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Introduction 

 
A young man came to Leanne Payne, a Christian therapist, for help with his same-sex 

desires. Payne, who founded Pastoral Care Ministries in the early 1980s, believed that she had a 
revolutionary method that could “cure” the man. In a pastoral counseling session, she challenged 
him to think back as far as he could remember, to “the whole painful drama of his birth 
experience.” “As we were praying,” Payne recalled, “he began to see (not knowing what it was) 
a small circle of light.” Almost instantly, they both recognized the light he was seeing was the 
end of the birth canal. “I am being born,” the man said to Payne. The struggle was fierce to 
emerge into the world. His shoulders struggled to push his head through to the light. The 
umbilical cord wrapped around his neck. Recognizing this as a key moment of trauma, Payne 
prayed for God’s mercy, “for relief and release as he choked on the cord, and for healing and 
cessation of the pain in his chest.” After experiencing this painful birth, Payne “asked the Lord to 
wrap the little one in the blanket of His love.” At this point, the man had an intense moment of 
healing. “He cried, making the sounds of a newborn infant.” Even Payne was shocked at the 
healing taking place. The man had, in Payne’s estimation, taken an integral step to overcome his 
“homosexual perversion.”  1

The man who sought Payne’s help underwent one form of "conversion therapy," a 
wide-range of psychiatric and counseling practices aimed at "treating," "curing," "changing," 
"redeeming," or "repairing" someone’s homosexuality and/or gender identity.  A popular 2

practice in the postwar United States, psychiatrists, psychologists, pastoral counselors, rabbis, 
and social workers practiced, or advocated for, a variety of therapeutic efforts to combat 
unwanted homosexuality and supposedly deficient gender identification. In the forties and fifties, 
intensive psychotherapy, with three-to-five weekly sessions, became common for patients with 
unwanted same-sex attractions.  By the following decade, pastoral counselors and social workers 3

had fully embraced conversion therapy, offering counseling for individuals who no longer 
wanted to desire their own sex. Things began to change in the 1970s, though. In 1973, the 
American Psychiatric Association removed "homosexuality" from its Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual (DSM), the powerful designator of mental illnesses. From that time, conversion therapy 
slowly became a discredited practice within the world of professional medicine, even if some 

1 Leanne Payne, The Broken Image: Restoring Personal Wholeness Through Healing Prayer (Ada, MI: Baker 
Books, 1981), 79-80. 
2 “Conversion therapy” has been the preferred term among lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) 
activists to categorize sexual orientation change and/or gender identity therapies. Members of the ex-gay movement, 
however, view the term “conversion therapy” as a propagandistic tool to turn people against what they see as 
essential forms of therapy and counseling for those with “unwanted same-sex attractions.” Over the past decade, 
proponents of conversion therapy have tried out a range of new terminology, including Sexual Orientation Change 
Efforts (SOCE) and Sexual Attraction Fluidity Exploration in Therapy (SAFE-T), to counter LGBTQ activists’ 
efforts to ban these therapeutic and counseling practices. 
3 See Martin Duberman, Cures: A Gay Man’s Odyssey (New York: Dutton, 1991) for one gay man’s psychoanalytic 
treatment to become heterosexual. Duberman, an award-winning historian, saw multiple therapists throughout the 
1950s and 1960s. For this reason, his memoir provides key insights into the different psychoanalytic cures for 
homosexuality promised in the immediate postwar decades. 
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psychoanalysts still offer sexual orientation and gender identity therapies to the present-day. 
With fewer psychiatrists offering conversion therapy, however, forms of religious counseling, 
like the kind Payne offered, have since stepped in to help patients with conservative views on 
religion, gender, and sexuality. 

In this essay, I argue that in order to understand the history of conversion therapy in the 
United States, one must examine the conservative intellectual and political ideas used to 
rationalize these therapeutic and counseling practices. More specifically, it is crucial to analyze 
how proponents and practitioners of conversion therapy have believed in, and have stressed the 
importance of, the normative American family. Across time and space, the primacy of the 
patriarchal and heteronormative family has been seen as the healthy model for raising 
heterosexual children. As long as the American family remained a strong institution, with a 
working father and a stay-at-home mother, children would not deviate from the heterosexual 
norm.   4

Over time, conversion therapists have been forced to reconsider their theories about 
homosexuality’s etiology. In particular, there was a shift from simply blaming mothers for their 
children’s homosexuality to an emphasis on how loving, caring fathers could lead their sons and 
daughters to heterosexuality. In the 1940s, for example, psychiatrists, psychologists, and pastoral 
counselors wrote about the dangers of domineering and overprotective mothers. According to 
specialists, these mothers not only exercised undue influence over their husbands (thus 
emasculating them), but also prevented sons (and, to a lesser extent, daughters) from going 
through the necessary separation-individuation process. A child’s inability to form his or her own 
sexual identity comprised a core part of postwar psychoanalytic thinking about heterosexual and 
homosexual development. Although there were competing (and oftentimes conflicting) theories 
about why same-sex desires developed, there was one commonality: mothers were to blame for 
their children’s homosexuality. 

Starting in the 1960s, conversion therapists began spotlighting the father more in their 
writings. This shift in emphasis emerged from concerns about the strength of the American 
family. Second-wave feminists and gay rights activists critiqued the rigid sex roles of the Cold 
War nuclear family.  In response, conversion therapists believed that fathers needed to exercise 5

more control than ever before. For the first time in twentieth-century America, fathers became 
influential players within the household and in their children's lives. Over the course of the 1970s 
and 1980s, conversion therapists, which at this time included the emerging ex-gay ministry 
movement, emphasized how active fathers were key to raising heterosexual children. No longer 
allowed to be distant and cold figures, fathers had to play an influential role in their children's 
lives. Not doing so would have dire consequences―a gay son or a lesbian daughter. 

Historians and anthropologists have written extensively on the history of sexual 
orientation and gender identity therapies. For the most part, these works focus on the politics of 

4 In A War for the Soul of America: A History of the Culture Wars (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 
Andrew Hartmann described “normative America” as the following: “Normative Americans lived according to 
stringent sexual expectations: sex, whether for procreation or recreation, was contained within the parameters of 
heterosexual marriage. Normative Americans behaved in ways consistent with strict gender roles: within the 
confines of marriage, men worked outside the home and women cared for children inside it,” 5. Hartmann’s 
definition of “normative America” informs my use of “normative American family” throughout this paper. 
5 For more on how the gay rights movement changed the American family, see Heather Murray, Not in This Family: 
Gays and the Meaning of Kinship in Postwar North America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010). 
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these controversial therapeutic and counseling methods as well as on so-called treatments for 
gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender adults. In Homosexuality and American Psychiatry: The 
Politics of Diagnosis (1981), Ronald Bayer documented the Freudian and neo-Freudian 
psychosexual theories that led the American Psychiatric Association to list "homosexuality" as a 
mental disorder in the first edition of the DSM. In addition, Bayer highlighted how gay liberation 
politics challenged the "sickness" model of homosexuality in the late 1960s. These political 
efforts, according to Bayer, were crucial for depathologizing homosexuality.  Kenneth Lewes, on 6

the other hand, wrote a sweeping intellectual history of theories about male homosexuality. He 
charted the changing―and sometimes conflicting―theories about the etiology of, and the 
possibilities to cure or change, male homosexuality.  More recent work, like Tanya Erzen's 7

Straight to Jesus: Sexual and Christian Conversions in the Ex-Gay Movement (2006) and 
Bernadette Barton's Pray the Gay Away: The Extraordinary Lives of Bible Belt Gays (2014), use 
anthropological methods to understand the growth of ex-gay ministries. These works shed light 
on how conservative Christians incorporated psychosexual theories about homosexuality into 
their ministries in the 1970s.  At this time, professional psychiatry began to adopt affirmative 8

therapies to help gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and transgendered individuals accept their 
non-normative sexual desires. Ex-gay ministries stepped into the void this shift in professional 
psychiatry created in order to treat teenage and adult homosexuals who wanted to repent for their 
same-sex attractions. 

Most of the scholarship on conversion therapy in postwar America makes the same 
mistake: they draw a neat demarcation between “secular” and “religious” therapies. For instance, 
Charles Silverstein, a gay psychotherapist, wrote that “[r]eligion-based conversions should be 
identified as such; psychotherapy, on the other hand, is defined by state (i.e., secular) law.”  John 9

Bancroft, also a psychotherapist, declared confidently that “What has happened since 1973 [the 
year the APA removed “homosexuality” from the DSM] is that ‘the Church,’ in its many forms, 
has stepped into the breach, reviving religious opposition to homosexuality in terms of 
immorality rather than pathology.”  By using 1973 as a convenient cut-off date, researchers, 10

including gay and lesbian psychiatrists, want to discredit conversion therapy by labeling its 
practitioners and proponents as religious homophobes. These assessments ignored the influence 
conservative religion had on the field of psychiatry.  

Dagmar Herzog has questioned the rigid divide between religious and scientific forms of 
therapy in Cold War Freud. Particularly, Herzog stressed the influence that American religion 

6 Ronald Bayer, Homosexuality and American Psychiatry: The Politics of Diagnosis (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1981). 
7 Kenneth Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988). 
8 In Straight to Jesus: Sexual and Christian Conversions in the Ex-Gay Movement (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2006), Tanya Erzen provides an in-depth account of her participant-observer research at Love in 
Action, an ex-gay ministry in San Rafael, California. In Pray the Gay Away: The Extraordinary Lives of Bible Belt 
Gays (New York: New York University Press, 2014), Bernadette Barton interviewed southern men and women who 
had undergone some type of conversion therapy. 
9 Charles Silverstein, “The Religious Conversion of Homosexuals: Subject Selection Is the Voir Dire of 
Psychological Research” in Ex-Gay Research: Analyzing the Spitzer Study and Its Relation to Science, Religion, 
Politics, and Culture, eds. Jack Drescher and Kenneth Zucker (Binghamton, NY: Harrington Park Press, 2006), 
270-271. 
10 John Bancroft, “Can Sexual Orientation Change?: A Long-Running Saga,” in Ex-Gay Research: Analyzing the 
Spitzer Study and Its Relation to Science, Religion, Politics, and Culture, eds. Jack Drescher and Kenneth Zucker 
(Binghamton, NY: Harrington Park Press, 2006), 68. 
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had on postwar psychiatry. After recognizing that scholars have seen psychoanalysis as “the 
Jewish science,” she wrote that psychoanalysis “may be better understood as profoundly 
Christianized in the course of the first postwar years.”  She highlighted how this Christianized 11

influence instilled a “conflicted sexual conservatism that came to characterize postwar U.S. 
psychoanalysis.”  According to Herzog, postwar American psychoanalysis developed into a 12

“normative and normalizing enterprise,” with sex-normative analysis as a strong cultural and 
therapeutic force. In addition, Cold War Freud emphasized how postwar psychoanalysis offered 
a “moral sensibility” that reinforced “conservative family values” disguised under the category 
of “health.”  By following Herzog’s lead, this essay highlights how conversion therapists 13

remained consistent in their devotion to both psychoanalysis and conservative sexual values.  
 
Psychoanalysis, Motherhood, and the Promises of a Cure for Homosexuality  
 

Like any intellectual tradition, conversion therapy had to emerge from somewhere and 
transform as social and cultural conditions changed over time. Psychiatry, as a new medical 
discipline, was conflicted over homosexuality’s etiology from the early 1900s through the Great 
Depression. U.S.-based psychoanalysts were not in agreement over whether homosexuality could 
be treated. Boston psychiatrist Isador Coriat, for example, wrote that “[i]n psychoanalytic theory, 
the analysis cannot change conscious homosexuality to heterosexuality any more than 
psychoanalysis can change a heterosexual to a homosexual.”   14

In the United States, World War II became the key turning point for surveilling and 
disciplining homosexuals. The rise of psychiatry as a medical discipline was especially key for 
pathologizing homosexuality. Even before the war effort ramped up, Army officials asked 
psychiatrists to develop screening procedures that would identify certain “undesirable” 
candidates. Early on, homosexual men and women were labeled as a group that should be 
excluded from the war effort. This included fighting overseas and serving in supporting roles on 
the homefront. Although thousands of homosexuals served in the military or defense industries 
in some capacity, a process of pathologizing homosexuality had begun. The stigma of not being 
accepted into the military was immense. More embarrassing, however, was being discharged 
because of one’s attraction to the same sex. These experiences forced many Americans to 
contemplate treating, or trying to cure, their same-sex attractions.  15

In the immediate postwar period, conversion therapy became increasingly popular. Anna 
Freud, the famous psychoanalyst’s daughter, helped lend credence to conversion therapy. Unlike 
her father, who thought change was not possible for many homosexuals, Anna reported excellent 
success in treating male homosexuals. In unpublished lectures, Freud told listeners that they 
needed to focus less on their patients’ behaviors and more on their fantasies. Success in 

11 Dagmar Herzog, Cold War Freud: Psychoanalysis in the Age of Catastrophes (Cambridge, United Kingdom: 
Cambridge University Press, 2017), 22. 
12 Herzog, Cold War Freud, 22. 
13 Herzog, Cold War Freud, 67. 
14 Isador Coriat is quoted in Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality, 66. 
15 See Allan Bérubé’s Coming Out Under Fire: The History of Gay Men and Women in World War Two (New York: 
Plume, 1990) for an in-depth social history of gay men and lesbians in the 1940s. 

 
 

Raising Heterosexual Children - 4 



 
 

“divert[ing] their libido from one sex to the other” depended on abandoning an acts-based 
interpretation of homosexuality.   16

Other psychiatrists, like Sandor Rado, not to mention the men and women he trained at 
Columbia’s Psychoanalytic Training Institute in the 1940s and 1950s, revolutionized theories 
about homosexuality and the possibilities of finding a cure. Rado’s writings and psychoanalytic 
training abandoned Sigmund Freud’s notion of physical bisexuality and constitutional 
homosexuality. Rado pointed to anthropological data that showed, in his mind, that bisexuality 
was a sign that a civilization had not advanced to modernity. In other words, he blamed 
bisexuality on the “primordial, emotional need of animalistic man,” which, in turn, had no place 
in the postwar United States.  17

Since homosexuality was not constitutional, meaning one was not “born that way,” a 
scapegoat had to be uncovered. Even as early as 1942, with the publication of Philip Wylie’s 
bestselling Generation of Vipers, the culprit was obvious: overbearing mothers.  This was 18

especially the case for revealing the causes of male homosexuality. Right after World War II, as 
normative America re-emphasized the importance of the nuclear family, with a stay-at-home 
mother as the ideal, the home became a place of “domestic containment.”  Despite the safety the 19

home provided, there was such a thing as too much protection. Mothers had to let their sons 
separate from them. This was an important part of adolescence. If mothers did not allow this 
seemingly natural separation process to occur, the result would be homosexual children. 

This intellectual tradition helped the American Psychiatric Association justify its 1952 
decision to list “homosexuality” as a mental disorder in the first edition of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual (DSM). The APA labeled homosexuality as a “sociopathic personality 
disturbance.” This designation focused on an individual’s inability to adjust to societal norms 
and expectations.  As one can see in the following description of sociopathic personality 20

disturbance, maintaining the sexual status quo could be interpreted as a core part of what 
psychiatry should do: “Individuals to be placed in this category are ill primarily in terms of 
society and of conformity with the prevailing cultural milieu, and not only in terms of personal 
discomfort and relations with other individuals.”  This was an admission that mental disorders 21

might be cultural constructs, designations that relied on the religious and moral teachings valued 
by a wide-range of Americans connected to the Judeo-Christian tradition.  

The APA’s 1952 decision medicalized homosexuality in a manner that relied on moral 
and religious judgments about sexual object-choice. Psychiatrists, in describing homosexuality as 
a mental disorder, reflected larger cultural and religious attitudes about homosexuality: it was 
unnatural, even a sin. Thomas Szasz argued that the DSM designation legitimized a new kind of 

16 Anna Freud is quoted in Herzog, Cold War Freud, 62. 
17 Sandor Rado is quoted in Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality, 101. 
18 Philip Wylie, Generation of Vipers (New York: Farrar and Rinehart, 1942). Wylie’s rant on “momism” propelled 
Generation of Vipers to twenty printings by 1955. 
19 See Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books, 
1988) for a discussion of how the normative family was supposed to protect Americans against the threat of 
communism in the immediate postwar decades. 
20 Gerald Grob, “Origins of DSM-I: A Study in Appearance and Reality,” American Journal of Psychiatry 148(4): 
428. 
21 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual: Mental Disorders (Washington, DC: American Psychiatric Association and 
Mental Hospital Services, 1952), 38. 
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witch-hunt, one where “the physician has replaced the priest, and the patient the witch.”  22

Psychiatrists, psychologists, pastoral counselors, and doctors used the “medical gaze” to 
diagnose and exercise power over gay men and lesbians who could not satisfy the heterosexual 
ideal―strong fathers who worked, housewives who cooked and cleaned, and obedient children 
who played and led grace at dinnertime.   23

In the 1950s and 1960s, Edmund Bergler further popularized the theory that mothers 
created a poor familial dynamic that helped create the conditions for their children’s 
homosexuality. After fleeing the Nazis from his native Austria, Bergler settled in the United 
States and had a successful career as an analyst and as a writer. Some of his best-known works 
on the topic of homosexuality include: Neurotic Counterfit-Sex (1951); Homosexuality: Disease 
or Way of Life (1956); Counterfeit-Sex: Homosexuality, Impotence and Frigidity (1958); and 
One Thousand Homosexuals: Conspiracy of Silence, or Curing and Deglamorizing Homosexuals 
(1959). As these titles demonstrate, Bergler was no fan of homosexuality. He viewed it as an 
inauthentic sexuality, one that threatened not only individuals with same-sex attractions, but also 
the family, the community, and, indeed, the American nation. 

Bergler had immense faith in his ability to change homosexuals’ object-choice, claiming 
that “99.9 percent of all cases of homosexuality” could be cured if psychoanalysts, psychologists, 
and pastoral counselors followed his program.  Bergler listed seven principles for identifying 24

and helping homosexual patients. Six of these dealt with the oral nature of homosexual 
object-choice. According to Bergler, the oral stage, which was preoedipal in origin, had been 
“confirmed without exception.” Homosexuality formed, according to Bergler, because children 
attempted to enact revenge on the breast for having received too little from it while feeding as an 
infant. In analysis, patients needed to reflect on this rejection from the mother’s breast. 
Rejection, in Bergler’s estimation, brought about a form of “pseudo-aggression,” both at the 
mother and in the form of same-sex lovers.  With therapy, though, the patient could be helped. 25

He had to first acknowledge the pain his mother caused him. From there, Bergler suggested that 
the psychiatrist, psychologist, or pastoral counselor help the patient work through heterosexual 
functioning. According to psychiatrist Kenneth Lewes, who summarized Bergler’s theory, “the 
patient could be expected to approach heterosexual functioning, but first he would go through a 
transitional phase of premature ejaculation, through which he would avenge himself on the 
depriving mother. This would involve unconsciously equating the penis with the breast, the 
vagina with the mouth, and sperm with milk.”  Bergler declared the equation of the penis with 26

the breast as “an impressive clinical fact.”  27

22 Thomas Szasz, Ideology and Insanity: Essays on the Psychiatric Dehumanization of Man (New York: Doubleday, 
1970), 259. 
23 Michel Foucault used the term “medical gaze” to explain the process of medical diagnosis, the power dynamics 
between trained doctors and their patients, and the privileging of medical knowledge in Western society. See 
Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archeology of Medical Perception (New York: Vintage Books, 1963/1994) for 
more on the medical gaze.  
24 Edmund Bergler, “Differential Diagnosis between Spurious Homosexuality and Perversion Homosexuality,” 
Psychiatric Quarterly 21(3) (1947): 404. 
25 Bergler, “Differential Diagnosis between Spurious Homosexuality and Perversion Homosexuality”: 403. 
26 Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality, 112-113. 
27 Bergler is quoted in Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality, 112. I have been unable to find 
this specific quotation in the works Lewes cited. This is, in my estimation, a weakness of Lewes’ work, as there are 
shoddy citations throughout an otherwise impressive survey of psychoanalytic theories on male homosexuality. 
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Other psychoanalysts built on Bergler’s theories. In his work, Abram Kardiner, who 
trained under Freud and taught at Columbia University in the 1940s and 1950s, presented 
heterosexuality as a heroic activity and wrote that homosexuality represented a retreat from the 
onerous demands of masculinity and fatherhood. By further spreading the theory that dominant 
mothers were crucial for homosexuality’s etiology, which led to the belittlement of maleness, 
Kardiner changed the formulation about what homosexuality was. In his estimation, it was not so 
much about sexuality. Rather, Kardiner viewed homosexuality as a phenomenon that involved 
modern social roles and conditions, with family values as a centerpiece of society.  28

Charles Socarides, one of Kardiner’s students at Columbia, was one of the most 
outspoken proponents of conversion therapy from the 1960s to his death in 2005. In 1969, 
Socarides gave an account of a four-year analysis with a preoedipal homosexual male who he 
helped “restore” to heterosexual functioning. In only eight months of treatment, Socarides guided 
the patient through a complex process of identifying the patient’s lost masculinity, which 
stemmed from his fear of engulfment by his mother. Since the patient never passed through the 
individuation-separation phase, he had not developed as a heterosexual. At the same time, 
however, Socarides acknowledged that the preoedipal homosexual retained lustful urges for his 
mother. Contradictions like these were prevalent in psychiatric theories about male 
homosexuality and treatment plans to help gay men and lesbians become heterosexual.  29

Psychoanalytic theories about, and belief that one could be cured from, homosexuality 
became widely accepted in the immediate postwar decades. Advice columns from the 1950s and 
1960s highlight the pressure placed on children and young adult homosexuals to enter therapy. 
Dr. Rose Franzblau, a clinical psychologist and a columnist for several New York City 
newspapers, was an important figure who suggested that homosexuals enter therapy. Her March 
23, 1950 response to “Homosexual, but Doesn’t Want to Change” provides one glimpse into the 
advice men and women with same-sex desires received in the postwar decades. In his letter, an 
eighteen year old man wrote that he had been a homosexual “since the age of fourteen” and that 
he was “completely adjusted to the situation and am sexually and mentally satisfied.” There was 
a problem, though. When his mother found out that her son was attracted to other men, she 
became “hysterical.” The letter’s author confided in Franzblau that he had been to doctors, but 
failed to experience a change in his sexuality because this was not something he himself desired. 
At the end of his letter, the young man pleaded for advice to “bring back some happiness to my 
family.”  30

Franzblau’s response was typical of the time. She wrote that most parents could accept 
the various “misfortunes” of their children. In Franzblau’s mind, though, homosexuality “is 
entirely different.” Homosexuals, according to the psychologist and advice columnist, suffered 
from narcissistic self-love, an unnatural condition challenging the self-preservation of the 

28 Abram Kardiner, Sex and Morality (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1954).  
29 The internal contradictions of conversion therapy are further observed in the word choice used in the writings of 
therapists like Socarides. In this particular example, Socarides used the word “restore” to discuss the success his 
patient had with making a heterosexual adjustment. There is a problem with this word, though. It means that he 
would have been a heterosexual at some point, which would conflict with Socarides’ belief that one had to progress 
to heterosexuality through a maturation process. These are the kinds of internal contradictions that homophiles and 
gay liberationists critiqued in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s and 1980s. 
30 Franzblau’s columns about “Homosexual, but Doesn’t Want to Change” from March 23 and 24, 1950 are located 
in the Rose Nadler Franzblau Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University, Box 28. The 
original letter from the young man, which was slightly altered for the column, can be found in Box 29. 
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species. Franzblau recognized that the young man must wish to change. She promised help, 
writing that “deep psychoanalytic therapy combined with sustained co-operation from the 
individual can help him to progress from this level of behavior [supposedly immature 
homosexuality] to the next and highest phase of development [heterosexuality].” Franzblau 
insisted that the young man might still find a cure. Not doing so would only cause his mother to 
suffer.  31

 
Guarding America’s Sexual Morals in a Time of Rapid Change 
 

The civil rights revolutions of the 1960s and 1970s transformed conversion therapy. In 
particular, second-wave feminism and the gay rights movement challenged the primacy of the 
heteronormative and patriarchal American family. Feminism disputed women’s supposedly 
natural roles as homemakers  and, according to Heather Murray, “Gay liberation developed a 32

critique of heterosexuality, broadly conceived to include the nuclear family structure and the 
institutionalization of heterosexuality.”  With their worldview under attack, conversion 33

therapists felt compelled to challenge the changes they saw taking root in the United States. 
Conversion therapists saw themselves as moral safeguards of the American family. 

Bergler, for example, thought that it was his civic duty to protect citizens from the threat of 
homosexuality. In Berger’s mind, homosexuals were sexual predators who preyed on the young. 
“If information is unavailable, if false statistics are left uncontradicted, if new recruits are not 
warned by dissemination of the fact that homosexuality is but a disease,” Bergler wrote, “the 
confirmed homosexual is presented with a clear field for his operations―and your teen-age 
children may be the victims.”  The belief that homosexuals, who could not procreate with each 34

other, had to “recruit” young men and women into their “lifestyle” was a popular idea in postwar 
America. For Bergler, who passed away before feminism and the gay rights revolution 
fundamentally changed the U.S., it was imperative to fight this moral scourge on the American 
family before it was too late.  35

The rise of the gay liberation movement, which grew after the 1969 Stonewall Riots in 
New York City, represented a fundamental threat to the moral order conversion therapists 
valued. Instead of listening to gay liberationists, who critiqued psychosexual theories which 
labeled homosexuality as a sickness, conversion therapists like Socarides clashed with and 
defamed gay men and lesbians. By the time the American Psychiatric Association removed 
“homosexuality” from the DSM, Socarides had grown contemptuous and dismissive of 
America’s gay and lesbian population. He labeled homophile and liberationist literature as “mere 
propaganda.” According to Socarides, “Homosexuality…[was] filled with aggression, 

31 Rose Nadler Franzblau Papers, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University, Box 28. 
32 Nancy Chodorow’s Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1991) 
documented how women, as part of second-wave feminism, challenged the phallocentric and male-dominated world 
of American psychoanalysis. 
33 Murray, Not in This Family, x. 
34 Edmund Bergler, One Thousand Homosexuals: Conspiracy of Silence, or Curing and Deglamorizing 
Homosexuals? (Paterson, NJ: Pageant Books, 1959), 249. 
35 Kardiner also believed that homosexuals engaged in “predatory activity” with children, acts which he wrote were 
not acceptable for “good citizens in any society.” See “The Social Distress Syndrome of Our Time, I,” Journal of 
American Psychiatry 6(1) (1978): 89-101 and “The Social Distress Syndrome of Our Time, II,” Journal of American 
Psychiatry 6(2) (1978): 215-230 for Kardiner’s anti-modern and anti-gay views. 
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destruction, and self-deceit. It is a masquerade of life…[involving] only destruction, mutual 
defeat, exploitation of the partner and the self.”  Kardiner, Socarides’ teacher at Columbia, 36

agreed. In 1978, Kardiner thought that gay rights had only advanced because it was “aided [by] 
powerful lobbies and an indifferent press.” Irving Bieber, the first author of Homosexuality: A 
Psychoanalytic Study of Male Homosexuality (1962), an influential text that was taught in 
psychoanalytic training programs, saw “homophile propaganda and misinformation” as an 
unfortunate part of efforts to declassify homosexuality as a mental disorder. Bieber feared that 10 
percent of adolescent boys, or those who had “come to adolescence with a homosexual 
potential,” would be vulnerable to the political message of gay rights activists.  37

Socially conservative pastoral counselors had similar thoughts about the gay rights 
movement. Leanne Payne, a prominent woman in the ex-gay movement beginning in the late 
1970s, thought that the United States had too many “homosexual apologists.”  In sum, Payne 38

believed that a powerful gay rights lobby had associated “the homosexual plight with that of the 
disenfranchised.” The rhetoric of gay liberation, which was slowly convincing more Americans 
that gay men and lesbians deserved greater rights, was effective. In a 1979 newsletter, Payne 
wrote about the “tenor of the times” and the importance of “counteract[ing] all the false notions 
propagating throughout the land.”  By the early 1980s, Payne had zeroed in on the problem: 39

people were rebelling “against the Judeo-Christian doctrines and hoping to replace them with 
‘wisdoms’ of their own.”  40

Many psychiatrists and pastoral counselors could not get past one particular point: human 
survival depended on men and women having sex with each other. In fact, the idea of gender 
complementarity emerged both in writings of medically trained conversion therapists as well as 
Christian pastoral counselors. The belief that men and women were designed to be sexual mates 
was, as Socarides noted, “determined by two-and-a-half billion years of human evolution.”  41

Payne took this further. In 1985’s Crisis in Masculinity, she wrote that “intellectually, the 
polarity of the sexes corresponds to a polarity in the human ways of knowing―that of the 
masculine discursive reason and of the feminine intuitive mind.”  For Payne, biology explained 42

how God’s plan for man and woman was supposed to play out. “The sex organs and the sex cells 
manifest of polarity and complementarity in morphology and in function,” she explained. “In the 
act of sexual union the male organ is convex and penetrating and the female organ is concave 
and receptive; the spermatozoa is torpedo-shaped and ‘attacks,’ and the ovum is a sphere 
‘awaiting’ penetration.” These biological aspects of life, according to Payne, “should not be 
confined to the physical but also be reflected in the character of man and woman,” a “view as old 
as history.”  43

36 Charles Socarides, The Overt Homosexual (New York: Grune and Stratton, 1968), 8. 
37 Irving Bieber, “A Discussion of ‘Homosexuality: The Ethical Challenge,” Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology 44(2) (1976), 166. 
38 Leanne Payne, The Broken Image: Restoring Personal Wholeness Through Healing Prayer (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Books, 1981), 128. 
39 Leanne Payne Newsletter, February 12, 1979, Leanne Payne Papers, Box 2, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL. 
40 Leanne Payne Newsletter, February 1918, Leanne Payne Papers, Box 2, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL. 
41 Charles Socarides is quoted in Lewes, The Psychoanalytic Theory of Male Homosexuality, 222. For additional 
examples of his socially conservative views on homosexuality, see Charles Socarides, “Homosexuality: Basic 
Concepts and Psychodynamics,” International Journal of Psychiatry 10(1): 118-125. 
42 Leanne Payne, Crisis in Masculinity (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group 1985), 102. 
43 Payne, Crisis in Masculinity, 104. 
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Second-wave feminism also challenged the phallocentric world that professional 
psychiatry valued. By the late 1970s, popular news magazines, like Time and Newsweek, had 
started to notice the impact feminism had on American society. These magazines ran cover 
stories not only on women in the workplace, which meant that they abandoned their roles as 
homemakers, but also features on “the new male.” With the rise of the two income family, 
fathers now had to do it all―work, complete household chores, and raise children. At the same 
time, fathers were supposed to relinquish some control over their wives, allowing for a more 
cooperative style of household management and financial decision-making. This led some 
observers to blame the dual-career family, with the father relinquishing his role as its natural 
leader, as another reason for the United States’ moral decline. By the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, Dr. James Dobson, the radio show host and founder of Focus on the Family, 
a conservative Christian political advocacy group, could confidently declare: “I believe the 
two-career family during the childrearing years creates a level of stress that is tearing people 
apart. And it often deprives children of something that they will search for for the rest of their 
lives.”  The solution, though, was not for men to abandon their jobs. Instead, Dobson and others 44

called for “a significant segment of the population [to] awaken someday from the nightmare of 
overcommitment.”  It was also important to battle “the feminists and homosexual activists” who 45

“want to dissolve the traditional roles of mothers and fathers and, in time, eliminate such terms 
as wife, husband, son, daughter, sister, brother, manhood, womanhood, boy, girl, masculine, and 
feminine.”  46

Dual incomes were a necessity for many American families as large-scale changes 
transformed the economy. In the United States, rapid deindustrialization, with the advent of 
post-Fordist economies and the rise of neoliberal economic policies, robbed working class men 
of decent paying union jobs. The transition to office work, often seen as a feminine realm, was 
viewed as an economic emasculation of the Baby Boomer generation. According to Edwin Louis 
Cole, the founder of the Christian Men’s Network, 1970s and 1980s America “was in danger of 
destruction, not from its enemies, but due to shifting from a productive society to a 
consumer-oriented society.” With Japan’s meteoric rise from the ashes of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, Americans now found themselves at threat of falling into second place in the global 
economy. Patrick Morley, an influential Christian counselor and author, thought this had come 
about because Americans had “exchanged our traditional values for a murky sort of prosperity, 
financed by….a suffocating load of personal, corporate, and public debt.” The threat to 
American men could not have been more dire. Cole, for example, warned that “mentally and 
moral emasculated manhood” could result from these economic changes. 

All of these changes put strains on the American family. Some medically trained 
psychoanalysts condemned feminism, gay rights, and the sexual revolution as viscerally as 
socially conservative Christian pastoral counselors did. In 1978, Kardiner, in what could be 
overlooked as hyperbolic language, wrote that the middle class, “the group under the greatest 
pressure today,” was under attack. He damned atonal music, Sesame Street, and even the late 
work of Pablo Picasso. His harshest criticisms were saved for feminism and homosexual rights, 
though. Kardiner saw a breakdown in modern society, with men wearing their hair long and 

44 James Dobson, Bringing Up Boys: Practical Advice and Encouragement for Those Shaping the Next Generation 
of Men (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale Publishing, 2004), 246. 
45 Dobson, Bringing Up Boys, 246. 
46 Dobson, Bringing Up Boys, 17. 
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women sporting trousers. Kardiner refused to see these as superficial changes. Rather, they 
represented the loss of sexual identity and the weakening of the institution of the family, which 
Kardiner believed had been “in the process of liquidation since World War I.” “We own our 
great civilization to the monogamous family,” he concluded.   47

 
Sexual Conversion, Fatherhood, and Restoring the American Family 

 
The confusion caused by second-wave feminism, gay rights, the sexual revolution, and 

transformations in the American economy compelled conversion therapists to rethink their 
theories about homosexuality. Mothers had been blamed for their children’s homosexuality, with 
lackluster fathers occasionally called out for not being there. But, beginning in the 1970s, 
conversion therapists emphasized the father’s role within the American family. Integral for these 
changes included developing a greater understanding of gender identity, a concept which grew 
increasingly influential after the American Psychiatric Association removed “homosexuality” 
from the DSM. 

Proper gender development for sons became a prominent theme in conversion therapist 
literature in the 1970s and 1980s. Payne, for instance, told the story of one man who came to see 
her for unwanted same-sex attractions. According to Payne, the man had “a very dominant 
mother, one who early in his life had a penchant for dressing him as a little girl.” This was not 
all, though. “One of his earliest memories was that of being dressed in a pink frilly dress by his 
mother, who then invited several members of her family in to admire him.” Payne believed that 
this was a key contributor to the man’s same-sex sexual desires, but he saw things differently. In 
fact, Payne was surprised that “oddly enough, he had not thought his mother blameworthy in this 
[his homosexuality], and it was evident that he loved her dearly.”  What troubled Payne was that 48

the man had modeled himself after his mother―he “had imitated her movements and actions 
rather than those of his father.” “He did not want to play the part of the virile prince. He wanted, 
in the keenest kind of way, to play the part of the soft, feminine beauty whom the prince rescues 
and marries.” Payne thought that there were certain ways men and women, boys and girls, had to 
act. If there was any deviation from these behaviors, heterosexual adjustment could be 
threatened. 

The type of gender disidentification described above occurred because homosexual men 
and women had not properly identified with the same-sex parent. Payne observed how many of 
the men who came to her had decided feminine mannerisms. Their walk, talk, and movements 
resembled those of their mothers. These elements, in turn, informed a person’s gender identity. 
Men were slow―or outright resistant―to separate from their mothers. Because of this, their 
masculine characteristics were grossly underdeveloped. They had no trouble with the “usual 
problems of reining in or curbing the sexual drive common to most boys.”  Instead, they sought 49

to find a partner who had characteristics they themselves lacked―oftentimes strength (in the 
form of muscles), extraordinary confidence, and body hair. 

Challenging the changing gendered and sexual order of the 1960s and 1970s, Elizabeth 
Moberly, a British pastoral counselor who occasionally joined Payne on speaking tours and in 
workshops in the U.S. and in England, sought to remedy these same-sex attractions. Like other 

47 Kardiner, “The Social Distress Syndrome of Our Time, Part 2,” 218. 
48 Payne, The Broken Image, 73. 
49 Payne, The Broken Image, 74. 
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counselors, she placed particular emphasis on the experiences of her male clients. She wrote how 
men with homosexual desires “have a reparative drive towards the restoration of attachment 
[with their fathers], and hence towards the meeting of unfulfilled needs for love, dependency, 
and identification” missing from their childhood.  These “same-sex deficits” were rooted in 50

immature psychosexual development which resulted from poor relationships between sons and 
fathers. This was a revolutionary idea, one that somewhat exonerated mothers from the guilt and 
shame that had once been associated with them as the root cause of their sons’ homosexuality. 

Moberly and Payne, as two influential women in the ex-gay ministry movement, cared 
deeply about the supposed emasculation of men which caused same-sex attractions. Although 
there were no easy answers for how to address some of the structural changes, especially 
regarding the economy, Moberly outlined a twofold goal to cure the homosexuals who came to 
her. “In Christian ministry, as in conventional therapy,” she believed, “the defensive detachment 
vis-a-vis the same sex is to be undone, and unmet needs are to be met, to make up for the missing 
growth consequent on the defensive barrier.”  There are several points to unpack here. First, 51

Moberly viewed the type of therapy she was engaging in and the type that happened in 
psychiatry as similar. There was, at least for her, little difference between the “science” of 
psychiatry and the “religion” of pastoral counseling. In addition, she believed that if a woman 
pastoral counselor was not successful with a male congregant/patient, it was important for that 
congregant/patient to seek the help of a male therapist. Furthermore, Moberly wrote that 
“relations and prayer” from women pastoral counselors might help “serve as the means towards 
this twofold goal” of fixing the same-sex detachment and meeting unmet psychosexual needs.  52

However, men still remained the most important figures in the lives of other men. 
To repair these unmet psychosexual needs, it became increasingly important to perform 

masculinity and femininity in the 1980s. Payne believed that “our prime identity…is that of male 
or female, man or woman” and that a great deal of healing was needed if one could not accept 
their gendered self.  Nearly a decade before Judith Butler published her work on the 53

performativity of gender,  Payne discussed the importance of this very topic. When discussing a 54

woman who had come to her about same-sex attractions, Payne relayed the significance of the 
woman “putting on” her feminine self or image “by dressing in an entirely different and feminine 
manner, as well as by deliberately adopting new and feminine mannerisms.”  Whereas Butler 55

offered a strong condemnation of gender’s performative aspects, Payne told those who came to 
her to embrace normative gender roles. Models were needed, at least at first. Once a model was 
in mind, Payne could offer simplistic advice. “A woman is more feminine,” she stated, “in 
blouses and flowing skirts than in jeans or overalls.”  56

Payne’s blend of religion and psychiatry happened at the beginning of the Christian 
Right’s discursive shift to “cure” and “change” gay men and lesbians. Even the most 
conservative evangelical publications changed their rhetoric between the late 1960s and the early 
1990s. According to Jeremy Thomas and Daniel Olson, evangelical elites responded to 

50 Elizabeth Moberly, Homosexuality: A New Christian Ethic (Cambridge, UK: James Clark, 1983), 8-9. 
51 Moberly, Homosexuality, 41-42. 
52 Moberly, Homosexuality, 41-42. 
53 Leanne Payne Newsletter, June 1987, Leanne Payne Papers, Box 2, Wheaton College, Wheaton, IL. 
54 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990). 
55 Leanne Payne, The Broken Image, 111. 
56 Payne, The Broken Image, 111. 
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America’s growing acceptance of homosexuality by changing their moral reasoning. Beginning 
in the 1980s, evangelicals relied less on biblical sources of moral authority and came more to 
rely on science, medicine, and the natural order.  In 1989, one psychologist asked Christianity 57

Today, “Is homosexuality a psycho-pathological condition? Is homosexual orientation caused by 
factors beyond a person’s voluntary control? Is change to heterosexuality possible for 
homosexuals?” This psychologist pressured evangelicals to embrace science. “Homosexuality 
must be regarded,” he asserted, “as a problematic erotic orientation that contemporary social 
science can help us understand.”  In 1992, another evangelical wrote, “Simply saying, ‘The 58

Bible says homosexuality is a sin―so I don’t care what your studies show!’ sounds suspiciously 
like intellectual insecurity...We can and should look critically at new claims, weighing them not 
only against scripture but against established and current objective data.”  Conservative 59

Christians attempted to blend religious social thought and psychiatry to explain and find a cure 
for homosexuality. Although the syncretizing process was not seamless, the amalgamation of 
these two intellectual traditions became even more apparent in the 1990s. 

In Reparative Therapy of Male Homosexuality, first published in 1991, Joseph 
Nicolosi, a clinical psychiatrist, borrowed the ideas outlined in the works of Payne and 
Moberly, although, as one would expect in a time of masculine backlash, he received credit 
for what these women had been writing and speaking about for over a decade.  One reason 60

for this might have been Nicolosi’s brash and confrontational demeanor, which attracted a 
variety of audiences. This included profiles in mainstream national papers, such as the New 
York Times, and speaking engagements with powerful Christian right-wing organizations, 
like Dobson’s Focus on the Family. With these varied audiences, Nicolosi’s version of 
conversion therapy, which he called “reparative therapy,” was introduced to millions of 
Americans over the course of the 1990s. 

Nicolosi, perhaps more than those who came before him, posited that the father-son 
relationship was more significant for male homosexual development than the mother-son 
bond. To prove this point, Nicolosi included recollections from patients who discussed 
their fathers with him. One client remembered, "My father was always doing 
something...raking the leaves, chopping wood, or fixing the car...he was never really a part 

57 Jeremy N. Thomas and Daniel V.A. Olson, “Evangelical Elites’ Changing Responses to Homosexuality, 
1960-2009,” Sociology of Religion 73(1) (2012): 243. Thomas and Olson recognized other important shifts in 
evangelical rhetoric on homosexuality. These include: 1) reducing the frequency with which evangelicals attacked 
gay men and lesbians for a lack of personal morality and 2) a growing tolerance toward popular depictions of 
homosexual men and women and towards gay persons themselves. 
58 Stanton L. Jones, “Homosexuality According to Science: Does New Evidence About Homosexuality Mandate a 
Change in the Church’s Historic Stance?,” Christianity Today, August 18, 1989, 26. 
59 Joe Dallas, “Born Gay: How Politics Have Skewed the Debate over the Biological Causes of Homosexuality,” 
Christianity Today, June 22, 1992, 20. 
60 Nicolosi provided Moberly credit for the ideas he would ultimately borrow in Reparative Therapy of Male 
Homosexuality in an article in “The Psychological Treatment of Homosexual Orientation Distress,” The California 
Psychologist (February 12, 1989), 12. There was not the same type of credit provided in Reparative Therapy of Male 
Homosexuality, though. The lack of attribution led to a longstanding feud between Nicolosi and Moberly, with the 
latter claiming that Nicolosi had stolen her ideas for “reparative therapy.” Moberly wrote formal complaints to both 
the American Psychological Association (APA) and the California Psychological Association (CPA). Interestingly, 
Nicolosi credited Moberly again in an interview before he passed away. This interview was shown as part of a video 
tribute at the annual meeting of the Alliance for Therapeutic Choice and Scientific Integrity (ATCSI), which met in 
Salt Lake City on October 20-21, 2017. 
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of what went on in our family.” Another patient said, "I know my father, but I don't know 
anything about him.” Others talked about filling the emotional space that an absent father 
left. "My father was a void in my life," a thirty-year-old man told Nicolosi, "and recently I 
have come to see that all the men I've been involved with have looked like him.” “My first 
lover,” he continued, “was tall, older, dark, and had a beard….I called him 'Daddy.' It felt 
so good, so natural when I was with him."  61

Nicolosi also focused on other factors that affected the masculinity of young boys, 
relying on the male-female binary to construct archetypes for what he called 
preheterosexual boys and prehomosexual boys. These archetypes relied on long-held 
assumptions about what it meant to be a man or a woman in the United States. Men, 
Nicolosi argued, had to be aggressive, assertive, and never back down from a fight. 
Women, on the other hand, had to be weak and submissive. These statements were in line 
with conversion therapy's emphasis on traditional and essentialist gender roles, which they 
used to explain both “normal” and “deviant” gender and sexual development. As 
sociologists Christine Robinson and Sue Spivey note, “Ex-gay etiologies of homosexuality 
presume a natural link between sex (male), normative gender identity (masculine), and its 
progeny, heterosexual desire."  In addition to conflating biological sex, gender identity, 62

and sexual orientation, Nicolosi’s comments gave clues as to what the normative family 
should look like, with fathers clearly asserting their dominance over wives as well as their 
children. 

Gender essentialism became one way to highlight what psychiatrists like Nicolosi 
saw as healthy and unhealthy masculine development in young boys. These explanations 
often relied on crude behavioralist observations, like how young boys interacted with girls 
their age. "The boy who is developing homosexually," Nicolosi wrote, "tends to favor the 
company of little girls. However, the preheterosexual boy is likely to express contempt for 
little girls...in order to solidify his male image." "Rejecting little girls," Nicolosi continued, 
"is...a reaction...against the unacceptable desire to regress to a feminine identification."  63

Masculinity was a positive trait for boys, Nicolosi insisted, and any semblance of 
femininity, including being sensitive and caring, robbed boys of their masculine 
aggression. Nicolosi stressed how parents had to cultivate the masculinity of their sons if 
they wanted them to reach their heterosexual potential. According to Nicolosi, letting boys 
play with girls was like playing with fire. It could lead to a feminine―and possibly 
homosexual― son.   64

In the 1990s, conservative Christian publishers, including Dobson's Focus on the Family, 
incorporated Nicolosi’s psychosexual theories about male homosexuality in parenting guides 
focused on raising heterosexual children. These books, which ranged from overviews of 
adolescent development to step-by-step programs for father-son bonding, sometimes sold in the 
millions. One theme pervaded this emerging cottage industry―that feminism and gay and 
lesbian rights had emasculated the American male. It was now up to fathers, these authors 
asserted, to correct the harm that had been done to the patriarchal and heteronormative family. 

61 Nicolosi, Reparative Therapy of Male Homosexuality, 48-49. 
62 Christine M. Robinson and Sue E. Spivey, “The Politics of Masculinity and the Ex-Gay Movement,” Gender & 
Society 21(5) (2007): 658. 
63 Nicolosi, Reparative Therapy of Male Homosexuality, 61-62. 
64 Robinson and Spivey, “The Politics of Masculinity and the Ex-Gay Movement”: 663. 
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Robert Lewis' Raising a Modern-Day Knight: A Father's Role in Guiding His Son to 
Authentic Manhood was typical of this genre. Published in 1997, Raising a Modern-Day Knight 
was Focus on the Family’s bestselling book. In it, Lewis, like Payne and Moberly before him, 
railed that fathers and sons "are presently being stripped of their maleness by a modern, secular, 
feminist culture" and that "[o]ver the last few decades, this culture has steadily and relentlessly 
undermined healthy notions of what it means to be a man."  For Lewis, feminism had made 65

masculinity "a problem," something that had to be corrected, not embraced. This was a mistake, 
Lewis thought, because he "believe[d] that a healthy, vibrant masculinity goes hand-in-hand with 
social stability."  66

Lewis believed that raising modern-day knights would help fathers guide their sons to 
heterosexuality. The popular image of a medieval knight fought against the recent emasculation 
of American men. According to Lewis, "[t]his medieval figure casts an impressive and masculine 
shadow. Clothed in a chain mail, brandishing a sword, and mounted on an invincible steed, the 
knight remains even today a powerful symbol of virile manhood."  On top of this image, Lewis 67

told readers about a knight's code. He wrote that knights had "a well-defined set of ideals" and a 
"chivalric code of honor [that] formed the moral and social bedrock of novel life," which was 
crucial since "it gave order and substance to an age otherwise in chaos and confusion."  Being a 68

modern-day knight, according to Lewis, meant that fathers would teach their sons to reject 
passivity, accept responsibility, lead courageously, and expect God's reward if done properly.   69

Key for Lewis' program was creating "manhood ceremonies" for fathers and sons. Each 
ceremony would mark a rite of passage and include some type of gift to commemorate the 
moment. Lewis pointed to four points in a young man's life to commemorate: puberty; high 
school graduation; college graduation; and marriage. During puberty, "that great tradition at the 
start of adolescence when a boy's body wreaks havoc with his mind," fathers had to guide their 
sons through this sexually charged and confusing time. Upon graduating high school, fathers had 
to remind their sons, who now obtained "unbridled freedom," about self-control and focus.  70

Graduating college meant that "a man must face the world and begin providing for himself," a 
challenge which needed fatherly guidance and support, too.  Marriage, the final life event to 71

require a "manhood ceremony," marked the culmination of raising a heterosexual son. At this 
ceremony, Lewis suggested that fathers pass on some heirloom, like a family crest. After doing 
this, fathers could then be assured that they had raised modern-day knights who could "assume 
responsibility for a wife and the leadership of a family."   72

Lewis’ Raising a Modern-Day Knight characterized the self-help genre that aimed to 
raise heterosexual children. The endpoint was clear: marriage between a man and a woman. In 
the late 1990s and early 2000s, other books like these joined Lewis’. Nicolosi, for example, 
published A Parent’s Guide to Preventing Homosexuality in 2002.  In 2004, Dobson focused on 73

65 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 1-2. 
66 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 3. 
67 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 11. 
68 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 15-16. 
69 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 60. 
70 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 114. 
71 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 114. 
72 Lewis, Raising a Modern-Day Knight, 114. 
73 Joseph Nicolosi and Linda Ames Nicolosi, A Parent’s Guide to Preventing Homosexuality (Downers Grove, IL: 
Intervarsity Press, 2002). 
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the real threat facing parents in Bringing Up Boys: Practical Advice and Encouragement for 
Those Shaping the Next Generation of Men.  According to Dobson, the project of raising 74

heterosexual children, with a particular focus on sons, would buttress the core American 
institution: the family. Feminism, gay rights, and the sexual revolution had put the family at risk. 
But, conversion therapists offered a way to fight these social movements. A new generation of 
heterosexual children could rebuild normative families and, in turn, save the American nation. 

74 James Dobson, Bringing Up Boys: Practical Advice and Encouragement for Those Shaping the Next Generation 
of Men (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale Publishing, 2004). 

 
 

Raising Heterosexual Children - 16 


