
Paragraph 175, a feature 

documentary from Rob Epstein 

and Jeffrey Friedman, delves into 

events and stories that until recently

have been hidden from history.

DISCUSSION GUIDE

Between 1933 and 1945, the Nazi government arrested approximately 100,000 men for the “crime” of homosexuality.

Roughly half of those arrested were sentenced to prison, with an estimated 10,000 to 15,000 men sent to concentration

camps. Historians assess the death rate of homosexual prisoners in the camps to be as high as 60 percent.

Nazi policy against homosexuals was more than an assault on individuals. The regime destroyed the world’s first equal

rights movement for homosexuals and lesbians as well as the openly gay social world that thrived in pre-World War II

German cities. It would take decades for a new gay rights movement in Germany to emerge, and even longer for the

truth about Nazi persecution of homosexuals to be uncovered.

An unnatural sex act committed between persons of the male 
sex or by humans with animals is punishable by imprisonment;
the loss of civil rights may also be imposed.
–Paragraph 175, German Penal Code, 1871



Dear Discussion Faci l i tators,

As gay men and as Jews, we had obvious personal reasons to be drawn to this subject. We felt a particular urgency to record

what stories we could while there were still living witnesses to tell them. And as filmmakers, we were drawn to the ambiguities

of the story. There were homosexual victims, homosexual resistance fighters, and homosexual Nazis and Nazi sympathizers. And

though the Nazis consistently persecuted homosexuals, their opponents repeatedly used the homosexuality of one high-ranking

Nazi official to accuse all Nazis of homosexuality. During the Nazi era, many gay people escaped persecution. How did they sur-

vive? What makes one person a hero and another a villain? And why are so many of us discomforted by the gray areas between

hero and villain? 

We hope Paragraph 175will invite viewers to begin to untangle these and other questions for themselves. We also hope the film

will lead viewers to understand that by securing and defending equal rights for gays and lesbians, we help secure and defend

human rights for all.

Ð Rob Epstein and Jeffrey Friedman

THE FILM
By the 1920s, Berlin had become known as a homosexual Eden, where gay men and lesbians lived relatively open

lives amid an exciting subculture of artists and intellectuals. When the Nazis came to power, all of this changed.

The Nazi persecution of homosexuals may be one of the last untold stories of the Third Reich.Paragraph 175fills 

a crucial gap in the historical record and reveals the lasting consequences of this hidden chapter of the 20th cen-

tury, as told by men and women who lived through it.

THE HISTORICAL RECORD
Many now know that the Nazis arrested gay men and forced those in

concentration camps to wear a pink triangle as identification. But few

are aware of the ongoing persecution that many gay internees faced 

in postwar Germany. Nazi sodomy laws remained in force even after

liberation. Some survivors were actually re-arrested after the war 

and re-imprisoned. The East and West German governments not only

excluded all homosexuals from reparations but also deducted time

spent in concentration camps from their pensions. Marriage, escape 

by suicide, or retreat into isolation were common responses. In the

1950s and 1960s, the number of convictions for homosexuality in 

West Germany nearly equaled the number under the Nazi regime.

East German arrest records are unknown. In West Germany, the Nazi

version of Paragraph 175 remained in force until 1969. East Germany,

which restored the original 1871 sodomy law in 1950, finally abolished

it in 1968, while Austria retained its sodomy law until 1971.

In the 1990s, researchers began to document the personal histories of

the men who wore pink triangles in camps and to explore the fate of

lesbians under the Nazi regime. Encouraged by these historians, sever-

al elderly gay men and women began to tell their stories for the first

time, ending decades of silence and isolation. In 1995, eight of these

men issued a collective declaration demanding judicial and moral recog-

nition of their persecution. By 2001, the German government had finally

acknowledged homosexuals as victims of Nazi Germany, but continued

to refuse restitution; the Austrian government still refused to acknowl-

edgehomosexuals as victims. And in over 80 nations throughout the

world, and several states in the U.S., sodomy laws very similar to

Paragraph 175 remain in effect.

Gad Beck  (b. 1923) Ð As a teenager, Beck led a Jewish resistance group in wartime Berlin.

Albrecht Becker (b. 1906) Ð A photographer who was imprisoned under Paragraph 175,

Becker joined the army on his release because he "wanted to be with men."

Heinz Dormer (b. 1912) Ð A Scout leader compelled to join the Hitler Youth,

Dormer was imprisoned under Paragraph 175 and interned in the 

Sachsenhausen concentration camp until 1945.

Annette Eick (b. 1909) Ð A Jewish lesbian, Eick survived the Nazis by 

escaping to England with the help of a woman she met at a lesbian bar.* 

Heinz F. (b. 1905) Ð A businessman who was repeatedly arrested during the war,

Heinz F. spent over eight years in concentration camps, and told no one of his 

experiences until appearing in this film.

Karl Gorath (b. 1912) Ð An internee of Neuengamme, Auschwitz I, and 

Mauthausen, Gorath later fought for reparations, but after decades of 

rejections now refuses to discuss that period of his life.*

Dr. Klaus MŸller Ð A gay German historian, MŸller has done pioneering research, including 

recording oral histories of homosexual camp internees, that has been incorporated into the

permanent exhibit at the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum.*

Pierre Seel  (b. 1923) Ð A French Alsatian, Seel was forced to watch as his friend 

was tortured and murdered at Schirmeck camp, and was later tortured himself.

*NOTE: Eick, Gorath, and MŸller appear only in the long version Ñ

see back page for more information.


