of attaining self-sufficiency before engaging in sexual activity.90



The definition packaged a variety of conservative values regarding heterosexual monogamous marriage into abstinence-only education. It simultaneously distanced the programs from many aspects of comprehensive sexuality education, including lessons on condom effectiveness, the beneficial dimensions of sexuality, and the diversity of sexual expressions outside of heterosexual marriages. The definition’s narrow focus on sexual activity worked against SIECUS’s efforts to define sexuality as something that pervades the total personality and the entire life span. Programs could focus on one or two aspects of the definition so long as they still supported—and did not contradict—other points. Flexibility diminished in 2005 under President George W. Bush, who strongly recommended that Title V programs emphasize all eight components.

The introduction of abstinence-only through welfare reform legislation is no coincidence. Although timing and convenience surely played a role in this pairing, it also represented embedded racial and class assumptions of abstinence-only ideology. The conservative Christian pro-family movement and the Christian Right that championed it viewed the welfare system as part of a liberal agenda that challenged the traditional family by supporting households led by single women. The ideal of a two-parent household with a stay-at-home mother and a breadwinning father was itself a reflection of white, middle-class privilege, which corresponds to the Christian Right as a predominantly white, middle-class movement.91 Racial stereotypes have been shown to strongly shape white people’s conceptions about welfare, including the racist idea of black people lacking the skills or drive to be financially successful on their own and an overly sexualized view of black women. These merge in the highly offensive and damaging trope of the “welfare queen,” conceptualized as a single black woman who has numerous children in order to collect welfare checks from the government. Such stereotypes are usually not directly stated within abstinence-only agendas, but they have implicitly influenced connections between abstinence-only, pregnancy prevention among at-risk youth, especially black teens, and reducing welfare dependency. As explicated in one study of Title V, abstinence-only was linked to welfare reform “because of the perceived need to protect white American teens while controlling racially ‘other’ teens, who are constructed as both hypersexual and likely to become welfare dependent.”92

Abstinence-only education became extremely successful in the sense that it expanded rapidly with federal and state support. Indeed, most states showed great interest in the new source of educational funding.93 Since Title V required that states match every $4 of federal money with $3 from the state, it meant that up to $87.5 million per year supported Title V abstinence-only initiatives. These funds were in addition to smaller amounts still available through the Adolescent Family Life Act. In 2000, the federal government introduced a third funding stream for abstinence-only programs called the Community-Based Abstinence Education program, which allowed organizations to apply directly without going through state application processes. It became known as the most conservative of the three, requiring that programs emphasize all eight points of the abstinence-only definition and that grantees completely omit safe-sex messages and teachings about contraception benefits. Groups that applied for these sources included faith-based organizations, schools and universities, health departments, health organizations, research firms, and a variety of other community and nonprofit organizations. They used their funds to either replace more comprehensive programs or to institute abstinence-only ones where none existed. Comprehensive versions continued without dedicated federal support and with steady challengers, who felt further legitimated through the government’s support of abstinence-only.

Title V outcomes alarmed SIECUS, which continued to track local cases of opposition to comprehensive sexuality education. In addition to outright attempts to replace comprehensive programs with abstinence-only programs, some opponents tried to eliminate the parts that offended them most, including instruction on contraception or the graphic nature of instructional materials. Others lobbied for opt-in policies and for separating boys and girls during lessons. Maligning the character of individual teachers was also common.94 Clearly, critics were bent on eliminating or obstructing comprehensive sexuality education. Opt-in policies that required parents to sign permission forms for students to participate, they believed, would produce fewer participants and more protests than opt-out policies. Gender separation also provided logistical challenges for public schools, therefore increasing the chance that programs would be cut.

By the turn of the decade, local controversies appeared to decrease as more restrictive programs gained ground. SIECUS reported its dismay that now many abstinence-only programs were integrated into schools without provoking protests.95 The organization continued to insist that comprehensive programs represented the needs and desires of most Americans, citing surveys to support its claims.96 When some states began to reject federal funding—or to at least apply the subsidies creatively to include SIECUS-inspired ideals within the parameters—SIECUS applauded these choices. Beginning in 2002, controversies began to flare again, in large part over the topic of homosexuality. A “tug-of-war” ensued between those wanting to restrict comprehensive sexuality education programs and those trying to expand beyond abstinence-only to include sexual orientation and contraception.97

Alternatively, from the perspective of the Christian Right, the success of abstinence-only represented the righteousness of its position and the triumph of God’s work. Teaching the value of heterosexual, monogamous marriage and the importance of remaining chaste until one’s wedding night was a way to spread evangelical beliefs on these issues. By struggling over curricula boundaries, evangelicals saw themselves as fighting the good fight to wrestle public school classrooms from liberal, secular hands and, as a result, save citizens from moral degeneration.

Remaining Comprehensive in an Abstinence-Only Era

Although in recent decades the most public attention to religious involvement in sex education has been the Christian Right’s opposition to comprehensive sexuality education and its endorsement of abstinence-only education, liberal religious influences have continued to influence progressive developments. As abstinence-only advocates denounced SIECUS as anti-religious, leaders within SIECUS continued to work with liberal religious groups and to stress the importance of moral dimensions of sexuality.

In the midst of the AIDS crisis and growth of abstinence-only education, SIECUS had been searching for its next long-term leader. In 1982, after a strong wave of attacks, Calderone had retired. She had led SIECUS in various capacities for eighteen years.98 She continued speaking to the public, and, in the popular imagination, remained the “grandmother of sex education.” SIECUS had a difficult time filling her shoes and experienced a succession of several executive directors before hiring Debra Haffner, who served as its chief executive officer from 1988 to 2000. With a master’s degree in Public Health, she had previously worked for Planned Parenthood and the US Public Health Service.

A recognized leader in AIDS education, Haffner was known for her book AIDS and Adolescents: The Time for Prevention. She urged that AIDS be taught within comprehensive sexuality education, framed by discussions of healthy and positive behaviors.99 Goals for the programs were to spread accurate information, to reduce panic, to delay premature sexual activities by offering skills to resist peer pressure, to teach the importance of using condoms in every act of intercourse, to warn against drugs, and to foster compassion for those with HIV and AIDS.100 Like earlier educators, Haffner argued that it was the entire community’s job to teach about sexuality. Her vision of community was large, including schools, churches, youth organizations, governments, and businesses.101 Like Calderone, she believed that people should respect one another’s diverse values and not impose their own on others or push for a “monoculture.”102

Conservative Christian opposition to SIECUS continued while Haffner, a Unitarian, was its leader. She reported receiving hate mail that conveyed messages such as “ ‘You will be destroyed’ and ‘God has a place for you in the lake of fire.’ ” She, like Calderone, had strong personal religious convictions aligned with liberal religion, yet she was labeled anti-religious and irreligious by those who vilified the organization. In response, Haffner tried to correct the view that she was a godless enemy of Christianity by describing her active involvement with a Unitarian church and her regular reading of the Bible. She also drew upon religious principles to denounce the images of SIECUS advanced by those who, in her words, represented “religious extremist organizations” that “ ‘utter all kinds of evil . . . falsely’ in the name of religion.”103 After being told that she lacked essential values and was going to hell, Haffner recalled being shocked by such “hatred and intolerance. I come from a religious tradition that teaches that every person has dignity and self-worth, and that respects and accepts diversity in personal values. I struggle with how to maintain this respect in the face of such intolerance.”104 In turn, she argued, “For too long, the far right has appropriated such important cultural symbols as motherhood, families, religion, and the Bible. It is time for progressives to vociferously take these symbols back.”105 At this level, the struggle between versions of sex education was one over competing religious views more than a conflict between religious and secular positions.

In 1996, connections between Haffner’s religion and her work as a sex educator were strengthened by her sabbatical experience studying at Yale Divinity School. She came away with the perspective that biblical views had much in common with those of SIECUS, including beliefs about sexuality as an important, sacred dimension of life with the potential to cause both satisfaction and suffering. She concluded that many biblical passages were meant to teach sex education by explaining the significance of sexuality within people’s lives.106 Moreover, her time at the seminary eased her wariness of conservative Protestants, which had increased as a result of the ongoing attacks on SIECUS and her character. After getting to know the evangelical faculty and students at Yale, she came to the conclusion that many conservative Christians did not share the “political extremist views” of those who harassed SIECUS.107 The Christian Right’s national rhetoric had produced a convincing image of unity, obscuring the range of conservative religious views on sex education and amiable relationships between conservative and liberal Christians.

Returning from her sabbatical, Haffner created SIECUS’s Religion and Sexuality Initiative in 1998. Among other tasks, it surveyed religious work in sex education, called for further church involvement, and published the first edition of A Time to Speak: Faith Communities and Sexuality Education. The document outlined sympathetic denominational stances, provided suggestions for supporting sex education programs, and listed general and denomination-specific resources.108 The initiative also sponsored a gathering of theologians to create the “Religious Declaration on Sexual Morality, Justice, and Healing.” Released in 2000, it provided a theological framework for promoting comprehensive sexuality education. Over 1,000 religious leaders endorsed it within the year.109

In 2000, Haffner left SIECUS after twelve years of leadership. She explained that she departed in order to create “a ministry that will address the brokenness that so many in our culture experience about their sexuality and that will affirm sexuality as an integral part of our spiritual lives.”110 After her experience at Yale Divinity School, she had pursued a master of divinity degree from Union Theological Seminary, and she became an ordained Unitarian Universalist minister. A year after leaving SIECUS, Haffner co-founded the Religious Institute and served as its president until her retirement in 2016. The institute announced closure in 2020, in part due to the financial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. According to its website, it was a “multifaith organization dedicated to advocating for sexual, gender, and reproductive health, education, and justice in faith communities and society.”111 It focused on providing services and information to foster sexually healthy congregations, denominations, religious professionals, and institutions that train religious professionals. In cooperation with denominations and the National Council of Churches, it promoted liberal religious stances on sexuality, including lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) activism and advocacy for comprehensive sexuality education within churches and public schools.112

Haffner’s departure from SIECUS seems to have diminished the organization’s drive toward creating its own religious initiatives, although it continued to provide reports on religious activities and events that directly impacted its work. The development of the Religious Institute as a separate organization from SIECUS represented a larger shift of liberal religious energies away from the mainstream movement to focus on programs within religious institutions like denominations. The change, however, did not stop supporters of comprehensive sexuality education from opposing abstinence-only programs, although their voices have not been as united with other sex educators as in previous phases. One SIECUS author complained that success of abstinence-only education was a consequence of the larger “moral vacuum” created by comprehensive sexuality educators who failed to articulate the centrality of morals within their work.113 Such voices called for liberal religious people to step up and reclaim both sex education and Christianity from those who offered competing, exclusionary visions.

In response to controversies with abstinence-only proponents, some comprehensive sexuality educators went further in the direction of “value-neutrality,” leading to tension with those who wanted to continue to emphasize values and morals. The lawsuit over the Adolescent Family Life Act had increased concerns about entanglements between church and state. Liberal-conservative disputes spread accusations that both sides were trying to indoctrinate children with either religion or secular humanism. Resulting fear of proselytization led to programs that diminished discussion of values. Inspired by the scientific emphasis on value-neutrality, curricula accentuated physiology and statistics about behavior. The secular framework of value-neutrality to some extent explains why liberal religious contributions have been obscured in accounts of sex education history. It was also an outcome that liberal religious sex educators could be held partially responsible, as they had dedicated significant energy to showing how science was well suited—even better suited—to represent their interests.

Not everyone embraced the aspiration to make comprehensive sexuality education value neutral. Some SIECUS educators responded by emphasizing that their work was values-based and that conservatives did not have a monopoly on morality. These SIECUS educators tried to reemphasize the moral foundations of their work by arguing that value-neutral programs ignored many aspects of sexuality and therefore no longer fit under the rubric of “comprehensive.”114 Nonsectarian “universal values” could be incorporated, they argued, and education could engage in “value clarification” to help individuals uncover and refine their own beliefs.115 One SIECUS author praised his fellow educators for representing the “highest aspirations” of democracy for their stances against exploitation, sexism, and other forms of inequality. He distinguished between his moral viewpoint and the moralistic messages disseminated by opponents: “There is a critical difference between encouraging teenagers not to impregnate or to become pregnant (sound moral advice) and proselytizing that if you have sexual intercourse before marriage, you’ll go to hell (a moralistic view which has no place in a public school but could legitimately be taught in a church or a parochial school).”116

While conservative Christian groups used the AIDS crisis to speak about homosexual behavior and drug use as immoral, AIDS educators proposed alternative moralities that promoted respect for all individuals. They interpreted the epidemic as an opportunity to advance personal rights, including the right to receive knowledge about one’s body and methods for maintaining health.117 In 1990, the International Values Institute analyzed SIECUS policies and documents, concluding that its primary goals were “integration/wholeness and human dignity, both of which are high level, ethical values.”118 At the same time, SIECUS authors claimed that progressives operated at a more sophisticated level of moral development, a perspective grounded in the new morality of the previous phase, because they resisted absolutes, championed individual choice and responsibility over forced legalism, and defended rights of others to hold different opinions.119

In such ways, the role of liberal religions in the secular movement for comprehensive sexuality education has become more varied with time, while abstinence-only advocates remain, for the most part, eager to keep conservative Christian support. While it can be difficult to see past current divisive discourses, foundations laid by earlier liberal religious sex educators remind us that both versions of sex education have elements of the other. In other words, previous efforts to teach moral sex have shaped contours and assumptions of what children are taught today. In the two most recent decades, this inheritance continues to be visible. Where sex education is going is not totally evident, especially given the capriciousness of federal funding and the recent engagement of both sides in efforts to claim their approaches as evidence based, but there are hints of where it could go based on the paradoxical legacies from its history.


Epilogue

The Swinging Pendulum of Sex Education

“We cannot deny that proponents of a strict abstinence-only-until-marriage approach have had a very good decade,” a SIECUS leader admitted in 2003. She attributed their success to a shrewd ability to change strategies and reformulate messages. For example,


early drafts of fear-based abstinence-only-until-marriage curricula were clearly religious in nature and made outrageous and dangerous suggestions like washing one’s genitals with Lysol after sexuality activity. In today’s drafts, overt religious statements have been replaced with subtle references to spirituality and morality while blatantly false information has been replaced with mild exaggerations based on legitimate sources. Today, their message is savvy and unified.1



Scholars have also noted that the “existence of secular and religious versions of the same abstinence-only curricula provides another example of the religious roots of abstinence-only education.”2 Ironically, evangelicals had employed the same strategy as liberal religious sex educators, translating their sexual values into broader nonsectarian or nonreligious terms to reach beyond their immediate constituents and impact secular spheres.

Despite the trend of many abstinence-only programs in omitting overt religious messages, especially in curricula geared toward public schools, the separation of church and state continued to be an issue in the distribution of federal grants. In 2002, the American Civil Liberties Union charged the state of Louisiana with inappropriately using Title V federal funds within its Governor’s Program on Abstinence. It claimed that groups sponsored by the program promoted prayer, pro-life activism, and overt references to the Bible and Christian figures. A US district judge ordered that the program cease its practice of partnering with abstinence-only organizations that promoted religious messages.3 The final settlement forbade the state from advancing religion or religious messages in any way through the Governor’s Program on Abstinence, but the issue was far from settled.4 The American Civil Liberties Union continued to raise concerns about the program’s website, which it claimed violated the settlement by including links that promoted religious content.5 The case demonstrated that not all abstinence-only proponents were willing to translate their religious values into secular language and that such resistance posed challenges to the First Amendment’s disestablishment of religion.

Questioning the Dominance of Abstinence-Only

The early years of the twenty-first century hinted at a potential degeneration of the dominance that abstinence-only had enjoyed since the 1996 creation of Title V. In 2001, Surgeon General David Satcher proclaimed sexuality to be one of the most pressing public health concerns in the United States. He shared statistics showing that almost one-half of pregnancies in the country were unintended, and sexually transmitted diseases were among the most commonly reported infectious diseases. Some of the diseases increased risks of infertility, cervical cancer, and, in the case of HIV/AIDS, death. Other reported crises included sexual abuse of women and children, anti-gay violence, and high rates of abortion.6 Satcher’s report called for expanded national conversations on these issues and an increase in sexuality education. While he did not denounce abstinence-only education, he noted that there was not yet enough evidence about its effectiveness for delaying the initiation of sex, changing sexual attitudes, or increasing the use of contraceptives among those already sexually active.7

Studies investigating the effectiveness of abstinence-only programs became more prevalent, including research sponsored by the government. Within early studies, those who investigated the impact of programs on initial attitude changes and intentions often found them to be effective, while those who studied the longer-term impact on attitudes and a range of sexual behaviors found little to no evidence of success.8 This was a telling sign that effectiveness was being measured and claimed in different ways and that actual behaviors did not necessarily correlate to attitudes or intentions, especially over time. Abstinence-only proponents and opponents, as a result, cited the very same studies to each proclaim victory—a problem that continues into the present, contributing to the confusion of sex education debates.

Along with growing accusations about the ineffectiveness of abstinence-only programs, critics also noted problematic content. A 2004 report released on behalf of Henry A. Waxman, a US Representative for California who served as minority leader of the House Committee on Government Reform, found that most of the federally funded abstinence-only programs it surveyed contained inaccuracies, including “misinformation about condoms, abortion, and basic scientific facts. They also blur religion and science and present gender stereotypes as fact.”9 An abstinence-only proponent responded by saying that the Waxman report itself was “riddled with errors.” Among other things, she claimed Waxman ignored studies that proved the effectiveness of abstinence-only for impacting sexual behavior, although many of those evaluations had not been published in peer-reviewed scientific journals and some were misrepresented.10 For example, one of the programs touted as abstinence-only was taught as part of a comprehensive program that included instruction on contraception and offered contraceptive counseling, making it more appropriate to cite as evidence supporting a comprehensive approach than an abstinence-only one.11 Concerns voiced by the Waxman report continued to be noted in other studies and by comprehensive sexuality educators, including charges of medical distortions and inaccuracies, omission of essential health information, endorsement of conservative religious and cultural ideology, reinforcement of stark gender differences, sexism, discrimination against people of nonnormative sexual orientations, and the shaming of teen parents and other sexually active teens.12 Furthermore, abstinence-only evaluation methods sponsored by the government have been shown to perpetuate heterosexism and the false assumptions that premarital sex is always risky and marital sex is always safe, indicating how unquestioned these frameworks have been. The result is that such evaluations can legitimate and perpetuate rather than critically evaluate the content of these programs.13

In 2007, Mathematica Policy Research released the long-awaited results of a government-sponsored scientific study of four major Title V-funded abstinence-only programs. The study, authorized by Congress a decade earlier, concluded that the programs had no significant impact on sexual behavior, either positively or negatively. Although these findings have largely benefited critics of abstinence-only, it undercut their argument about the harm of such programs since it found that the curricula did not increase the likeliness of students having unprotected sex.14 A 2012 meta-analysis sponsored by the US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention examined twenty-three studies of abstinence programs and determined that “no conclusions could be drawn” about their effectiveness based on the paucity of studies available and their “inconsistent fındings.”15 As a result of uncertainties and growing criticisms, more states opted out of federal abstinence-only funding, many of them choosing instead to fund their own more comprehensive programs. By 2008, sixteen states had rejected Title V abstinence-only funding.16

Unlike earlier versions of sex education, abstinence-only curricula have generally not prioritized medical frameworks. One reason for this difference is that liberal religious sex educators enthusiastically embraced the findings of scientific authorities while conservative Protestant abstinence-only proponents and the groups to which they belong have had a more challenging relationship with mainstream scientific authority on specific issues.17 In light of critiques like the Waxman report, certain states have mandated that their sex education courses be medically accurate and at least one major legal challenge has been won over the errors and biases found in an abstinence-only curriculum. The outcome of that case suggests that opposition to abstinence-only programs based on inaccuracies could be more effective than cases over the separation of church and state given the more fixed nature of scientific standards compared to the ease in which religious content could be altered for public schools.18

Responding to criticisms and negative evaluations, President Barack Obama’s administration attempted to end the major sources of federal support for abstinence-only programs. Congress allowed Title V funds to expire in June 2009, by which time twenty-two states had already stopped participating in the program. By the close of that year, Congress eliminated the remaining two funding streams, the Community-Based Abstinence Education program and the Adolescent Family Life Act, when it passed the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2010. For a brief period, the government had no funds dedicated specifically to abstinence-only programs, leaving the future of federal funding in this area uncertain. Conservative lobbyists and members of Congress took immediate action to reverse the trend. By March 2010, they succeeded in reviving Title V provisions of $50 million per year as part of health care reform within the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act.19 Their success was assisted by the publication one month earlier of a study that is now frequently cited by abstinence promoters. It demonstrated that one abstinence program was more effective than a safer-sex program at reducing sexual initiation among African American public-school students, even though it stated that the program “would not meet federal criteria for abstinence programs” and that its conclusions “should not be taken to mean that all abstinence-only interventions are efficacious.”20

In the meantime, evidence accumulated of comprehensive sexuality education’s ability to reduce sexual risk behaviors, teen pregnancy, HIV, and other sexually transmitted infections.21 A 2017 review of the studies prompted the Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine to issue a position paper stating that federally funded abstinence-only programs “are ethically flawed, are not evidence-based, and interfere with fundamental human rights to complete and accurate health information.” In their place, they recommended comprehensive sexuality education.22

Along with attempts to eliminate abstinence-only grants, Obama and Congress created two new streams of funding that could be applied toward comprehensive sexuality education: the president’s Teen Pregnancy Prevention Initiative (TPP) and the Personal Responsibility Education Program. The former dedicated $114.5 million in 2010 to support and evaluate evidence-based teen pregnancy prevention programs.23 The latter allocated $75 million each year for programs that taught about a range of effective methods for the prevention of pregnancy and diseases, including contraceptives and abstinence. The Personal Responsibility Education Program also incorporated a series of adult preparation topics, such as healthy life skills, relationships, finances, and career success.24 Funds for comprehensive sexuality education were also available through the Division of Adolescent and School Health of the Center for Disease Control as part of its initiatives to reduce sexually transmitted infections.

The twenty-first century has seen a series of pendulum swings for proponents of comprehensive sexuality and abstinence-only programs, revealing the power of federal budgets to influence the direction of education. A March 2014 announcement that President Obama would not be extending abstinence-only funding for the next fiscal year generated protests, and within one month it was back in the budget alongside continued funding for comprehensive programs. Amid charges of ineffectiveness and in response to comprehensive sexuality educators’ framing of sexuality as a public health issue, abstinence-only proponents started to relabel their programs as “sexual risk avoidance education.” The change echoed the emphasis on risk avoidance within other youth-oriented public health programs, such as those aimed at avoiding the risk behaviors of drugs, smoking, and underage drinking.25 At the forefront of this shift was the National Abstinence Education Association, which renamed itself Ascend in 2012 and now claims to be “the nation’s leader in the Sexual Risk Avoidance field.”26 The new label strategically contrasted the classification of comprehensive sexuality education as “sexual risk reduction education.” By recasting programs in this way, abstinence-only advocates hoped people would support avoidance of disease and teenage pregnancy over reduction. Alongside the focus on teenage sexuality as an inherent risk were phrases adopted directly from comprehensive sexuality educators, including a focus on healthy relationships, evidence-based approaches, and medical accuracy.27 Conservative Protestant organizations like Focus on the Family and the Family Research Council have, for the most part, followed suit in adopting the language of sexual risk avoidance, although they maintained references to abstinence-only to reassure their constituents that the fundamental approach had not changed.28

Lawmakers supporting abstinence-only adopted the language of sexual risk avoidance in 2015 to extend Title V funding for two more years and increase it from $50 million to $75 million.29 The funding stream has since been renamed Title V Sexual Risk Avoidance Education, and its guidelines for abstinence-only programs have been reconfigured, but with similar goals. Thereafter, funded programs must deliver a clear and central “message to youth that normalizes the optimal health behavior of avoiding nonmarital sexual activity.” The amended Title V specified information that must be withheld from students, including demonstrations involving condoms or other contraceptives.30 The revised definition conveyed the idea that premarital sex has a negative impact on the participants’ futures, including a greater risk of poverty and physical and emotional problems, and that “even with consent teen sex remains a youth risk behavior.” In addition to Title V funding, a new funding stream was created in 2016, also called Sexual Risk Avoidance Education. Both funding sources required that the programs teach students to refrain from sexual activity until marriage.

Along with emphasizing how teen sex can lead to poverty, sexual risk avoidance education has promoted the “success sequence” as a way for students to pursue financial stability. This approach encourages millennials to follow the sequence of graduating, gaining full-time employment, and marrying before having children if they want a significantly decreased chance of poverty.31 The link between teen sex and poverty echoes Title V’s earlier connection with welfare. However, critics have rejected the success sequence for failing to account for “systemic inequities—such as racism, inequality, discrimination and trauma—that contribute to poverty and also influence adolescent sexual and reproductive health.”32 Critics reference findings that “even when black Americans do follow all three norms [of the success sequence], their economic prospects are worse than whites.”33 Because a decreased risk of poverty does occur for participants across races, even though in different proportions, sexual risk avoidance groups like Ascend insist that the success sequence works “regardless of race and socioeconomic privilege.”34

President Trump’s Promotion of Sexual Risk Avoidance

The election of President Donald J. Trump marked another swing of the pendulum for sex education. In June 2017, he appointed Valerie Huber, the former president and CEO of Ascend, as a chief of staff within the US Department of Health and Human Services. This meant that the leading advocate for abstinence-only and sexual risk avoidance education was now in a position of power within the office that administers federal funding for sex education. Just one month before her appointment, she criticized comprehensive sexuality education for normalizing teen sex and proclaimed sexual risk avoidance as a triumph of “common sense, science and health.” Using language that originated within comprehensive sexuality education, Huber described sexual risk avoidance as “holistic,” “medically accurate” education that provides youth with the “choice” to remain abstinent. By contrast, she believed comprehensive programs pressured teens to have sex. She insisted that risk-avoidance programs benefit all youth “regardless of sexual experience or orientation” in an effort to counter criticisms that such programs denigrate youth who are LGBTQ or already sexually active. Comparing teen sex with smoking, drinking alcohol, and using drugs, she concluded that the “the healthiest message for youth is one that gives youth the skills and information to avoid the risks of teen sex, not merely reduce them.”35

Huber’s appointment initiated a series of attempts to transfer funding from comprehensive sexuality education to sexual risk avoidance education. One month after her appointment, Health and Human Services notified grantees of the Teen Pregnancy Prevention (TPP) program that their five-year grants would end two years early. To justify this action after the fact, it issued a press release entitled “False Claims vs. The Facts.” The announcement insisted that the TPP program was not working and was wasting taxpayer money in its current form, citing recently released data based on the first round of grants.36

Conclusions from the first-round TPP evaluation studies have been used to pursue radically different agendas, another example of how scientific data have been portrayed to produce divergent claims about effectiveness. Forty-one programs in the 2010–2015 funding cycle were evaluated. Of the nineteen evidence-based programs, referring to those that had proven effective in a previous context, results indicated that four had impacted sexual behavior when applied in a new setting. Of the twenty-two evaluations of new approaches, eight were shown to affect behavior.37 Health and Human Services under the Trump administration chose to interpret these results as a failure of the TPP program, emphasizing the message that of the funded programs “73% either had no impact or had a negative impact on teen behavior, with some teens more likely to begin having sex, to engage in unprotected sex, or to become pregnant.”38 This, however, exaggerated the findings, as the negative impact was explained by the original researchers as the result of a control group within one evaluation unexpectantly receiving pregnancy prevention lessons when they, for the sake of the study, were supposed to receive none.39 The 73 percent failure rate cited also includes the almost one-third of programs with inconclusive results based on factors like low attendance or low rates of sexual activity given the young age of participants. On the other hand, the original researchers of the TPP evaluations lauded the studies for providing ample data that will be used to improve programs and evaluation methods, for identifying eight new programs with evidence for effectiveness, and for showing different contexts where four evidence-based programs were effectively replicated. While acknowledging that certain programs that were once effective may no longer be relevant given the changing nature of student needs, they also contextualized the findings by the fact that large-scale replication studies have notoriously low percentages of positive results. So rather than a dismal failure, the four successful replications out of nineteen had exceeded their expectations.40

After receiving notification that TPP grants would conclude two years early, grantees swiftly filed lawsuits. Federal courts for each case ruled in their favor, concluding that Health and Human Services could not prematurely withdraw the promised funding. In response to one charge that the actions resulted from an inappropriate mixing of the government with religion, however, a court in Washington found that a First Amendment violation could only be determined based on how future TPP grants are managed and disbursed. It also clarified that Valerie Huber’s personal religious beliefs or actions could not be considered in this determination, citing Supreme Court precedent from a 1990 case that declared that only the purpose of the law itself mattered, not the religious intent of those who sponsored it.41 The fact that this issue was raised by grantees shows a continual concern that conservative Christian beliefs have influenced abstinence-only political agendas.

Forbidden from revoking grants already made to comprehensive programs, Health and Human Services created an updated call for TPP funding that would support more abstinence-only or sexual risk avoidance programs.42 Courts soon struck down this strategy based on the fact that it did not meet the program’s originally stated goal of replicating evidence-based programs.43 Abstinence-only programs that wish to receive TPP funding must show effectiveness on at least one behavioral outcome through a scientific, peer-reviewed study that meets the TPP evaluation criteria. Several so far have succeeded in meeting this standard, beginning with the Heritage Keepers Abstinence-only Curriculum that was added to the list in 2012. Other programs that do not meet these criteria can still find funding through Title V Sexual Risk Avoidance Education or the separate but eponymous Sexual Risk Avoidance Education.

While courts have halted efforts to defund comprehensive sexuality education, advocates of abstinence-only have had success using federal funding to export their message to other countries. The US President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) began in 2003 under President George W. Bush and initially dedicated one-third of its prevention funds to abstinence-only education and advertising. After a report was issued by the Government Accountability Office indicating that the one-third mandate hindered HIV prevention efforts, the mandate was challenged and eventually eliminated.44 A later study found no evidence that PEPFAR funding for abstinence-until-marriage and corresponding faithfulness-within-marriage programs in sub-Saharan Africa resulted in population-level reductions in high-risk sexual behaviors.45 Even after the one-third requirement was dropped, however, lingering influences of the abstinence-only-until marriage message remained, and many voiced concern that it would regain prominence within PEPFAR under Trump’s presidency.46 In line with these suspicions, in early 2019 President Trump appointed Valerie Huber to a new role as senior policy advisor for the Office of Global Affairs at Health and Human Services, the office that administers PEPFAR. The effects of this appointment remain to be seen, although comprehensive sexuality advocates expect an increase of sexual risk avoidance strategies and a decrease of contraceptive initiatives within this international program.47

Beyond the Present State of Sex Education

The policy debate is far from settled, although it is clear that future presidential elections will greatly influence which types of sex education receive federal funding and that trends supporting evidence-based programs will continue. Perhaps the biggest irony is that beneath intense conflicts, proponents of each form of sex education have learned immensely from the other. Abstinence-only advocates adapted many strategies from comprehensive sexuality education to their Christian moral vision, including medical and health-oriented frameworks, positive rhetoric about sexuality, and the language of individual choice and rights. SIECUS initiated the move to situate sexuality within the field of public health, but abstinence-only advocates have turned this to their advantage by aligning abstinence-only with the risk avoidance strategies promoted for the public health topics of smoking, underage drinking, and drug use. As legal restrictions required abstinence-only educators to eliminate explicit religious references, they borrowed another tactic from SIECUS and accepted the position that many of their values about sexuality could be taught without the name of God or the Bible. For SIECUS and AIDS education, abstinence became a more prominent feature, especially as liberal sex educators tried to correct accusations that their new morality encouraged permissiveness. The politicized nature of the word “abstinence” came to invoke the culture wars that waged around it, obscuring the fact that almost everyone steering the conversations still agreed on the importance of controlling the sexual lives of young people.

Recent trends indicate a significant decline in teen birth rates in the United States: a 67 percent decrease from 1991 to 2016, although this rate is still greater than in many other developed countries.48 At the same time, rates of sexually transmitted infections have increased dramatically, especially among teens.49 Both sides interpret these data as supporting their causes. Abstinence-only proponents take credit for more teens waiting to have sex and therefore avoiding teenage pregnancies. They alternately attribute the high rates of sexually transmitted infections to the failure of contraceptives to protect sexually active teens and the corresponding ineffectiveness of comprehensive sexuality education. For their part, comprehensive sexuality educators imply that the decrease in teenage pregnancies aligns with their combined instruction on both contraceptives and abstinence, and that the lack of instruction on contraceptives within abstinence-only education is at least partly responsible for the rise in unprotected sex among teens.50

Although comprehensive sexuality educators have been leading voices in the trend for scientific evidence-based initiatives, abstinence-only advocates have also enthusiastically accepted these terms of engagement and amassed their own set of evidence.51 As both sides become further entrenched in this trend to prove behavioral changes, it is important to note the limitations of the current model. Comprehensive sexuality advocates caution that much is dangerously absent from the evidence-based federal guidelines, including requirements that sexual health education teach tools to combat the sexism, heterosexism, and racial and class-based ideologies that have been proven to negatively impact sexual health.52 This warning hints at the socially constructed nature of interpretations and experiences of sexuality, suggesting the additional need to go beyond the sciences to explore the wealth of evidence that history and other academic disciplines in the humanities have to offer sex education. Education about sexuality at the college level has long taken advantage of interdisciplinary perspectives. Within K–12 education, students may similarly benefit from learning that conceptions and experiences of sexuality and marriage have differed widely across time, space, and culture. While scientific studies and their replications can make it seem as if aspects of sexuality are objective, eternal truths, further attention to humanities’ evidence reveals the culturally and historically contingent nature of sexuality and the need to assess the value of education beyond its translation into individual behaviors.

It is unlikely that either side will emerge fully victorious so long as the debate is waged within the limited framework that values sex education only for its impact on the sexual actions of teens. The push for evidence-based sex education programs is relatively recent, but it emerged from a long history of similar intentions to reform behavior grounded in the idea that students will do as they are taught. As leading historian of sex education Jeffrey P. Moran warned us almost two decades ago, “The inadequacy of an instrumentalist approach should compel sex educators to stop ‘selling’ their programs as solutions to teenage pregnancy, sexuality transmitted diseases, and other real or imagined crises of adolescent sexual behavior.”53

Though obscured by recent frameworks and events, earlier religious involvement forged core values that now shape both sides of sex education debates. A century of liberal Protestant sex education efforts within the mainstream movement developed progressive and conservative foundations, unintentionally resulting in two opposing inheritors of the tradition. Combinations of expansive and restrictive sexual frameworks within this history reflected strategic efforts of religious people to interact with cultural trends of their time, to infuse the teaching of sexuality with religious values and concerns, and to help sex education—however they defined it—achieve wider acceptance in the United States.

Liberal religious trends that laid the groundwork for comprehensive sexuality education included the transformation of the concept of sexuality to include the total personality and social relationships, reliance upon scientific information about sexuality, a focus on the positive dimensions and diversity of sexuality, and a desire to adapt sexual norms to modern situations. As we have seen, many of these trends emerged from interactions between liberal Protestant sex educators, scientific professionals, and educators, as well as the corresponding desire of religious leaders to address this important dimension of human life. Advancing sex education became one way in which liberal religions, especially Protestantism, adapted traditions to contemporary culture.

On the other hand, the foundations of abstinence-only education (and now sexual risk avoidance education) can be traced to conservative trends of these same historical actors. These include the continued insistence on teaching morals about sexuality, a focus on sexually immoral behavior, and emphases on ideals of sexual purity before marriage; monogamous, heterosexual marriages; and complementary gender roles. Abstinence-only education particularly reflects themes from two previous phases in which religion inspired and molded sex education: social purity education and family life education. From the social purity framework, abstinence-only echoes the emphasis on protection from sexual behaviors, focusing on what not to do in order to maintain personal moral character and the larger moral order. From family life education, abstinence-only education adopts the framework of “traditional family values.” This is a positive discussion of sexuality tied to the home and heterosexual marriage that reinforces a connection between women’s sexuality and domestic responsibilities. Thus, abstinence-only education has combined multiple strategies for discussing sexuality in order to promote itself as a morally pure, family-friendly alternative to comprehensive sexuality education.

In most parts of this history, therefore, sex educators selectively challenged cultural boundaries while maintaining a familiar set of values. The limited scope of their progressive agenda was particularly evident in the area of gender roles and sexual orientation. Leaders of the mainstream movement considered themselves to be in the vanguard of inculcating sexual awareness, but they remained conspicuously silent regarding progressive developments in female sexuality and same-sex sexual relationships. Instead, they perpetuated the larger culture’s denial of the sexual agency of heterosexual, lesbian, and transgender women and gay and transgender men. Distancing itself from the feminism of the birth control movement, the American Social Hygiene Association and its partners—the Young Men’s Christian Association, the military, and the Federal Council of the Churches of Christ in America—focused most of their efforts on educating white males about heterosexual sexuality. Female sexuality was invoked only indirectly through the narrow tropes of the virgin, the prostitute, or the mother. The shift toward family life education, which was initiated by liberal Protestant sex educators like Anna Garlin Spencer, brought women more into focus, but through a relatively narrow lens. It was not until the creation of SIECUS that sex educators began to listen to progressive voices agitating for recognition of the sexual agency of women, and even then, some kept their distance from the feminist movement. The cultural tides shifted so dramatically during the perceived “sexual revolution” that some of the trends were embraced by conservative Christians, who celebrated and instructed about women’s sexual pleasure within their growing genre of marriage manuals.

Liberal religious strategies devised for influencing American understandings of sexuality were responding to the challenges of teaching a religiously plural public. Over time, liberal Protestants recognized that their religious audience was increasingly diverse, so they emphasized broad themes of morality and shifted frameworks to reach more people. The gradual embrace of religious pluralism in many ways produced a wider discussion of sexual pluralism and moral pluralism. It was this progressive impulse to expand boundaries and include everyone that led to the alienation of those committed to fixed boundaries. Thus, the pluralist approach to religious values of sexuality backfired, with its failure to encompass all perspectives leading to unintended consequences. In reaction, an approach that closed the door to religiously varied approaches to sexuality—and, by consequence, the discussion of diverse sexualities—won the day in arenas of pluralism. Conservative Christian proponents of abstinence-only education advanced education about “no sex” as the most satisfying answer for the public school classroom.

Popular and scholarly accounts have tended to accept the narrative promoted by the Christian Right as well as some comprehensive sexuality educators that “religion” is aligned with abstinence-only education and “secularism” with comprehensive sexuality education. This oversimplification distorts the complex historical and contemporary relationships between religion and public efforts to educate about sexuality. It also obscures the fact that views deemed restrictive today motivated and facilitated progressive reforms in earlier decades. Pioneering religious efforts to increase sexual understanding through moral frameworks have, ironically, opened doors for programs that actively suppress knowledge about sexuality.
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