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I am an historian of the carceral state focusing on LGBTQ history and the history of childhood. 
My first book project examines what I call the “war on sex offenders” and the changing ways in 
which it targeted LGBTQ subjects in the U.S. during the second half of the twentieth century. 
Scholars of the criminal justice system have documented the emergence in the 1930s of a 
campaign against sexual violence that J. Edgar Hoover, the Director of the FBI, referred to as a 
“War on the Sex Criminal.” And LGBT historians have shown how that war began targeting gay 
men and gender non-conforming people especially in the 1950s, during what David K. Johnson 
has called the “lavender” scare. But scholars have not followed up on what happened to the 
relationship between LGBT subjects and the war on sex offenders later in the twentieth century. 
Because of this, many LGBT historians (along with popular observers) have supported a progress 
narrative that overstates the extent to which LGBT subjects gained access to the rights and 
benefits of full citizenship. “Punishing Queer Sexuality” will be the first historical monograph to 
interpret the trajectory of LGBT rights in terms of their relationship to the policing of sex crime. I 
argue that even as LGBT activists and their progressive allies challenged some of the most 
homophobic aspects of the war on sex offenders, it continued more insidiously to target and 
criminalize many “bad” LGBT subjects, from sex workers to teenagers to trans people. From that 
perspective, the trajectory of LGBT rights appears not as a linear pathway of progress but rather 
as a redistribution of legal stigma on queer people. 
 
My project is divided into two parts and consists of three case studies. Part 1, “The Age of 
Homophobia, 1950s–1970s,” explores how urban social movements at the local and state levels 
challenged the discriminatory policing of homosexuality, bringing scrutiny on the legitimacy of 
law-and-order campaigns against sex crime in general. Part 2, “The Age of LGBT Rights, 1980s–
2000s,” examines how victims’ rights advocates constructed a new phase of the war on sex 
offenders that played out increasingly at the federal level. In turn, the three case studies focus on 
political struggles over three broad categories of “queer” conduct—that is to say, marginalized 
forms of gender and sexual behavior that LGBT activists argued were non-harmful and sought to 
legalize. The first case study examines the politics of public sex in California: gay men’s 
promiscuous sexual subcultures, sex work, the public expression of gender non-conformity, and 
eventually sex involving HIV/AIDS. The second case study, set in Massachusetts, considers the 
politics of the age of consent and adolescent sexuality. The third case study, set in Texas, 
investigates the construction of a category of “good” LGBT subjects—consenting adults who 
confined their activity to the private sphere—who became exempt from criminalization even as 
the war on sex offenders continued to target many other “bad” queer subjects. The project as a 
whole demonstrates the constitutive role that race, class, and gender played in shaping campaigns 
against sex crime. Unlike the wars on drugs and immigrants, the war on sex offenders 
disproportionately targeted white men, but it also had disproportionate and discriminatory effects 
on racial minorities, queer women, and trans people. 
 
What I call the “long” war on sex offenders has been a continuously expanding engine driving the 
expansion of the American state, even as it has been a persistent force of queer oppression. 
Political and legal historians have tended to separate the war on sex offenders into two waves—
one from about 1930 to 1950, the other from the late 1970s to the present—with an intervening 
period of dormancy. The historian Phillip Jenkins argues that sex offender laws have changed 
“cyclically over time,” and that there was a “liberal era” of sex offender laws between 1958 and 
1976., My project re-conceptualizes this period as one of reinvention, in which victims’ rights 
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advocates began working actively to adapt campaigns against sexual “deviance” to the age of 
LGBT rights by making it less overtly homophobic, and less vulnerable to criticism from the left. 
Far from being a period of inactivity, the long 1970s laid the groundwork for transformation of 
the long war on sex offenders into a new and even more expansive phase that persisted in 
punishing many queer people at the same time as it fueled the rise of mass incarceration. 
 
My next project is a deep history of the relationship between sex crimes involving children and 
the rise of mass incarceration. I became interested in studying the issue of child sexuality more 
deeply in the context of my first book project, in which I found that child protection was a 
particularly salient factor driving the expansion of the carceral state as well as the criminalization 
of queer people. I also discovered that the law enforcement activity surrounding this issue was 
international in scope, leading me to design this project as a transatlantic study spanning the U.S., 
U.K., France, and Germany. I have already begun preparing to complete a project of this scope 
through my background in German history and literature. While scholars have studied the efforts 
to combat child sexual abuse in the twentieth century, this project traces a longer genealogy of the 
political and legal history of child sexuality. Between the Enlightenment and the present, experts, 
social activists, and state officials created a new discourse problematizing the issue of children’s 
sexuality, beginning with a campaign on the part of French psychiatrists in the 1760s to eradicate 
masturbation in boys. Their efforts were sometimes protective, sometimes coercive, but always 
productive of the expansion of institutional and state power. 
 
The proposal for my first book is currently under consideration at the University of Chicago 
Press. My editor Douglas Mitchell and I have agreed that I will submit a full revised manuscript 
to him in April 2018, and he will attempt to secure me a contract by July. Also in Summer 2018, I 
will take archive trips to the National Archives and Records Administration in Maryland and the 
Jimmy Carter Presidential Library in Atlanta. I would spend the 2018–19 fellowship year revising 
the manuscript, with the aim of finishing it by April 2019. This project earned me an invitation to 
be on a panel in January 2019 commissioned by the Board of the American Society for Legal 
History highlighting the work of emerging scholars in the field. In Summer 2019, I will conduct 
archival research for my second book project at the Berlin State Library and the British Library. 
During the second fellowship year, I will aim to publish an article based on this research, 
potentially in the Journal of the History of Childhood and Youth, and submit a book proposal to a 
publisher. 
 


