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INTRODUCTION

Going Naked

On December 5, 1929, over spareribs with mustard and sauerkraut, 
three German immigrants met at New York City’s Café Micholob to dis-
cuss the possibility of bringing nudism to the United States. It was then 
that Kurt Barthal, now known as the founder of America’s oldest nudist 
group, launched the American League for Physical Culture.1 The three 
dinner companions had enjoyed participating in the popular German 
nudist movement known as Nacktkultur and yearned for a similar orga-
nization in the United States. Yet exposing the body to the sun, light, 
and air to correct the ills of modern society and to receive physical, 
mental, and moral benefits had few precedents in the United States. In 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, isolated attempts to set up 
clothing- optional communities by free- love advocates, anarchists, and 
sex radicals withered as a result of public hostility as well as internal 
disagreements over ideology and practice.2 Barthal also acknowledged 
that the subject was “downright undiscussable amongst decent folks,” 
and he feared that Americans might “shoot and quarter them right in 
the beginning.”3 Yet the three immigrants proceeded to set up the first 
nudist organization in the United States and, in the process, sparked an 
ongoing debate that revealed the multiple, shifting, and contradictory 
ways Americans have understood the naked body.

Barthal and his two fellow countrymen practiced nudism as an ex-
pression of their Volkisch German identity. Nudism grew out of a much 
broader Lebensreform, or “life reform,” movement in Germany at the 
end of the nineteenth century. In response to rapid industrialization and 
urbanization, many Germans desired a return to the “genuine forces of 
life” and turned to vegetarianism, antialcoholism, nature healing, and 
land reform to regenerate the nation.4 As part of the Lebensreform, going 
naked in a natural setting represented a return to Germany’s authentic 
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2 • INTrODuCTION

preindustrial past and symbolized a rejection of urban life as immoral 
and materialistic. Nudists also harnessed the power of the sun to treat 
diseases such as tuberculosis, and through active movement, exercise, 
and calisthenics, rather than leisurely sunbathing, they attempted to 
strengthen the body. By the 1920s, the practice of nudism spread be-
yond small, eclectic Lebensreform sects to a much broader German audi-
ence. Numerous groups catered to the middle classes with a nationalist 
ideology that presented nudism as a way to regenerate the Volk and to 
guard against immorality. Worker nudist groups, such as the Proletarian 
Lifestyle Reform and Free Physical Culture, a part of the labor move-
ment’s People’s Health Association (Verband Volksgesundheit), emerged 
after the First World War and presented the act of going naked as a way 
of liberating the proletarian body. Kurt Barthal, along with the many 
other German immigrants who came to the United States prior to the 
rise of National Socialism, drew on their experiences with the national-
ist and proletarian forms of nudism rather than a Nazi variation that 
emphasized racial purity above all else. For Barthal and his two din-
ner companions, nudism was as intrinsic to their national identity as 
the “spareribs with mustard and sauerkraut” they ordered at the Café 
Micholob.

American nudists, like their German counterparts, championed 
the natural healing powers of the sun, light, and air. In the early 1930s, 
many Americans first learned about nudism through tourists and re-
porters who wrote several popular books about their experiences with 
Nacktkultur. Francis and Mason Merrill’s Among the Nudists (1931) and 
their follow- up study, Nudism Comes to America (1932), went through 
several editions and inspired many health enthusiasts, sex reformers, 
and immigrants to organize and join nudist groups across the United 
States.5 Meeting at gymnasiums and at private countryside retreats, 
small groups of men and women removed their clothes and participated 
in exercises that included tossing medicine balls, vigorous calisthenics, 
and swimming. Nudists believed that the experience of going naked was 
essential to maintaining physical and mental health. For many, the re-
moval of clothing served an important hygienic purpose since it freed 
the excretory functions of the skin from sweating garments that clung 
to the body and restricted free- flowing movement. Exposing the body 
to the air also guarded against several diseases and encouraged muscle 
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and bone growth by maximizing the production of vitamin D. In ad-
dition, several early advocates wanted to reform what they considered 
a psychologically unhealthy conception of the body as shameful and 
erotic. American nudists contended that being naked with the opposite 
sex satisfied the “natural” curiosity to see and know about the body, 
promoted a “wholesome” way of thinking, and ultimately strengthened 
the relations between men and women.6

The social and cultural assumptions that defined the naked body 
as shameful and immoral in the United States played a significant role 
in shaping the development of alternative medicine and made it pos-
sible for nudism to define itself as therapeutic rather than erotic. In the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the importance placed on preserv-
ing modesty and propriety drew female patients away from the male- 
dominated medical profession and toward alternative therapies that 
embraced female practitioners and less invasive procedures. Alterna-
tive healers often recruited women as practitioners because they made 
female patients more comfortable in seeking treatments that required 
intimate access to the body. Female midwives declaimed the rise of sci-
entifically trained male midwives, in part because they threatened to un-
dermine the long- practiced tradition that required all men to be absent 
during childbirth to preserve the mother’s modesty and propriety. Hy-
dropaths, who urged both male and female patients to immerse them-
selves in various cold- water baths and to wrap themselves in wet sheets, 
needed female practitioners to administer treatments to avoid upset-
ting the moral sensibilities of their mostly middle- class patients.7 In the 
twentieth century, the discomfort that women felt subjecting themselves 
to breast and gynecological exams administered mostly by male physi-
cians resulted in delayed diagnoses— a major public health concern that 
contributed to the popularity of alternative cancer healers who offered 
treatments without invasive exams or radical surgical procedures such 
as the mastectomy or hysterectomy.8

The nudist movement, in defining itself as therapeutic, built on pre-
vious alternative therapies that employed gendered approaches to dis-
creetly examine, diagnose, and treat the naked body. Nudists, however, 
sought to redefine the naked body as healthy and rejected the notion of 
the body as a source of shame. Unlike previous alternative healers who 
avoided the illicit connotations that came from exposing the body to 
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a physician of the opposite sex, nudists encouraged men and women 
to disrobe together to overcome feelings of shame and immorality that 
prevented them from gaining the physical and mental benefits of going 
naked.

Although nudism did not define American identity the way it did for 
Germans, its emergence in the 1930s reflected the growing tolerance of 
sexual expression in the United States. During the first decades of the 
twentieth century, many Americans began to reject the strict moral ab-
solutism of the nineteenth century and embraced what John D’Emilio 
and Estelle Freedman termed “sexual liberalism.” This new set of beliefs 
“detached sexual activity from the instrumental goal of procreation, af-
firmed heterosexual pleasure as a value in itself, defined sexual satis-
faction as a critical component of personal happiness and successful 
marriage, and weakened the connections between sexual expression and 
marriage by providing youth with room for some experimentation.”9 
Whereas nineteenth- century society treated all forms of sexuality with 
suspicion and hostility, the first decades of the twentieth century saw 
American society and culture embrace heterosexual pleasure and desire.

In small towns and large cities across the United States, for example, 
young men and women, who attended an expanded public education 
system and enjoyed the privacy and mobility afforded by cars, partici-
pated in a dating culture that was no longer restricted by parental su-
pervision or the moral authority of community and religious leaders.10 
Other working men and women moved away from their family homes 
to find work and greater sexual independence in cities that offered a 
number of “cheap amusements.”11 At the same time, bohemians, femi-
nists, and sex radicals began to campaign for legal access to birth control 
and called for a companionate form of marriage based on romantic love 
and sexual satisfaction rather than procreation and economic status. By 
the 1920s, a growing consumer culture expanded sexual liberalism be-
yond the young, the working classes, or bohemian communities. Popu-
lar films, newspapers, magazines, and books, once censored by powerful 
vice societies such as the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice 
(NYSSV), began to use sex and erotic expression to attract audiences 
and readers from all segments of American society.12 In many ways, the 
rise of sexual liberalism created the ideal circumstances for nudism’s 
emergence and development in the United States.
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Yet the growing social, cultural, and legal tolerance of heterosexual 
pleasure in modern American society depended on the exclusion of 
threatening, violent, or deviant forms of sex. This era of sexual liber-
alism promoted and enforced heteronormative boundaries that re-
stricted sexual expression to adult, white, middle- class, heterosexual 
couples within the nuclear family. Once reviled materials such as birth 
control pamphlets, literature containing sexual themes, and titillating 
men’s magazines gained reprieve in the early 1930s with court rulings 
that protected material with literary or scholarly merit. The state and 
federal court system, however, continued to use repressive nineteenth- 
century laws or subjective community standards to suppress depictions 
of homosexuality, films dealing with interracial sex, and burlesque 
shows that catered to male audiences.13 Long- standing laws banning 
interracial marriage made sexual contact between the races illicit and 
influenced many civil rights groups such as the National Association 
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to adhere to the 
politics of respectability rather than to make marriage, and interracial 
sex, part of its struggle for racial equality.14 Beginning in the 1930s, the 
media frequently sensationalized violent sexual crimes against young 
children, encouraged widespread fear of the “male sexual psychopath,” 
and pressured state legislatures to pass reactionary legislation that often 
targeted homosexuals.15 In addition, the U.S. government, which pre-
viously prosecuted homosexual behavior through obscure campaigns 
against perversion, developed a social policy in the postwar period that 
privileged heterosexual relationships and explicitly denied homosexuals 
rights and social benefits.16 The rise of sexual liberalism in the United 
States did make erotic expression acceptable. However, it was tightly re-
stricted by the parameters of heterosexuality, practiced by white Ameri-
cans, and contained within the nuclear family.

The place of nudism within the boundaries of sexual liberalism was 
tenuous and required constant negotiation. The therapeutic principles 
of the nudist movement challenged American assumptions that tied the 
body to shame, eroticism, and immorality and clashed with local police, 
politicians, and community leaders who raided the movement’s camps 
and gymnasiums, seized its magazines and films, and accused nudists of 
immoral acts. The nudist movement, however, made it difficult for law 
enforcement, judges, and juries to distinguish so- called deviant sexu-
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alities and materials from examples of morally acceptable heterosexual 
behavior and display. Nudism appealed to white, middle- class families 
in search of health, recreation, and an alternative sexual ethic as well 
as to men and women of all sexualities who saw nudism as a way to 
view pornography, to make sexual contacts, or to engage in intergenera-
tional sex. In addition, despite attempts by camp owners and members 
to promote a white- only movement, nudist leaders called for the racial 
integration of camps, frequently romanticized the naked nonwhite body 
as natural and healthy, and argued that obscenity laws that only permit-
ted the display of naked “primitive” bodies discriminated against white 
nudist representations.

Respectable and illicit, therapeutic and erotic, nudism both con-
formed to and violated the heteronormative boundaries of sexual lib-
eralism. The assumption that acceptable heterosexual forms of erotic 
behavior and display could easily be distinguished from marginal, de-
viant, or unacceptable forms of sexuality anchored sexual liberalism. 
Nudism, however, demonstrated that these distinctions remained deeply 
ambiguous, often overlapped, frequently shifted over time, and were 
very subjective. By encouraging men and women to go naked together 
as a form of physical and mental healing, nudism confronted an ideol-
ogy of shame and distanced itself from public anxieties about same- sex 
desire. At the same time, the presence of naked men and women invited 
comparisons to burlesque shows and an underworld of commercial sex-
uality. Similarly, the need to advertise the therapeutic benefits of nudism 
through attractive and healthy male and female bodies helped recruit 
new members and generate interest in the movement even as it provided 
a source of pornography for both heterosexual and homosexual readers. 
The celebration of the nudist family as a symbol of innocence and purity 
countered many of the public’s fears and accusations of unrestrained 
eroticism. Yet it also created a haven for intergenerational sex as nudists 
as well as local authorities, judges, and juries clung to the assumption 
that the heteronormative domestic environment effectively constrained 
sexual deviance. By revealing contradictions and instabilities in sexual 
liberalism, the nudist movement ultimately undermined it and helped 
bring about the dramatic changes in sexuality that occurred in the 1960s 
and 1970s and the explosion in eroticism that has increasingly defined 
the modern American consumer economy.
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The rise of sexual liberalism in the twentieth century left many major 
religious faiths in the United States unable to articulate a clear sexual 
ethic in the first decades of the twentieth century, even influencing some 
liberal Protestant groups to look to American nudism for a modern 
conception of sex and the body.17 After decades of struggle, sex radi-
cals, birth control proponents, and free speech advocates successfully 
challenged the moral authority of nineteenth- century institutions such 
as the New York Society for the Suppression of Vice (NYSSV) and the 
Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU). Many liberal Protes-
tants who desired a modern sexual ethic that allowed women access to 
sexual knowledge and birth control turned to nudism, which offered 
a religious leadership that critiqued repressive religious organizations, 
provided a nudist reading of sacred doctrines, and articulated a positive 
spiritual interpretation of the naked body. In books, magazines, films, 
and statements to the press, nudist leaders sought to make social nudity 
more palatable to the American public by advancing the idea that nud-
ism, in satisfying “the natural curiosity” to see the naked body, curtailed 
promiscuity, premarital sex, sexual perversion, and prostitution. In con-
trast to censorship efforts or suggestive clothing designed to heighten 
erotic desire, visiting a nudist camp, scanning the many pictures in its 
magazines and books, or watching one of its promotional films elimi-
nated the desire to consume indecent literature, to attend risqué bur-
lesque performances, or to frequent a prostitute. Although religious 
leaders frequently attacked nudism as a sign of society’s increasingly lax 
morality, the movement appealed to individuals and families in search 
of an alternative moral ethic.

Even as a religious nudist leadership officially argued that going 
naked with other men, women, and children eliminated erotic desire, 
the movement embraced the politics of sexual liberation. Nudism wel-
comed the support of the many liberal activists, birth control advocates, 
free lovers, political radicals, and civil libertarians who gathered in New 
York City’s Greenwich Village to discuss, debate, and challenge the con-
ventions that dictated daily life as well as the boundaries restricting free 
speech and sexual expression. The bohemian communities that flour-
ished in Greenwich Village in the 1910s and 1920s experimented with 
alternative living arrangements such as open marriage and free love that 
promised erotic pleasures, honesty, individual autonomy, and gender 
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equality. Nudism also intrigued the Greenwich Village community as 
another way to challenge conventional life and to free the naked body 
of shame, inhibition, and artificiality. The sociologist and economist 
Maurice Parmelee, whose Nudism in Modern Life: The New Gymnoso-
phy (1931) helped introduced nudism to the United States, developed 
many of his radical critiques of capitalism, marriage, sexual regulation, 
and organized religion at the clubs, cafés, and settlement houses he fre-
quented in Greenwich Village. Parmelee envisioned a nudist movement 
that encouraged sexual experimentation, embraced eroticism, and advo-
cated for radical social, economic, and political change. In addition, Jan 
Gay, a lesbian journalist who assisted several sex researchers studying 
homosexuality in the 1930s, also spoke to the prominent gay and lesbian 
communities in Greenwich Village in her book On Going Naked (1932). 
The willingness to incorporate advocates of sexual freedom, political 
radicals, and sex researchers, despite the risks they posed to the nudist 
movement’s respectability, signaled that many nudists identified with 
the cause of sexual liberation.

The bohemian communities of Greenwich Village also played an in-
fluential role in shaping nudism’s legal defense over the course of the 
twentieth century. Many of the artists, writers, intellectuals, and birth 
control advocates residing in Greenwich Village frequently violated 
local, state, and federal obscenity laws and turned to the American Civil 
Liberties Union (ACLU) for legal assistance. The ACLU had originally 
formed in response to the Red Scare of 1919 in order to oppose antiunion 
government policies and to defend the civil liberties of political radicals. 
With its headquarters located in the heart of the Lower East Side neigh-
borhood, several members of the ACLU, including cofounders Roger 
Baldwin and Crystal Eastman, frequently experimented with open mar-
riage, nude sunbathing, and free love. In the 1920s and early 1930s, these 
experiences influenced ACLU attorneys to join with anticensorship 
activists, who had long sought to improve access to birth control and 
sexual education, to fight resurgent efforts to censor public discussions 
of sexuality and to resist a strong “public reaction against the nudity and 
racy language that was common in films.”18 As part of an expanded de-
fense of sexual expression and knowledge, the ACLU defended nudists 
as early as 1934 when the New York State legislature passed an antinudity 
ordinance, prohibiting all nudist activities. In 1940, it also helped Mau-
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rice Parmelee overturn the seizure of Nudism in Modern Life by the U.S. 
Customs Service and in the early 1950s initiated the decade- long legal 
battle that culminated in the 1958 Supreme Court decision that stopped 
the U.S. Postal Service from seizing nudist magazines from the mail. 
The illicit and respectable characteristics of nudist activities, magazines, 
and films made nudism an ideal vehicle for anticensorship advocates to 
extend their battle for freedom of expression in the United States.

The perceived eroticism of the naked body remained a constant 
threat to the therapeutic and religious character of nudism, which was 
promoted by American nudist leaders. Many Americans associated the 
public exposure of the body, especially in urban areas, with commer-
cial forms of sexuality and leisure that threatened to undermine the 
boundaries of sexual liberalism. In Germany, Nacktkultur maintained a 
network of urban gymnasiums, often operated by socialist groups, that 
served a large working- class membership. Before Hitler’s ascendency 
and the banning of all socialist activity in 1933, the membership of the 
Zentralkommission fur Arbeitersport und Korperplflege (Central Com-
mission for Workers’ Sport and Hygiene), which included subsections 
that participated in nudist activities, had grown to 1,456,162.19 In the 
United States, however, many social critics and moral reformers asserted 
that nudism’s therapeutic ideals and principles masked the movement’s 
effort to profit from the commercial appeal of the naked body. Local po-
lice, community leaders, politicians, and judges conflated nudist gather-
ings where men and women came together to exercise in a gymnasium 
or to sunbath at a park with a rapidly expanding sexual urban under-
world where burlesque shows entertained large, rowdy crowds of men. 
There they believed prostitutes used their scantily clad bodies to entice 
customers; seedy bookstores, theaters, and newsstands brandished nu-
dity for profit; and naked men met in bathhouses to engage in homosex-
ual acts.20 The growth of commercial leisure and sexuality in American 
cities during the first part of the twentieth century made nudist activities 
and meetings a threat to heteronormativity and sexual liberalism.

The nudist movement’s link to commercial sexuality and radical 
sexual politics faded in the wide- open spaces of the American coun-
tryside. Quite in contrast to current assumptions that link sexual ex-
pression with the city, the sparsely populated regions just outside major 
metropolitan areas provided hospitable spaces for men and women to 
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go naked. American nudists, like their German counterparts, contended 
that city life weakened the individual physically and morally, and they 
encouraged men and women to return to nature at rural camps where 
they could expose their bodies to the sun, light, and air. In the early 
twentieth century, many intellectuals, health reformers, and physical 
culture promoters also worried that Americans’ increasing disconnec-
tion with their natural environment would weaken the nation. These 
anxieties fueled efforts to promote a closer relationship with nature that 
included going naked in the wilderness.21 Kenneth Webb, one of the 
main promoters of organized camping in the United States, for example, 
considered nudity the “fifth freedom” in an Eden- like setting that would 
also be free of fear, want, hunger, and religious persecution.22 In addi-
tion, in small towns throughout the United States, the habit of taking 
a swim in the local lake or river sans clothing remained so common 
that the practice occurred across racial lines and doubled as a site for 
homosexual experimentation.23 In the 1930s, a network of rural nudist 
camps that built on the idealized relationship between nature and nu-
dity emerged. Nudist camps such as Lake O’ Woods in Valparaiso, Indi-
ana (fifty- five miles southeast of Chicago), Sky Farm in Mays Landing, 
New Jersey (located fifteen miles away from Atlantic City), and Elysia 
in Riverside, California (about forty miles outside Los Angeles) allowed 
urban residents to escape the noise, pollution, and stresses of the city 
and removed barriers that separated the individual from nature. Large 
camps offered rolling hills, open fields, expansive lakes, lush vegetation, 
and towering trees, which allowed nudists to take full advantage of all 
outdoor activities and all their associated benefits. Far away from prying 
neighbors and local police, nudists could enjoy hiking, athletic competi-
tions, swimming, rowing, and of course, sunbathing.24

The rustic nudist camps of the 1930s transformed in the postwar 
period into well- equipped resorts that catered to families. Prior to the 
Second World War, nudist parks resembled their German counterparts 
with Spartan grounds where groups participated in rigorous exercises 
and reconnected with nature. After decades of economic depression and 
war, however, American families began to pursue leisure and recreation 
with a renewed vigor. With over half of American families owning a car 
by 1948, more workers compensated with paid vacations than ever be-
fore, and an expanding interstate highway system, travel became easier, 
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more affordable, and anonymous.25 While many families packed in the 
car to experience the nation’s natural beauty, camping at national parks, 
or concluding their trip at a popular amusement park such as Disney-
land, which had recently opened,26 others could just as easily veer off the 
beaten path to enjoy a relaxing, therapeutic, and fun- filled day of nude 
sunbathing, swimming, volleyball, and waterskiing. Vacation spots such 
as Coney Island and Provincetown had long been places where visitors 
could experience “new sorts of pleasures” and “experiment with new, 
often less restricted, rules of conduct and behavior.”27 In many instances, 
the tourist experience often implicitly or explicitly accepted the uncov-
ering of the body, the public expression of sexuality, and even casual 
eroticism.28 While certainly eccentric, nudist resorts served the function 
of relaxing otherwise- entrenched social conventions, as was a contem-
porary trend in vacationing culture.

Despite nudism’s therapeutic ideals and network of rural camps, cen-
sors targeted nudist materials as another example of pernicious, com-
mercial sexuality and forced the courts to disentangle the illicit from 
the respectable. The books, magazines, and films of nudism served the 
needs of individuals interested in participating in nudist activities while 
also providing a source of erotica for a variety of sexualities. Individual 
nudist groups began to publish monthly magazines to promote a fledg-
ling network of camps, to provide information on upcoming activities 
and events, and to recruit new members through an ongoing discus-
sion of nudist principles and ideals. Magazines such as the Nudist, which 
began its thirty- year run in May 1933, featured large, glossy pages and 
numerous photos alongside lengthy articles on a variety of nudist top-
ics. Displayed at newsstands and sent through the mail, the Nudist sold 
thousands of issues each month and played a significant role in finan-
cially supporting national nudist organizations such as the International 
Nudist Council (later renamed the American Sunbathing Association). 
The editors and leaders of the nudist movement wanted the many pic-
tures in their magazines to show the benefits of going naked at a nudist 
camp; but the display of the naked body also allowed for multiple read-
ings. An image of a naked muscular man presented readers with a sym-
bol of strength and athleticism or a source of titillation for both women 
and men. The display of full- frontal female nudes of all body types ex-
hibited nudism’s commitment to showing the body without shame while 
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also providing glimpses of genitalia rarely displayed in other forms of 
commercial pornography. The many images of children in the maga-
zine communicated the natural joy of going naked and gave individuals 
seeking out intergenerational sex a venue to gaze at prepubescent youth.

Filmmakers tested the legal and moral boundaries of decency by 
bringing the therapeutic ideals and principles of nudism to theaters 
around the country. In the early 1930s, filmmakers released several nud-
ist films that closely resembled the format, content, and style of exploi-
tation films that addressed health and the practice of medicine early in 
the twentieth century.29 Prior to the 1931 Hays Production Code, health 
reformers frequently used films to address controversial and sensitive 
topics such as abortion, birth control, and euthanasia and used the “al-
lure of popular entertainment to attract audiences .  .  . for their own 
educational, recruitment, and fundraising purposes.”30 When the stu-
dios began to enforce the code in 1934 to avoid government regulation, 
they specifically targeted medical films that exhibited bodies or focused 
on “repellent subjects” and significantly limited what could be seen in 
most movie theaters.31 The code, however, did not regulate independent 
theaters and art houses, which continued to screen controversial films 
that projected enough merit and respectability to avoid the ire of local 
censorship boards and authorities. Because nudist films had the merit 
of a social movement, they made it difficult for censors to deny film-
makers licenses to exhibit the movies. Although publicity and curiosity 
drew in large male audiences, the films generally featured tame plots 
that revolved around the health benefits of nudism, providing only brief 
glimpses of the naked body. The legal battles over nudist films, like those 
that involved the movement’s books and magazines, forced the courts to 
decide on what did and did not constitute indecency.

The nudist movement’s struggle to conform to the boundaries of 
sexual liberalism revealed the eroticism that the family was suppose to, 
but perhaps was unable to, control. With its books, magazines, and films 
promoting the therapeutic and recreational character of the movement 
but also serving as sources of pornography, nudism attracted a variety 
of individuals and sexualities. Many nudists often found it difficult to 
distinguish members interested in health and familial recreation from 
those who wanted to ogle at the naked men, women, and children wan-
dering nudist parks without clothes. Deciding who posed a threat and 
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why proved to be a continual source of struggle within the movement. 
Without a wife or family to confirm heterosexuality or moral integrity, 
single men elicited fears of homosexuality, posed a threat as potential 
voyeurs, and represented individuals who might pursue intergenera-
tional sex. Many visitors at nudist parks also echoed fears of the hy-
persexual black male body when they asserted that admitting people 
of color into nudist parks posed a threat to white female nudists and 
invited accusations of inappropriate sexual behavior.32 Nudists’ continu-
ing struggle to limit threats to the movement’s respectability revealed 
how anxieties about gender, race, sex, and age defined nakedness in the 
United States.

The respectable character of nudism clashed with the many young 
men and women coming of age in the late 1960s who saw public nu-
dity as a way to advocate for the politics of sexual liberation. The nudist 
movement’s legal victories in the late 1950s undermined the heteronor-
mative boundaries of sexual liberalism and helped bring about a rev-
olution in sexual attitudes and values. A new market of racy nudist 
magazines flooded newsstands, independent art theaters enticed audi-
ences with uncensored nudist films, and more and more young men 
and women began throwing off their clothes at concerts, on beaches, 
and in protest marches. The men and women of the counterculture 
that emerged in the late 1960s saw public nudity as a way to challenge 
what they considered to be the hypocritical values and social customs of 
mainstream society. According to sociologist Sam Brinkley, they wanted 
to “loosen [themselves] from the strictures of tradition, overcome the 
fear of social sanction and opprobrium, and recover the immediacy, the 
sensuality, and the experience of a truly shared moment.”33 Yet an aging 
nudist membership preferred its private, secluded, rustic clubs and clung 
to rules restricting sexual behavior, and club owners maintained exclu-
sionary policies based on race and gender. A more inclusive approach 
to nudism that emerged primarily on sandy beaches and in urban parks 
and that accepted single men, homosexuals, and people of color, as well 
as feminists, political dissidents, and a variety of eccentric personalities, 
ultimately remade nudism into a movement of sexual liberation.

Naked: A Cultural History of American Nudism analyzes a social 
movement as well as the larger cultural phenomenon of public nudity in 
the United States. Many leaders, editors, club owners, activists, regional 
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affiliates, organizational strategies, and legal battles have shaped the de-
velopment of organized nudism since it officially began in 1931. Rather 
than attempt to chronicle every internal struggle, leadership change, or 
shift in organizational policy, this book focuses on the events, people, 
and trials that reveal the hidden and often overlooked customs, values, 
and assumptions that shaped and defined American society and cul-
ture over the course of the twentieth century. It highlights particular 
discussions, debates, and conflicts within the movement that reflect the 
way gender, ethnicity, race, and sexuality informed the way Americans 
understood the naked body. It selects particular gymnasiums, camps, 
clubs, resorts, and beaches that best represent the hundreds of others 
that have come and gone over the years and that demonstrate the way 
physical spaces and landscapes can both restrict and liberate sex, sexual 
expression, and sexual identity. It chronicles the legal battles that not 
only determined how nudism could be practiced and represented but 
also influenced what could be seen, experienced, and consumed in the 
United States.

Naked begins in the first years of the Great Depression by analyz-
ing the hostile reception nudism received from antiobscenity activists, 
whose intent was to reverse the advances of sexual liberalism. Chapter 1 
examines how local police, doctors, and community leaders in Chicago 
and New York campaigned against nudist activities held in urban gym-
nasiums, at beaches, and at public parks to reestablish a clear boundary 
that defined the illicit from the respectable. Chapter 2 explores a grow-
ing network of rural camps constructed around the therapeutic ideals 
of a religious leadership. Though nudists still chafed against instances 
of moral outrage in rural America, this chapter argues that the innocent 
settings and wide- open spaces surrounding the metropolis tempered the 
eroticism of going naked. The American countryside helped define the 
therapeutic, nature- oriented, and moral principles of nudism and gave 
the movement the respectability necessary to develop and prosper in the 
United States.

The next three chapters explore the shifting boundaries of sexual ex-
pression in the United States during and after the Second World War. 
Chapter 3 examines how nudists’ attempts to display the nude body in 
books and magazines provoked a repressive sexual politics that repre-
sented nudism as politically subversive and ultimately led to renewed 
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censorship efforts by postal officials. Chapter 4 analyzes the role that 
race and gender played in positioning the postwar nudist resort within 
the exclusionary domestic ideals of early Cold War culture. By strictly 
managing or excluding naked bodies that evoked uncontrolled eroti-
cism, such as the single man or the nonwhite body, nudists enforced 
a rigid form of corporeal heterosexuality based on family, marriage, 
middle- class status, and race. Chapter 5 outlines the legal strategy that 
freed nudist magazines and films from censorship to show that white, 
middle- class family values played a critical role in defeating postwar 
antipornography campaigns. It also documents how the movement’s 
legal victories ultimately contributed to the commercialization of sex 
occurring in the last decades of the twentieth century.

Chapter 6 examines how the fall of sexual liberalism transformed the 
American nudist movement in the last decades of the twentieth century. 
It analyzes the emergence of a more activist approach to nudism that 
embraced the values of sexual liberation and incorporated feminist anti-
pornography advocates. The struggles to sustain these alliances reflected 
the divisive sexual politics of the 1980s and influenced nudists to refocus 
their efforts on promoting nude recreation.

This cultural history of American nudism reveals how a marginal so-
cial movement that started in a small New York café can help us under-
stand many of the major themes and conflicts that have shaped modern 
American life.

Hoffman_2p.indd   15 2/20/15   3:35 PM


