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ABSTRACT

This work is, in essence, a discussion of the forces 
that have organised and regulated sexuality within a part
icular historical period (roughly the period of industrial 
capitalism) in a particular geographical and political 
area (Great Britain, and chiefly that part south of Scotland) 
Its working premise, set out in some detail in Chapter 1, 
is that 'sexuality' is not an unproblematic natural given, 
which the 'social' works upon to control, but is, on the 
contrary, an historical unity which has been shaped and 
determined by a multiplicity of forces, and which has under
gone complex historical transformations. The argument 
revolves around three broad issues: the meaning given to 
sexuality in Victorian society; the construction of sexual
ity as an area of social concern, scientific investigation 
and reforming endeavour in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries; and the place of sexuality in twent
ieth-century consciousness and social policy. In tackling 
these questions I am aware that I have ignored other domains 
of interest, and have bypassed other questions that might 
fruitfully have been discussed. My excuse is that my aim 
has been a modest, but I believe vitally important, one: 
to delineate the forces, ideas and social practices that 
have elevated sexuality into a prime focus of social concern 
over the past two hundred years.
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CHAPTER ONE
SEXUALITY AND THE HISTORIAN

Histories of Sex
Sex in history, an American historian remarked in the 

early 1970s, is a 'virgin field'. 'Historians have been 
reluctant', he went on, 'exceedingly reluctant, to deal with 
such a delicate t o p i c . S i n c e  that was written much has 
changed. The new 'social history' has challenged our igno
rance of the subject. Family reconstitution and literary 
archeology have revealed a mountain of more or less valuable 
information. Simultaneously the sexual radical movements 
of the 1970s have undermined our preconception of the 'natu
ralness' and the inevitability of contemporary gender roles 
and sexual attitudes. So (to continue the metaphor) the 
territory now has flourishing settlements; there is a 
healthy interest in exploration. But what is still lacking
is any general survey of the terrain. That, in part, is

/
the purpose of this book.

Historical explorations of sexuality are not of course 
new. Specialised studies of sex as a social experience 
have been appearing for almost a hundred years, since at 
least the time of the great pioneering sexologists and an
thropologists of the late nineteenth century; and what 
appeared then were works which have been profoundly influen
tial, not only in describing but in constructing and delin
eating the areas to be discussed. The aim of this chapter 
is to question the subject matter that they so confidently 
explored, for it is by no means clear what we mean when we
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raise the prospect of 'a history of sexuality'. The usual 
assumption that sex is a definable and universal experience, 
like the desire for food, with the minority of unorthodox 
forms filtering off into distributaries, which may, or more 
usually may not, be navigated by the conscientious explorer.
I want to suggest that it is the centrality given to this 
concept of sexuality that constitutes a problem for histor
ians, for it ignores the great variety of cultural patterns 
that history reveals, and the very different meanings given 
to what we blithely label as 'sexual activity'.

In most historical works on the topic of sex there have 
been two broad approaches, though they are not mutually ex
clusive, and there has, in practice, been a considerable over-

2lap between the two. The first I would label the 'natur
alist' approach, and the classic British example is the high
ly influential work of Havelock Ellis, especially his majest
ic Studies in the Psychology of Sex. This is a vast and 
still very valuable chronicle of sexual behaviour and beliefs, 
essentially descriptive in form, ostensibly classifying and 
categorising sexual forms that exst 'in nature'. Most works 
since, whether detailed monographs, or general cross-cultural 
surveys, have taken for granted the merits of such an app
roach, and the result had been an extremely important garner
ing of sexual knowledge. What it has not been able to do is pro 
vide a coherent explanation of the variations it often des
cribes, nor account for changes in mores and consciousness.

The second broad approach is what Kenneth Plummer has
3labelled the 'meta-theoretical', and usually derives from a
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psychodynamic or neo- (or even would-be) Freudian theory.
Psycho-history no doubt has its value, and can often provide
valuable insights, but its major difficulty (the opposite
of the naturalistic problem) is that by and large theoretical
constructs take precedence over empirical evidence. The
dangers of such an approach can be seen at its most extreme
in Gordon Rattray Taylor's neo-Freudian interpretation of Sex
in History: 'The history of civilisation is the history of
a long warfare between the dangerous and powerful drives and
the systems of taboos and inhibitions which man has erected

4to control them'. He develops a theory which accounts for
changing attitudes in terms of largely unexplained swings
between 'matrist* and 'patrist' cultures, leaving us with a
grandiloquent but unsubstantiated cyclical theory of social
change. Such an approach has been influential even amongst
professional historians, so that Lawrence Stone, for example,
hints at such a cyclical explanation in his own work on The
Family, Sex and Marraige: 'In terms of both sexual attitudes
and power relationships, one can dimly begin to discern huge,
mysterious, secular swings from repression to permissiveness

5and back again.' Even such a sensitive cultural critic as 
Steven Marcus in The Other Victorians relies on a Freudian 
explanation, which by and large distorts rather than clari
fies. In a prefatory motto for the book he quotes from 
Freud to the effect that 'perhaps we must make up our minds 
to the idea that altogether it is not possible for the 
claims of the sexual instincts to be reconciled with the de
mands of culture.'6 So Marcus's explanation of nineteenth- 
century pornography, for instance, is in terms of this con
flict between the overpowering demands of the sexual drive
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and a social fabric disrupted by massive change.

What we have in both the approaches is an 'essentialist' 
view of sexuality; sex conceptualised as an overpowering 
force in the individual that shapes not only the personal 
but the social life as well. It is seen as a driving, in
stinctual force, whose characteristics are built into the 
biology of the human animal, which shapes human institutions 
and whose will must force its way out, either in the form of 
direct sexual expression or, if blocked, in the form of per
version or neuroses. Krafft-Ebing expressed the orthodox 
view in the late nineteenth century when he described sex as 
a 'natural instinct' which 'with all conquering force and 
might demands fulfilment'. It is, we might note, a basic
ally male drive. It is also a firmly heterosexual drive. 
William McDougall in the 1920s spoke representatively of the
'innate direction of the sex impulse towards the opposite 

7sex'. Few have risked challenging this.

What we have then, is a clear notion of a 'basic biolog
ical mandate' that presses on, and so must be firmly control 
led by the cultural and social matrix. Such an approach 
has the merits of appearing commonsensical, according with 
our own intimate experiences. And it has largely been un
questioned until recently in the work of most theorists of 
sex, from naturalists and Freudians to taxonomists like 
Alfred Kinsey (in his concept of 'sexual outlet') and the 
research clinicians such as William Masters and Virginia 
Johnson (in their descriptions of physiological responses). 
Moreover, the instinctual (or 'drive reduction') model has
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has been embraced by all shades of opinion, from the conserv
ative moralist anxious to control this unruly force to the 
Freudian left (Wilhelm Reich, Herbert Marcuse, Erich Fromm) 
wanting to 'liberate' sexuality from its capitalist and pat- 
riarchal constraints.

Against this, J.H. Gagnon and William Simon have argued
in their book Sexual Conduct that sexuality is subject to
'socio-cultural moulding to a degree surpassed by few other

8forms of human behaviour', and in so arguing they are build
ing both on a century of sex research and on a century of 
questioning the notion of 'natural man'. Over the past few 
decades, in particular, in structuralist anthropology, psycho
analysis, and Marxist theory, there has been a major theore
tical effort to challenge the naturalness of the 'unitary 
subject' in social theory, to see the individual as a pro
duct of social forces, an 'ensemble of social relations', 
rather than as simple natural unity. 'Sexuality' has in 
many ways been most resistant to this challenge, precisely 
because its power seems to derive from our biological being, 
but there have recently been several sustained challenges 
to sexual essentialism, from quite different theoretical ap
proaches: the interactionist (associated with the work of
Gagnon and Simon, and in Britain Kenneth Plummer); the 
psychoanalytic (associated with the reinterpretation of Freud 
initiated by Jacques Lacan, and taken up by feminist writers
such as Juliet Mitchell); and the discursive, taking as its

9starting point the work of Michel Foucault. Between them 
they have posed formidable challenges to our received notions 
of sexuality, challenges which historians are duty bound to 
confront and respond to.
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Despite their different approaches, and in the end diff
erent aims, their work converges on several important issues 
Firstly, they all reject sex as an autonomous realm, a nat
ural force with specific effects, a 'rebellious energy' 
which the 'social' controls. In the work of Gagnon and 
Simon, it seems to be suggested that nothing is intrinsical
ly sexual, or rather that anything can be sexualised 
(though what creates the notion of 'sexuality' itself is 
never answered). In Jacques Lacan's reinterpretation of 
Freud, sexuality, or rather sexual desire, is constituted in 
language: it is the law of the Father, the castration fear,
and the pained entry of the child into the 'symbolic order' 
that is the world of language and meaning, at the Oedipal mo 
ment, which instigates 'desire'.

v<

In Foucault's work 'sexuality' is seen as an historical 
apparatus, and 'sex' is a 'complex idea that was formed with 
in the deployment of sexuality': 'Sexuality must not be
thought of as a kind of natural given which power tries to 
hold in check, or as an obscure domain which knowledge grad
ually tries to uncover. It is the name that can be given

1 0to a historical construct.'

It is not fully clear what are the elements on which 
these social constructs of sexuality play. In the psycho
analytic school, there is the notion of the 'component in
stincts' which are unified in the complex process of accult
uration, though the issue is complicated by a transhistor- 
ical concept of the Oedipus complex which, it is argued, is 
basic to all culture, or in Juliet Mitchell’s version, pat-

•r
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riarchal culture. Gagnon and Simon (and Plummer) seem to 
accept the existence of bodily potentialities on which 'sex
uality' draws, and in this they do not seem far removed from 
Foucault's version that what 'sexuality' plays upon are

r".

'bodies, organs, somatic localisations, functions, anatamo-
physiological systems, sensations, and pleasures’, which

11have no intrinsic unity or 'laws' of their own. In other
words, they are unified only through ideological constructs 
('scripts' in the terms of Gagnon and Simon), and it is these 
that constitute 'sexuality'.

Secondly, then, what links the anti-essentialist critique 
is a recognition of the social and historical sources of sex
ual definitions. In the feminist appropriation of Lacan 
this can be seen as a result of patriarchal structures, and 
the differential entry into the world of language of the 
human male and female. But this as I have suggested poses 
massive theoretical problems, particularly in the attempt at 
a materialist position which would locate variations within 
changing social relations. The problem here is that the 
transhistorical account of the Oedipal crisis and the conse
quent focusing on the eternal problems of the shaping of sex 
and gender already presupposes the existence of basic drives 
which are outside culture. On the other hand, both the in- 
teractionists and Foucault make clear the historical specif
icity of Western concepts of sexuality. Gagncn and Simon 
suggest that: 'To earlier societies it may not have been a 
need to constrain severely the powerful sexual impulse in 
order to maintain social stability or limit inherently anti
social force, but rather a matter of having to invent an im-
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1 2portance for sexuality'. The mechanisms of this 'inven
tion' are not specified but the stress is important.
Foucault makes a much clearer, though controversial, histor
ical specification and locates the rise of the 'sexuality 
apparatus' in the eighteenth century, linked with identifi
able historical processes.

As a consequence of this concept of an historical con
struction of sexuality, a third point of contact lies in the 
rejection, both by the interactionists and Foucault, of the 
notion that the history of sexuality - especially in the 
nineteenth century - can fruitfully be seen in terms of 're
pression'. Foucault is most explicit on this, arguing that 
what he terms the 'repressive hypothesis' regarding Victorian 
sexuality is misleading: because it points to too narrow an 
interpretation of the family; because it avoids class diff
erentiation; and because it is based on a negative rather 
than positive concept of power. Gagnon and Simon have been 
less historically specific, but both interactionists and 
Foucault tend to the view that sexual behaviour is organised 
not through mechanisms of 'repression' but through powers of 
'incitement', definition and regulation. More specifically, 
both approaches stress the central organising role of sexual 
categorisation and the various social practices that sustain 
the categories. So, for instance, the definitions of 
'normality' and 'abnormality' are clearly social definitions 
but so are such descriptions as 'homosexual', paedophile', 
'transvestite', and so on, and these can act as mechanisms 
of control. Though neither the interactionists nor Foucault 
make much of the point (the first leaning towards an essen-
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tialist view of gender, the latter showing little theoreti
cal interest in the issue), this also points to the import
ance of categorisation along lines of gender; the construc
tion, in other words, of categories of masculinity and femin- 
inity, building on obvious biological differences, but re
inforcing these through ideology and various social practices. 
In the case of Gagnon and Simon and those influenced by them 
(such as Kenneth Plummer), the theoretical framework derives 
from Meadean social psychology, which sees the individual as 
having a developing personality which is created in an inter
action with others; and from labelling theories of deviance, 
which concentrate on the public processes of stigmatisation.
In the case of Foucault, it derives from his belief that it 
is through 'discourses', ensembles of beliefs, concepts, org
anising ideas, that our relation to reality is organised.
The significance of both approaches is the challenge they gave 
to the 'naturalness' of what appear as basic divisions.

Fourthly, however, in all three tendencies there is a 
curious relationship to history which makes their easy assim
ilation into historical research difficult. Symbolic inter- 
actionism, by stressing the subjective and the impact of part
icular labelling events, has almost invariably displayed an 
ahistorical bias. The psychoanalytical school, almost by de
finition has based itself on supra-historical assumptions 
which have been almost valueless in detailed analyses. 
Foucault, and those influenced by him, have displayed a great 
scepticism about the possibilities of a conventional history: 
Foucault stresses that his work is basically aimed at con
structing a 'genealogy', the locating of the 'traces' of the
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present rather than reconstructing the past. It is basic
ally a 'history of the present', a concept which poses prob-

1 3lems of its own.

Each of the approaches has nevertheless proved stimulat
ing to historians. The interactionist approach has, for in
stance, been very important in explorations of 'deviant' or 
unorthodox sexuality, particularly directing researchers to
the significance of labelling events and the importance of

1 4subcultural responses. Its strengths - the stress on the
subjective and the significance of individual meanings - have 
however been the obverse of its weakness, which is precisely 
the absence of any wider historical theory. The neo-psycho- 
analytical approach has offered a most important emphasis on 
psychological structuring in the creation of historically 
specific forms of 'masculinity' and 'femininity' and has en
couraged a break away from discussions in terms of social 
'roles', with all that concept's inherent functionalism.
But its full deployment demands - and to some extent is now 
getting - a greater historical specification than many de
votees of psychoanalysis would regard as altogether orthodox 
or proper.

Foucault's work also offers a series of difficulties, in 
part relating to his lack of concern with those issues that 
precisely engage the other approaches: individual meanings 
and psychological structuring. But despite this, Foucault's 
essay on The History of Sexuality does offer a most stimulat
ing challenge to traditional historical accounts, partly be
cause of its undermining of conventional approaches, partly



11

because it is an aspect of a much wider intellectual effort, 
whose implications are likely to be of major importance. 
Foucault's approach and analyses have also to some degree in
formed this work and for that reason alone deserve a critical 
appraisal. The following section therefore explores some of 
the implications of Foucault's work.

Sexuality and power
Michel Foucault is not the first to say many of the things 

he argues. His conclusions often overlap with those pro
duced by other theoretical approaches, including, amongst 
others, the interactionist and labelling theories. His his
torical conclusions also articulate closely with the empirical 
research of recent social historians, particularly those in
fluenced by feminism and the radical sexual movements. But 
his speculation - so far only seen in outline, in a methodo
logical (and often polemical) essay rather than in a series 
of detailed studies - point to what I believe to be the cor
rect questions even if he does not provide all the right an
swers. And the central point is the one captured in the 
English title of his work: The History of Sexuality. The 
definite article is important, for what it suggests is that 
the modern notion of sexuality - both the importance we assign 
to it, and the theoretical unification it implies - is an his
torical construct of the past few hundred years. The funda
mental question, as posed by Foucault, is how is it that in 
our society sex is seen not just as a means of biological re
production nor a source of harmless pleasure, but, on the con
trary, has come to be seen as the central part of our being, 
the privileged site in which the truth of ourselves is to be
found.
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Foucault's recent work has been dominated by an explicit 
preoccupation with 'power', and in his History he argues that 
the apparatus of sexuality is of central importance in the 
modern play of power. His work at the same time marks a 
break with conventional theorisations of power. Power is not 
unitary, it does not reside in the state, it cannot be re
duced to class relations; it is not something to hold or use. 
Power is, on the contrary, omnipresent, it is the intangible 
but forceful reality of social existence and of all social re
lations. Foucault is not interested in a grand theory of pow
er, but in the 'concrete mechanisms and practices through which

15 .power is exercised1. Power, that is to say, is not a single
thing: it is relational, it is created in the relationships
which sustain it.

Although he is unwilling to specify in advance any privi
leged source of power, there nevertheless underlies his work 
what has been described as a 'philosophical monism*, a con
ception of a 'will to power' forever expanding and bursting 
forth in the form of a will to know. What Foucault is inter
ested in is the complex of 'power-knowledge', the way in which 
power operates through the construction of particular know- 
leges. The French title of the first volume of his History 
sums up his preoccupation: La Volonte de Savoir, 'The will 
to know'.

It is through 'discourse' that power-knowledge is realised. 
Foucault is not interested, that is to say, in the history of 
mind but in the history of discourse. What he is suggesting 
is that the relationship between symbol and symbolised is not 
only referential, doesinot simply describe, but is productive,
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that is it creates. The history of sexuality becomes, 
therefore, a history of our discourses about sexuality.
And the Western experience of sex, he argues, is not the in
hibition of discourse, is not describable as a regime of 
silence, but is rather a constant, and historically changing, 
deployment of discourses on sex, and this ever-expanding dis
cursive explosion is part of a complex growth' of control over 
individuals through the apparatus of sexuality.

But behind the vast explosion of discourses on sexuality 
since the eighteenth century there is no single unifying strat
egy, valid for the whole of society. And in particular, 
breaking with what has become an orthodox Marxist problematic, 
he denies that the recent history of sexuality can be simply 
interpreted in terms of the 'reproduction' or capitalist 
social relations and labour power. In the Introduction to 
his History of Sexuality Foucault suggests four strategic 
unities, linking together a host of practices and techniques 
of power, which formed specific mechanics of knowledge and 
power centring on sex: a hysterisation of women's bodies; 
a pedagogisation of children's sex, a-socialisation of pro- 
creative behaviour; a psychiatrisation of perverse pleasures. 
And four figures emerged from this preoccupation with sex, 
four objects of knowledge, four types of human subjects, sub
jected; targets of and anchorages for the categories which 
were being simult aneously investigated and regulated: the 
hysterical woman, the masturbating child, the Malthusian 
couple, and the perverse adult. The thrust of these dis
cursive creations is control; control not through denial or 
prohibition, but through 'production', through imposing a



14

grid of definition on the possibilities of the body. 'The
-j*

deployment of sexuality has its reasons for being, not in re
producing itself, but in proliferating, innovating, annexing, 
creating, and penetrating bodies in an increasingly detailed
way, and in controlling populations in an increasingly compre-
, , 16  hensive way.'

This is obviously related to Foucault's analysis of the 
genealogy of the disciplinary society, a society of surveill
ance and control, which he sets out in his book Discipline and 
Punish, and to his argument that power proceeds not in the 
traditional model of sovereignty (that is negatively, 'thou
shalt not') but through administering and fostering life (that

17 1is positively, 'you must'). In the emergence of'bio-power',
Foucault's characteristic term for 'modern' social forms, sex
uality becomes a key element. For sex, argues Foucault, is 
the pivot of two axes along which the whole technology of life 
developed: it was the point of entry to the body, to the har
nessing, identification and distribution of forces over the 
body; and it was the entry to control and regulation of pop
ulations. 'Sex was a means of access both to the life of the

1 8body and the life of the species.' As a result,sex became
a crucial target of power organised around the management of 
life rather than the sovereign threat of death.

There are several problems in this approach. In the
first place there are difficulties with Foucault's view of
power which, as one critic put it, 'remains almost as a pro-

1 9cess, without specification within different instances'. 
A~hotion of power which goes beyond, say, class reductionism
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is obviously useful in attempting to grasp the history of the 
subordination of women, or the regulation of unorthodox sex
ualities, but if power is everywhere it is difficult to under
stand how it can be resisted or broken out iof. 'Where there 
is power, there is resistance', Foucault argues, but neverthe
less, because of this, 'resistance is never in a position of

20exteriority in relation to power'. Indeed, the very exist
ence of power relies on a multiplicity of points of resistance 
which play the role of 'adversary, target, support or handle in
power relations'. It is difficult to resist the conclusion -

21which Foucault actually denies - that the techniques of disc
ipline and surveillance, of individuation, and the strategies 
of power-knowledge that subject us, leave us always trapped.
His emphasis on the growing importance of the 'norm' since the 
eighteenth century is one index of the problem. He notes 
that 'Another consequence of this development of bio-power was
the growing importance assumed by the action of the norm at

22the expense of the juridical system of the law'. In stress
ing the importance of the norm, Foucault is pinpointing a 
vital aspect of social regulation, though his comments are not 
new. On the one hand they have clear antecedents in the more 
mundane observations of liberal historians that the development 
of an individualistic society in the nineteenth century led to 
an increase of conventionality. On the other hand, it is not 
far distant 'from the theories developed by the Frankfurt School 
of Marxists in the 1930s (and Foucault acknowledges his debt 
to them) about the internalisation of bourgeois values. But 
in emphasising the role of the norm he is quite consciously 
diminishing the role of the state - at least as expressed in 
its-s-iegal apparatus - and in doing so he underplays its role
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in constructing attitudes to sexuality, through marriage laws, 
the regulation of deviance, the judiciary, the police, as well 
as, more generally, the education system, the welfare system,, 
and so on. Regulation is exercised both through 'the norm' 
and through political power. Foucault would not, of course, 
deny this, but in stressing the 'norm* over the law there is a
danger of ignoring important political transformations.

/

Secondly, there are difficulties with some of the assump
tions in Foucault's challenge to the 'repressive hypothesis'. 
This has been invaluable in challenging simplicities about, say, 
the 'repression' of sexuality in nineteenth-century Europe, and 
in questioning the teleological view which sees a gradual climb 
towards permissiveness from Victorian darkness. His approach 
is particularly important in helping us to grasp that control 
is not just negative, and might in fact be just as tight today 
despite an ostensible 'liberalisation', that power over sexual
ity is not in the simple form of censorship and denial but in 
regulation and organisation and that this takes many forms.

I
But Foucault's formulation of the 'repressive hypothesis' seems

23to slide between the two usages. On the one hand he is
clearly, and correctly I think, rejecting a theory based on 
'drive reduction' theories, where repression (as in the psycho
analytical usage) is the blocking or re-directing of sexual 
energy (the hydraulic model). But on the other hand, in doing 
this he is in danger of passing over altogether the notion of 
social 'repression'. It seems clear that at certain times 
some political and social regimes are more 'repressive', both 
ideologically and physically (as in the case of Nazi Germany) 
than-others. The polemical rejection of the repression hypo
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thesis obscures the very real formal controls that can be exer
cised, and were often implemented in nineteenth century Europe.

Thirdly, there is, as has already been implied, a latent 
functionalism in Foucault's work. On the most general level 
Foucault's society of normalisation is in danger of being as 
rigidly functional, tending towards a necessary social equili
brium, as Talcott Parsons', particularly as both the resistances 
and the individual internalisations are not specified: social 
control seems to be absolute. Moreover, in the stress on the 
pluralism of institutions and practices that organise sexuality, 
he gees further towards a neo-functionalism, and Foucault at 
times seems in danger of meeting up, as Nicos Poulantzas has put 
it, 'with an old traditional of Anglo-Saxon sociology and 
political science, running from functionalism to institutionalism - 
from Parsons, to Merton, Dahl, Lasswell, and Etzioni - a tradition 
in which the centre of analysis is shifted from the state towards 
the "pluralism of micropowers".' Poulantzas goes on to say that 
it is ignorance of these writers, and the provincialism of the
French intellectual arena, 'which allows these most hackneyed

24of ideas to be presented as something new.' This is too
harsh, but points to an important ambiguity in Foucault's work: 
the neologisms and allusive argument conceal an approximation 
to older theoretical traditions.

Finally, there is a latent essentialism in his work, and 
this comes out in his use of 'the body’ as a final court of 
appeal, as that which is irreducable to power even as power in
vests it. For the implication of his theory of power is that 
if we break out of the regime of sexuality then power will play
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through a new series of discourses. And yet simultaneously
there is the assumption that 'the body and its pleasures' will

25transcend this control. It is difficult to see why the
'body' should have a 'reality' denied other social phenomena.

Despite these difficulties, Foucault's work has been of 
considerable influence in recent explorations of sexuality, and 
there are two areas which seem of particular significance.
Firstly, despite the functionalist tendencies already mentioned, 
The History of Sexuality does offer an alternative view of see
ing the relationship between sexuality and wider social forces 
to the traditional functionalism of many (particularly) left 
interpretations, which tend to see a direct relationship between 
the nuclear family and organisation of sexuality, either in the 
interests of capitalism or as directly responsive to the urges 
of 'modernisation'.^6 Foucault points out several factors 
which fundamentally challenge this: the fact, for instance that 
the sexual apparatus and the nuclear family were produced by the 
bourgeoisie as an aspect of its own self-affirmation, not as a 
means of controlling the working class; that there are class 
sexualities (and different gender sexualities); that indeed 
there are sexualities, not a single uniform sexuality. Sex
uality is not a given that has to be controlled. It is an 
historical construct that has historical conditions of existence.

Secondly, again despite the qualifications mentioned earlier, 
Foucault's emphasis on the emergence of discourses and practice 
which both produce and regulate the objects of knowledge, does 
direct us correctly to investigate the role of particular appa
ratuses, such as the medical, psychiatric, social welfare, charity 
and legal institutions, in shaping sexualities. He indicates,
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for instance, the importance of the medical institutions in 
the nineteenth century in organising definitions of female 
sexuality, or the close interconnections between medicine and 
law in the emergence of the homosexual category in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. But simultaneously 
the emergence of categorisations of formal controls, of local
ised interventions to organise 'sexuality' produce points of 
opposition, of challenge, of contestation. What is ultimately 
of most significance in Foucault's work is this recognition of 
the constant struggles within the definitions of sexuality.
It is here that we can see the power of his rejection of the 
concept of 'liberation'. It is not the release of a hidden 
or blocked essence that should be the target of sexual radi
calism, he suggests, but conscious intervention at the level

27of the definition of appropriate sexual behaviour. But to
historicise this recognition effectively we need to understand 
that discourses and practices do not arbitrarily emerge from 
the flux of possibilities; nor are discourses the only contact 
with the real; they have their conditions of existence and 
their effects in concrete historical, social, economic and 
ideological situations.

The making of 'modern' sexuality
This book covers a period of some two hundred years.

They are the years, roughly, of British industrialisation and 
urbanisation^ so this work is in broad terms an examination 
of various aspects of the regulation of sexuality within the 
period of industrial capitalism. No simple causative relation
ship between industrialisation and the organisation of sexuality 
iá suggested. The directing principle of this work is that
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over the past few centuries sexuality has assumed major symbol
ic importance as a target of social interventions and organis
ation, to a degree that differentiates this period from those 
preceding it. There was, obviously, no simple starting point 
for the developments we shall examine, nor any pre-ordained 
culmination. The dates are to that extent arbitrary. Never
theless, this roughly delineated period did see major transform
ations in the role of sexuality, and the book, as a whole, 
traces some of the major shifts in this process. But before 
looking in more detail at these developments we must clarify 
the focus of our argument. Robert Padgug has recently written 
that' 'Biological sexuality is the necessary precondition for 
human sexuality. But biological sexuality is only a precond
ition, a set of potentialities, which is never unmediated by

2 8human reality.1 That sums up a fundamental assumption of
this work. We are increasingly accustomed to questioning the
eternal validity of social roles, and we now recognise that the
way in which we define masculinity and femininity, 'motherhood'
and 'fatherhood', even 'childhood', are culturally specific and
often bear little relationship to the expected or ascribed
roles in other cultures, nor are they, of course^simple products 

2 9of biology. We have been more wary of challenging the trans-
cultural verity of sexual categories, but in reality a minimum 
awareness of the evidence should alert us to the fact that 
though various cultures share general sexual forms, this does 
not mean that their content, inner structures and meanings are 
identical. The sexual potentialities of the body have been 
integrated into a vast range of different social contexts; 
from pedagogic relations and puberty rites, to fertility cults 
and religious ceremonial. Some cultures have seen no connect
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ion between sexual intercourse and conception; others have seen 
the only justification for sex in reproduction. Some cultures 
have made little distinction between heterosexual and homosexual 
forms, concentrating rather on the age or class of the partner; 
our culture has made the distinction of prime social significance. 
In some societies, sex is a simple source of pleasure, a key to 
the glorification of the erotic arts; in others it is a source 
of danger and taboo, of mortification of the flesh. In our soc
iety sex has become the supreme secret ('the mystery of sex') 
and the general substratum of our existence. . Since the nine
teenth century it has been seen as the cause and 'truth' of our 
being. It defines us socially and morally; its release or 
proper functioning can be a factor in health, energy, activity; 
its frustration is a cause of ill health, social unorthodoxy, 
even madness.

There are two further characteristics which separate our
conception of sexuality from other notions. Firstly, it is
seen as a supremely private experience. It is not (at least
ostensibly) an element in religion, in the rites of passage
from youth to adulthood, there are no obvious fertility rites:

30it is the supreme act of self-expression between partners.
It is also seen as the archetypally 'natural' act. Since at 
least the time of Rousseau it has been the assertion of self 
against the preternaturally distorting effects of modern, and 
later industrial civilisation; sex, that is to say, is the 
essence of our individual being which asserts itself against the 
demands of culture, and this has had a profound resonance in our 
thinking. Secondly, it is seen as a unified domain. It is 
not just a series of acts, not a collection of bodies which--
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can be eroticised, but a thing in itself, with its general 
causations and specified effects. 'Sexuality' has become a 
continent of knowledge, with its own rules of exploration and 
its own expert geographers. And strikingly, the world of 
'sexuality' developed more or less contemporaneously with the 
domain of the 'economy' and of the 'social' itself. Social 
life was being demarcated into distinct areas of knowledge, 
each with their own hierophants and esoteric mysteries.

Against the historical unification we would stress that sex 
31is relational, is shaped in social interaction, and can only 

be understood in its historical context, in terms of the cult
ural meanings assigned to it, and in terms of the internal, 
subjective meanings of the sexed individuals that emerge.
This in turn demands an exploration of a variety of forces that 
have shaped and constructed 'modern sexuality', and these 
range from the familial and extra-familial forces that shape 
sexual and gender orientation at the level of the individual,
to the social and industrial transformations that have altered

32class relations. What follows is not an exhaustive list of
factors but a series of guidelines that have shaped the contents 
of this work.

1. Kinship and family system
We need to be aware of changes in patterns of kinship and 

in the organisation of the family and household. Changes in 
the organisation of inheritance, the importance assigned to 
primogeniture, shifts in the rules of exogamy and in the per
mitted degrees of marriages, in the construction of family forms 
in ideology and in welfare practices, the class difference's' in
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family and household patterns, the shaping of sex and gender 
divisions: all have to be taken into account in the organisation
of sexuality.

Within this context we must also be aware of the changing
effects of these family and kinship relations on the actual
construction of sexed individuals, that is individuals whose
biological differences and personal proclivities are given
cultural meaning. Juliet Mitchell in her work Psychoanalysis
and Feminism has pointed to the significance of this task, but
the problem, as suggested above, has been that most analyses
have not been sufficiently historically specific to make them 

33usable. Some recent work, however, particularly in attempt
ing to historicise the insights of Freud, and to demonstrate 
the specificity of his categories opened up new possibilities.
A recent reinterpretation of Freud's analysis of 'Little Hans' 
has, for instance, demonstrated clearly the ways in which the 
process of psychoanalysis itself acts to install culturally and
class-specific prescriptions of correct sexual and gender atti- 

34tudes. Such work, though still exploratory, may transform
our v/ays of understanding the historical creation of 'sexed 
individuals'.

2. Economic and social changes
Changes in family and kinship patterns have to be seen in 

the context of long-term social transformations, leading to new 
class alignments, changes in the social environment, urbanis
ation, and a disruption of settled and traditional patterns. 
Labour migrations, for instance, have had in important impact 
on patterns of courtship and on illegitimacy rates. Changes
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in the organisation of the economy have affected the relative 
social situation of men and women, shifted their relations of 
dominance and subordination and altered the significance, 
materially and ideologically, of the family. We shall not 
argue that any particular mode of production 'demands' in a 
simple way a particular form of sexuality, but the rhythm of 
economic, and consequent social, transformation do provide the 
basic preconditions and the ultimate limits within which social 
forms are organised and reorganised.

3. Changing forms of 'social regulation'
Within a wider social framework, we need to study both the 

formal and informal modes of the regulation of sexuality. At 
the formal level this must involve the operations of Church and 
state, the regulation of marriage, divorce, illegitimacy, incest, 
sexual unorthodoxy and so on. But we must not forget also the 
changing role of the state. The growth of social intervention 
and the emergence of a welfare state have all profoundly aff
ected the patterns of sexual behaviour.

Informal methods of control can be as important. Peer- 
group regulation of adolescent courtship can substantially 
affect the patterns of sexuality, keeping the illegitimacy 
rates low, for instance, regulating the timing of marriage and 
the importance given to celibacy and restraint. Traditional 
rituals of public shaming (such as the 'charivari') can regu
late unorthodox or socially undesired behaviour. We must be 
sensitive to all forms of what can loosely be termed 'social 
control'.
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4. The political moment
There is no necessary connection between political decision 

making and moral change: politics is not a simple reflection 
of changes in society. But the political context in which 
decisions are made - to legislate or not, to prosecute or 
ignore - can be important in promoting shifts in the sexual 
regime and these must be analysed both in terms of long-term 
shifts and in conjunctural terms.

An important mechanism here is that of the 'moral panic'. 
Stan Cohen defined it as follows in his book Folk Devils and 
Moral Panics:

Societies appear to be subject every now and then 
to periods of moral panic. A condition, episode, 
person or group of persons emerges to become de
fined as a threat to societal values and interests; 
its nature is presented in a stylized and stereo
typical fashion by the mass media; the moral barri
cades are manned by editors, bishops and politicians 
and other right-thinking people; socially accredited 
experts pronounce their diagnoses and solutions; 
ways of coping are evolved, or (more often) resorted 
to; the condition then disappears, submerges or 
deteriorates ... Sometimes the panic is passed over 
and forgotten, but at other times it has more serious 
and long term repercussions and it might produce changes 
in legal and social policy or even in the way in which 
societies conceive themselves. 36

This definition was used by Cohen to explain the response to 
youth in the 1950s and 1960s but it can be similarly applied to 
moral crises in the more distant past - one may refer by way of 
example, to the nexus of fears generated by the French Revol
ution, which significantly shaped the contours of 'Victorian' 
sexuality, or the anxieties which produced the legislative re
structuring of the 1880s and 1900s, or the fears generated by 
the cold war in the 1950s. The moral panic crystallises 
widespread fears and anxieties, and often deals with them not
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by seeking the real causes of the problems and conditions 
which they demonstrate but by displacing them on to 'Folk 
Devils' in an identified social group (often the 'immoral' 
or 'degenerate'). Sexuality has had a peculiar centrality

rz

in such panics, and sexual 'deviants' have been omnipresent 
scapegoats.

But combatting on the political terrain are a variety of 
more established political forces whose influence cannot be 
ignored. Over the long term we can detect three broad tend
encies: the conservative, authoritarian often expressed in
the actions of social morality campaigns; the liberal often 
in the vanguard of reforming activity; and the radical, 
libertarian; the first asserting the importance of absolute 
moral standards; the second by and large seeking relaxation 
within a traditional framework of family values; and the third 
advocating a transformation of values. They are present in 
varying degrees throughout the period of this book; the degree 
of their influence, their role in the construction of social 
consensus or in unifying disparate social forces is another 
factor that must be taken into account. The political moment - 
that period when moral attitudes^are transformed into formally 
political action - can be of key importance in nuancing the 
regulation of sexuality, and at crucial times a moral schema 
has been of prime significance in political propaganda.

5. Cultures of resistance
It is all too easy to assume that formal regulation has 

an immediate unilinear impact, but in actuality the history 
of sexuality is as much a history of an avoidance of, or— re-
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sistance to, the moral code, as of a simple acceptance and 
internalisation. Cultures of resistance may stretch from the 
folk knowledges and information networks which sustained an 
awareness of abortion and birth control when they were tabooed 
or unlawful, to the specific subcultures of stigmatised sexual 
minorities. In more recent years the resistances have often 
adopted more explicitly political forms as sex-reform organi
sations or as sexual liberation movements. They are as much 
a part of a history of sexuality as the grander organisation of 
sexual codes.

This somewhat schematic listing will serve to illustrate 
that sexual behaviour and its regulation cannot be reduced to a 
simple explanatory factor; nor can there be a simple, straight
forward history. But, as Foucault has indicated, we can trace 
a series of Icimg-term strategies at work which are related to 
the cultural significance given to sexuality. The remainder 
of this book will explore the major phases in this development, 
while attempting to bring into play the schema suggested above. 
The next four chapters (Chapters 2-5) chart the complexities 
of ’Victorian' sexuality: its ideological weight, its class 
specifities, its legislative effects. Chapter 6 explores the 
construction of the category of the homosexual, important both 
as an illustration of the wider tendencies of sexual categori
sation at work, and as an illustration of a specific sexual 
experience, and the efforts at social organisation and regu
lation it evokes. The following four chapters (Chapters 7-10) 
look at aspects of the delineation of the field of sexuality: 
in relation to debates over population, in its construction as 
an area of specialised knowledge, and in relation to organi
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sations and movements that challenged the sexual status quo in 
the nineteenth century and the first third of the present cent
ury. The final four chapters (Chapters 11-14) examine the 
phases in the political and social reorganisation of sexuality 
in the twentieth century: in relationship to the weakening of 
the authoritarian consensus; as part of the social restruct
uring attendant on the growth of the welfare state; in terms 
of the transforming effects on long-term changes in the social 
structure, which gave rise to the short era of 'permissiveness'; 
and finally the last chapter offers a brief description of the 
political and moral conjuncture in which the book was written

I do not claim that this book is in any way a final or even 
comprehensive analysis of its subject matter. Historians still 
have before them the difficult task of charting the area before 
they can properly explore its hidden riches. So this book is 
by way of a clearing of the ground for later work, rather than a 
definitive study, and hence its concentration on particular 
aspects of the regulation of sexuality. But that, I would 
argue, is an important task in itself, for it points towards 
the importance of studyirg in its particular application what 
is the major theme of this book: the central symbolic and 
moral significance assined to sexuality in our culture.



CHAPTER TWO
«

'THAT DAMNED MORALITY':
SEX IN VICTORIAN IDEOLOGY

Victorian Sexuality: Myths and Meanings
The 'Victorian Age' has long been a synonym for a harsh 

and repressive sexual puritanism. A long critical tradition, 
stemming from writers such as Grant Allen, Edward Carpenter 
and Havelock Ellis at the end of the nineteenth century, con
tinuing through the liberal avant garde of the inter-war years, 
and culminating in the sexual reformers of the 1950s and 1960s, 
alive to the demands of permissiveness, has analysed the con
tradictions and absurdities of the moral code of the nineteenth 
century. It has been portrayed as the era when rigid puritan
ism allied with moral hypocrisy, verbal and visual delicacy 
marched arm in arm with a flourishing pornography. The auth
oritarian paterfamilias presided over the institutionalisation 
of the double standard, while the pedestalised mother and wife 
depended for her purity on the degradation of the fallen woman. 
It was the age when sex was publicly, indeed ostentatiously 
denied, only to return, repressed, to flourish in the fertile 
undergrowth.

Yet simultaneously and apparently paradoxically it was dur
ing the nineteenth century that the debate about sexuality ex
ploded. Far from the age experiencing a regime of silence and 
total suppression, sexuality became a major social issue in 
Victorian social and political practice. There was indeed a 
reign of euphemism and of ostensible delicacy which prevented 
for instance the novel from being too explicit, bowd Ijarised

29



30

Shakespeare's plays, alluded to prostitution as the 'social 
evil' and gonorrhoea and syphilis as the 'social diseases'. 
Sodomy and birth control for the first two-thirds of the century 
were 'nom nominandum inter christianus', or 'crimes against 
nature', too horrible to be named.

But even the refusal to talk about it, as Michel Foucault 
has noted, marks it as the secret and puts it at the heart of 
discourse. From the end of the eighteenth century with the 
debate on over-population and the hyperbreeding of the poor, 
sexuality pervades the social consciousness; from the wide
spread discussions of the birthrate, deathrate, life expectancy 
and fertility in the statistical forays of the century to the 
urgent controversies over public health, housing, birth control 
and prostitution. The reports of the great Parliamentary 
Commissions, which in the 1830s and 1840s investigated working 
conditions in factories and mines, were saturated with an ob
sessive concern with the sexuality of the working class, the 
social other, displacing in the end the acute social crisis 
from the area of exploitation and class conflict, where it 
could not be coped with, into the framework of a more amenable 
and discussable area of 'morality'. From the 1850s sexuality, 
particularly in the wide area of venereal disease and prostit
ution (allied to fears that Britain would follow Rome into 
imperial decline) enters the heart of Parliamentary debate.
The controversy over the Contagious Diseases Acts, passed in 
the 1860s to impose compulsory medical examination and regis
tration on working class women suspected of being prostitutes 
in designated garrison and naval towns, generated an avalanche 
of controversy and publications. The Acts were the subject
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of repeated Parliamentary enquiries, while the repeal organi
sations alone published at least 520 books and pamphlets on ven
ereal disease and prostitution. Between 1870 and 1885, 17,367 
petitions against the Acts, with 2,606,429 signatures were pre
sented to the House of Commons, and over 900 public meetings

1were held by supporters of repeal.

Other legislative changes produced their own effects. The 
divorce act of 1857 evinced a flurry of interest in the next de
cade in stories of bigamy and adultery: a special paper, The 
Divorce News and Police Reporter, was founded to cater for 
specialised tastes, but other Victorian papers, like their more 
familiar twentieth-century offspring, were full of divorce cases 
and other sexual scandals. This prurient expose of other 
people's sex lives was complemented by a slow trickle of neo- 
Malthusian birth-control propaganda from the 1820s, and a tor
rent of advertisements in the popular press for potions for, 
or to safeguard against, potency, abortion, masturbation, etc.
Some of the popular writings it seems had a huge circulation: 
Samuel Solomon's Guide to Health, or Advice1 to Both Sexes ran to 
66 editions between 1782 and 1817, and editions were still app
earing in' the later nineteenth century. It has been estimated
that each edition after 1800 probably ran to over 30,000 

o * •copies. And beneath these streams was the subterranean river 
of pornography. Steven Marcus has suggested that: ’Pornography, 
in the sense that we understand it today, is a historical pheno
menon; it begins to exist significantly some time during the 
middle of the eighteenth century, and flourishes steadily -
though with periodic fluctuations in intensity - throughout the

3nineteenth and twentieth centuries.' The mid-nineteenth
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century saw a major increase in the market and supply of porno
graphy: its concerns (flagellatory, the cross-class seduction
of servants and young girls, and so on) were often different in 
substance from our own (there was little homosexuality for in
stance) , but they illustrate a growing demand for fantasy ful
filment in the very heart of 'respectability'.

Alongside all this, gaining momentum in the second half of 
the century, was a new taxonomic and labelling zeal which attem
pted to classify 'scientifically' the characteristics and in
creasingly the aetiologies of the forms of sexual variety, and 
in so doing helped construct them as objects of study and as sex
ual categories. It may or may not be of significance that the 
Oxford English Dictionary can find no instance of the word 
'pornography' being used before 1864 (in a decade, it may be 
noted, which also saw a generalised use of the term 'capitalism'). 
But it is most certainly of major conceptualising importance 
that the word homosexuality was first invented, by the Hungarian 
Benkert, in 1869; its adoption into English usage in the 1880s 
and 1890s was a vital stage in the articulation of a modern con
cept of the homosexual (see Chapter 6). Other words which de
signated sexual traits, such as nymphomania, narcissism, auto
eroticism, kleptomania, urolagnia and many others, began to seep 
into scientific discourse by the end of the century and the be
ginning of the twentieth century, indicating a new concern with 
detailing sexual variations, and with using sex as a distinguish
ing mark between individuals.

Evidence such as this serves to undermine the apparently 
monolithic edifice of Victorianism. There was no final triumph
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of censorship or purity during the nineteenth century, whatever 
the efforts of the social morality crusaders; and the contin
uing concern of moral conservatives over the flood of unexpur
gated literature, street ballads, music-hall songs, dubious
pamphlets and advertisements attests to their continuing pre-

4sence as much as to the concern of the moralists. Moreover, 
far from being simply denied in the nineteenth century, sex 
acquires a peculiar significance in structuring ideology and 
social and political practices, and in shaping individual res
ponses. Havelock Ellis cites the case of:

A married lady who is a leader in social purity move
ments and an enthusiast for sexual chastity, (who) 
discovered through reading some pamphlets against sol
itary vice, that she had herself been practising mast
urbation for years without knowing it. The profound 
anguish and hopeless despair of this woman in the face 
of what she believed to be the moral ruin of her whole 
life cannot well be described. (5)

This is an excellent example of the way in which social defin
itions can subtly mould and transform the personal meaning given 
to sexual activity; or indeed can make 'sexual' what had 
hitherto seemed acceptable. A harmless pleasure can become 
the gateway to nameless hells when for whatever reasons it be
gins to carry a significant symbolic meaning. What is partic
ularly revealing in this anecdote is the existence in the ideo
logy of a strong concept of what is desirable and undesirable, 
what is moral and immoral.

The obvious question arises, of how different was this from 
what went before. We are not suggesting a sharp break at the 
turn of the nineteenth century or at the accession of Queen 
Victoria or whatever. On the contrary, the changing symbolic 
role of sexuality was a product of long and complex changes, 
and unevenly enforced over the population as a whole. More
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over, there were strong elements of continuity, especially with 
regard to the central organising significance of Christianity 
which from the early days of Christendom to the present has 
structured basic beliefs and formed the framework within which

t r

law and custom (if not always behaviour) have operated. But 
to stress the role of Christian tradition as the primum mobile, 
and as the dominant force, as many early sexologists, such as 
Havelock Ellis did, is to miss the actual complexity of develop
ments. Even in the mid-seventeenth century, when Puritan dom
inance over the moral code was strongest, there is some evi
dence that the courts were willing to acquiesce in a more prag
matic code, provided public order was sustained.^ We may, 
schematically, suggest the long-term co-residence of three sep
arate layers of attitudes and beliefs. Providing the general 
boundary was the Christian, Pauline, tradition, sustained through 
the institutionalisation of the Church, and fertilised from the 
sixteenth century by the Puritan and dissenting traditions.
The moral code here was clear, even as its application was un
even. At its strongest, sexuality within holy matrimony was 
only justified as a necessary part of reproduction. The holiest 
state was celibacy; but it was better to marry than to burn.
In the Puritan tradition this was modified. Married love was 
a duty, and a grace that permitted, and alone permitted, the 
fulfilment of conjugal rights. But sex in turn existed to bring
man and woman closer together. Within marriage sex was a pos-

7itive, even a spiritual binding force.

But the actual implementation of this Christian philosophy 
often fell far short of these standards, and throughout the 
modern era we can trace a second layer, summed up in the phrase
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'the double standard', which enjoined chastity on the female 
while allowing a large degree of sexual freedom for the male. 
This at times, before the nineteenth century, was almost the

Q'respectable* standard, though it never went unchallenged.

But a third layer was even more removed from the formal
standards, the popular morality of the vast majority, which was
no less strict for being only loosely Christian in a formal
sense. As G.R. Quaife has put it, 'God does not loom large

9as a damper on lower-class sexual activity.' This should not 
be taken to imply that there was in any sense an unrestrained 
licence for peasant sexuality; there was no 'amorality' in a 
fundamental sense. There was, on the contrary, an often strict 
morality, enforced through various informal and traditional 
methods such as those of public shaming, the charivari and 
skimmington rides. But it was a social morality, in which 
the potential economic burden to the community of bastards 
mattered more than the 'immorality* of pre-marital sex. There 
is no lack of evidence for the litigious nature of the pre
industrial population over sexual matters. In the early seven
teenth century, for instance, all sorts of cases were fought 
to the courts, from the seduction of wives to the incidence of 
prostitution. Moreover, the actual life and manners of the 
peasantry are by no means clear, and the historians are divided 
over whether the late age of marriage, dictated by the imposs
ibility of marriage before an economic slot opened for the man, 
meant compulsory restraint or a social toleration of masturbat
ion, oral and anal sex, and homosexuality. But what does seem 
clear is on the one hand the absence of any straightforward 
link between sexual activity per se and social morality; 'and
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on the other, the inability and sometimes unwillingness of the 
ecclesiastical authorities to enforce stricter single standards.
In distinction to this, morality, for the Victorians and increas
ingly for the generations that have come after, has been to a 
significant degree organised around concepts of sexuality, so 
that even when moral attitudes were authoritarian and restrictive, 
as the dominant notions were for much of the nineteenth century, 
sexuality had a vigorous presence.

For the historian, then, the problem becomes one of discover
ing the contours of Victorian sexual mores without surrendering 
to facile generalisations, for despite a plethora of studies we 
are still woefully ignorant of general trends in the development 
of sexual attitudes, of their effects on individual lives, and 
of the particular meanings given to their activities by the sex
ual subjects in all their variety - by class, by gender, by gen
eration and by region. Many historians prefer of course the 
over-arching pattern. Lawrence Stone, for instance, in his mas
sive book, The Family, Sex and Marriage, speaks in terms of a 
long development towards modern sexual ’permissiveness' from the 
eighteenth century. Interrupted by what he terms a second wave
of moral regeneration and repression in the nineteenth century,

1 0it resumes its onward march from the 1860s, to the present.
This is helpful in pointing to long-term shifts in sexual norms 
in the last century (though its dating is misleading), but it 
combines both an evolutionist teleology (with the present appear
ing as little more than a culmination of ineluctable historical 
trends) and a use of the metaphor of repression which in the end 
is emotive rather than analytical and obscures more than it re
veals. The linkage of a pressure-cooker view of sexuality
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(which sees sex as a natural force constrained by societal 
norms) with a cloud-of-dust theory of ideology (which assumes 
that ideas are inevitably sifted downwards through society at 
large) suggests that the 'sexual revolution' is in the end just 
about more sexual activity. But surely a much more central 
question concerns the different ways being developed of organ
ising sexual behaviour. What seems to be happening in the nine
teenth century, in response to major social changes (rapid in
dustrialisation and urbanisation, the disruption of old class 
patterns and the rise of capitalist social relations, the de
velopment of new and sharp class conflicts with their relatedv
social and intellectual manifestations) is a continuous battle 
over the definition of acceptable sexual behaviour within the

I
context of changing class and power relations. And there are 
different rhythms in this process. There was no blanket im
position of 'repression'. Not until the 1880s did 'social 
purity' have any major legislative purchase; and it is signi
ficant that it is from this period that the earliest critiques

11of 'Victorianism' stem.

The domestic ideology
Various forces were at work in the process of definition 

and redefinition - from ideological articulation to medical and 
legal practices and moral endeavour. These forces intersected 
at that crucial site for modern ideology, the family, which they 
both helped to build and sustain. The increasing specification 
of sexual behaviour outside the family which was a product of 
nineteenth century sexology and criminal practice, served only 
to enhance the importance of those definitions which traversed 
the domestic hearth. The family, as Josephine Butler put “it,
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was in accordance with the law of God, and the claim that every
person should live in accord with their instincts was a depart-

1 2ure from 'the sternness of the moral law'. It was a key ele
ment in the dominant ideology of the nineteenth century in all the 
major capitalist countries. Indeed the so-called 'Revolution 
Bill', The Umsturzvorlage proposed by the German government in
1894 to ward off the threat of revolution, made criticism of the

1 3family as an institution punishable by drastic penalties.
To the chagrin of rationalists such as John Stuart Mill, the 
family, not the individual, was regarded as the basic unit of so
ciety and increasingly a substitute for lost faith, so that even 
positivists like Frederic Harrison, who rejected supernatural
religions, supported an almost Catholic orthodoxy of marriage as

1 4the gateway to family responsibility.

By the nineteenth century there was a wide acceptance, at 
least amongst the upper classes, of the single marriage code 
though its origins in fact were comparatively recent. Not until 
after 1753 with Lord Hardwick's Marriage Act did the church wed
ding as opposed to verbal spousehoods become the single legally 
binding form, with compulsory registration in the parish register, 
parental consent enshrined up to the age of 21 and enforcement 
transferred to the secular authorities.

The new marriage laws (especially those after 1836, which 
granted the right to marry to nonconformist chapels as well as 
civil registrars) had the effect of making the betrothal less 
binding and of sharply differentiating the married from the un
married, hence making the difference between licit and illicit 
sex more important. Earlier traditions survived in rural'-
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areas and amongst the unorganised and disrupted working class, 
but marriage became increasingly the gateway to respectability 
and stability. It was buttressed by an increasing idealisation 
of domesticity, a growing specification and rationalisation in 
the censure of extra-marital sex (partly articulated by what 
one sex reformer called 'the continued extension of the criminal 
law') and by the difficulty of divorce. The 1857 Matrimonial 
Causes Act, which set up secular courts and procedures, estab
lished no new principle not involved in the old form of divorces 
by petitions in Acts of Parliament. The only principle aband
oned in 1857 was the propriety of making legal remedies for
marriage difficulties available for the aristocracy while with-

1 6holding them from the growing upper middle class. Change was
slow: divorce rose from an annual average of 148 in the de
cade after 1851 to 582 in the decade before 1900; and divorce 
remained a strong social stigma. Even innocent parties were 
excluded from court until 1887. In the working class, though 
the stigma might be less, the difficulties were even greater 
and divorce was quite out of the question for most.

It is likely then that marriages, at least amongst the
propertied, in fact lasted longer during the Victorian period
than ever before or since. The decline in mortality rates,
which had traditionally cut off marriage after about twenty years,
was not yet offset by rising divorce rates. So it was only in
the nineteenth century when all the loopholes had been stopped up
that marriage became in fact what it had always been in theory,
indissoluble. The Victorian family was the first family form

1 7in history which was both long-lasting and intimate. It was
this which gave the family its peculiar importance in the sur
veillance, and control, of sexual behaviour.
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The relationship of the nuclear family to wider social forms 
has troubled the historian for a long time. Most historical 
accounts have been influenced by a long sociological tradition 
going back to Frederic le Play's L'Organisation de la Famille 
selon le vrai modele sjgnale* par l'histoire de toutes les races 
et de tous les temps (1871) , which saw a broad change in the 
family from the extended form in the middle ages to nuclear form 
in modernity. The cohesive solidarity of the medieval kin was 
ruptured by the impact of industrialisation and the result was a 
family form reduced to its essential core, of parents and off
spring. This model has influenced most subsequent studies, 
whether in the functionalist accounts of Talcott Parsons and his 
followers (who see economic 'modernisation' as the agent of
change) or in the orthodox Marxist version (which sees change

1 8as an effect of capitalism). In the work of the French Marx
ist Louis Althusser, the family, as an 'ideological state appar
atus', becomes the scene of the operation of ideological processes 
whereby the reproduction of existing social relations of product
ion is secured, but even this more sophisticated version assumes 
a functionalist fit between intention and effect. 3h all these 
versions the family is seen as having a direct relationship with 
the wider society, being that social form within which people 
are assigned a place in society and where they internalise the 
values of that place and which shapes sexual attitudes to conform 
to wider social needs. The family is therefore the site of both 
primary socialisation of children and the continuing socialisation 
of adults, so that 'socialisation' becomes a deterministic notion 
of the way in which people are manipulated by existing structures 
of society. In both the Parsonian model and in the orthodox 
Marxist version, the function of the family is to secure the main
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tenance of the existing social order economically, ideologically 
and sexually.

Aspects of these various models have been challenged more 
recently by historians, especially those interested in family 
reconstitution. Peter Laslett, for instance, has attempted to 
show that the average household size from the late sixteenth 
century to the twentieth century was 4.75 persons (that is, 
always, 'nuclear'), and he has used this data to challenge the 
notion that the nuclear model is a product of 'modernisation'.
This has generated a considerable debate on the size of the house
hold, its class basis and the changing meanings given to it.
Laslett in turn has been challenged for ignoring the effects of 
the life-cycle in altering family size through generations, for 
by-passing evidence which suggests that other kin lived with the
conjugal unit, and for rejecting changing ideologies of the
, ., 19family.

What most versions have in common, however, is basically an 
essentialist view of the family as a discrete historical object, 
usually a biological reality which society acts upon. Mark Poster 
has recently suggested that 'historians and social scientists in 
general have gone astray by viewing the family as a unitary pheno
menon which has undergone some type of linear transformation'.
He argues instead that the history of the family is discontinuous, 
evolving several distinct family structures each with its own 
emotional pattern. Moreover, these structures are the creation
of a variety of social practices: economic, ideological, educat-

20ional, medical and legislative. If this is the case, what this
points to is the construction of various family forms, both in
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ideological definition and in social practice. We can see in 
fact some evidence of this process at work in eighteenth-century 
history. By the late eighteenth century, according to Stone, ±he 
four key features of the modern family were strongly entrenched

n
in the upper sections of society. These were intensified affect
ive bonding at the expense of neighbours and kin, a strong sense 
of individual autonomy, weakening of the association of sexual 
pleasure with sin and guilt, and a growing desire for physical 
privacy. Another historian, Randolph Trumbach, has further 
argued that even by the late seventeenth century there was a 
growing stress amongst aristocratic families on romantic love in 
the establishment of marriage alliances, though this tended to 
favour sons rather than daughters, still valuable as makers of 
alliances between families. What is being suggested here is a 
distinct historical switch in notions of the family, away from 
traditions which stressed the links with kin and the importance 
of lineage (being part of a family with a long history which 
marriage sought to sustain) towards a new stress on sexual choice 
as the basis for alliance. It seems that by the end of the 
eighteenth century sexual love was enshrined as a central element 
in the making of families and this was integrated into the bour
geois familial ideology of the nineteenth century, though whether 
this new ideology originated in the aristocracy or amongst the

21aspiring bourgeoisie is still a point of major historical debate.
It seems more likely, however, to have been the result of major 
historical transformations, including the separation of work from 
home, and the growing centrality of the individual in the economy 
and the general ideology, than to have derived from developments 
intrinsic to a landed class.
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But this stress was only one of several strands in the ideo
logical construction of the bourgeois family, for sexual choice 
was hemmed in by simultaneous emphases on property, the survival 
(and even accentuation) of a differentiated standard of morality, 
and the growth of the ideology of 'respectability', with all its 
class connotations. Through the conduit of 'respectability' 
the new stress on sexual choice linked with the puritan heritage, 
particularly as mediated through the evangelical tradition. 
Puritanism, after all, had always stressed the significance of 
sexuality in cementing happy family life. The result of these 
complex influences was a family model that carried heavily ideo
logical concepts of what the distribution of power should be in 
the family and how sexuality should be expressed, interpreting, 
in particular, female sexuality as secondary, and deriving from 
the maternal instinct, and severely regulating childhood 
sexuality.

So, although it would be wrong to derive the family form dir
ectly from developments in capitalism, the new domestic ideal 
was not a completely autonomous development. It was inextricably 
intertwined with wider social and political forces and changes.
The conscious articulation of the ideology was a product both of 
political crisis - the fear of social disintegration for which 
the breakdown of familial and sexual order became a striking 
metaphor - and of the self-development of an increasingly dominant 
class. One important element can be traced to the evangelical 
revival of the late eighteenth century which laid the foundations 
of Victorian domesticity and challenged ruling-class immorality. 
The attack on aristocratic moral excesses simultaneously became 
a demand for a new stable order as a buttress against social
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collapse. The evangelical Hannah More, in her Thoughts on the
Importance of the Manners of the Great to General Society in
1788, noted that: 'Reformation must begin with the GREAT or it
will never be effectual. Their example is the fountain from

/ 22where the vulgar draw thexr habits, action and characters.'

These warnings were given a sharp resonance by the horrors
to the aristocratic and respectable bourgeois mind, of the French
Revolution. A correspondent writing to the Public Ledger in
1816 expressed the view very clearly: 'That the French Revolution
with all its constant horrors, was preceded by a total revolution
of decency and morality, the virtuous qualities of a mind being
sapped and undermined by the baneful exhibition of pictures,
representing vice in the most alluring and varied forms, to a
depraved mind, is a truth that unfortunately will not admit of 

23doubt.' Sexual collapse seemed the necessary path of social -
revolution; sexual and family decorum a vital part of social 
stability. Evangelical propaganda was thus able to achieve a 
sharp impact: while evangelicals like James Plumptree and 
Thomas Bowdler produced expurgated songs and literature, evangel
ical intellectuals like William Wilberforce, Hannah More and 
others such as Thornton and Stephen associated in the Clapham 
sect set up as moulders of a new ideology of domesticity, which 
not only proposed the family as a Christian haven in a disrupted 
world, but put forward a code of rules and regulations for the 
governing of individual lives.

The regency delayed the full application of the new moral 
code on the aristocracy until the coming of peace, but by 1820 
with the furore generated by Queen Caroline's trial for adultery,
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there was clearly a new pressure for purity to which the arist
ocracy had to bend their knee. By 1825 Hannah More could re
mark: 'It is a singlular satisfaction to me that I have lived
to see such an increase in genuine religion among the higher 
classes of society. Mr. Wilberforce and I agree that where we
knew one instance of it thirty years ago, there are now a dozen 

,24or more.'

In the aristocracy this was often external obeisance,. but
even this was significant, for it underlined the new power of
the bourgeoisie, industrially powerful, and from the 1830s
politically influential but often morally anxious, particularly
under the impact of political instability and economic uncertainty.
The ideal of domesticity thus appeared as an important social
cement. By the 1840s, as many acute observers like John Stuart
Mill were noting, bourgeois opinion was coming to dominate even

25the actions of the upper classes.

But the prime task of the new ideology of home and the 
family was less to influence others than to articulate the class 
feelings and experiences of the bourgeoisie itself. During the 
first half of the nineteenth century the domestic ideal and its 
attendant images became a vital organising factor in the develop
ment of middle-classness, and in the creation of a differentiated 
class identity. It became, indeed, an expression of class 
confidence, both against the immoral aristorcracy and against 
the masses, apparently denied the joys of family life and prone 
to sexual immodesty, and vice, 'fit only for sleep or sensual 
indulgence', as W.R. Greg put it firmly. The norms of domestic 
life it/set forth drew a clear ideological boundary between rat—
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ional members of society and the feckless. Not surprisingly,
the bourgeois ideology of domesticity had a major impact on the
subordinate elements in the bourgeois coalition itself, those
class fractions and groups who aspired to its social standards
and standing, the middle and lower bourgeoisie. By the end of
the nineteenth century the lower middle classes were actually seen
as the bulwark of respectability. The ideology of family life
embedded in the wider notion of 'respectability' was to become
therefore an important element in the establishment of bourgeois

2 6leadership in society at large.

The ideology was composed of a series of rules relating to
marriage, the family and Home that for the evangelicals were
rooted in Christianity but were also clearly related to wider
social and economic aspirations. A central part of this was
expressed in two catchwords of the bourgeoisie: prudence and
postponement, ritualistic guidelines to the bourgeoisie at this stage
of its history but also presented secondarily as models for the
poor. The importance of living up to what was required by one's
status and what one had been used to came out over and over
again in the discussions of the time, and 'prudence' became a
moral imperative in the process of becoming axiomatic in the 1830s
and 1840s. As J. Wade put it in 1842, 'The immorality of
marrying without the means of supporting a family is a doctrine

2 7of recent promulgation.' The average age of marriage for men
between 1840 and 1870 was just over 29 years, a fact that had 
important consequences, especially with regard to the market for 
prostitution. Indeed, social morality leaders came to believe 
that earlier marriages would discourage resort to prostitution.
The rise of the average age of marriage in the nineteenth cent
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ury underlines an important switch. Traditionally it had been 
the poor who had deferred marriage until they could become in
dependent in an economy of the margins, but the early impact of 
industrialisation appears to have broken the pattern. The 
young working-class man in industrial employment could expect 
his income to reach its peak in early manhood and stay constant 
thereafter, barring disasters such as unemployment. The middle 
class man, on the other hand, could predict a rising income for 
much of his life. Postponement of marriage was thus a judicious 
policy and a vital element in his standard of living.

Once marriage had been entered into, the home became an even
more vital element in the desired way of life. Many have observed
the emotional pressure behind the Victorian view of home which is
not present in the eighteenth-century view. In the writings of
such men as John Ruskin as for the evangelicals earlieir, the
home is invested with a religious imagery and dogmatic assurance
which brooks no opposition. HOme, he wrote in 1865, is: 'The
place of Peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but from
all terror, doubt and division ... a vestal temple, a temple of

28  X 'the hearth watched over by Household Gods.' Such an elevated
tone was obviously not universal. But in all social discourse 
a stable home was seen both as a microcosm of stable society and 
a sanctuary from an unstable and rapidly changing one. It test
ified to the moral and financial respectability; it secured the 
legitimacy of the children; it offered cheaper and safer 
pleasures than the outside world and, as an additional boon, it 
was a source of virtues and emotions that could be found nowhere 
else, least of all in business or society. 'Here and here 
alone', as E.J. Hobsbawm has put it, 'the bourgeois and even
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more the petit-bourgeois family could maintain the illusion of
a harmonious, hierarchic happiness.' Linked to this, a central
factor in the familial ideology, was the increased ideological
separation of home from work, based as it was on the withdrawal
of the lady from social labour. This was an indispensable
prelude to the development of the concept of personal life, a
sphere of individuality and self-development, based on material
prosperity, but focused on the cultivation of individuality,
which in its turn was to have important consequences on the

29specification of sexuality.

But these ideological concerns carried clear economic 
connotations. As Dr. Johnson noted, upon the chastity of 
women 'all property in the world depends'. The middle-class 
capitalist required the legitimacy of all his children not only 
to protect his possessions from being enjoyed by the offspring 
of other men but to ensure the loyalty of his sons who might be 
business partners, and of his daughters who might be essential 
in marriage alliances.

That 'damned morality' which disturbed Lord Melbourne did 
not result from religious enthusiasm only. . Differing provisions 
for the inheritance of family property were an important factor 
too. The sexual waywardness of the territorial aristocracy 
did not endanger the integrity of succession of estates which 
were regulated by primogeniture and entail. Countless children 
of the mist played happily in Whig and Tory nurseries where 
they presented no threat to the property or interest of heirs.
The middle class families handed on their accumulated industrial 
wealth within a system of partibleinheritance which demanded a
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more severe morality, imposing higher standards upon women than 
upon men. An adulterous wife might be the means of implanting 
a fraudulent claimant upon its property in the heart of the family; 
to avoid this ultimate catastrophe, middle class women were 
regulated to observe an inviolablerule of chastity.^

Female sexuality was necessarily therefore defined within these 
social and economic considerations, and it was in this context 
that the 'double standard' became an important adjunct of 
respectability.

The lifestyle of the bourgeois lady was purchased at the 
expense of a large class of servants, often prone to sexual 
depredations, and an equally vulnerable group of prostitutes.
The ideological division of women into two classes, the virtuous 
and the fallen, was already well developed by the mid-eighteenth 
century: its reality was to have a vivid impact on the Victorian
imagination. Nor did it go unchallenged. The evangelical and 
puritan strands vigorously opposed the double standard, and by 
the last decades of the century were able to pose a significant 
challenge to its easy acceptance. Nonetheless, it is inescap
ably true that the familial ideology was accompanied by, and often 
relied on, a vast underbelly of prostitution, which fed on the 
double standard and an authoritarian moral code.

Other tensions were clearly focused in the bourgeois family, 
belying its apparently 'natural' and harmonious imagery. Juliet 
Mitchell has argued that 'it is against a background of the re
moteness of the kinship system that the ideology of the biological

31 .family comes into its own'. In fact, one of the major tensions
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was precisely that between the residual kinship patterns and 
the new form of relationships that were being constructed in the 
course of the nineteenth century. Randolph Trumbach has 
illustrated this point by reference to the otherwise baffling 
controversy over the ban on marriage to a deceased wife's sister. 
He argues that there was in force in England from the Restoration 
to the early twentieth century a system of marriage that approved 
cousin marriage (that is, to someone of one's blood) and dis
couraged marriage to affins (that is a relation by marriage, in
cluding inter alia, the deceased wife's sister). The established 
system conceived:, of marriage as an act of incorporation which 
maintained social status; it kept the family name from being 
lost and the family property from being distributed. The other 
system stressed that alliances could be maintained by remarriage 
and could be used to improve social standing. Inevitable con
flicts developed. The law upheld the first system as long as 
the aristocracy was supreme. The ban against marriage to a
deceased wife's sister was rescinded in 1907, another sign that

32the middle classes had come into their own. Whatever the
merits of this argument, what it points to is the way in which 
the complexities of these tensions found their focus in the 
questions of sexuality.

Another sign of the tension was the growing concern over 
incest in'nineteenth-century culture. Indeed, by the end of 
the nineteenth century the incest taboo was seen as the very key 
to culture in anthropological works and occupied a pivotal 
position in Freud's theorisation of the dynamic unconscious.
These intellecutal breakthroughs actually coincided with a new 
social anxiety over incest throughout Europe. France, for in
stance, saw a systematic administrative and judicial hunting down
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of incest between 1889 and 1898, and the enactment of laws

33depriving defaulting parents of their paternal rights.
England there was a particular concern over the effects of housing
conditions in creating the possibility for incest in the working
class, a concern voiced by the 1884 Housing Commission.
Beatrice Webb was shocked when working for Booth in 1888 to hear
working-class people tease each other about having babies by
their own fathers and brothers, and discussing the violation of
little children. 'To put it bluntly', she wrote, 'sexual
promiscuity, and even sexual perversion, are almost unavoidable
among men and women of average character and intelligence

34crowded into the one-room tenement of slum areas.'

Unlike Scotland, where incest was punishable by death up to 
1887, or several American states, England had no civil law on 
incest in the nineteenth century, although the Matrimonial Causes 
Act of 1857 did include incestuous adultery as grounds for 
divorce. A growing feeling, encouraged by bodies such as the 
National Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Children, as to the 
social obnoxiousness of incest was finally expressed in the 
Criminal Law in 1908 which marked the tardy acceptance of a 
recommendation made over three centuries earlier. The 1908 
Punishment of Incest Act made incest (by men) punishable by 
imprisonment for up to seven years and not less than three.

There were obvious problems resulting from the overcrowding 
of working-class homes but we may speculate that the social- 
purity agitation over incest reflected middle-class anxieties 
and tensions concerning the sanctity of the family rather than 
the objective reality of working-class conditions. For an

51
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essential paradox of the bourgeois family was that it was both
the privileged location of emotionality and love, the only
source in respectable ideology where it could be tolerated, and
simultaneously an effective policeman of sexual behaviour.
Childhood sexuality, especially, within this harbour of emotional
and sexual restraint (ideologically at least), posed a particular
challenge, and was met by simultaneous (and of course,
contradictory) denial and control. The family, in other words,
succeeded both in exalting sexuality, via the indispensable
marriage bond, and in severely regulatina it. The paradox was
that the more ideology stressed the role of sex within conjugality,
the more it was necessary to describe and regulate those forms of

35sexuality which were outside it.

Sex and Class

Sexuality thus had an extremely complex and vital symbolic 
role in what became the dominant ideology in the nineteenth 
century. First and foremost, sexual respectability expressed 
the aspirations and lives of the middle class. Only secondarily 
was it for export to other classes. It is here that theoris
ations which see the nuclear family as a means for controlling 
the working class in the 'interests of capitalism' can be seen 
to be inadequate.

Nevertheless, during the nineteenth century the working 
class was the recipient of various phases of evangelism and 
attempted colonisation. The aim clearly was to bring the 
masses into accord with the perceived notions of naturalness 
and stability that the bourgeoisie adhered to, and to which the . 
lower middle classes aspired. Underlining this was not only
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a sense of what was proper but also a sense of what was politi
cally and socially wise. The major phases of ruling-class con
cern with the moral behaviour of the masses, such as the 1790s, 
the 1830s and 1840s, the 1880s and 1890s, coincided with periods 
of political and social disruption. The words of evangelicals 
such as Hannah More could have a greater resonance in the con
text of the French Revolution when all the proprieties seemed 
lost, and political fear too could feed Malthusian fears of the 
growth of the working class outstripping resources. In a period 
of rapid change the family was an obvious model of traditional, 
ordered society with its pattern of authority and dependence.

What is peculiar about the evangelical advocates of this
ideology is their social location. They were more often
intellectuals than big industrialists, being what Robert Gray
has called 'urban gentry', removed from the direct world of
production and distinguished from other bouregois groups by the

36rigours by which they set forth their views. Often they
demonstrated a rigid belief in iron laws of political economy, 
and hence their defence of the 1834 Poor Law and their evangel
ical attitudes to the working class. From their social position, 
the conditions of the working class could be conceived in ab
solute terms and compared with an abstract model of ordered fami
lial life. The moral decay of the working class was seen above 
all in terms of its deficient pattern of family life, the 
apparently absent values of domesticity, family responsibility, 
thrift and accumulation. Hence the growth of the paradoxical 
phenomena of leisured middle-class ladies encouraging the edu
cation of working-class women in the virtues of housewifery, 
with the development of sewing schools, cooking classes, and so

The trend towards a form of social colon-on, from the 1840s.



54

isation was accentuated throughout the nineteenth century by
the perceived otherness of the working class, condemned, it was
believed, to sexual rampancy and immorality, and often even
physically different from the more leisured classes. The
fascination of a middle-class man such as A.J. Munby with the
hands and the boots of the working-class women, or 'Walter's'
fascination with working-class girls in the anonymous sexual
chronicle My Secret Life are signs of the complex sexual mean-

37ings that frequently resulted.

Nevertheless, despite the earnest evangelical endeavours 
it is probably true to say that many bourgeois groups had little 
direct interest in working-class morality, as long as work re
lationships were secured. In the debate over the great 
Commissions of Inquiry of the 1830s and 1840s, divisions 
amongst the bourgeoisie were quite clear. Neither the inter
pretations nor the prognostications]^ men such as Lord Ashley 
were universally acceptable and the 'colonising' efforts were 
largely unsuccessful. By the 1890s the seats of sexual
respectability were seen by reformers such as Grant Allen to

3 8rest in the lower middle class and the upper working class, 
but in the latter there was no simple acceptance of middle- 
class norms. What was taking place was much more complex, 
and the working-class patterns of family and sexual ]ife that 
were brought to the twentieth century were as much the product 
of working-class adaptation to rapid change in the context of 
a ruling set of ideas as a successful colonisation. Neverthe
less, the existence of this vast and strange symbolic other 
served to confirm the rightness, indeed righteousness, of the 
moral code. It is in this context that we can appreciate the 
truth of Foucault's dictum that 'sexuality' was originally and
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fundamentally bourgeois in origins. It was in the great middle 
classes that sexuality, albeit in a morally restricted and 
sharply defined form, first became of major ideological 
significance.
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE SACRAMENTAL FAMILY: . 

MIDDLE-CLASS MEN, WOMEN AND CHILDREN

Masculinity and Femininity
The bourgeoisie and its values shaped official sexual 

imagery. The hysterical woman was the middle-class woman of 
leisure deprived of productive labour and imprisoned in depend
ence on her family. The masturbating child was the middle- 
class boy trapped within familial concerns and devotion. The 
perverse adult was the public schoolboy grown up, the infraction 
of the norm whose existence re-established it. Even when the 
moralising concern was directed to other individuals or classes, 
the issues were mainly those germane to the respectable middle 
class. The concern with the 'immorality' of the working class 
said more about bourgeois morality than about the working class. 
The great crusades of the 1880s over child prostitution some
times answered as much to middle-class anxieties as to gross

1sexual exploitation.

But the concern and anxiety over sexual behaviour were
often genuine. Even when the double standard of morality exist
ed the rules of the game were accepted and when the morality of
sexual restraint broke the sense of torment was real. 'The
bourgeois world was haunted by sex', H obsbawm has written, 'but
not necessarily sexual promiscuity; the characteristic nemesis
of the bourgeois folk myth ... followed a single fall from 

ograce'. Many men battled valiantly with what they conceived 
of as temptation and strove to live up to a higher ideal of 
married life, and few women, including leading feminists, would
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have thought of Remanding more. It is in this context that we 
must read the definitions and practices that constituted Vic
torian sexuality. Gagnon and Simon in their book Sexual Conduct 
have suggested that 'Social roles are not vehicles for the
expression of sexual impulse ... Sexuality becomes a vehicle

3for expressing the needs of social roles.' It is in the con
struction of the assumptions governing the rules of manhood, 
femininity and childhood that the definitions of sexuality 
emerged.

Havelock Ellis suggested that male sexuality was unprob-
lematical, being direct and forceful, based as it was in the
original primitive seizure of the female by the male. It was
female sexuality that constituted the social problem, because

4through it the race was perpetuated. But in fact we can see 
in process in the nineteenth century a quite clear creation of 
a series of beliefs about male sexuality, beliefs which were 
inextricably linked to concepts of male self-expression and 
power. Texts put forth a gospel of real manhood and real wo-

5manhood. From the 1830s there was, for instance, a stream 
of handbooks on how to achieve male self-sufficiency. Self 
making was seen as a product of will and energy but it was a-' 
chieved only through struggle. There was a long-standing fear 
of female sexuality which is expressed by ideologists such as 
William Acton, the surgeon and moralist in the mid century.
For him sex appeared to be a torture, where the only possibility 
of escape was marriage to unresponsive women. Acton was cer
tainly a minority spokesman and was challenged even by contemp
oraries in his attitude to female sexuality, but he did express 
pervasive anxieties. The problem was often of living up to



58

the construction of masculinity. Manhood for Acton was as 
precious as chastity. Virility he wrote is: 'Much more de
veloped in man than is that of maternity in women. Its exist
ence, indeed, seems necessary to give a man that consciousness 
of his dignity, of his character as head and ruler, and of his 
importance, which is absolutely essential to the well being of 
the family, and through it, of society itself.'^ A man should 
be so proud of virility that he should not squander or debase 
it. Or as Krafft-Ebing put it, 'The sexual functions of men 
exercise a very marked influence upon the development and pre
servation of character', so that manliness and self reliance
were not the qualities which one would expect from the 'impotent 

7onanist1.

A real anxiety is traceable even amongst the most priapic
of men, especially when sex entangled with class. James
Boswell, in the eighteenth century, was generally impotent the
first time he slept with women of his own class, though in sex

8with lower-class girls he could easily prove his manhood.
An echo of this could be seen in the fascination expressed by 
many middle-class men with the physical features of working- 
class women and in the concurrent attempts at sexual colonisation

9embodied in prostitution of working-class girls. Sex within 
one's ovn class was too hemmed in by respect and propriety.
And with this exaltation of male sexual power, Krafft-Ebing's 
all-conquering sexual instinct, went a curious discretion about 
the act of sex. Many men and women were no doubt happily 
married, and sexual anxieties were subordinated to other fami
lial and social concerns. Indeed, the happiness of many marr
iages may in part have been based on mutual sexual satisfaction.
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But many marriages, like that of the writer J.A. Symonds, got 
off to an unsteady start as mutual ignorances and shyness in
hibited consummation. As W.R. Greg put it, 'The first sacri
fice is made and exacted ... in a delirium of mingled love and 

1 0shame.' It was, as one historian has noted, like two sepa
rate races confronting each other over the marriage bed. And 
even the apparent libertine, if Walter's My Secret Life is in 
any way an accurate chronicle, had his own anxieties born of 
sexual discretion: 'Does every man kiss, coax, hint smuttily,
then talk bawdily, snatch a feel, smell his fingers, assault and

11win, exactly as I have done?' And often, accompanying this
discretion was a real fear of sexual inadequacy. 'Impotence' 
was a word with social as well as sexual connotations.

The construction of recognisable, and still current, de
finitions of masculinity proceeded rapidly in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century, supplementing the earlier discussions 
From the 1860s there was a new cult of masculinity in the public 
schools. Thomas Arnold's emphasis on spiritual autonomy and 
intellectual maturity was increasingly replaced by a new stress 
on physical characteristics, on the demonstration of pure will
power. Sport, as John Gillis put it, in Youth and History, 
took on many of the functions of the rites of passage once re
served to the Latin language, and enshrined the separation of 
boys from the world of women. The model of the early public
school was the monastry. The model of the later public school 
was definitely military. While women were increasingly assoc
iated with weakness and emotion, by 1860 men no longer dared
embrace in public or shed tears. A whole series of male clubs

1 3sprang up which emphasised the elements of male bonding.
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And with the new stress on games and militaristic training 
came undoubted echoes of imperialism and also of a race con
sciousness; the notion that the upper middle class were a 
race apart with separate physical possibilities and powers.
By the beginning of the new century some of this new ideology, 
with its taboos on unmanly vices, was certainly for export to
the working class and we see the emergence of mass youth move-

1 4ments such as the Scouts, and the transference to the grammar 
schools of many of the key characteristics of the old public 
schools. But it was in the middle class that youthful sex was 
most firmly policed. The 'secret vice' of masturbation became 
both the agency of demanning and the cause of homosexuality 
(see below). By the latter decades of the century we see a 
firm assault on the masturbating child and a growing concern 
with male homosexuality.

But in a sense Havelock Ellis was right, for female sex
uality was seen as more problematic in Victorian ideology than 
was male, and the nineteenth century saw the development of a 
host of often contradictory definitions of female sexuality.
A 'denial of female sexuality' is often seen as the most chara
cteristic manifestation of Victorian prudery and hypocrisy, and 
indeed it is possible to detect in many of the treatises from 
the mid-nineteenth century an attempt to challenge its reality. 
The work of William Acton is usually seen as representative here.
'The best mothers, wives and managers of households' he wrote,

1 5'know little or nothing of sexual indulgence.' This attempt
to deny as 'a vile aspersion' female sexuality was as Havelock 
Ellis pointed out a curious characteristic of the nineteenth 
century and peculiar to Italy, Germany, Britain and the United
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States. Moreover, it was by no means a majority view, even 
amongst the ideologists of the double standard. Acton's 
views were challenged by many contemporaries. The London 
Medical Review wrote in 1862 that:r 'there can be no doubt that 
both in the human subject and in the lower animals the fe
male does participate fully in the sexual passion', and many 
others were sceptical of his claims. Jacob Bright MP, dis
missed Acton as probably the most illogical man who ever put 
a pen to paper. Acton was obviously articulating one strand
of Victorian sexual ideology in process of creation, but not

1 6the only one and perhaps not the most important.

Amongst the campaigners for birth control in the early part 
of the century there was a much more ready acceptance of 
traditional and commonsense views of female sexuality.
Richard Carlile told Francis Place of his belief that women 
'had an almost constant desire for copulation; the customs 
of society alone, I think, debar them from it'. Place him
self wrote to Harriet Martineau that he had been assured by
physicians that delayed marriages were a physical danger to 

1 7women. The question then is not so much one of the denial
of female sexuality, though that was sometimes present, but 
of its particular forms of definition. Carl N. Degler, using 
evidence from women of the urban middle class in America (the 
class to which Acton's work was directed), together with a 
survey of married women's sexual attitudes begun in the 1890s 
by Dr. C.D. Mosher, argues that it was more an ideology 
seeking to be established than the prevalent view or practice 
of even middle class women. But the evidence he suggests is 
by no means conclusive. Of the 45 women questioned in the
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survey, 9 thought sex a necessity for men; 13 thought it
a necessity for men and women; 24 thought it a pleasure for
both sexes; 1 thought it an exclusive pleasure for men;

18while 30 saw reproduction as the primary aim. What this
suggests is that female sexuality was expressed very much 
within the terms of the definitions of female social roles. 
What is really crucial is not so much the absence of female 
sexuality as the limitations upon female autonomy and self- 
determination. There were undoubted gains for middle-class 
women in the nineteenth century, from a controlled access to 
divorce (though one which sustained a double standard), the 
possibility of custody of children in the case of broken marr
iages, new rights in property and so on, and, no doubt, many 
middle-class women, far from being 'redundant', often partic
ipated in the major.household decisions, supervised the ser
vants, and increasingly gained access to birth control and

1 9hence a possibly less inhibited sexual pleasure. But
h *

these gains were within the context of the exclusion of 
married worn n from social labour and emerging stereotypes 
(even though constantly challenged) which stressed either 
her delicacy and her sexual timidity or her purity.

Elizabeth Blackwell, the pioneer woman doctor, in The Human 
Element in Sex (1885), rejected Acton's denial of female sex
uality, which she saw as an 'immense spiritual force of 
attraction ... The impulse towards maternity, is an inexor
able but beneficent law of woman's nature, and is a law of 

20sex.' The emphasis on the moral strength and spirituality
of women was a central strand in the social purity campaigns 
of the late nineteenth century; and it was only the maternal 
instincts which allowed a woman to subject herself to what was
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conceived of as the almost ungovernable lust of men. Chastity, 
as Blackwell put it, the government of the passions, is the 
highest law; and one natural to women.

r;

The portrait sometimes drawn of middle-class women of the
nineteenth century as proto-modernisers, the forerunners of
the sexually liberated American housewife of the late twentieth
century, is therefore misleading. Women were defined not only
by convention and religion but by ineffective birth control,
fear of venereal disease, and by sexual ignorance, which not
surprisingly, the physician and lecturer, Sir James Paget,

21found to be 'very common among well educated women'. What
is strikingly absent in nineteenth-century thought is any con
cept of female sexuality which is independent of men's. A 
sense of female identity was of course present, often engendered 
around what were defined as exclusively female concerns.
Women were bound together by frequent pregnancies, childbirth, 
nursing and family care, menopausal anxieties and so on, which
worked to establish a physical and emotional intimacy, but

22there was no sense of an independent sexuality. Male sex
uality was defined, both in popular treatises and in sexo
logical works as instrumental, forceful and direct; female 
generally as expressive and responsive, shaped within the trad
itional emphasis on female emotionality. Moreover, the new 
scientific discoveries of the century - such as the discovery 
of the place of ovulation in the menstrual cycle or advances 
in 'gynaecology - far from undermining this view, were used to 
validate concventional ideas about femininity and women's sex

uality.
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These concepts, expressed in books and pamphlets, and 
directly to women, assumed a greater importance because of the 
professionalisation of medicine and the growing dominance of 
disease models as explanations forrsocial phenomena- In
creasingly, as Charles Rosenberg has suggested, disease sanc
tions were used as the 'basic framework for exposition and 

23admonition'. A key factor here was the campaign for the
improvement of the social position of doctors from the mid
nineteenth century. Efforts to establish professional stan
dards and provide a sound educational basis for doctors were 
accompanied by anxieties about their status, which led to
doctors often adopting, it seemed to their critics, a priest- 

24like role. The increasing demand for medical care on the
part of the middle classes combined with a growing perception 
of medical attention as a status symbol by those below, also 
added to doctors' social power. Furthermore, in their search 
for a monopoly of medical knowledge they launched bitter att
acks on the quality of popular ('quack') and self-help medi
cine, in many areas of which women had been dominant.

These doctors expressed a mixture of views about sexuality, 
often recognising the reality of female sexuality, including 
the role of the clitoris, but this sometimes coincided with 
the notion that women were naturally timid creatures and were 
natural invalids. There was a deep belief, even amongst 
many women, that biology had incapacitated them, and this 
was sustained by expert opinion. F.H.A. Marshall's 
Physiology of Reproduction (1910), in examining current views, 
found that menstruation was often seen as a disease symptom 
so that 'the phenomenon of menstruation must be looked upon
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as belonging to the borderland of pathology'. Even sex
reformers like Havelock Ellis shared in the assumption that
menstruation was debilitating, and by some this was seen as
an educational disqualification. The British Medical Journal
in 1907 quoted with approval the view of an American doctor
that in higher education 'It is not merely her mind that is
unsexed, but her body loses much of that special charm that
attracts men. In America the college woman when she does

25marry is often barren ...'

There was of course, still a widespread ignorance, even 
amongst scientists and doctors, about the processes of human 
reproduction. In the first half of the nineteenth century 
it was generally believed the menstrual flow came from an ex
cess of nutrients in the female. Eggs were thought to de
scend from the ovaries only as a consequence of intercourse.
By 1845 it had been discovered that eggs were ejected sponta
neously but this largely failed to affect existing views of 
sexuality. In fact, the belief that menstruation incapacit
ated women seems to have increased amongst some 'experts', 
though they were constantly challenged. Knowledge about 
cyclical patterns of women's sexual feelings were in part 
dependent on further research in endocrinology, and it was 
not until 1928 that two scientists working separately, Ogino
and Knaus, discovered the hormonal pattern for the menstrual

, 26 cycle.

The assumption that women were dominated by their reprod
uctive systems (women belonged to nature, while men belonged 
to culture) was implicit in all medical attitudes. The most
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extreme example of this was in the surgical treatment some
times meted out to women. There was, for instance, some 
attempt to use clitoridectomy as a cure for dysuria or amen- 
orrhoea, for epilepsy, hysteria, sterility and insanity, in 
the 1860s. It was believed that all of these were produced 
by sexual arousal so the surgical removal of the clitoris was 
a sure cure for the disease. The columns of The Lancet sug
gest that the operation was performed, though it aroused

27fierce opposition, and was soon abandoned. Possibly a
more frequent practice was the surgical removal of the ovaries, 
ovariotomy. It seems that thousands of these operations were 
performed in America from the 1850s onwards, while in England 
in 1869 Dr. Wells reported in The Lancet one hundred cases. 
Another report spoke of 156 cases of ovariatomy, 61 of which 
proved fatal, and in 60 of the cases there was no ovarian 
disease. Other medical advances were often the subject of 
rather more hesitation. Many doctors expressed doubts as to 
the propriety of using the speculum. As Dr. Bennett, an 
expert on ovarian and uterine diseases, put it, because of 
the influence it would have on the character of English women 
'it must not be used for virgins’. And another doctor,
Tyler Smith, made it clear that 'the natural modesty of 
women' must be protected in the use of such devices. (It 
should be said that such views often gained the support of 
feminists, particularly outraged by the forcible use of the 
speculum under the Contagious Diseases Acts).

Yet despite these medical tergiversations there is consid
erable evidence that women did find their own means of re
sistance. Smith Rosenberg, for instance, has argued (with
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reference to American cases) that hysteria, one of the classic 
diseases of the nineteenth century, was itself a product of 
role conflict and often a role choice by women. She suggests 
that hysteria was an alternative role option for women in
capable of accepting the life situation in rigid family 

2 8roles. But the hysteric purchased her escape from effects
of frequent sexual demands on her life only at the cost of 
pain, disability and an intensification of women's traditional 
dependence. Hysteria of course was the key to the develop
ment of Freud's investigation of the unconscious, but English 
doctors were very reluctant to accept his theories, and the 
British Medical Journal consistently opposed Freudian ideas.
In 1900 it denied that hysteria had 'anything to do with sex
ual passion, either with its excitement, suppression or grat
ification', and in a discussion in 1914 a doctor saw hysteria 
as a product of inactivity in a section of the brain so that 
'the less a hysterical patient likes any line of treatment, 
the more good it is likely to do if firmly applied. Isolation
from the family is indispensable. The duration of the treat-

29ment cannot be foretold but is sure to be long.' Neverthe
less, many doctors did recognise the sexual connections of 
hysteria and the emotional conflicts behind it; the problem 
remained one of treatment.

There were various signs of the female resistance to medi
cal definition beyond those of escape into ill health. Pion
eer women doctors like Elizabeth Blackwell protested at 
Acton's theories (and of course the very existence of women 
doctors upset the medical establishment). A leading feminist 
like Josephine Butler refused to have a man at her confine
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ments, and women were consolidating their predominance in 
paramedical professions, such as nursing and midwifery. Wo
men could also show their resentment of medical attitudes in 
popular antimedical movements such as the contagious diseases 
agitation, the antivivisection league movement and the anti- 
compulsory vaccination struggle; and feminists were easily 
able to point out the inadequacies of the myth of intrinsic 
female weakness. As Elizabeth Garrett Anderson argued,
'Among poor people, where all the available strength is spent
upon manual labour, the daily work goes on without intermiss-

30ion, and as a rule, without ill effects.'

Birth Control
But the difficulty of establishing a claim to self deter

mination can be seen with regard to birth control. Doctors 
attempted to remain firmly in control of advice on contra
ception, and advocates of its use were generally coolly re
ceived. George Drysdale's efforts in the 1850s were icily
reviewed in The Lancet, which considered that he advocated

31indiscriminate debauchery. There was even less sympathy
in the medical press for women who wanted to control their 
own fertility. Many British and American doctors were in
fluenced by the work of French medical men on dangers of 
contraception, particularly by that of L.F.E. Bergeret (1868), 
translated as Conjugal Onanism and frequently cited. There 
was a particular hostility to non-medical men entering the 
professional field and to medical men who made their work too 
accessible. The British Medical Journal bitterly attacked
H .A . Allbutt for producing a book describing birth control 
methods, The Wife's Handbook, in 1889. 'Mr. H.A. Allbutt
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might have ventilated his views without let or hindrance 
from professional authority had he been content to address 
them to medical men instead of the public.' The main bur
den of the criticism was that his book was too cheap. He

32was struck off the medical register for his pains.

The National Birthrate Commission during the First World 
War noted that many doctors were advising women to space 
their births but refusing to tell them how. This is a 
particularly cruel irony because as the 1911 census revealed 
doctors had the smallest families of all categories of 
occupations. The medical profession was not the only bar
rier. The church of course continued its opposition to 
artificial restrictions of birth and this was reaffirmed in 
1908, though by 1914 a pamphlet circulated to clergy and 
churchworkers, The Misuse of Marriage, advocated the safe 
period in certain cases where the health of the wife was un
equal to the burden, or the home conditions were bad.

But the formal attitude of medicine, the church and re
ligious leaders lagged behind much middle-class behaviour.
By the last quarter of the nineteenth century it is quite 
clear that the middle classes were limiting births. The 
birthrate towards the end of the nineteenth century declined 
much faster than the deathrate. The population in 1931-41 
was two thirds larger than that in 1871-81, but there were 
3 million fewer births. And as the numbers of people 
marrying did not significantly decline (between 1871 and 
1947, of those who lived to 45/54, 85-88 per cent were or 
had been married), this means that less babies were born
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per family. The couple in mid-Victorian England experienced 
5.5-6.0 live births. A couple in 1925-29 made do with 2.2 
live births. There was in sum a marked fall in illegitimacy 
rates from the mid century, and from around 1876 in legitimate 
rates of birth. Distinct class variations could be observed, 
and from the mid-nineteenth century the existence of some 
form of class differentiation in family size had come to be 
accepted by most writers on the subject; by the census of 
1911 the difference in the fertility of certain groups was 
clearly marked. The earliest evidence of declining fertility 
can be seen amongst the families of military and naval offic
ers, clergymen, lawyers, doctors, authors, journalists and 
architects; upper professional people in other words.
These were followed by civil servants and clerks, law clerks, 
dentists, schoolmasters, teachers, academics, scientists. 
Commercial people lagged behind, but they were ahead of the
textile workers, the first working-class group to show strong 

33limitation.

Various contraceptive methods have always been known, from 
abortion to coitus interruptus,and by the eighteenth century 
condoms were available, though they seem to have been usually 
used as safeguards against veneral disease rather than for 
birth control. James Boswell, for example, often used them 
for the former, even occasionally, apparently, for the latter; 
but never it seems With his wife. During the nineteenth 
century there was a steady stream of birth-control controv
ersy and propaganda. The publication of Godwin's Political 
Justice in 1793 prompted Thomas Malthus's attempted refutation 
of his argument, that the cause of human misery was social in
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stitutions, in the famous Essay on Population. Later 
utilitarians like Jeremy Bentham and James Mill proposed 
various forms of birth control. The references in their 
works were guarded but controversy was stimulated from 1823 
by the distribution by Francis Place of handbills explaining 
in detail methods of contraception - sponge, sheath, with
drawal. William Thompson provided moral and economic just
ification while Richard Carlile's Everywomans Book was in 
1826 the first devoted to contraception, advocating those
methods propounded by Place, and similar advocacy came with

34works of Robert Dale Owen and Charles Knowlton.

By the 1840s there was some knowledge of the rhythm method 
of birth control from discussion by French physicians 
Pouchet and Raciborski on women's ovulation cycle, though 
for a while it was believed that the safe period was immed
iately after menstruation. There is some evidence that 
practical family planning first began amongstwhat F.B. Smith
calls the ’self instructed classes', not the upper middle

35classes but those most responsive to radical propaganda.
There is no doubt, however, that it was in the 1860s and 
1870s that there was a real extension of propaganda for 
birth control directed at the middle class. Charles 
Bradlaugh's National Reformer carried articles by him and 
George Drysdale on the subject from the beginning. The 
audience was limited but many of the articles were reissued 
in pamphlet form. Books by Robert Dale Owen, Knowlton and 
Drysdale were reissued several times. George R. Drysdale's 
The Elements of Social Science, or Physical, Sexual and Nat-
ural Religion was particularly important and quickly trans-
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lated into many European languages. It offered a review of 
the Malthusian doctrine, a discussion of the physiology of 
sex and a survey of all known veneral diseases; it also 
briefly analysed preventive intercourse.

The trial of Bradlaugh and Annie Besant in 1876 for re
publishing one of Knowlton's pamphlets gave the birth-control 
movement wide publicity and created the demand for more in
formation, and led to the setting up of the first organisation 
to campaign on birth control, the Malthusian League. Be
tween 1876 and 1881 over 200,000 copies of the Knowlton tract 
were sold in England. Annie Besant's own The Law of Popula
tion, published in 1877, sold 175,000 copies by 1891. Never 
before, as the Banks put it, had the arguments in favour of 
limiting the size of the family been presented to so large a 
public. And although one of two other trials, in the 1890s, 
for example, centred around birth control, at no time after 
1877 was birth-control propaganda hindered by law. Banks 
estimates that some 3 million pamphlets and leaflets were 
circulated between 1879 and 1921 urging family limitation, 
while over 1 million between 1876 and 1891 gave details of 
contraception. ̂

Though propaganda was important in disseminating informa-
I

tion, it was not decisive. It also needed a second factor, 
a change in the general attitude to family size, and this 
seems to have begun well before the 1870s. A crucial factor 
in this does seem to have been changes in the role of women 
within the family. When Drysdale established a short-lived 
Political Economist and Journal of Social Science in 1856,
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letters appeared in his columns from women supporting the 
birth-control crusade. One reported that many had read 
Drysdale's work:

Numbers of young women have told me that they look 
upon life in quite a different light now that they 
learn that nature has not been so cruel to them, 
as to give them but the choice of a married life, 
in which probably all the highest aims of life must 
be sacrificed, and the wife reduced to the level of 
a breeding animal, or a life of celibacy. 37

Another correspondent asked for cheap tracts which she could 
distribute to the poor as the middle class were already know
ledgeable. Many feminists were also interested in birth con
trol as an issue although discretion dictated a public silence 
(see Chapter 8). But there are no easy ways of determining 
the actual role of women in decision making in the use of 
birth control. ' It seems improbable that it was an entirely 
autonomous female decision, particularly given the absence of 
sex instruction for girls. The Banks have speculated on 
the possibility of the husband and wife debating the use of 
contraception, and certainly, as they suggest, the very use 
of contraceptive techniques required some minimum level of 
discussion about sexual matters. Others have suggested 
that the deliberate limitation of family size was one of the 
principal contributions of middle-class women to the modern
isation process of women generally. But the portrait that 
has been drawn of respectable women rising from the marriage
bed to insert the sponge or to draw the condom over the

* 38'burning machine', seems unlikely to have been the norm.

Rather than 'domestic feminism' being central in encoura
ging the use of birth control methods, it is much more prob
able that decisions to limit family size came from changing



74

notions of the family. Banks has argued that the main fac
tor in the decision to limit family size was the attempt to 
maintain the standard of living in more difficult economic 
circumstances in the late nineteenth century, and in partic
ular the rising cost of servants which altered the middle

39class way of life. But as the fall in the proportion of
domestic servants began after professional families started 
to limit their families, it seems probable that the limitation 
of children caused the reduction in domestic service. Family 
restriction, by cutting down on labour costs, accelerated 
middle class living standards, and this seems likely to have 
been a major contributory factor to decisions to limit family 
size.

Childhood
But the change of attitude was also partly a result of

changing attitudes towards children. A new involvement with
the needs of children, the greater emotional investment that
followed, is likely to have been both a cause and effect of
new contraceptive strategies. There is considerable evidence
from the eighteenth century of a new concern with childhood
in middle-class ideology and practice. A conceptualisation
of the separateness of children went hand in hand with the
socially felt need to protect their purity and innocence..
They became a form of property to be admired and cuddled, to
be cared for and above all protected; 'they were to stay
firmly in Eden, with their hands off the apples and deaf to

40the serpents', as Professor Plumb has put it.

This raises fundamental questions about the social nature 

of concepts of childhood, youth and adolescence. Philippe
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Aries's famous work Centuries of Childhood argued that in
41medieval society 'the idea of childhood does not exist'.

He rested the theory largely on the absence of representations 
of a separate state of childhood, which in itself of course 
does not indicate the absence of any concept of childhood.
What is certainly true is that there was no widespread notion 
of any intermediate stages between dependence and independence 
such as we have today. Children were accustomed to assuming 
adult sex roles very early and the attainment of puberty was 
not signified by external manifestations of maturity. Prior 
to the nineteenth century children were dressed as miniature 
adults, complete with all the external manifestations of mas
culinity and femininity; exposed to the social aspects of 
adult sexuality earlier than modern children, they probably 
had much less difficulty in coping with their own biological 
changes. This was assisted by later physical maturation.
The ages of puberty and menarche were at least as high as 16 
for the rural population in the early nineteenth century.

By the nineteenth century, however, whatever its origins, 
the separateness of childhood was axiomatic in Victorian ideo
logy, a symbol of middle-class status as much as non-working 
women, and alongside this was an intensified emotional invest
ment in the child and a fear of sexual corruption. Accompan
ying the greater caring was an intensification of parental 
authority. The childhood sexuality that Havelock Ellis and
Freud were to 'discover' was a sexuality moulded within this

42intensified emotional harbour of the bourgeois family. It
is in this context that we must try to understand the an
xieties over masturbation. There was a striking coincidence 
in the appearance of the first text on the evils of onanism

V
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(which included both masturbation and coitus interruptus) 
with the sheath being first advertised, in.the mid-eighteenth 
century, and this suggests that most of the early tracts were 
probably addressed to adults. Even this was, however, a 
new departure. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
masturbation was often accepted as a way of reducing the ex
cess of semen, based on the principle of body harmony. By 
our period it was often a subject of obsessive concern, and 
the masturbator was to become almost the archetypal image of 
the sex deviant.^

In the late eighteenth century treatises against mastur
bation referred specifically to the way in which it under
mined a man's ability to work. Tissot's famous treatise On 
Onania or A Treatise Upon the Disorders Produced by Mastur
bation (1760) argued that bodily illness resulted from the 
loss of semen, leading to general debility, consumption, de
terioration of eyesight, digestive disorders, etc., and the 
disturbance of the nervous system through increasing flow of 
blood to brain, distending nerves. By 1800 there was a wide
spread argument in the medical and moralistic texts that it 
caused physical illness, and features such as acne, epilepsy 
and premature ejaculation. Between 1815 and 1835 there was 
much discussion on mental effects, with the belief that it 
caused madness.

But by the mid-nineteenth century the focus of interest in 
the treatises against masturbation was more clearly yonng 
people rather than adults,^ and there seems little doubt 
that this was connected with the redefinitions of adolescence.
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For pre-industrial society, youth was a long transition 
period lasting from the first signs of independence of the 
young child to marriage. It does not seem to have had the 
same connotations as the contemporary concept of adolescence. 
However, in the nineteenth century we do see much more clear
ly the rise of a concept equivalent or similar to the modern 
one, although the definition itself was not fully developed 
until the work of the American G. Stanley Hall and his coll
eagues in the 1890s, and first popularised in his massive

45book published in 1904. Adolescence was now seen as a
special stage of life, and one that was, moreover, clearly 
differentiated on class lines. As John R. Gillis has sugg
ested, the real crucible of the age-group's social and psycho
logical qualities was the elite secondary school associated 
in particular with the rise of a more extensive education in 
the mid-nineteenth century. The result for the middle- 
class child was an increased state of dependence, longer 
than that experienced by the previous generation. This 
was delineated in the middle class by sharper divides in 
primary and secondary education and at upper levels by 
stricter matriculation standards. There were also other 
changes, such as in available reading matter. Prior to 
the mid-nineteenth century, magazines such as Youth's Monthly 
Visitor aimed their moral homilies at an undefined audience 
covering both sexes and ranging from children to young 
adults. But by the mid century this was changing. In 
1855, Boy's Own Magazine appeared, followed by Boy's Own 
Paper and Boy's Penny Magazine, addressed to a new class of 
boys, and which signalled significant shifts in public 
attitudes, particularly acting to increase sex segregation
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and reinforce stereotypes. Linked with this, as a result 
of the decline in family size and the decline of the family 
as a working unit, was the increased discontinuity of age- 
groups within the family. Hall implied that adolescence 
covered the years from sexual maturity to the end of physical 
growth in a person's twenties, which was not dissimilar to 
the early nineteenth-century concept of youth, but all those 
who followed Hall equated it with the teen years. After Hall, 
but not before, the major emphasis was on puberty as marking 
the onset of adolescence, whereas earlier popular definitions 
had taken their cue from social status, not physiology.

As the image of home became more sentimentalised in the 
nineteenth century, one's entry into the world of affairs 
appeared more threatening and the promptings of prudence 
suggested deferred gratification. It was in this context 
that we can try to understand the switch in focus in the taboo 
against masturbation, which was increasingly directed at 
infants and young adolescents. It has to be seen, it may 
be suggested, as an aspect of the effort to control these 
age-groups. The nineteenth century anxiety about the cent
rality of sex in people's lives was redirected towards the 
burgeoning physical potentialities of young people.

The various works on the subject are very revealing about 
the images of young people that prevailed. Henry Maudsley 
in the 1860s, for example, developed the notion that masturb- 
atory insanity was characterised by intense self-regard and 
conceit, extreme perversion of feeling and corresponding 
deranging of thought, and later by failure of intelligence,
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nocturnal hallucinations, and suicidal and homicidal propen
sities, all characteristics which doomed the boy to social 
disaster. Another doctor, Edward Spitzka, believed that an
unwillingness to work at an appointed task was itself a symp-

46 'tom of masturbatory insanity. These emphases, particularly
as brought out in the typical case histories in a host of 
texts, revealed, we may suggest, the fear of masturbation as 
actually fixed in the minds of middle-class parents, disturbed 
by their sons’ unwillingness to live by the respectable sexual 
ideology, and attend to their duties and to future marriage. 
Writers like Maudsley and Spitzka represent a form of scientific 
morality which simultaneously reinforces and promises to allev
iate parental sexual anxieties, while underlining parental 
authority within the middle-class family against the demands 
of adolescent youth for sexual and personal autonomy. The 
connotations of this in the creation of manhood were made clear 
by Baden Powell, founder of the Scout movement, who observed 
that masturbation checks the semen from getting its full chance 
of making the strong, manly man: ’You are throwing away the 
seed that has been handed down to you as a trust instead of 
keeping it and ripening it for bringing a son to you later 
on.-47

The popularity of physical sanctions to prevent masturbation, 
including the development of elaborate machines which sensitive
ly responded to erections or physically prevented masturbation,

, 48has been well documented. More important probably was the
guilt induced by the constant strictures, which made the 
struggle against one’s wicked urges a constant and exhausting 
effort of will. For young women the disease sanctions were
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even stronger and tended to be linked with childbearing
threats, with the possibility opened up of cancer, insanity
and TB, or at the least frigidity or nymphomania. There
was undoubtedly seen to be a growing problem regarding adol-

49escent girls because they were maturing a little earlier 
and marrying later, around 25, and it was in this context 
that such horrors as clitoridectomies could be developed. 
Perhaps another manifestation of the growing concern over 
adolescence, for boys this time, was the new mania for cir
cumcision among the upper and professional classes of Britain 
and America in the 1890s. Dr. Remondino attacked the ' de- 
bateable appendage' in his History of Circumcision (1891), 
and compared circumcision to 'a well secured life annuity',
'a better saving investment', making for a greater capacity 
for labour, a longer life, less nervousness, fewer doctors' 
bills. By the 1930s at least two-thirds of public school
boys were circumcised, (compared to only one-tenth of working- 
class boys), and by then perhaps one-third of the male popu
lation was circumcised, with very little medical justifica-
.. 50tion.

Changes in attitudes to masturbation were manifest by the 
end of the nineteenth century. Maudsley modified his 1867 
comments and in 1895 argued that masturbation was a product 
of a particular form of insanity, due to the processes of 
adolescence. There was a greater emphasis on masturbation 
as a symptom rather than as a cause. Masturbation did not 
become respectable, but there was a rew stress on its ability 
to rob adolescence of real fulfilment, and this was even 
echoed in the work of sex reformers such as Havelock Ellis
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and expressed in G. Stanley Hall's two volumes on adolescence. 
But despite this slight shift in the taboos, as late as the 
1920s Havelock Ellis and Albert Moll were still able to re
commend little metal suits of armour fitted over the genitalsr*_

and attached to a locked belt as prophylaxis for masturbation, 
and sex education books continued to inveigh against the 
solitary vice well into the second half of the century. Pre
adult sexuality remained something to be organised and con
trolled.

The middle-class family was a peculiar combination for it
both stressed the innocence of childhood, its asexuality, and
its potentiality for sexual corruption, with all the horrors
that opened up. This was clearly expressed as late as 1913
by the Reverend Edward Lyttleton, headmaster of Eton:

Those who are working and hoping, however feebly, to 
encompass the lives of boys and girls with wholesome 
atmosphere must know that in regard to sexuality two 
factors stand out. First, that in proportion as the 
adolescent mind gets absorbed in sex questions, 
wreckage of life ensures. Secondly that sanity and 
upright manliness are destroyed, not only by the 
reading of obscene stuff, but by a premature interest 
in sex matters, however it be excited. 51

It was, it seems, to prevent this 'premature interest' that 
the family, and its moralists, were so anxious to concern 
themselves with sexual manifestations. But by a typical re
turn, the anxiety and concern created rather than alleviated 
the 'problem', for the incitement that Lyttleton so worried 
about was a product of middle-class obsessions themselves.
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CHAPTER FOUR
SEXUALITY AND THE LABOURING CLASSES

Middle-Class Myths, Working-Class Realities
If the middle-class moralities invoked peculiar anxieties, 

the development of a huge working class throughout the nine
teenth century posed immense moral problems of its own.
The fundamental problem as conceived by the middle-class mor
alists was the effect of industrialisation and urbanisation, 
and in particular factory work, on the working-class family 
and the role of the woman within it. The issue had long 
exercised the evangelicals but became central in the 1830s 
and 1840s, coinciding in fact with the crisis of the domestic 
system in textile areas. Most of the evidence used in the
debates of that period relate to this area. The alleged

\lack of virtues and sense of shame of women cotton operatives 
was deplored alike in parliamentary debate and government 
blue books, in contemporary novels and in newspapers. Ashley 
(later Lord Shaftesbury) wrote with regard to women's labour 
in the cotton mills:

You are poisoning the very sources of order and 
happiness and virtue; you are tearing up root 
and branch all relations of families to each 
other; you are annulling, as it were,the insti
tution of domestic life decreed by Providence 
Himself, the wisest and kindest of earthly ordi
nances, the mainstay of social peace and virtue and 
therein of national security. 1
Contemporary observers, including radicals like Friedrich 

Engels, painted a picture of destruction of working-class 
family life. Peter Gaskell, in his Artisans and Machinery: 
The Moral and Physical Conditions of the Manufacturing Popu-

lation, wrote of the family disrupted by machinery and factory
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working where 'recklessness, improvidence, and unnecessary 
poverty, starvation, drunkenness, parental cruelty and care
lessness, filial disobedience, neglect of conjugal rights, 
absence of maternal love, destruction of brotherly and sist-

tr_

2erly affection, are too often its constituents.’ Half a
century later Dr. Barnardo could write in similar tones:
'The East End of London is a hive of factory life and factory
means that which is inimical to home ... There is bred in
them (factory women) a spirit of precocious independence which
weakens family ties and is highly unfavourable to the growth

3of domestic virtues.' Many complained of a promiscuous ming
ling of sexes, and a witness before the Factory Commission in 
1833 declared: 'It would be no strain on his conscience to
say that threequarters of the girls between fourteen and twenty

4years of age were unchaste.'

Novels such as Mrs Gaskell's represent the factory girls as 
too low to be taken into a lady's house as servants and claim
ed that immoralities were rooted in the conditions of the 
mills. The lack of sex segregation and the late hours, more
over, had bad effect not only on unmarried but also on 
married women. Peter Gaskell wrote: 'The chastity of 
marriage is but little known or exercised amongst them: hus
band and wife sin equally, and an habitual indifference to 
sexual vice is generated which adds one other item to the

5destruction of domestic habits.'

It is clear that two factors were of particular symbolic 
importance and concern to these bourgeois intellectuals, both 
relating to women: their sexuality and their economic auto-
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nomy. Because of the developing ideology of woman's role 
in the family and her very special responsibility for soc
iety's well being, it was women working outside the home 
who received the most attention from the parliamentary comm
issioners in the 1830s and 1840s. Moreover, most attention 
was paid not to the conditions of work as such but to the 
moral and spiritual degradation said to accompany female em
ployment. Ashley wrote, 'In the male the moral effects of 
the system are very sad, but in the female they are infinite
ly worse ... It is bad enough if you corrupt the man, but
if you corrupt the woman, you poison the waters of life at

6the very fountain.'

It was largely because of these alleged conditions that 
the working class was the recipient of sustained evangelism 
throughout the nineteenth century, from Christian organisa
tions, Sunday schools, educational charities, philanthropic 
societies, organisations like the Salvation Army, settlement 
houses and the like. The views of people like Ashley were 
determined very clearly by their own class experiences, and 
partook of the orthodox middle-class view that the free con
gregation of the sexes inevitably led to dangers. But 
class fears in fact considerably exaggerated the situation. 
Apart from anything else, mill life actually inhibited soc
ial intercourse, particularly with the perpetual noise, the 
physical separation of machines, and the power of overseers,

7all of which was fully recognised at the time. Much of 
the evidence used was contradictory. Gaskell made a dist
inction between intercourse before marriage in agricultural 
areas, when marriage is tacitly understood as coming later,
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and the promiscuity of the town, which he condemned, but in 
fact there was probably little difference, as we shall see. 
The same misreading of the evidence is apparent in the con
troversy over the alleged lack of ,-prudence of the working 
class, particularly as manifested in the younger age of mar
riage. This was blamed by many on the factory system and 
the alleged promiscuity it bred in women, but this ignored 
the fact that the highest percentage of young people who 
married between the ages of 15 and 20 was in Durham, where 
women did not work. Margaret Hewitt has calculated that in 
Lancashire between 1861 and 1871, the districts showing the 
highest proportion of young married women were not centres 
of cotton industries. In 1911 the fertility census record-

g
ed that textile workers actually married later. In fact, 
working women were more independent and less likely to marry 
early; and the real significance of this controversy was 
what it revealed about the ideological assumptions of ruling 
class men.

This should not lead us in turn, however, to ignore the 
impact of industrialisation or more generally proletariani
sation on sexual mores. The point is that disruptions and 
adaptations were complex, not unilinear. It is important 
to grasp two complementary elements: first of all the per
sistence into industrial society of old habits of thought 
about sex amongst the working class, and their gradual, not 
immediate, transformation throughout the nineteenth century 
in the context of working class experience. Secondly, re
lated to this, we must be sensitive to the development of 
quite distinct working-class strategies, designed above all
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to preserve family structures in the new conditions of urban
isation and industrialisation. It was the complex interact
ion of these two factors that shaped the sexual mores of the 
majority of the population.

Tradition, Illegitimacy and Proletarianism
E.P. Thompson, in criticising Lawrence Stone's reconstruc

tion of The Family, Sex and Marriage, warned that: 'the point 
of history is not to see their occasions through the mist of 
our feelings, nor to measure them against the Modern Us. It 
is first of all to understand the past: to reconstruct those
forgotten norms, decode the obsolete rituals, and detect the

9hidden gestures'. What this indicates is the necessity of 
understanding class moralities within their own terms. Acute 
social divisions may indeed have induced violence, a disrupt
ion of settled married life and so on, but there is no need 
to assume that relationships within the working class were 
intrinsically any more lacking in feeling that relationships 
amongst other classes, just because they took different 
forms. Many historians have tended to stress the instrument
al nature of sexual relationships and the conflicts inherent

1 0in working-class patterns of life, and no doubt much of this 
was often true; but because we cannot now identify with the 
exact meanings given to activities, this does not mean that 
strong feelings of warmth and mutual support did not exist. 
Such feelings developed very much within the context of the 
lived experience of the mass of the population. Engels 
argued that: 'Sex love and the relation of husband and wife 
is and can become the rule only among the oppressed classes, 
that is, at the present day, among the proletariat, no matter 
whether this relationship is officially sanctioned or not.'
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He based this on the belief that only where property consider
ations were absent - as by definition they were in the pro
letariat - could 'true sex-love' develop. Lawrence Stone 
has suggested that this sort of argument is misconceived pre
cisely because 'sex love' as the basis of relationships was

sense both writers are, in their very different ways, probably 
correct. What the dispute pinpoints is that different social 
situations and considerations breed quite different sets of 
values, which cannot be glibly conflated. Take for instance 
pre-marital sex.

Differences in attitude to pre-marital sex in the working 
class itself were noted throughout the nineteenth century. 
Charles Booth for instance, towards the end of the century 
wrote: 'With the lowest classes pre-marital relations are
very common, perhaps even usual ... I believe it to const
itute one of the clearest lines of demarcation between upper 
and lower in the working class.' And a little later Havelock 
Ellis noted (also citing Booth) that: 'The advantage for 
women of free sexual unions over compulsory marriage is well 
recognised in the case of the working classes in London,
amongst whom sexual relationships before marriage are not un-

1 2usual and are indulgently regarded.' The problem is: how
do we interpret such statements? Far from being 'immoral' 
or promiscuous, there is plentiful evidence that in fact the 
working class, partly inheriting structures from their rural 
predecessors, had a very clear set of ethics of their own 
which survived for a considerable time. ancient customs

first ideologically articulated in the bou 11 In a

such as 'bundling', intimate but fully clothed and ritualist-
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ic forms of petting, cuddling and courtship in bed, which 
had been policed by local traditions in rural society, con
tinued into industrial society. They remained common 
amongst the poor in Wales and Scotland well into the nine- • 
teenth century though they occasioned bafflement amongst 
middle-class observers. (The social investigator Henry
Mayhew came across bundling practices while touring Germany

1 3in the 1860s, which he took to be 'licentious'). Even
traditional methods of public shaming such as the charivari 
and skimmington rides, which were deeply rooted in the close 
village societies, and were concerned to prevent transgress
ions of the moral customs, survived into the new society.
In an area like Cambridgeshire, courtship habits remained 
highly ritualised and infraction of the informal norms 
brought social disapproval and public shaming even into the 
present century. There, it seems, pregnant unwed women were 
still being serenaded by 'rough music' at the time of the 
First World War."*̂

Accompanying the maintenance of old standards, even though 
social conditions were changing, often dramatically, was the 
survival amongst many sections of the working class (especially 
the rural) of the tradition that sexual relationships could 
begin at betrothal to a steady boyfriend and the corollary 
was that a pregnant woman would be married by the father, 
though as we shall see, social transformations were to weaken 
this. Despite the new marriage codes, common-law partner
ships also remained popular - and may even have increased in

i 5the nineteenth century. Some sections of the working class,
especially where child labour was a necessity, might still
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prefer evidence of a woman's fertility, but even when such 
utilitarian motives were absent, informal ties were often 
preferred. Mayhew described the costermongers living in 
the coster districts of London with wives to whom they were 
not legally married although they remained permanently attach
ed, and these are only the most famous of such alliances. 
'Chastity' may not have had the same social meaning for a 
working-class girl, accustomed to different courtship and 
marriage patterns, as for a middle-class young lady. Many 
women who moved into occasional prostitution through economic 
necessity had probably already had previous sexual experience, 
and for many the distinction between occasional...sex with a 
young wooer and clandestine prostitution may have remained 
fluid. Generalisations about working-class attitudes to sex
uality should not be easily drawn, precisely because it is 
very difficult to enter into the subjective and customary 
meanings. Patterns varied from area to area, differed be
tween industrial and rural areas, and between city and city, 
and a host of social factors have to be taken into account.

The problem is that much of the evidence is contradictory, 
as a major example will illustrate. One of the most puzzling 
features for historians has been the apparent rise in illegit
imacy, a European-wide phenomenon, in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century, which has given rise to various
4interpretations of working-class sexual life. Illegitimate 
births formed only a small number of the total registered 
births before 1750, but by the end of the eighteenth century 
an illegitimacy ratio of 5 per cent was common and by the 
middle of the nineteenth century 20 per cent was often the
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norm. Peter Laslett has written that 'Bastard babies must
have been commoner between 1810 and 1850 than at any other
time in our past for which details are known before our own

1 7permissive geneation'. Recently Edward Shorter, in a
series of articles and in his book The Making of the Modern 
Family, has attempted to explain this phenomenon in general 
terms. In his work, theoretically relying on both Freudian- 
ism and on variations of parsonian functionalism, which sees 
the biological, egalitarian family as the culmination of the 
modernising process, he argues that the rise in illegitimacy 
can be traced to a change in the attitude towards sex of 
lower-class women, a change so great as to amount to a sex
ual revolution. 'This illegitimacy explosion clearly indi
cates that a greater number of young people - adults in their 
early twenties, to go by the statistics on the age of women 
at the birth of their first illegitimate child - were engaged 
in pre-marital sex more often than before. There were slip
ups, and the birth of illegitimate children resulted.' And
he sees this change as demonstrating a 'transformation of

1 8eroticism from manipulation to expression'.

Working within the confines of modernisation theory and 
using chiefly German, French and Scnadinavian sources, Shorter 
relates these changes to the urbanisation and economic trans
formation that Europe experienced in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century. He argues that as the economy 
modernised and more and more women left their rural commun
ities and their kin to seek employment in the cities, so 
they left behind 'traditional values' that stressed that pre
marital sex was wrong. Here they also found the values of
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the market place, which stressed personal independence and 
self-gratification, and began to search for a sexual fulfil
ment which, Shorter says, they found in illicit sexual en
counters. From this stemmed the rise in illegitimacy. He 
also stresses that the new female values encouraged marriage 
for love rather than for prudential considerations, and main
tains that women's increasing search for sexual fulfilment 
pushed up the general fertility rate of lower-class marriages 
in the nineteenth century.

Shorter's arguments have quite rightly been vigorously
questioned. Several historians for instance have challenged
Shorter's notion of the emancipating effect of women's work
and have shown that even during industrialisation, it was
performed in the context of the family economy and therefore
did not necessarily free women from the control of either
their families or traditional values. Nor is there much
evidence that women's attitudes towards sex changed signifi-

1 9cantly during this period. The only evidence Shorter has
of changing sexual attitudes is the rise in illegitimacy it
self and this can be in large part explained, as we shall see 
as the product of a persistent traditional sexual attitude in 
the changing economic context of proletarianisation.

Cissie Fairchild, through investigating the statements of 
French women who gave birth to illegitimate babies, has chall 
enged Shorter on his own terms. She argues that the rise in 
illegitimacy occurs in none of the places where we might
have expected it if Shorter's hypothesis of the sexual revol-/

20ution were correct. It appears primarily amongst women
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who were born and remained in a rural area, and she detects
a striking rise in rural illegitimacy. This has bearing in
England because, although like the continental upsurge, the
rise in illegitimacy began around ,1750, the illegitimacy rates
of English cities were, unlike the European cities, beneath
those of the surrounding countryside and were in fact lower
than European figures. In London in 1859 the illegitimacy
rate was 4 per cent of all births, compared with Vienna where

21illegitimate births apparently exceeded legitimate.

This, on the surface, puzzling preponderance of rural over 
urban illegitimacy rates, does in fact give us a key to the 
understanding of the very complex factors that shaped sexual 
behaviour. For it was not so much the 'immorality* of the 
great anonymous industrial town or city that changed behaviour 
patterns as the impact of the changing social relations of a 
developing industrial' capitalism on the society as a whole.
The key factor seems to have been proletarianisation rather 
than urbanisation, that is the generalisation of the wage- 
labour relationship.

A major element in the pre-industrial economy was the de
ferred marriage: in essence, as historians of demographic 
behaviour have argued, young men of the lower classes tended 
to defer marriage until there was an economic slot for them, 
usually through inheriting land or a smallholding, or on the 
retirement of the parents. This dictated a prudential att
itude, for marriage was often impossible without that economic 
placing and independence. When marriage did take place, old
er brides were often preferred, as they tended to be both more
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useful as work partners, and have less childbearing years
before them. Consequently, as Levine has put it, the age
of marriage was 'the lynchpin of pre-industrial demographic 

22equilibirum'. These prudential factors, in turn, shaped
the norms of the rural communities, governing the rules of 
courtship and pre-marital sexual activity. Pre-marital
pregnancy was therefore generally an anticipation of marriage 
and by and large the local community could, if necessary, 
enforce marriage through its repertoire of informal rules, on 
a reluctant >oung couple. The chief aim was to avoid a 
needless economic burden on the parish through bastardy (and 
laws of settlement and the Poor Law provisions only guaranteed 
relief to those born within the parish); and to achieve a 
population equilibrium which would not outrun local resources. 
But in a wage-labour economy the labourer was freed from such 
constraints; he was now dependent on employment opportunities 
on the market rather than on inheriting a smallholding, and 
tended to reach a maximum income relatively early. Moreover, 
in such an economy marriage and children could be a positive 
asset, as sources of domestic labour and increased income.
As a result the disincentive to marriage was removed. But 
decision making was also now, to a large extent, outside his 
control, for his livelihood was no longer dependent on the 
vagaries of nature but on the vagaries of the market. This 
nexus of factors had two important effects. In the first 
place, as the age of marriage decreased, the years of poten
tial childbearing for the wife increased, and this in turn 
eventually led to a shortening of the intervals between gen
erations, so increasing the proportion of the population 
likely to get pregnant. The result was potentially a geo-
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metric increase in the birthrate without any necessary basic 
increase in the natural fertility.

This is probably one of the major factors behind the ex
plosive rise in the birthrate and population (the 'demograph
ic transition') from the late eighteenth century. The pop
ulation grew rapidly from the 1770s, doubled in the half 
century after 1780, and doubled again between 1841 and 1901.

A second result was to weaken customary control over pre
marital sexual relations and in the context of increased mo
bility the inevitable result was that the impulse to marry 
in the event of a pregnancy was either weakened or thwarted.
As one historian has put it, illegitimacy was the result of

21'Marriage Frustrated, not Promiscuity Rampant'.. A young 
couple might well anticipate marriage in the complacent and 
deeply rooted assumption that a pregnancy would be followed 
by a régularisation of the tie, but in the new economic and 
social situation the irregularities of the economy might 
well snatch away the spouse.

This account is, of course, on a high level of generality. 
It needs to be filled out by detailed evidence from local 
studies. The pattern, both of population increase, illegit
imacy and of formal marriage varied enormously: from region 
to region, depending on the type of industry, the sex and 
age ratios of the population, the play of market forces; and
over time, depending on the rhythms of economic development. 
But the general truth of the picture is borne out by the 
local studies that have been done. David Levine's study of

2



95

four villages between about 1600 and 1850 with different
social and economic profiles, has shown the complexity of
the factors at work. The evidence from the Leicestershire
textile village of Shepshed, as he puts it, 'supports the
argument that the acceleration of economic activity after
1750 was the prime agent breaking down the traditional social
controls that previously maintained a demographic equilibrium

25m  which population size was kept in line with resources.'
The population increase in turn affected the finely balanced 
domestic economy, forcing women and children out to work, 
and by the end of the period, with the crisis of the frame
work knitters, there is some evidence, when faced with major 
economic problems, of a use of restraint to limit births. 
Procreating patterns, in other words, were highly responsive 
to material factors.

Slightly different factors were at work in the Essex vill
age of Terling, dependent on the London market. The impact 
of the ending of job opportunities in an overcrowded London, 
combined with the effect of the Speenhamland system of sub
sidising wages under the Poor Law, produced an underpaid, 
stable, demoralised and pauperised work force by the early 
nineteenth century which reached its maximum income relative
ly early. The disincentive to early marriage was lost, 
even though passing of the Poor Law Amendment Act in 1834, 
which ended the system of subsidising wages.( Labourers be
gan to scramble for the available employment; unemployment 
increased; while labourers still continued to anticipate 
marriage. But in the new situation its social underpin
nings were less secure, and there was a consequent increase

2 6in illegitimacy in this Essex village in the 1840s.
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These range of influences meant that settled relation
ship patterns and habits were disrupted by social changes.
For instance, increasing geographical and occupational mo
bility enabled men more easily to abandon women they had

r~
seduced, while traditional pre-marital sexual experiences 
were more precarious in the light of unstable employment 
possibilities. The testimony of abandoned women to Henry 
Mayhew in the mid-nineteenth century indicated the break
down of traditional contexts which had ensured marriage in 
the event of an unplanned pregnancy. He describes how in 
one case a girl from a poverty-stricken background went to 
live with a man who promised to marry her. Her sister 
'made mischief' however, and they parted, by which time she 
was pregnant. After this, 'Many young girls at the shop 
advised me to go wrong ... Could I have honestly earned 
enough to have subsisted upon, to find me in proper food and 
clothing, such as is necessary, I should not have gone
astray ... To be poor and to be honest, especially with a

27young girl, is the hardest struggle of all.'

The struggle cannot have been a unique one. Working- 
class girls were probably less socially protected than they 
had been in pre-industrial communities, and a variety of 
influences could come into play, including the temptation of 
the streets. Female domestic servants, for instance, who 
were often prevented by householders from having 'followers' 
(which dictated caution, even secrecy when the alternative 
was dismissal), were often very vulnerable to being abandoned. 
The vast increase in the number of servants living in house
holds in England and Wales (which rose from 847,000 in 1851
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to 1.3 million in 1881; the number of general female ser
vants rose by 33 per cent) also provided new opportunities 
for sexual exploitation. In this context My Secret Life/ 
with its vivid anecdotes describing sexual liaisons betweend

masters and servant girls, offers an insight into the sit- ' 
uation in which the opportunity for temptation, seduction 
and rape was often pervasive. Ironically, while many rescue 
workers and feminists saw domestic service as a solution for 
unattached young girls, this was in fact one of the main 
sources of prostitution. In towns such as Dundee, which was 
a major centre of women's employment in the jute industry, 
prostitution was almost unknown. But it must have been a 
temptation in poor working-class communities, where virgin
ity in any case was not sacred, where the stigma against 
extra-marital sex was weak, and where a prostitute could 
earn in half an hour what a respectable girl might earn in 
a week.

There was again no uniformity about this pattern. Many 
girls in difficult positions resisted prostitution, whether 
formal or informal. Different areas maintained different 
patterns. Mayhew noted the chaste nature of Roman Catholic 
Irish coster girls in London, and similarly Irish girls in 
the South Wales coalfields were conservative in behaviour.
All sorts of moral, customary and even 'personal' factors 
played their part. Even the most 'degraded' of women in 
terms of bouregois ideology, those subjected to the Contag
ious Diseases Act, were capable of vigorously defending

O  Othemselves. But young women were often vulnerable, and
despite vigorous efforts to maintain a sexual independence,
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were in exposed positions. Changes in the general moral 
climate therefore had their inevitable effect. It is 
probable that eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century law, 
custom and employment encouraged women's confidence in their 
ability to deal with pre-marital sex, but increasingly the 
transformations of the nineteenth century altered the picture. 
The effects of the New Poor Law, after 1834, suffused as it was 

with an assumption that the stable two-parent family was the 
norm, were probably less to encourage female sexual autonomy, 
and a 'sexual revolution' than to diminish female control.
Under the New Poor Law practice, unmarried mothers were 
always more likely to be sent to the workhouse than
granted outdoor relief, and once there were left in no doubt 
of their shameful condition. It also made it more difficult 
to obtain maintenance - and this emphasised the stigma of 
bastardy. As a result, illegitimacy and irregular marriage 
possibly receded in the second half of the century as work
ing-class women sought refuge in chastity and conventional 
marriage. The decline of pre-marital pregnancy during the 
late nineteenth century was probably therefore less the pro
duct of adoption of middle-class values than the consequence 
of the felt loss of control over the consequence of hetero
sexual relations.^

Other forms of disruption attendant upon rapid social 
changes also set the conditions for working-class sexual 
attitudes. Amongst transient communities of working men, 
with no obvious home situation, irreligion and blasphemy 
and a casual attitude to life were usual, and in such cir
cumstances what was termed sexual 'promiscuity' was rife,
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as for example amongst sailors, railway navvies, residents
of common lodging houses and the like. For those who worked
in barracks, on ships, in shanty towns around the periphery
of cities, or in open countryside, short-term cohabitation
or prostitution were common, legal marriage the exception.
The demand for cheap labour indeed caused marriages to be
forbidden in certain working-class occupations, and it was
a common complaint in the 1850s that the British army officers

30were allowed to marry, but not their men. Similarly, as
we have seen, householders often insisted that female domestic 
servants must remain single.

The living conditions of working-class people also had a 
profound effect on sexual habits. The lack of privacy in 
working-class homes, for example, was obviously a major de
terminant of mores. In Leeds in the early nineteenth cent
ury the average cottage was fifteen foot square. In 
Nottingham an average of five persons occupied tiny three- 
floor houses, with upper floors for communal sleeping. In 
no decade during the period were the working classes adequate
ly housed, and in the overcrowded conditions under which many 
working-class people lived it was very difficult indeed to 
retain the moral refinement demanded by the upper strata of 
society. It was in this context that the scare over incest 
in the late nineteenth century developed. As Sir John Simon 
put it in the Report on the Sanitary Conditions of the City 
of London 1849-50, 'It is no uncommon thing, in a room of 
twelve foot square or less, to find three or four families
styed together ... in the promiscuous intimacy of cattle.' 31
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Other problems proliferated. The absence of any accept
ed divorce procedures, for instance, was probably one of
the reasons for the rituals of 'wife sales' in the nineteenth

32century, continuing until at least the 1880s. Even after
the reform of the divorce laws in 1857, most working-class 
people were denied the possibility of easy divorce; in the 
1900s petitions for divorce from the working class were 
still extremely rare, largely because of the cost. The 
perceived difficulty of ending marriages was doubtless one 
of the reasons for the increased concern with wife-battering 
which was of major import in the 1860s and 1870s. Francis 
Power Cobbe's pamphlet of 1878, Wife Torture, which was ba
sically concerned with crimes of violence in working-class 
districts, especially in cases of men against their wives, 
was a major influence leading to the drafting of the Matri
monial Causes Act of 1878, which gave magistrates powers to 
grant separation orders and maintenance to a wife whose hus
band was convicted of aggravated assault, plus custody of 
children under ten. A series of Acts followed which streng
thened the powers of magistrates. Between 1897 and 1906, 
magistrate courts granted over 87,000 separation and mainte
nance orders in England and Wales at the rate of some 8,000
separations per year, and these became the working-class 

33norm.

The Patterns of Family Life
But undoubtedly the most important focus for nineteenth 

century working-class sexual attitudes was the family, and it 
is in the context of specific family strategies and patterns 
that sexual mores developed and were transformed. Michael
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Anderson has recently argued that in many areas factories 
offered a type and range of employment that could keep the 
family together, for co-residency of kin was complemented 
by the practice of hiring relatives in factories. Tilly 
and Scott have argued in partial amplification of this that 
the traditional rural family defined women's work situation 
and contributed to actually changing the work situation in 
urban areas. The experience of peasant families was repeated 
by sending daughters into similar social situations in domestic 
service and piecework. Both positions endorse Neil 
Smelser's view in Social Change in the Industrial Revolution 
that the family as a work unit was incorporated into the fac
tory in the 1820s. Smelser argues that male trade-union 
agitation against married women's employment after the 1830s 
was due to the enforced decline of employment opportunities
for children and hence the need for an

34newly constituted home life.

The implication of this is that the traditional view of 
the collapse of the working-class family under the impact of 
industrialisation, as Engels, for instance, suggested in The 
Condition of the Working Class in England, is misleading. 
Anderson, for instance, suggests that the strong family co
hesion amongst some groups in rural areas was maintained by 
migrants into Lancashire cotton plants like Preston though 
largely for fairly calculative reasons rather than out of 
emotional loyalty to kin. But the relations that developed 
were much more than simply instrumental; when families did 
survive it was more than a product of what Stone called, for 
an earlier period, 'psychic numbing'. Married women who
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entered the labour force to supplement the family income 
tended for example, to display all the traditional self- 
sacrificing attitudes. A good example of this well into 
the twentieth century is the evidence of the Women's Co
operative Guild investigation into Maternity during the First 
World War, which found that pregnant working-class women 
often saved for the coming confinement by stinting on food, 
and there is plentiful evidence of similar attitudes earlier. 
Marriages might of necessity be in the first place a business
agreement - an exchange of goods and services - but this did

35not mean that deep feelings did not enter it.

The family patterns that developed did, however, have 
different effects for women and men. Marriage was essential 
for the young working-class girl, indeed an economic necessity, 
for she could scarcely have survived unmarried. Factory girls 
usually married in their early twenties; it was unlikely to 
happen over the age of 25, and only in textile areas, where 
there was a long tradition of employment, did women generally 
prolong their independence, though conditions varied in diff- 
erent industries and areas. This had variable effects on
work patterns. The exclusion of women from the paid labour 
force became in many areas an important part of the develop
ment of both working-class 'respectability' and of notions of 
working-class manhood. 'Manhood' indeed became synonymous 
with being able to maintain one's family, an important ele
ment in virility. So from the mid century onwards many
working class women seem to have retreated into the home, and 
by the end of the nineteenth century a conscious ideology was 
constructing the role of housewife and mother. But of course
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this varied from place to place, from time to time, and it
is still not clear how far working class men and women did
accept the domesticated role of married women, even in the
diluted version which social circumstances could allow to
become part of their lives. Very large numbers of married

37women did, for various reasons, remain in paid labour.
But Henry Broadhurst at the 1877 Trades Union Congress ex
pressed what was to become a very important element in working- 
class respectable ideology. The men, he said,

had the future of their country and their children to 
consider, and it was their duty as men and husbands 
to use their utmost efforts to bring about a condition 
of things, where their wives would be in their proper 
sphere at home, instead of being dragged into compet
ition for livelihood against the great and strong men 
of the world. 38

Implicit in this is both a fear of female competition for 
scarce jobs and a sense of the need of a woman's domestic labour 
at home. As a result, the female working-class role was very 
much seen as one of maintaining the family and here was her 
emotional and sexual destiny. A woman's sexuality indeed was 
in irany ways the key to her economic survival.

The conception of the family as a 'refuge', which apparently 
echoed middle-class views, therefore carried a different weight 
and intensity in the working class when the world from which 
the family formed a retreat was the daily experience of class 
exploitation and potential poverty. The family had a strong 
social value because it was an absolutely necessary social 
institution, an essential mutual-aid society in a world of
rapid change, and in this the woman's contribution was
• 4. i 39pivotal.
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These factors shaped distinctive family patterns in the 
working class. There was, for instance, a general distrust 
of middle-class interest in sexuality and the whole export 
of the moral apparatus to the working class. This can be 
traced in the working-class response to birth-control propa
ganda, which was often extremely hostile. This went back to 
the development of working-class antipathy to Thomas Malthus, 
who was seen as giving scientific justification to ruling- 
class opposition to reform, for after all the aim of his 
famous moral restraint was to convince the working class to 
postpone marriage as long as possible. Radical pioneers of 
birth control in the 1820s like Richard Carlile believed that 
a diminished workforce, by reducing competition, would benefit 
wages, but such arguments often received short shrift.

Cobbett wrote with regard to Carlile, 'He's a tool, a poor 
half mad tool, of the enemies of reform. He wants no reform, 
for the end of his abominable book is to show that the suffer
ings of the people do not arise from the want of reform; but 
from the "indiscreet breeding of women".1 And as the
Chartist Bronterre O'Brien wrote, 'In spite of the Devil and

4 0Malthus, the work people are resolved to live and breed.'
The bulk of the working-class press continued to argue that 
discussion of contraception only hindered the -advancement of 
social reform. It seems likely, from the small amount of 
information available, that the press was successful in fixing 
in working men's minds the idea that contraception was a 
highly individualistic act prompted by self-interest. Many 
working-class radicals saw the percolation downward of birth- 
control methods as a sign that aristocratic decadence was
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spreading debasement to the people as a whole. Outraged 
articles on the sexual habits of the wealthy became a famil
iar feature of the popular press. Underlying much working- 
class opposition was a hostility often born of an older 
moralism: it was their willingness to interfere with the
workings of God, Providence or Nature that made the suggest
ions of the birth controllers sometimes appear even more 
shocking than those of Malthus. But at the same time many, 
like Cobbett in Rural Rides, believed they were tackling the
wrong problem in the wrong way. It was not population but

41poverty that was the real problem.

But despite this controversy, methods of birth control were 
not in fact alien to the working class and in the use of con
traception we can again see distinctive patterns.. We have
evidence from at least the seventeenth century of restraint 

42of births, and there is clear evidence of a planned decline
of working-class family size from the end of the nineteenth
century. The textile workers were in the vanguard of the
process from the 1850s, though not alone, and after 1900 the
process was much more rapid. Amongst certain workers the
average number of children born to a family fell by nearly

4335 per cent between 1900 and 1911. It is important to
grasp birth control very much within the context of the 
particular customs and needs of groups of workers, and it is 
notable, for instance, that the poor and the unemployed 
generally had a high birthrate. For those on the margins or 
in casual labour the extra mouths to feed in infancy was more 
than compensated for by the potentially increased sources of 
income and domestic help in childhood and adolescence. For 

many, large families were economically rational.
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Other factors also came into play. Miners, for example, 
maintained large families, 3.6 children in 1911, despite the 
rapid general reduction in birthrate, and in the early twent
ieth century they were the only large category of workers 
whose families averaged over 3. Here a series of influences 
the isolation of mining communities, the absence of any oppor
tunities for female work outside the home in an area like 
South Wales - were important in establishing a firm familial 
tradition, while a high infant mortality rate, 50 per cent
higher than for most factory workers, meant that women had to

44bear 4% children to achieve the average family size in 1911. 
The higher infant mortality rate among the working class was 
probably a major element throughout the nineteenth century in 
encouraging frequent pregnancies.

It has been suggested that there are three factors that
determine population control: family ideals, both material
and non-material; knowledge of bodily functions, reproduction
health, hygiene, childcare, etc.; and thirdly, access to 

45contraception. Following this last point it is significant
that the birthrate tended throughout the nineteenth century to
be highest in areas where employment opportunities for women
were lowest, for it is likely that knowledge was more easily
acquired by factory workers than by those in service or those
who stayed at home. The Maternity letters illustrated the
ignorance even of the facts of life amongst many women. One
respondent wrote: 'About a month before the baby was born I
remember asking my aunt where the baby would come from. She

46was astounded, and did not make me much wiser.' There
were, of course, sources of information. Folk myths and wis-
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doms survived for a long time. For example, the (now held 
to be correct) notion that prolonged lactation was likely 
to delay impregnation had a long resonance. It is likely 
also that works like Aristotle's Masterpiece, which went 
through at least 25 editions between 1684 and 1930, were a 
common form for the distribution of sexual knowledge, until 
attacked by the medical profession in the 1930s. The Master
piece , a collection of folklore about the body and its func
tions, was probably the single most popular source of inform
ation on sex relations and childbirth, and the continuing 
publication of this work was possibly the last remnant of a 
much stronger popular demand and usage that began to grown in 
the nineteenth century with increasing literate audiences de
manding knowledge. Its various editions are full of myths

47and anachronisms based on a 'humoral pathology'. On the
other hand, it was for a very long time the only kind of pop
ular medical and natural science handbook which was available 
to laypeople, who possessed little knowledge about such 
matters other than their own experiences and the tales of 
others. What was probably most important to such an audience 
was not so much the unlikely explanation of a phenomenon as 
its very mention, reducing fears of the unknown and of 
apparently inexplicable events such as changes in female 
physiology during pregnancy.

There was nothing on contraception in the Masterpiece but 
new information from the radical proponents of birth control 
was available to the working class from the 1820s onwards, 
much of it aimed at dissuading women from having abortions. 
Despite such efforts, it is likely that abortion played a
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major part in the regulation of family size amongst the
working class, especially in factory districts, where know-

48ledge of abortifacient techniques was widespread.

A new sensitivity to the subject is suggested by the series 
of laws and practices concerning it in the nineteenth century. 
Abortion was a common-law crime until 1803, when it was made 
a statutory offence. The law was further tightened in 1828, 
1837 and 1861. It seems, moreover, that from the 1830s and 
1840s there was a distinct switch in literary representation 
of the type of women who had recourse to abortion: no longer 
was it just the seduced domestic, but the married and un
married working women, particularly factory women in the tex
tile areas of Lancashire.

If, as we have suggested, the working woman's goal was one 
of maintaining and protecting her family, abortion could be 
one means of attaining that end. Life was often too difficult 
for working-class mothers to be overscrupulous about the 
birth of children. Combined with this was the continuance 
of traditional beliefs that life only began 40 to 80 days 
after conception, with 'quickening'. The Birkett committee 
of 1937 which examined the question of abortion was informed 
that many working-class women were not aware that abortion 
was illegal. They assumed that it was legal before the 
third month, and only illegal when procured. A further im
portance of abortion was that it gave women some control over 
their own fertility, especially given the hostility of many 
men to birth control. Moreover, abortion as a method 
allowed decision making to be delayed until material circum
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stances could be assessed. It is likely, then, that the 
abortion method of control was particularly applicable in 
specific times and places, such as in the situation in which 
married women worked outside the home, as in textile fact
ories, and enjoyed a key role in determining the family's 
economic stability.

Certainly Havelock Ellis in the early part of this century 
was able to write that it 'scarcely appears to excite pro
found repulsion in a large proportion of the population of

49civilised countries', and he mentioned specifically that 
working-class women often resorted to it. Most of the ad
vertisements for 'female pills', which were thinly veiled 
abortifacients, were directed at working-class women. One 
used by the infamous Chrimes brothers, who were involved in 
a notorious scandal and subsequent trial in the late 1890s 
gives the flavour.
Ladies Only.
THE LADY MONTROSE/ - MIRACULOUS -/
- FEMALE TABULES.
Are positively unequalled for all 
FEMALE AILMENTS. The most OBSTINATE 
obstruction, Irregularities, etc. ^
of the female system are removed in a few doses.
The pills themselves it seems were actually quite harmless
and probably useless. But by 1898 the Chrimes brothers had
on their ledgers over 10,000 names of women who had responded
to their advertisements and these they then used for blackmail.
In pursuance of this, 8,000 letters were sent out in 1898
and nearly 3,000 replies were received within a short space
of days. When they were eventually brought to trial, the
most revealing thing that came out was that thousands of
women were seeking, by a variety of means, to terminate their
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pregnancies. The trial of the Chrimes brothers in December 
1898 brought the subject to public discussion. The Lancet, 
for instance, had a long series of articles on various medi
cations that paraded as abortifacients. But advertisements
continued to appear in a large number of local London papers 
and provincial papers and even a religious publication, The 
Rock. A paper like Illustrated Bits contained advertisements 
for 'Ottley's Strong Pills' and Towle's Penny Royal and Steel
Pills for Females, alongside Aristotle's Masterpiece in its

51report of the Chrimes trial. Reynolds newspaper declared
it surprising that any respectable paper should advertise such 
wares. In the same issue, however, there were a dozen ad
vertisements for surgical appliances and five for abortifac- 
ients. Similar advertisements also appeared in the Labour 
Leader and the Freewoman.

The Malthusian of June 1914 estimated that 100,000 women a 
year took drugs to induce miscarriage, and there were suggest
ions at the time that there were few mothers of large families 
who had not attempted abortion. Methods used to procure 
abortions included traditional herbal remedies, savin,ergot 
of rye, penny royal, slippery elm, squills and hierpicra; 
compounds of aloes and iron; and compounds of iron and 
purgative extracts. Sometimes self-discovered methods were 
used: for example, after an epidemic of lead poisoning in
Sheffield in the early 1890s it was noted that those who were 
poisoned had aborted. The idea stuck that doses of lead 
could induce miscarriage: hence the use of diachylon, a 
lead compound widely available as an antiseptic, became wide
spread in Sheffield, Leicester, Nottingham, Birmingham and
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52later Barnsley and Doncaster. There was strong evidence
of a slow but methodical spread of this knowledge. By 1906 
it had reached South Yorkshire and the North Midlands; by 
1914 Lancashire.

The importance of this discussion of birth control, part
icularly abortion, is what it reveals about the patterns of 
working-class family life. In the first place we can see 
a reliance on self-help and often pre-industrial techniques, 
given new meaning in transformed social circumstances.
But secondly we can see the continued autonomy of working- 
class patterns. They were shaped within a world dominated 
by respectable values, but even when the patterns approxim
ated (as they did in the eventually declining birthrate) 
they did so for reasons which had a different rationale in 
each class.

Respectability and Social Control
Changes can be discerned in family patterns by the end of

the century. By the 1890s the social habit of marrying
later, which had originally been confined to the upper middle
classes, was being adopted by higher paid artisans. And in
view of the later age of marriage and often long engagements
of the Edwardian years, it seems likely that by the end of
the nineteenth century there was a new degree of sexual re-

53straint amongst many young adults of the working class.
The general illegitimacy rates as a proportion of all live 
births fell from 6 per cent in the mid-nineteenth century to 
4 per cent in 1900, despite the later marriages. Figures 
for the first pregnancies conceived before marriage show the
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same trend, falling from around the 40 per cent in the early 
nineteenth century to under 20 per cent in the early twentieth 
century. In addition, as we have just seen, there was a 
growing control of family size. The effect of these changes 
on the establishment of stable family patterns and the emot
ional lives of the members of the family are difficult to 
work out. As in the middle-class family it is likely that 
the declining infant mortality and the smaller sizes of family 
encouraged parents to make an increased emotional investment 
in each child. But tensions between young and middle-aged 
adults were acute in many families. By their mid teens 
young people were able to earn, and were sexually mature, but 
had not taken on independent economic responsibilities.
Parents were reluctant for them to leave home too early - 
particularly because of the loss of income to the family bud
get that would ensue - and there was a fear also of the inde
pendent youth culture with its sexual rituals, such as the 
'monkey parade', public courting areas where youth proudly 
proclaimed both its independence and sexuality. Tensions 
there had been throughout the century but there is some evi
dence of a conscious 'respectable' assault on this precarious

54independence by the end of the nineteenth century. The
street culture of working-class youth was often attacked dir
ectly by the police; and changes in the education system 
after the introduction of state elementary education after ? 
1870 also h*ad its effects. Many parents bitterly objected to 
their loss of control over their children (and particularly 
to the violence of ritualised corporal punishment). But it 
also had the effect of increasing dependence. Until the end 
of the century the lowest legal age for leaving school was 10,
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though some cities like London had bye laws fixing a higher 
age. By 1900 the official leaving age was 14. Moreover, 
so successful were the numerous methods for delaying marr
iage (the mean age of which, by the early twentieth century 
was higher than at any other time in British history, 27 
for men and 25 for women), that for the typical Edwardian 
the gap between leaving school and the full independence of 
marriage was twice as long as it is today. This inevitably 
produced family and sexual tensions.

There is some evidence that outside the upper working 
class, in the poorest families, attitudes were not particul
arly authoritarian or rigid in roles, and children were of
ten left to pick up sexual attitudes for themselves. Cert
ainly formal sex education remained poor. Nevertheless, in 
the last decades of the nineteenth century we can observe a 
greater decorum amongst the working class as a whole, and 
the articulation of clear respectable standards amongst im-

O. V'portant strat of it. Indeed, a working-class culture, the A
passing of which was to be lamented by social commentators 
in the 1950s, was being largely created in these closing de
cades of the nineteenth century, and the new or transformed

55working-class standards were to become deeply embedded.
The hardworking, God-fearing, nonconformist working man and 
'labour aristocrat' of the northern industrial cities, with 
his Sunday best, neat front parlour, non-working wife and 
high morality, was to become the epitome of the respectable 
proletarian. There were, inevitably, contradictory ele
ments in this mode of life. On the one hand, the respect
able standard asserted the social superiority of the labour
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aristocrats, over the 'residuum', as the moralists chose to 
call it, and approximated to the middle-class standard. But 
on the other hand, this respectable ideology was deeply root
ed in the general experience of working-class life. As 
R.Q. Gray has put it: :-

the style of life created by the upper artisan strata 
may be seen, from one point of view, as a transmission 
of middle class values - certainly as an assertion of 
social superiority, a self conscious cultural exclusion 
of less-favoured working class groups. On the other 
hand, the very pursuit of 'respectability', especially 
in so far as it involved claims to status recognition 
and participation in local institutions, was a source 
of social tension, a focal point in the growth of 
class identity. 56

For what it often meant was a claim to full citizenship on 
behalf of skilled workers as a whole; and it was located in 
a strong sense of class pride. So the patterns of moral 
respectability, far from being a simple assimilation of the 
middle-class norm, were effects of specific class experiences 
and a growing sense of class identity. There are even 
signs, by the end of the nineteenth century, of increased in
termarriage between the skilled worker and other strata of 
the working population, a sure indication of a diminishing 
sense of social distance.5^

Even in a city like London, with no large industrial base 
and a preponderance of casual labourers, we can see in the 
last half of the nineteenth century, as Gareth Stedman Jones 
has put it, the 'emergence of a working class culture which 
showed itself impervious to middle class attempts to guide it', 
even as it remained politically conservative, and it develop
ed deeply rooted family patterns of its own. The most 
striking example of this was the giving way of a work-centred 
culture to a home-centred one, as a result of the diminishing
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working day, the institution of the free weekend, the intro
duction of Bank Holidays, and the growing geographical sep
aration of home from work as, in many towns, the working 
class followed the middle class qut of the inner, industrial 
areas. The removal of many married women from wage labour, 
the innovations such as the Education Act of 1870, and ideo
logical forces, also tended to rigidify the gender divisions. 
Homes remained often uncomfortable of course, and the pub 
was still a major centre of social life, but the late nine
teenth century also saw the growth of a greater emphasis on 
home, and of new leisure opportunities for both adults which 
in London particularly is best epitomised in the music hall. 
Such forms of entertainment, moreover, sharply reflected many 
of the contradictions of working-class marriage and sexual 
life. AS Stedman Jones has shown, marriage was often por
trayed as a 'comic disaster'; marriage was necessary, esp
ecially for the woman, but was best to be resisted for as 
long as possible by the man. At the same time there was a 
recognition that despite the horrors of mothers-in-law and 
squalling children the family was an essential bulwark for 
survival, against the vagaries of the economy and the all too
likely threat of the (sexually segregated) workhouse in

. , , 58poverty or old age.

The middle-class evangelism which attempted to transform 
working-class moral habits, which had continued throughout 
the century, accentuated in the last decades under the stress 
of perceived social tensions. This 'civilising mission' 
both endorsed legislation which could help create a physical 
and institutional environment in which undesirable working-
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class habits and attitudes would be deterred (as long as it 
was not too expensive), and encouraged private philanthropy, 
which could undertake active propagation of a new moral code. 
Habits of regularity could be increased by regular payments 
of rent, slums and immoral haunts could be demolished, bawdy 
songs and games could be suppressed. From the 1860s org
anisations such as the Charity Organisation Society, the 
Salvation Army, Church and many other philanthropic missions, 
through their direct intervention in working-class life att
empted to mould it to conform to a middle-class norm.
These efforts were bolstered by the firm belief in the civil
ising effect of personal relations between the classes which 
reached their peak in the 'settlement houses' in slum areas 
of London in the 1880s.

But the question remains of how far the middle-class on
slaught changed and influenced working-class attitudes and
behaviour. Several historians recently have suggested that

59it was certainly not in the way that had been intended.
By the Edwardian period it had become inescapably clear that 
middle class evangelism had failed to create a working class 
in its own image; the great majority of London workers, 
particularly, were not Christian, provident, chaste or temp- 
eratejby middle-class standards, while the artisan and skilled 
worker had developed social and political patterns of their 
own. All this suggests that the institutions of more stable 
family patterns should not be seen as evidence of the success 
of an effort at 'social control'. The most effective ideo
logical influences came not from evangelical social reform 
but from more complex processes by which elements similar to
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those of the ruling ideology were produced from deeply felt 
experiences of the class itself. Thus the weight given to 
values such as thrift and respectability may have been art
iculated in terms of the dominant ideology, but they stillt-

have to be understood as outcrops of a distinctive social 
experience. What happened was what has been called a 
'negotiated redefinition' on the part of the respectable 
working class: there was no passive acceptance. As a re
sult we can observe the emergence in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century of a working-class culture whose pre
vailing tone was not one of political combativity, and yet 
which had firm moral standards of its own. Middle-class 
moralists might be ardent, even strident, but working-class 
patterns continued to be remarkably resistant and independent
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE PUBLIC AND THE PRIVATE:

MORAL REGULATION IN THE VICTORIAN PERIOD

Forms of Moral Regulation
The last decades of the nineteenth century saw the coming 

together of all the major themes of its sexual discourses: 
class pride and evangelism, moral certainty and social an
xiety, the double standard and 'respectability', prurience 
and moral purity. Moral reform, from the 1870s, came close 
to the centre of political debate - much more so than struc
tural social reform ever did in the nineteenth century. In
dividual conduct and moral reformation were seen as the key 
to public health. The Austrian Krafft-Ebing evoked a Euro
pean-wide theme: 'The material and moral ruin of the comm
unity is steadily brought about by debauchery, adultery and 
luxury.' The problem was, how to establish a framework 
within which moral reform could take place.

Victorian morality was premised on a series of ideological 
separations: between family and society, between the restraint
of the domestic circle and the temptations of promiscuity; 
between the privacy, leisure and comforts of the home and 
the tensions and competitiveness of work. And these divis
ions in social organisation and ideology were reflected in 
sexual attitudes. The decency and morality of the home con
fronted the danger and the pollution of the public sphere; 
the joys and the 'naturalness' of the home countered the 
'corruption', the artificiality of the streets, badly lit, 
unhygienic, dangerous and immoral. This was the basis of 
the dichotomy of 'the private' and 'the public' upon which ^
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much sexual regulation rested.

The double standard of morality relied upon this separa
tion between the public and the private. The private was . 
the nest of domestic virtues: the public was the arena of 
prostitution,of vice on the streets. So as the struggle 
against the double standard developed, particularly amongst 
social-purity crusaders from the 1860s onwards, one of the 
prime targets in trying to establish a single standard of 
morality (the morality essentially of the chaste woman) was 
the drive against public manifestations of vice. The 
division between the private and the public sphere,which was 
located both in economic development (the separation of work 
and home) and in social ideology, was by the end of the nin- 
teenth century at the heart of moral discourse; as a coro
llary, not surprisingly, the development of social purity 
was to have profound effects between the 1880s and the First 
World War on the regulation of sexual behaviour.

To fully understand the significance of these develop
ments we must attempt, firstly, to grasp the role of the 
state, for its work in regulating sexual behaviour is cen
tral but complex. It does so directly, obviously, through 
legislation on marriage and divorce, through the regulation 
of extra-marital sex, and through the moral assumptions of 
its agencies, such as the Poor Law; and indirectly through 
its various forms of support for particular familial and 
household types, the education system, its role in encour
aging or discouraging prosecutions, its omissions as well as 
its commissions. What it does not seem to have shown in
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nineteenth century is any ready acceptance of a formal role 
in moralising the nation.

The general moral framework was unquestionably that of 
the Christian tradition. This provided the language with
in which morality (even the morality of non-believers) was 
articulated, and many of the formal practices which act
ually regulated sexual behaviour. 7 Not until 1908, for in
stance, did state legal regulation replace ecclesiastical 
in the control of incest. Changes in sexual regulation we 
may hypothesise were more a product of changing patterns 
of class power and alliances, various, and changing forms 
of pressure, and shifting perceptions of the moral needs 
of classes and masses rather than the result of any firm,

Vmoralising policy. There was no single strategy at work, 
no automatic response to the needs of the economy or social 
change.

Important shifts did nevertheless take place in ways 
which profoundly reshaped the organisation of sexuality. 
There were, in the first place, important changes in the 
property laws, in large part a result of the move towards 
industrial capitalism and this, as was suggested in Chapter 
2, had its effects in family patterns. Until the eight
eenth century aristocratic landed property was generally 
governed, under common law, by primogeniture and entail, 
which worked to secure large estates. Some provision was 
generally made for the scions of the family - the 'portion' 
for the younger sons, the dowry for the daughters - but 
primogenture was essential. By the eighteenth century
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there was some move towards acceptance by the smaller land
lords of partible inheritance, and the shift into industrial 
capitalism led to legal changes which increased freedom of
testation, allowing a business man greater choice in se-

2 . curing his business fortune. In theory, daughters could '
now more easily inherit, though marriage law, prior to the
1882 Married Women's Property Act, still dictated that a
daughter's property must pass to her husband on marriage.
This suggests again the close connections between property
regulations and marriage patterns. The 1882 Act in one
respect served to grant to middle-class women the rights in
property enjoyed by the middle-class male. But of course
these rights were contained within an ideological framework
which stressed domesticity and in many ways, as we know,

3worked to restress the importance of female chastity.

Secondly, there was throughout the nineteenth century a 
gradual assumption by the state of many of the responsibil
ities formerly held by the Church, particularly in regard 
to marriage - Lord Hardwicke's Marriage Act in 1753, the 
1836 Act which introduced civil marriage, the reorganisation 
of divorce and separation procedures in 1856 and 1878, with 
further Acts in 1884, 1886, 1895. Marriage was obviously 
not simply a religious union but had profound social conse
quences and these were recognised in the formal legal changes 
of the nineteenth century.

Thirdly, there was a highly uneven, but nevertheless very 
important formal assumption of responsibility by the state 
for many areas of sexual unorthodoxies, not simply, as often
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hitherto, in terms of enforcement, but also in terms of 
actual organisation, as for example with obscenity (1857) , 
prostitution and homosexuality (1885, 1898), and indecent 
advertising (1889). f

These shifts were not without their contradictions and sus 
tained challenges: they were products of complex pressures, 
and subject to various influences. The economically equit
able assumptions behind changes in the property law often, 
for instance, came into conflict with inherited beliefs 
about the proper division of labour in the family and ideo
logies of femininity - and the latter usually won. It was 
no accident that this was a major area of feminist endeavour. 
There was moreover a great reluctance to intervene in the 
family itself. As Whately Cook Taylor put it in 1874, 
'Hitherto, whatever the laws have touched, they have not

4dared invade the sacred precinct', and such reluctance dic
tated the hesitations over passing the incest law until 1908. 
The family remained ostensibly a privileged domain, even 
while it was being legally and ideologically constructed and 
unified.

Simultaneously, state agencies were often uncertain about 
the effects of the legal regulation of extra-marital sex,

5and enforcement was sporadic and uneven. As the legisla
tive attitude to prostitution indicates, there was an under
lying implicit acceptance of the double standard for much of 
the century, and a tacit assumption that the function of the 
machinery of the state, local and national, was to regulate 
the public sphere and not the private. Even the moral re
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former was primarily concerned - at least in terms of prac
tical politics - with encouraging greater efforts in the 
regulation of the public arena, though imperceptibly many 
began to attempt to evangelise in the private too, in a 
tradition that had a considerable history, and a long future. 
The importance of the morality organisations lay not so 
much in their mass membership as in the specific influence 
they could demonstrate in moments of crises, the forces 
they could mobilise, the pressures they could bring to bear, 
the ears they could bend, the opportunities they could 
seize, and here conjunctural political factors played an 
important part. The major political groupings themselves 
had different attitudes towards moral regulation in the 
later part of the century. Liberals generally sought to 
defend the family by promoting education and temperance and 
by opposing the Contagious Diseases Acts; Conservatives pur
sued similar aims by encouraging a host of voluntary and 
philanthropic organisations, which worked to instil habits 
of sobriety and respectability in the working class.

As Brian Harrison has pointed out, the peculiar nature of 
the problem as conceived by the moral reformers - as an in
dividual moral failing from which social consequences flowed 
meant that it was difficult to evolve administrative machin
ery to carry out their aims. They constantly used inter
ventionist language, but this often involved little more 
than a legislative declaration in favour of good, and they 
relied to an extraordinary degree on individual and voluntary 
effort. Voluntary organisations in many cases became the 
effective agents of enforcement, as well as pressure groups 
constantly campaigning for further intervention, and here
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they became quasi-state apparatuses, a pattern which had a 
long history. Nevertheless, there was in toto, an increase 
in legal regulation and public surveillance.

Private Morality, Public Vice
As far back as the 1690s, with the establishment of the 

Society for the Reformation of Manners in London and the 
provinces, moral transgressors, including violators of the 
Sabbath, profane swearers, prostitutes, keepers of bawdy 
houses, actors in indecent plays and buggers had been sub
ject to sustained efforts at moral control while public 
officials in the royal court encouraged the societies as an

g
important contribution to the woefully inadequate police.
But the regulation of sexual behaviour also became a way of 
policing the population at large, and this combination of 
factors is clearly manifest again in the social morality 
crusades of the nineteenth century. From the early part of 
the nineteenth century, until absorbed in the new social 
purity movements of the 1880s, the Society for the Suppress
ion of Vice (founded in 1802 and known universally as the 
Vice Society) remained the Victorian's basic legal force 
against the obscene, and its work demonstrates the often 
close relationship between private vigilance and public auth 
orities. It was the persuasion of the Vice Society that 
led Lord Chancellor Campbell to push through the Obscene 
Publications Act of 1857, an Act which was to remain in 
force for a hundred years, and this was followed by the est
ablishment of the first (and short-lived) Obscene Publicat-

9ions police squad in London. A similar pattern of press
ure and response can be seen in the moral restructuring of 

the last decades of the century.
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It was prostitution which was the main focus of the de
bate and moral reforming efforts from the 1850s, and this 
best illustrates the various elements at work. The wide
spread tolerance of prostitution was reflected in the ab
sence of any serious legislative attack on the problem un
til the 1860s, with the passing of the Contagious Diseases 
Acts. These, moreover, were designed not to prevent pro
stitution but to provide a degree of state regulation, with 
the aim of curtailing venereal disease. Medical men, as 
well as the military and defenders of the double standard, 
were strong proponents of the Acts. The act of prositution 
itself has never been illegal. As the Home Secretary 
Ritchie put it in 1901, 'To get rid of prostitution by legal 
enactment or by official interposition is out of the quest
ion - so long as human nature is what it is, you will never

1 0entirely get rid of it . . . ' , and measures such as the 
Vagrancy Act, 1824, and the Metropolitan Police Act of 1839 
were designed to regulate public nuisance rather than pro
stitution itself.

There can be no doubt of the symbolic importance of pro
stitution to the Victorians. The use of terms such as 'so
cial evil' and the 'social diseases' suggests a widespread 
fear of the social implication^6f prostitution, and by the 
middle years of the century this fear was becoming part of 
a general social anxiety. Between 1838 and 1859 over a 
dozen important books were published on the subject as well 
as a host of articles. By way of contrast we may note that 
between 1939 and 1959, years which saw a major debate and 
official investigation of the subject, there were only two 
major books. It is difficult to assess the number of
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prostitutes actually involved. Even in the late eighteenth 
century Colquhoun estimated that there were 50,000 London 
prostitutes; in the 1830s and 1840s other fixed the total 
at some 80,000, while the Westminster Review fixed the nat
ional totals at anything between 50,000 and 368,000. Police 
estimates were rather more conservative, suggesting about
7,000 prostitues in London in the 1850s, with a national

1 2total of something under 30,000. The degree and meaning
of prostitution was an important issue in itself (one esti
mate would have made prostitution the fourth largest fe
male occupation) but more important, given the double stan
dard, was tne reservoir of venereal disease especially syph
ilis, that it was perceived as constituting, a threat part
icularly to the efficiency of the armed services, and it was
concern over this that led to the passing of the Contagious

1 3Diseases Acts (in 1864, 1866, 1869).

The incidence of syphilis itself, though a real problem, 
was actually declining from the 1860s while the Acts were 
manifestly unfair, for they took for granted the double stan
dard and consequently sought to control working-class women 
while ignoring the major source for the spreading of the 
disease, the men. But the response at first was muted, for 
the Acts seem to have been ad hoc responses to a perceived 
crisis rather than an expression of a coherent programme.
The working of the Acts themselves was instrumental in cry
stallising and shaping the situation. Only as they were 
put into operation, piecemeal, were their assumptions clari
fied, and their aims consciously formulated and defended by 
regulationists. And only as the operation of the Acts was
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1 4perceived did a groundswell of opposition develop. Never
theless, the apparent acceptance of prostitution in the Acts 
evoked a strong response from feminists, led by Josephine 
Butler, and from social moralists, which was directed part
icularly against the state regulation of vice. Throughout 
the 1870s and 1880s the 'abolitionists', as they were called, 
were a major social force, and the stimulus for the emerg
ence of vigorous social-purity organisations, such as the
National Vigilance Association, which survived in many cases

1 5into the 1950s and 1960s. They also touched a nerve of
public anxiety.

The last decades of the nineteenth and the first decade of 
the twentieth centuries saw a major attempt at moral re
structuring which had its effects both in legislation and in 
the tone of public life. The evangelical and moral re
forming endeavour was not, as we know, new, and throughout 
the century it had a significant impact on the manner of 
public life. But from the 1870s, following what was seen 
as a decline in standards in the 1850s and 1860s, a new con
fidence in the moralistic ethic can be detected, as if the 
hesitations that had governed earlier attempts were cast off. 
In the early decades of the century, evangelicals had been 
constrained by the fear of revolution. No such fears limit
ed them in the 1880s and 1890s. Moreover a series.of 
causes and scandals sustained them - from the iniquities of 
the Contagious Diseases Acts to exploitation and abduction 
of young girls in the White Slave Trade to the marriage and 
other scandals of those in high places: the divorce case 
of Charles Dilke in 1886; of the Irish leader Parnell in
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1890; the scandal of the Cleveland Street homosexual bro
thel, 1889-90, said to involve the eldest son of the heir 
to the throne; and the Tranby Croft gambling scandal of 
1891, which involved the Prince of Wales himself.

There was, too, a constituency ready to be stirred by 
such scandals in the lower middle class and the respectable 
working class. At the very time when the former was ach
ieving a settled status, their values were being attacked by 
radicals, libertarians and libertines. The novelist Walter 
Gallichan spoke of The Blight of Respectability in the 1890s, 
and it was indeed their most central values that were most 
flagrantly challenged. The ideology of respectability had 
been in the process of articulation throughout the century. 
Its stress on values such as self-help and self-reliance, 
the value of work, the need for social discipline, the co
hering centrality of the family, were all challenged by pub
lic immorality. Here was a strong social basis for social
purity, which could be effectively mobilised by moral entre- 

17preneurs.

The working of the Contagious Diseases Acts themselves al
so served to mobilise many a radical working man against the 
exploitation of working-class women, and an important alli
ance developed between this radicalism and feminists, which 
had the additional effect of providing for the latter a so
cial support which enhanced their authority within the re- 

1 8peal movement.
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Behind this, giving a tremendous dynamism to the cam
paigns was an evangelical revival, bringing large sections 
of the feminist movement into alliance with nonconformity, 
an alliance sealed in outrage against the double standard.. 
Many of the leaders of the campaigns of the 1880s were pro
ducts of this Christian revival. W.T. Stead described him
self as 'a child of the revival of 1859-60' which had swept 
across the Atlantic and won hundreds of thousands of con
verts (over a hundred thousand in Ulster alone). William 
Coote, who was to play a major role in social purity up to 
the 1920s, went through a typical adolescent conversion ex
perience in the 1860s and 1870s. The same pattern is mani
fest in the new outbreak of social morality fervour in the 
decade before the outbreak of the First World War. Again 
its leadership was provided by many of the converts of the 
last great series of revival missions sponsored by the Free 
Church Council in 1901 and 1902.^

But social purity was also able to mine very deep fears 
of a more secular kind. 1885, an annus mirabilis of sex
ual politics, was also the year of the expansion of the 
electorate, fears of national decline following the defeat 
of General Gordon, anxieties about the future of Ireland, 
and all this in the context of a socialist revival and fem
inist agitation. The Reverend J.M. Wilson called for so
cial purity, 'for the good of your nation and your country', 
and warned that 'Rome fell; other nations are falling'.
So moral purity became a metaphor for a stable society:
'In all countries the purity of the family must be the sur
est strength of a nation; and virtue from above is mighty

20in its power over the homes below.'
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By 1885 social purity was able to tap an anxiety which 
found a symbolic focus in the 'twin evils' of enforced pro
stitution and the exploitation of minors, young girls.
W.T. Stead's sensational expose of the latter in his articles 
on 'The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon' generated a sense 
of outrage with which a wide spectrum of public opinion 
found itself in sympathy. By the summer of 1885, Anglican 
bishops, freethinkers and socialists found themselves able 
to work together in a short-lived coalition against sexual 
abuse of children. Stead's dramatisation of the issue of 
sexual exploitation not only stilled for the moment many 
fundamental conflicts of interest between particpants in the 
agitation, but it also obscured the contradictions inherent
in the ideology that informed this agitation against child 

21prostitution. But under the impact of this pressure Parl
iament belatedly passed the long-delayed Criminal Law Amend
ment Act which attempted to suppress brothels, raised the age 
of consent for girls to sixteen, and introduced in Section 11 
new penalties against male homosexual behaviour - signifi
cantly both in private as well as in public. Further 
changes, in the 1898 Vagrancy Act and the 1912 Criminal Law 
Amendment Act, underlined the new legislative involvement 
with prostitution and homosexuality.

The problem we have to grapple with in trying to under
stand the significance of the events is the contradiction be
tween the ostensibly humanitarian instincts of those who 
campaigned for legal change, and the controlling impact 
they had on people's lives, particularly working-class girls 
and homosexuals. Often seen as a major stage in the human
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isation of sexual relations and in the development of a single
standard of morality, which was certainly the intention of
feminists such as Josephine Butler, the changes nevertheless
involved an extension of social regulation of sexual behav- 

22lour.

Reformers in 1885 had no doubt that their cause was right
eous: a crusade against 'a dark and cruel wrong'. Young
girl prostitutes were portrayed as sexually innocent, as 
passive victims of individual evil men. As Deborah Gorham 
has pointed out, what this sort of approach ignored was the 
very origins of prostitution in the economic system and the
opportunities that prostitution offered to young girls as a

23way out of acute poverty and dismal career possibilities. 
Reformers were directing their energies, as we can see now, 
at many of the wrong targets, illustrating the typical nin- 
te^nth-century preference for moral campaigns rather than for 
structural social reforms. In directing it at the targets 
they did, however, they produced effects that feminists such 
as Josephine Butler might have eventually found abhorrent.
The most important element was the difficulty that reformers 
had in distinguishing between their desire to protect the 
young girls who were the objects of their concern and their 
desire to control them. And behind this there were those 
unresolved problems on childhood, adolescence, maturity, and 
the different conditions of working-class children which we 
discussed earlier. Implicit in the rhetoric of those who 
campaigned for stiffer age-of-consent legislation (and the 
campaign went on into the 1930s to raise it above 16, even 
to 2 1 ) was the assumption that young working-class girls
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were ignorant and defenceless and could not decide for them
selves. But in fact those they sought to protect often did 
not act as if they were passive. The majority of young 
girls who went into prostitutionrhad not been dragged or co
erced into 'shame'; often it was the only course that seemed 
open.

What cemented the temporary alliance between feminists, 
like Josephine Butler, and moral repressionists, such as 
Alfred Dyer, was a rejection of the double standard that lay 
behind the speeches and pressure of most of their parliament
ary opponents. Most of the men who wished to keep the age 
of consent at 12 and 13 accepted as a matter of course an 
outlook in which young girls from the working class were per
ceived to be easy sexual targets. For many upper-class men, 
prostitution appeared both necessary and inevitable; and 
their objections to raising the age of consent often arose 
from the fear that either they or their sons might be threat
ened by new legislation. One member of the House of Lords 
put it succinctly in 1884i 'Very few of their Lordships ... 
had not, when young men, been guilty of immorality. He
hoped they would pause before passing a clause within the

25range of which their sons might come.'

Confronted with this sort of attitude it is easy to see 
why even such a reformer as Butler, who was usually extreme
ly sensitive to the issue of the personal rights of individ
uals, responded with outrage to attempts to block age of con
sent legislation. To her, such opposition was a flagrant
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example of the pernicious belief that 'a large section of 
female society' should be set aside 'to administer to the 
irregularities of the excusable men'. In this sort of at
mosphere the arguments of those like Charles Hopwood, MP 
for Stockport, who accepted social-purity arguments about 
prostitution but opposed the Criminal Law Amendment Act, 
were drowned. He opposed the Criminal Law Amendment Bill 
on the grounds that 'repressive legislation of this kind is 
not calculated to improve public morals'. He opposed rais
ing the age of consent above 13 largely because it violated 
the right of free choice, and he opposed the provisions of 
the Bill relating to street soliciting. He was also the 
most vigorous opponent in the House of the attempts of some 
purity advocates to amend the Bill by including punishment
by flogging for certain types of offenders, a provision that

2 6was renewed in a similar atmosphere of hysteria in 1912.

There were in fact two separate but overlapping strands 
in the social-purity alliance. These were, first of all, 
those who believed that the purpose of legislation was to 
force people to be moral. Prostitution, said the Rescue 
Society in 1880, 'should be completely suppressed and houses 
of ill fame utterly rooted out’. On the other hand, there 
were those feminists represented by Josephine Butler who be
lieved that prostitution was evil because it destroyed human 
dignity but who also believed the prostitute had a right to 
choose to become a prostitute. But the legislative changes 
of the 1880s and afterwards were to have effects probably 
quite different from those that reformers such as Butler in
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tended, and much more in the direction of increased control 
rather than of assertion of individual choice.

Reform or Control?
The history of prostitution particularly illustrates 

this combination of reform and control; reform, indeed, as 
a means of control. The Contagious Diseases Act which had 
been so bitterly opposed by feminists like Butler, had ex
tended well beyond sanitary supervision of common prostitutes. 
As single women, residing often outside their families, wo
men registered under the Acts were perhaps the most vulner
able members of their community. As a result, official 
intervention into their lives offered police an easy opport
unity for general surveillance of the poor neighbourhoods in 
which they resided. As Judith Walkowitz has pointed out, 
in the districts where the Acts were enforced, petty theft, 
the seasonal migration of the poor into the countryside to
pick hops and strawberries, and prostitution, were all means

*

by which the chronically under-employed endured through hard 
times. The Contagious Diseases^Acts, alongside their form
al aim, can also be seen as part of the legal effort to con-

27tain this occupational and geographical mobility.
- \

The fragile social equilibrium between the toleration 
and segregation of maigi nal social behaviour which was nece
ssary to the survival of the very poor in the working-class 
community was almost certainly upset by the enforcement of 
the Contagious Diseases Acts. , On the one hand, the Acts 
generated an extensive public resistance amongst the women 
in their community. On the other, by forcing prostitutes
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and their neighbours publicly to acknowledge what had pre
viously been informally tolerated, they introduced a strict
er redefinition of acceptable behaviour, thereby facilitat
ing the social isolation of prostitutes. One of the effects 
of the Contagious Diseases Acts was to define more sharply 
the categories of acceptable social and sexual behaviour. 
And.Lin fact public shaming was one of the principal functions 
of police registration and surveillance. What probably 
bothered respectable neighbours was not so much the immoral
ity' of a young woman as the notoriety which her social ex
posure and labelling brought. The dictates of self-preserv
ation often ensured that the respectable young working woman 
dissociated herself from the known prostitute, since associa
tion with prostitutes rendered a woman's character suspect to 
the police and could lead to her name being placed on the 
registration list.

Repressive public sanctions would make the move into 
prostitution a different kind of choice than when it could 
constitute a temporary and relatively anonymous stage in a 
woman's life. But ironically the repeal of the Contagious 
Diseases Acts in the 1880s accentuated rather than diminish
ed this tendency, for the police and judicial measures, com
bined with the efforts of moral reformers, were making ever 
clearer that distinction between respectable and unrespect
able behaviour. Control of the lives of accused prostit
utes did not end with the repeal of the Acts; it was mere
ly transferred to new agencies, often with similar personnel 
to those who had enforced the Contagious Diseases Acts. 
Social-purity legislation, such as the Industrial Schools
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Amendment Act of 1881, which allowed children of prostitutes 
to be committed to an industrial school, and the 1885 Act, 
gave further powers to the police in their surveillance over 
women and children. r.

So far from wiping out vice, whether in public or pri
vate, social-purity legislation almost certainly merely con
tributed to changing its form. Just as the closing of the 
pleasure houses of the 1870s had thrown prostitutes onto the 
streets, so the suppression of brothels after 1885 probably 
increased street prostitution, at the same time pushing pro
stitutes into massage parlours and flats, and into the arms 
of 'bullies', who became mythical figures of popular fears
in the new moral panic over the white slave trade before

2 81912. In addition, by drawing more firmly the line be
tween respectable and disreputable behaviour, social-purity 
legislation certainly encouraged the emergence of a much 
clearer subculture of prostitution, and a similar develop
ment can be observed with regard to male homosexuality (see 
Chapter 6 below).

In the years following 1885 there was a considerable in
crease in prosecutions for sexual offences. The Editor of 
the;Criminal Statistics for 1896 noted this and added, 'The 
growth of public sentiment with regard to sexual crime, of 
which the (Criminal Law Amendment) Acts was one manifestation,
is no doubt responsible also for the more vigorous prosecut-

29ion of offences.' Stricter enforcement, allied to the
creation of new categories of crime (defilement of girls 
under 13, gross indecency between men), marked a new inflect
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ion in the sexual regime. There wre cross-currents; for 
instance, books banned in the 1880s reappered in the 1890s, 
but social purity remained vigorous through the 1890s and 
1900s, particularly through voluntary organisations, such as 
local vigilance committees, public morality organisations and 
bodies like the Salvation Army, bringing closure orders 
against brothels, hunting out displays of vice, prosecuting 
obscene books, and promoting wholesome literature.

There was a willingness on the part of public authorit
ies, not surprisingly, to allow voluntary bodies such as 
the National Vigilance Association to carry out the (often 
unpopular) duties of moral surveillance, though the practices 
of police and magistrates varied. In a place like 
Liverpool the police were willing to prosecute prostitutes 
for soliciting without independent corroboration of nuisance, 
and the magistrates backed this up. In 1901 the Home Office 
adopted a similar tougher policy for the Metropolitan area, 
and the next five years saw an intense clean-up. But clean
ups and purges were less a sustained policy than a reaction 
to popular events and anxieties.

After the suspension in 1883 and later repeal (in 1886) 
of the Contagious Diseases Acts, the state effectively aban
doned any attempt to regulate (and hence lend official back
ing to) prostitution and adopted the traditional policy of 
tacit acceptance of it as an inevitable evil. By the early 
part of the century the policy of the state was quite clearly 
to regulate as best it could, public vice, but to ignore, 
as outside its purview, private adult heterosexual liaisons:
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whether conjugal or involving prostitution. Legal inter
vention in the private sphere concentrated on acts involv
ing children, acts of incest (after 1908) and male homo
sexuality, where the private/public distinction was not 
applied. The state remained reluctant to initiate legis
lation to enforce morality, though by the 1880s it was clear
ly responsive to its perception of public pressure. At the 
huge demonstration in Hyde Park on 22 August 1885, prior to 
the passing of the Criminal Law Amendment Act, a speaker ex
pressed the hope that 'our public men shall be pure'. By 
1895, with the sensational trial of Oscar Wilde (one of 
those 'writers of elegant and glittering literature, gloss
ing over vice', denounced by the Reverend Richard Armstrong 
of the Social Purity Alliance), the government felt obliged
to prosecute because a relative of one of its members was

31mentioned in the case. Effectively, social purity had
been politically appropriated.

But the mention of Wilde also serves to remind us that 
social purity never succeeded in totally silencing its oppo
nents. Indeed, there is a strong case to be made that the 
moralistic campaigns around sexuality encouraged, as a res
ponse, a more radical position on sexuality. A Drysdale 
could argue that it was the repression of sex that led to 
insanity. A James Hinton, the mystical inspirer of Havelock 
Ellis and others, saw sex as suffusing and enhancing the 
whole of life. Radicals like Grant Allen, Ellis, Edward 
Carpenter, the 'new women' in fiction, the mannered libert
arianism of Wilde and his circle, discovered sexuality as a 
positive value or as a subversive force which challenged the
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tyranny of respectability. All this was to feed into the
stream of sexual radicalism in the early twentieth century. 
And at the other extreme, the success of social purity never 
silenced the defenders of the double standard. Mrs.
Ormiston Chant's valiant efforts to close the infamous prom
enade of the 'Empire' Music Hall in London in 1894 were, we
must remember, countered by an impassioned group of upper-

33class rowdies, led by the young Winston Churchill. There
was, as we have said before, no final triumph for puritanism.

32

But undoubtedly, a new mood is detectable from the 1880s
and 1890s, and 1895 is a particularly symbolic year because
the reaction to Wilde's downfall was indicative of the new
mode in public discourse. Throughout 1895 the attack on the
'sex mania' of the new fiction developed, marking the 'return
of the Philistines'. And the danger of the 'flaunting' of
immorality was underlined by the publication of Max Nordau's
book, Degeneration, evoking individual and national collapse

34under the impact of immorality. It was not a final clos
ure and by the new century a younger generation was challeng
ing the social-purity consensus. But they in turn provoked 
a new fear of the obscene. St. Loe Strachey, editor of The 
Spectator attacked H.G. Wells' Ann Veronica as undermining.

the sense of continence and self control in the 
individual which is essential to a sound and 
healthy State ... Unless the citizens of a 
State put before themselves the principles of 
duty, self sacrifice, self control and contin
ence ... the life of the State must be short and 
precarious. Unless the institution of the 
family is firmly founded and advanced, the State 
will not continue. 35.
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These themes constantly recur up to the First World War.
In 1912 Havelock Ellis complained that: 'During the past ten
years one of those waves of enthusiasm for the moralisation
of the public by the law has been sweeping across Europe and 

3 6America.' Anxieties about moral standards reflected a
deep belief that the roots of social stability lay in indiv
idual and public morality. So an agitation, like that over 
the international white slave trade in the 1900s, mined rich 
seams of anxiety: on the position of women, dramatised by 
feminism; about the consequences of domestic and international 
migration; and on the effects of rapid urban and industrial 
growth. They had their apotheosis in a moral resolution.
Again in 1912 feminists allied with social purity to press on
a reluctant government a new criminal law amendment act, 'The

37White Slave Act'. More significant than its provisions
(which tightened up the law regarding 'bullies', procurers 
and brothel keepers, and reaffirmed flogging, which chiefly 
affected homosexuals) was what it reflected: a deflection 
we would argue, of real, and urgent, anxieties, the product 
of major social disruptions, on the sphere of sexuality.

Once the moral gesture had been made, the immediate 
panic dissipated, though the problems it addressed did not. 
Sexual behaviour had in the course of the previous century 
become a symbol of much wider social features. This is 
perhaps the main contribution of the sexual economy of the 
nineteenth century to that of the twentieth.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE CONSTRUCTION OF HOMOSEXUALITY

Homosexuality: Concepts and Consequences
Most works on the history of sex tend to concentrate on 

the major forms of sexual experience to the exclusion of the 
minority forms. This is not surprising given the centrality 
in our society of the great rituals of birth, maturation, pair
bonding and reproduction. But to ignore extra-marital, non- 
reproductive, non-monogamous, or even non-heterosexual forms 
is to stifle an important aspect of our social history. Nor 
indeed are they independent aspects. The regulation of extra
marital sex has been a major concern for the forces of moral 
order throughout the history of the West, whether through the 
canonical controls of the church over adultery and sodomy in 
the medieval period, or the state's ordering of prostitution 
and homosexuality in the modern.

Of all the 'variations' of sexual behaviour, homosexuality 
has had the most vivid social pressure, and has evoked the 
most lively (if usually grossly misleading) historical accounts. 
It is, as many sexologists from Havelock Ellis to Alfred Kinsey 
have noted, the form closest to the heterosexual norm in our 
culture, and partly because of that it has often been the tar
get of sustained social oppression. It has also, as an inev
itable effect of the hostility it has evoked, produced the 
most substantial forms of resistance to hostile categorisation 
and has, consequently, a long cultural and subcultural history.
A study of homosexuality is therefore essential, both because 
of its own intrinsic interest and because of the light it throws
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on the wider regulation of sexuality, the development of sex
ual categorisation, and the range of possible sexual identities.

In recent years it has become increasingly clear, first to 
sociologists, and belatedly to historians, that it is essential 
to distinguish between on the one hand, homosexual behaviour, 
and on the other homosexual roles, categorisations and identit-

iies. It has been apparent to anthropologists and sexologists 
since at least the nineteenth century that homosexual behaviour 
has existed in a variety of different cultures, and that it is 
an ineradicable part of human sexual possibilities. But what 
has been equally apparent are the range of different responses 
towards homosexuality. Attitudes towards homosexual behaviour 
are, that is to say, culturally specific and have varied enor
mously across different cultures and through various historical 
periods. What is less obvious, but is now central to any his
torical work, is the realisation not only that attitudes to
wards same sex activity have varied but that the social and sub
jective meanings given to homosexuality have similarly been cul
turally specific. Bearing this in mind it is no longer poss
ible to talk of the possibility of a universalistic history of 
homosexuality; it is only possible to understand the social 
significance of homosexual behaviour, both in terms of social 
response and in terms of individual identity, in its exact his
torical context. To put it another way, the various possibil
ities of same sex behaviour are variously constructed in differ
ent cultures as an aspect of wider gender and sexual regulation. 
The physical acts might be similar, but their social implications 
are often profoundly different. In our culture homosexuality 
has become an excoriated experience, severely socially condemned



143

at various periods, and even today seen as a largely unfortu
nate, minority form by a large percentage of the population.
It is this that demands explanation.

The general tendency is still to assume that 'deviance', 
and especially sexual unorthodoxy, is somehow a quality in
herent in the individuals, to which the social then has to 
respond. Over the past twenty years, however, it has been in
creasingly recognised that the social not only defines, but 
actually in part constructs the deviance. The classic state
ment of the impact of social labelling was made by Edwin Lemert, 
who drew a distinction between what he termed 'primary' and 
'secondary' deviance, the first being intrinsic, for whatever
reason, to the individual, the second the result of social de- 

2finition. This suggests that there are two levels of analy
sis, one of which is more susceptible to historical understand
ing than the other. First of all there is the question of the 
actual creation of gendered and sexed individuals, whether as 
heterosexual or homosexual. Recent advances in social psycho
logy and in neo-Freudian thought have suggested that the devel
opment of heterosexual or homosexual propensities at the level 
of the young human are not a product of inherent biological 
imperatives but are the effect of historically conditioned fam
ilial and other social influences channelling the sexual possi-

3bilities which exist in the young child. It is quite possible 
that is to say, that changing family forms, changing notions 
of childhood, of the role of parents and so on actually have 
profound effects in the construction of individual heterosexuals 
homosexuals or other sexual categorisations. Emotions are 
differentially structured according to different social forms



144

and pressures. But even if primary differences were biologi
cally formed, this would not fundamentally alter the argument. 
For secondly, what makes this historically important are the 
social reactions to the sexed individuals that emerge in any 
particular form of society, and the ways in which these shape 
individual meanings. For to feel or experience something is 
not the same thing as to adopt a specific social identity, 
with all its often problematical effects. The historical 
problem therefore is to explain the various sources of the so
cial stigmatisation of homosexuality, and the individual and 
collective response to this broadly hostile regulation. But 
the way to do this is not to seek out a single causative factor. 
The crucial question must be: what are the conditions for the 
emergence of this particular form of regulation of sexual be
haviour in this particular society? In our own history this 
must involve an exploration of what Mary McIntosh pinpointed 
as the significant problem: the emergence of the notion that 
homosexuality is a psychological or emotional condition pecu
liar to some people and not others, and the social implications 
of this conceptualisation.

Mary McIntosh herself has theorised this, in a highly sugg
estive essay in terms of the emergence of what she describes as 
a 'homosexual role'.^ That is to say, under specific historic
al circumstances, which McIntosh traces to the late seventeenth 
century, there emerges a specific male (and it has usually been 
a male) role, a specialised, despised and punished role which 
'keeps the bulk of society pure in rather the same way that the
similar treatment of some kinds of criminal helps keep the rest

5of society law abiding'. Such a role has two effects: it
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helps to provide a clear-cut threshold between permissible 
and impermissible behaviour; and secondly, it helps to seg
regate those labelled as deviant from others, and thus con
tains and limits their behaviour patterns. In the same way, 
a homosexual subculture, which is the correlative of the de
velopment of a specialised role, provides both access to the 
socially outlawed need (sex) and contains the deviant.

This insight has been enormously influential but, as in 
all exploratory essays, it has left many questions unanswered. 
More recent work has attempted to challenge it both in terms 
of its relationship tó role theory and functionalism generally, 
and because of its apparent denial of any pre-given sexual 
orientation.. This however is to misconstrue its real import
ance. The essayLtself suffers from the usual defects of a 
structuralist functionalist approach, particularly in the pur
posive effort at social control that it implies. But what it 
points to is an approach that can bear much historical fruit, 
indicating the necessity of studying homosexuality (as with 
other forms of sexual behaviour) both in terms of the social 
categorisation that shapes the experience, and in terms of 
the response itself, which in relationship to homosexuality 
has, over a long historical development, given rise to complex 
cultural and subcultural forms, and a distinctive series of 
sexual identities. These identities must, however, be under
stood in all their specificities, historical, class and gender. 
This last point is particularly important because though so
cial scientists and historians have, by and large, sought to 
explain male and female homosexualities in terms of the same 
aetiologies and characteristics, their social histories, though
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obviously related, are distinctive. For both male and fe
male homosexualities are social and historical divisions of
the rang^af sexual possibilities and as such have to be

7understood in terms of their social implications.

Moral, Legal and Medical Regulation
There is a long tradition in the Christian West of hosti

lity towards homosexuality, although this usually took the 
form of the formal regulation of male homosexual activity 
rather than of lesbian. The West during the Christian era was 
in fact unique in its taboo against all forms of homosexuality. 
Cross-cultural evidence demonstrates very clearly that other 
cultures have successfully integrated some forms at least of 
homosexual behaviour into its sexual mores, whether in the form 
of the socially accepted pedagogic relations common to ancient 
Greece, or in the development of the transvestite (berdache)

groles in certain tribal societies. But though persistent, 
the Christian taboos against homosexuality have varied in 
strength throughout time and have had differential effects on 
male and female homosexual behaviour.1 In England before 1885 
the only legislation which directly affected homosexual behav
iour was in fact that referring to sodomy. This 'sin'against 
nature', the crime not to be named amongst Christians, evoked 
acute horrors. The classic position was summed up by the 
jurist, Sir William Blackstone, in the late eighteenth century, 
who felt that its very mention was 'a disgrace to human nature'. 
But this defiance of nature's will was not a solely homosexual 
offence. The 1533 Act of Henry VIII which first brought bug
gery within the scope of statute law, superseding ecclesiastical
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law, adopted the same criterion as the church: all acts of 
buggery were equally condemned as being 'against nature', 
whether between man and woman, man and beast, or man and man. 
The penalty for 'the abominable vice of buggery' was ¿eath, 
and the death penalty continued on the statute books, formally 
at least, until 1861. This enactment was the basis for all 
homosexual convictions up to 1885 in England and Wales.
Other forms of homosexual activity were subsumed under the ma
jor form either as assault or as attempts at the major crime. 
The central point we must grasp was that the law was directed 
against a series of sexual acts, not a particular type of 
person, although in practice most people prosecuted under the 
buggery laws were probably prosecuted for homosexual behaviour 
(sodomy). It seems likely that homosexuality was regarded 
not as a particular attribute of a certain type of person but 
as a potential in all sensual creatures. The prime task seems 
to have been protection of reproductive sex in marriage. The 
law against sodomy was a central aspect of the regulation of 
all non-procreative sex and it was directed at men. Though
lesbian behaviour was variously condemned its threat was less

/
explicitly recognised in legal regulation, in Anglo-Saxon cul-

9tures at least.

The 'sin against nature' seems to have evoked a peculiar
hostility. One of the sailors court-martialled for buggery
on HMS Africaine in 1815 spoke of 'a crime which would to God * 1
t'were never more seen on earth from those shades of hellish
darkness whence to the misery of Man its propensity has been

1 0vomited forth'. The epithet 'sodomite' was certainly one
to be feared throughout the nineteenth century. In the early
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part of the century there is some evidence of great public
antipathy towards convicted sodomites, while in 1895 Oscar
Wilde was stirred into his disastrous libel case against the
Marquis of Queensberry after being accused of posing, in his
inimitable misspelling, as a 'somdomite'. As Lord Sumner put
it in 1918, setting the stamp of an admired judge on social
stigmatisation, sodomites were stamped with 'the hallmark of
a specialised and extraordinary class as much as if they had

11carried on their bodies some physical peculiarities'.

Despite this evidence it is difficult to trace in any de
tail the actual enforcement of the sodomy law or to understand 
the sorts of sexual identities that those prosecuted under it 
developed. Its enforcement varied throughout time and between 
different social classes. There seems to have been a spate of 
convictions at the end of the seventeenth century and in the 
1720s, coinciding significantly enough with morality crusades 
and the emergence of a distinctive male homosexual subculture 
in some of the larger cities. And there appears to have been 
an increase in prosecutions in the first third of the nine
teenth century when more than 50 men were hanged for sodomy in 
England. In one year, 1806, there were more executions for
sodomy than for murder, while in 1810 four out of five convict-

1 2ed sodomists were hanged. The law appears to have been
particularly severe on members of the armed forces, where it 
was often employed with particularly dramatic and exemplary 
results. In 1811 Ensign John Hepburn and Drummer Thomas White 
were 'launched into eternity' before a 'vast concourse of 
spectators' including many notables and members of the Royal 
Family. And‘in February 1816, four members of the crew of
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the Africaine were hanged for buggery after a major naval scan
dal. Buggery has been mentioned in the articles of war 
since the seventeenth century and was treated as seriously 
as desertion, mutiny or murder.  ̂̂

There does seem to be a pattern, certainly in the early 
nineteenth century, of an increase in the prosecution of bug
gery related to whether or not Britain was at war or in a 
state of social turmoil; as in later periods, homosexual be
haviour was often a funnel for wider social anxieties. Efforts 
to remove the death penalty for sodomy were generally unsucc
essful. Sir Robert Peel reaffirmed it in his reforms, in 
1826; and when Lord John Russell attempted to remove 'un
natural offences' from the list of capital crimes in 1841 
he was forced to withdraw through lack of parliamentary sup
port. In practice, however, the death penalty was not app
lied after the 1830s, and was finally removed in 1861 (to be 
replaced by sentences of between ten years and life imprison
ment) .

Severe as the law was in theory, it was a catch-all rather 
than a refined legal weapon, reflecting’ a generalised control 
rather than detailed individual surveillance. As late as 1817 
a man was sentenced to death under the sodomy laws for oral 
sex with a boy (he was later pardoned), and the term 'unnatur
al crimes' often covered a multitude of meanings, from bestial
ity to birth control. The uncertain status of sodomy was un
derlined in the notorious prosecution of the two transvestites, 
Ernest Boulton and Frederick William Park, who with others 
were tried for conspiracy to commit sodomite acts in the early
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1870s. Police, legal and medical attitudes were manifestly 
confused. When Boulton and Park were arrested in 1870 for 
indecent behaviour (constituted by their public cross-dress
ing) , they were immediately examined, without authorisation, 
for evidence of sodomy. It becomes clear from the trans
cripts of the trial (itself a major public event, held before 
the Lord Chief Justice in Westminster Hall and producing 
saturation press coverage) that neither the police nor the 
court were familiar with the patterns of male homosexuality. 
The opening remarks of the Attorney General hinted that it 
was their transvestism, their soliciting men as women which 
was the core of their crime. A Dr. Paul, who examined them 
for sodomy on their arrest, had never encountered a similar 
case in his whole career. His only knowledge came from a 
half-remembered case history in Alfred Swaine Taylor's 
Medical Jurisprudence. But even Dr. Taylor himself, who gave 
evidence in the case, had had no previous experience apart 
from this case, and the other doctors called in could not 
agree on what the signs of sodomitical activity were. The 
Attorney General observed that: ’It must be a matter of rare 
occurrence in this country at least for any person to be dis
covered who has any propensity for the practices which are

1 4imputed to them’. Their only recourse to the ’scientific’
literature that- was by then appearing was to the French, and 
then reluctantly. Dr. Paul had never heard of the work of 
Tardieu, who had investigated over two hundred cases of sod
omy for purposes of legal proof, until an anonymous letter 
informed him of its existence, The Attorney General suggest
ed that it was fortunate that there was ’very little learning 
or knowledge upon this subject in this country’. One of
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of the defence counsel was more bitter, attacking Dr. Paul
for relying on 'the newfound treasures of French literature
upon the subject - which thank God is still foreign to the

1 slibraries of British surgeons'.

What is striking in all this is that as late as 1871, 
concepts of homosexuality were extremely undeveloped both in 
the Metropolitan Police and in high medical and legal circles, 
suggesting the absence of any clear notion of a homosexual 
category or of any social awareness of what a homosexual 
identity might consist of. Certainly from the early seven
teenth century, if not earlier, there was a widespread app
reciation of the existence of a sort of transvestite and 
male prostitutionsubculture, and by the early nineteenth 
century it was often assumed in court cases that a married
man was less likely to be guilty of buggery offences with 

1 6another man. But even this issue was a matter of debate
in the Boulton and Park case in 1871. Such popular notions
as did exist invariably associated male homosexual behaviour
with effeminacy and probably transvestism as well. The
counter-evidence that was present always produced surprise.
The author of The Phoenix of Sodom, published in 1813, was
amazed to discover that males who prostituted themselves were
often not effeminate men, but coalmerchants, police runners,

1 7drummers, waiters, servants, and a grocer. There was no
awareness of homosexuality constituting the centre of a 
life 'career'. Even Jeremy Bentham, the utilitarian philo
sopher, who had produced extraordinarily advanced views at the 
turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, almost always 
conceived of sodomites as 'bisexual', capable of marriage,
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and attracted to adolescent boys, rather than as adult men
1 8who love other adult men.-

The latter part of the nineteenth century, however, saw 
the clear emergence of new conceptualisations of homosexuality 
although the elements of the new definitions and practices can 
be traced to earlier periods. The sodomite, as Foucault has 
put it, was a temporary aberration. The 'homosexual*, on the 
other hand, belonged to, a species, and it is this new concern 
with the homosexual person, both in legal practice and in 
psychological and medical categorisation, that marks the 
crucial change, both because it provided a new subject of so
cial observation and speculation, and because it opened up the 
possibility of new modes of self-articulation. It is precise 
ly at this period that we see the development of new terms to 
describe those interested in the same sex. The adoption in 
the last decades Of the nineteenth century of words like 'homo 
sexual' or 'invert', both by sexologists and by the homo
sexuals themselves, marked as crucial a change in conscious-s 
ness as did the widespread adoption of the term'gay' in the 
1970s. Changing legal and medical attitudes were important 
elements in this development. The 1861 Offences Against the 
Person Act represented a formal move towards civilisation 
and removed the death penalty for buggery (replacing it by 
sentences of between ten years and life). In the next twenty 
years there is clear evidence in the Home Office files of att
empts to distinguish the various forms of buggery, which in

Í •
practice meant a separation of bestiality from homosexual act
ivity, which was being more closely defined as an individual 
trait. This in turn was being more directly controlled.
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By the famous Labouchere Amendment to the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act of 1885, acts of gross indecency ^between men 
were as 'misdemeanours' made punishable by up to two years' 
hard labour, and this in effect brought within the scope of 
the law all forms of male homosexual activity. In 1898 the 
Vagrancy Act tightened up the law relating to importuning 
for 'immoral purposes' and this was effectively applied exc
lusively against homosexual men. By a further Criminal Law 
Amendment Act in 1912, the sentence for this offence was 
set at six months' imprisonment with flogging for a second 
offence, on summary jurisdiction.^^

Henry Labouchere stated that his stimulus to introduce
this amendment was a report on male prositution sent to him
by W.T. Stead, and he argued that its introduction was essen-

21tially to facilitate proof. The new laws were of course
formally less repressive than the sodomy law, which still

*
carried for a while a maximum of life imprisonment. More
over the application of the laws varied throughout time and 
between different places at different times, with juries still 
reluctant to convict. There was even some opposition at 
governmental level to the fact that the Labouchere Amendment 
applied to private as well as public behaviour. The Direct
or of Public Prosecutions noted in 1889 'the expediency of 
not giving unnecessary publicity' to cases of gross indecency; 
and at the same time he felt that much could be said for allow
ing 'private persons - being full grown men - to indulge their 
unnatural tastes in private'. Often it seems juries were 
reluctant to convict, while the police directed a blind eye
to private activity before the First World War, as long as

22'public decency' was not too offended. When the law was
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applied however, as it was for instance in the case of 
Oscar Wilde in 1895, it was applied with rigour, with the 
maximum penalty of two years' hard labour under the 1885 Act 
often being enforced. Similarly, the clauses against im
portuning were vigorously applied. Compared to the forty 
shillings fine imposed on female prostitutes under the Vag
rancy Act, the maximum sentence of six months' imprison
ment for men under the same provision ground particularly 
hard on male homosexuals, particulalry as a prosecution was 
usually associated with social obloquy and moral revulsion.
As a libertarian writer observed in the 1930s, speaking of 
private enforcements by the Public Morality Council, 'It is 
gratifying to note that in respect of female soliciting ac
tion is only taken where actual annoyance or disorderly con
duct are apparent. •-All cases of importuing by male persons

23are however reported.' The law did not create hostility,
but as part of a wider restructuring of the social regulation 
of sex, it helped shape a new mood, particularly in its op
eration. Perhaps even more important than the individual 
prosecutions were the outbursts of moral panic that often 
accompanied some of the more sensational cases. This was 
particularly exemplified in the furore surrounding the 
'Three Trials' of Oscar Wilde in 1895. The downfall of 
Oscar Wilde was a most significant event for it created a 
public image for the 'homosexual', a term by now coming into 
use, and a terrifying moral tale of the dangers that trailed 
closely behind deviant behaviour. The Wilde trials were in 
effect labelling processes of a most explicit kind drawing a 
clear border between acceptable and abhorrent behaviour.
But they also of course had paradoxicaieffects. As Havelock
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Ellis said of the Oscar Wilde trials, they appeared 'to have 
generally contributed to give definiteness and self-conscious
ness to the manifestations of homosexuality, and to have 
aroused inverts to take up a definite stand'.24 It seems 
likely that the new forms of legal regulation, whatever 
their vagaries in application, had the effect of forcing home 
to many the fact of their difference and thus creating a new 
community knowledge, if not of life and feeling, amongst many 
men with homosexual leanings. There was clear evidence in 
the later decades of the nineteenth' century of the develop
ment of a new sense of identity amongst many homosexual in
dividuals, and a crucial element in this would undoubtedly 
have been the new public salience of homosexuality, dramatised 
by the legal situation.

The changing legal situation was intricately associated 
with the emergence of a 'medical model' of homosexuality which 
helped provide theoretical explanation for the individualising 
of the crime. The most commonly quoted European writers on 
homosexuality in the mid-1870s were Casper and Tardieu, the 
leading nedical and legal experts of Germany and France res
pectfully, and both seemed to have been primarily concerned 
with the need to define the new type of 'degenerates' who were
coming before the courts, and to test whether they could be held

25legally responsible for their acts. The same problem was
apparent in Britain. Most of the works on homosexuality that 
appeared up to the First World War were directed, in part at 
least, at the legal profession. Even J.A. Symond's privately 
printed pamphlet A Problem in Modern Ethics declared itself to 
be addressed 'especially to medical psychologists and jurists',
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while Havelock Ellis's Sexual Inversion (1897) was attacked 
for its opposite policy, for not being published by the medi
cal press and being too popular in tone. The médicalisation 
of homosexuality - a transition from notions of sin to concepts 
of sickness or mental illness - was a vitally significant move, 
even though, like the new legal model, its application was un
even. Around it the poles of scientific discourse raged for 
decades: was homosexuality congenital or acquired, ineradic
able or susceptible to cure, to be quietly if unenthusiastic
ally accepted as unavoidable (even the liberal Havelock Ellis 
in his pioneering study of homosexuality found it necessary to 
warn his invert readers not to 'set himself in violent oppos
ition' to his society), or to be resisted with all the force

2 gof one's Christian will? Older notions of the immorality
or sinfulness of homosexual behaviour did not of course die in 
the nineteenth century. But from the nineteenth century they 
were inextricably entangled with would-be scientific theory 
which formed the boundaries against and within which homosex
uals had to define themselves.

What in effect many of the pioneering sexologists of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were doing was 
to develop the notion that homosexuality was the characteristic 
of a particular type of person. Karl Westphal, for instance, 
in the 1860s described a 'contrary sexual feeling' and argued 
that homosexuality was a product of moral insanity resulting 
from 'congenital reversal of sexual feeling'. Karl Ulrichs, 
a German lawyer and writer and himself homosexually inclined, 
who pioneered congenital theories in Germany from the 1860s, 
argued that the 'urning' was the product of the anomalous de-
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velopment of the originally undifferentiated human embryo, re
sulting in a female mind in a male body or vice versa. The 
theories of an intermediate sex popularised by Edward 
Carpenter in the early twentieth century were logical exten
sions of Ulrichs's ideas. On a more scientific level, the 
great German sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld was able to develop 
notions of a third sex and to integrate into his notion dis
coveries of the significance of hormones in the development of 
sexual differentiation. Hormonal explanations also supplement 
Ellis's congenital theories. Many of these ideas in turn were 
taken up by homosexual apologists to form the basis for an ex
planation of homosexuality which was free of the pejorative im
plications of the sin or moral-weakness theories.

-- > ' nAlongside these congenital theories, environmentalist 
notions of corruption or 'degeneration' continued to flourish. 
And discussion continued as to whether, as liberals like 
Havelock Ellis agre^/ homosexuality was a congenital and relat
ively harmless 'anomaly', or whether it was evidence of moral 
insanity or mental sickness. The sickness theory of homosex- . 
uality was to have profound social resonance from the 1930s on
wards, but even earlier many homosexuals themselves had a

/
deeply rooted belief that they were sick. Oscar Wilde com
plained in prison that he had been led astray by 'erotomania'
and extravagant sexual appetite which indicated temporary mental

2 7 .collapse. Sir Roger Casement, the Irish patriot, thought
his homosexuality was a terrible disease which ought to be
cured, while Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson, a liberal humanist
famed for his rationalism, believed his homosexuality to be a

2 8misfortune: 'I am like a man born crippled'. With such a
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deeply rooted self-conception often went a willingness to accept
a hegemony of (often dubious) medical knowledge and that in turn
encourgaged would-be cures, from hypnotism through to chemical

29experimentation and in the 1960s to aversion therapy. But in
the early decades of the twentieth century the medical model 
still to a large extent stayed at the level of theory and most 
doctors seemed to have been indifferent to or ignorant of the 
phenomena, reflecting as usual all the prejudices of the wider 
society. The old morality rather than the new psychology re
tained its influence until at least the inter-war years. Never
theless, the existence of a medical model was profoundly to 
shape the individualisation of homosexuality, and contribute to 
the construction of the notion of a distinct homosexual person.

Although the theorising of homosexuality applied indiff
erently to males and females, it is striking that it was male 
homosexuality that was chiefly subject to new regulation. 
Lesbianism continued to be ignored by the criminal codes. An 
attempt in 1921 to introduce provisions against lesbianism sim
ilar to those of the Labouchere Amendment ultimately failed to 
get through Parliament, and the reasons were instructive.
Lord Desart, who had been Director of Public Prosecutions when 
Wilde was indicted, opposed the provision with the comment:
'You are going to tell the whole world that there is such an 
offence, to bring it to the notice of women who have never 
heard of it, never thought of it, never dreamt of it. I think 
that is a very great mischief.' Lord Birkenhead, the Lord 
Chancellor made the same point: 'I would be bold enough to say 
that of every thousand women, taken as a whole, 999 have never 
even heard a whisper of these practices. Among all these, in 
the homes of this country ... the taint of this noxious and hor-
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rible suspicion is to be imparted.' It is clear in such
comments that there was both an awareness of the contradictory 
effect of severe laws against homosexual behaviour, and a be
lief that the control of male homosexuality was of greater so
cial salience than of female. It was not that lesbian behav
iour was approved - but it did not enter the same domain of 
debate as male homosexuality.

It is this preoccupation with male sexuality that allows 
us to indicate at least some of the concerns which acted as 
preconditions for the refinement of social regulations in the 
latter part of the nineteenth century. These cannot be under
stood by trying to locate a simple programme of social control.
On the contrary, it seems likely that the changes in attitudes 
towards homosexuality were often unintended consequences of 
other major changes. What was happening was that the ensemble 
of traditional assumptions was meeting new categorisation and 
together being transformed by a series of intersecting in
fluences .

An important factor here was the renewed emphasis in the 
social-purity campaigns of the latter part of the nineteenth 
century on the dangers of male lust, and on the necessity for 
public decency. It is striking that the social-purity cam
paigners of the 1880s saw both prositution and male homosexuality 
as products of undifferentiated male desire and it is signifi
cant in this respect that the major enactments affecting male 
homosexuality from the 1880s (the Labouchere Amendment, the 
1898 Vagrancy Act, the 1912 Criminal Law Amendment Act) were 
aspects of the general moral restructuring, and were primarily

30
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concerned with female prostitution. Indeed, as late as the 
1950s it was still seen as logical to set up a single govern
ment committee - the Wolfenden Committee - to study both prost
itution and male homosexuality. In the debates before the 
1885 Criminal Law Amendment Act was rushed through Parliament, 
male homosexual behaviour was quite clearly linked with the 
activities of those who corrupted young girls. What was at 
stake was on the one hand the uncontrolled lusts of certain
types of men, and on the other the necessary sanctity of the

31sexual bond within marriage.

■r

At this point several apparently extraneous themes inter
vene, which in particular demonstrate the influence of the new 
attitudes towards childhood and adolescence. The progress of 
civilisation, the headmaster of Clifton College, Bristol, the 
Reverend J.M. Wilson, intoned in the 1880s, was in the direction 
of purity. This was threatened by sins of the flesh which 
undermined both the self and the nation. He advised his stud
ents to 'strengthen your will by practice: subdue your flesh by
hard work and hard living; by temperance; by avoiding all lux-

32ury and effeminacy, and all temptation'. Such beliefs and
adjurations constantly invade the discussion of and responses to 
homosexuality.

In the scandals around the Cleveland Street brothel in 
1889/90 and in the Oscar Wilde scandal, the corruption of youth 
was again a central issue. The Director of Public Prosecutions, 
reflecting on the Cleveland Street scandal, observed that there 
was a duty 'to enforce the law and protect the children of res
pectable parents taken into the service of the public ... from
being made the victims of the unnatural lusts of full grown men,.' 33
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The efforts through the raising of the age of consent for girls 
to 16 to prevent the seduction of minors was therefore parall
eled by the regulation of male homosexual behaviour. In the 
mythology of the twentieth century the homosexual, as the 
archetypal sexed being, a person whose sexuality pervaded him 
in his very existence, threatened to corrupt all around him 
and particularly the young. The most pervasive stereotype 
of the male homosexual was as a 'corrupter of youth.'

Another vital complex of attitudes, those associated 
with imperialist sentiment, also entered the development of 
attitudes towards homosexuality. Here there was a complex 
pattern related not only to the notion of corruption and de
generation but also to the vital importance of the family to 
imperial security. Attitudes to homosexuality have of course 
long been linked to fears of imperial decline, from Gibbon's 
description of the decline and fall of the roman empire, through 
to those who opposed homosexual law reform in the 1960s.
These had no more relevance in the 1880s than at other times.
But to the social-purity advocate it was lust which threatened 
both the family and national decay. 'Rome fell; other nations
have fallen; and if England falls it will be this sin, and

34her unbelief in God, that will have been her ruin.' The
puritan emphasis on the family, and on sexual life as being 
necessarily confined to the marital bed, offered an antidote to 
social crisis and a counter to the fear of decline.

But there is an even wider factor that needs to be empha
sised. Homosexuality only becomes a matter for social concern 
when sexuality as a general category becomes of major public 
importance. The debates on 'natural' sexuality in the nin-



162

teenth century, and particularly the focusing on the sanctity 
of the marital bond in social-purity discourse, by a necessary 
rebound demands the more refined control of extra-marital sex
uality, however trivial. Sodomy was a catch-all which marked 
the distinction between non-reproductive and reproductive sex
uality, but whose character, as description and as legal cate
gory, remained vague. Homosexuality and the other categories 
that were so intricately described by Krafft-Ebing and others 
in the late nineteenth century spoke of the pleasures and 
dangers of sex in general, in all its forms, pleasures and 
dangers that not only addressed reproductive sexuality but 
also the privileged role of sex in cementing the marriage all
iance. As sex was ideologically privatised, in the privileged 
domain of the sacramental marriage, as its discretion and 'con
trol' became the mark of respectability, so its variant forms 
needed ever more refined definitions and control - and ever 
more discussion and debate and analysis. But inevitably, 
simultaneously, they also provided the space for new sexual 
localisations: for, indeed, sharper sexual identities. The
inevitable contradictory effect was that a growing awareness 
of homosexuality, an ever-expanding explosion of works about 
it, accompanied its more detailed organisation and control; 
and this in turn created the elements of resistance and self
definition that led to the growth of distinctive homosexual 
identities.

Identities
Social regulation provides the conditions within which 

those defined can begin to develop their own consciousness 
and identity. In the nineteenth century, law and science, 
social mores and popular prejudice established the limits but
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homosexual people responded. In so doing they created, in a
variety of ways, self-concepts, meeting places, a language and
style, and complex and varied modes of life. Michel
Foucault has described this process in the following way:

There is no question that the appearance in nine
teenth century psychiatry, jurisprudence, and lit
erature of a whole series of discourses on the 
species and sub-species of homosexuality, inversion, 
pederasty, and 'psychic hermaphrodism' made possible 
a strong advance of social controls into this area 
of 'perversity'; but it also made possible the 
formationnof a 'reverse' discourse: homosexuality 
becrins to speak on its own behalf, to demand that 
its legitimacy or 'naturality' be acknowledged, 
often in the same vocabulary, using the same cate
gories by which it was radically disqualified. 35

But this 'reverse discourse' was by n^ means a simple or chrono 
logically even process. It is difficult to fit homosexual be
haviour into any preconceived mould; on the contrary, it per
vades various aspects of social experience, and as the recent 
work from the Kinsey Institute of Sex Research has indicated, 
despite the plethora of definitions and social regulations 
there is not a single homosexuality but on the contrary, 
'homosexualities': 'There is no such thing as the homosexual
(or the heterosexual, for that matter) and (that) statements
of any kind which are made about human beings on the basis of

3 6their sexual orientation must always be highly qualified.'

It is the social categorisation which attempts to create 
the notion of uniformity, with always varying effects. The 
very unevenness of the social categorisation, the variations 
in legal and other social responses, meant that homosexual ex
periences could be absorbed into a variety of different life
styles, with no necessary identity as a 'homosexual' developing 
The casual encounter, for instance, perhaps in the context of 
wider sexual experiences, rarely touches the self-concept.



164

It can easily be dismissed as a drunken aberration or a passing
phase or even the deliberate attempt to explore a new experience
A classic example of this is provided by the author of My Secret
Life, who experimented with homosexuality after years of compuls
ive sex with all nanner of women. There is no suggestion that
his own basic self-concept was in any way disturbed. 'Have
all men had the same letches which late in life have enraptured 

37me?' he asked. The implication was that homosexuality was
not something that was solely the prerogative of any particular 
type of being.

A second type of homosexual involvment which avoids all 
the problems of commitment and identity was the highly individ
ualised, deeply emotional and possibly even sexualised relations 
between two individuals who were otherwise not regarded, or did 
not regard themselves as 'homosexual'. It was widely accepted 
in Victorian society that strong and indeed often emotional re
lationships between men were normal. W.T. Stead was appalled 
at the consequences of the Wilde trial, precisely because he 
argued a greater publicity concerning homosexuality would make 
such relationships more difficult. He wrote to Edward 
Carpenter: 'A few more cases like Oscar Wilde's and we should
find the freedom of comradeship now possible to men seriously

3 8impaired to the permanent detriment of the race.' But while
male friendship became more suspect with a greater public dis
cussion upon homosexuality, no one questioned the legitimacy of 
strong emotional relationships between women, and indeed highly 
personalised relationships, with a negligible development of 
lesbian self-concepts, probably remained the most common form 
of female homosexual relationships until very recently.
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A third type of homosexual behaviour can best be des
cribed as 'situational': activities which were often regarded 
as. legitimate, or at least acceptable, in certain circumstances, 
without affecting self-concepts. Classic examples of this 
were provided by the prevalent schoolboy homosexuality in 
public schools which became a matter of major concern for a 
number of social-purity advocates from the 1880s onwards.
By the mid-nineteenth century, indeed, homosexuality seems 
to have been institutionalised in some of the major schools.
J.A. Symonds described his horror at the situation in Harrow, 
where every boy of good looks had a female name and was either 
a 'prostitute* or a 'boy's bitch'. A little later 
Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson described Charterhouse as a 'hot
house of vice'.. Other examples of such situational homosex
uality occurred then, as now, in the army, the navy and prison, 
each giving rise to specific rituals and taboos. The Brigade 
of Guards was notorious for its involvement in male prostitution 
from the eighteenth century, and as one practitioner put it,
'as soon as (or before) I had learnt the goose step, I had

39learnt to be goosed'. Such situational homosexuality poss
ibly revealed more clearly than anything else a constant homo
sexual potential which could be expressed when circumstances 
and the collapse of social restraints indicated; but for that 
reason demanded elaborate strategies of evasion to avoid enter
ing into a stigmatised identity.

The absorption of the various types of homosexual exper
iences into 'a total way of life' was more problematical.
The notion that 'a homosexual', whether male or female, could 
live a life fully organised around his sexual orientation is 
consequently of a very recent origin. Even the most famous
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homosexual of the nineteenth century, Oscar Wilde, who 
appears to have participated in a wide range of homosexual 
subcultural activities, was respectably married with an upper- 
middle-class family life, and indeed in many ways the only . 
difference between him and many others of his social status 
was that his casual sexual encounters were with working-class 
youths rather than young women. The experiences of Sir Roger 
Casement, the Irish patriot, who was executed for treason in 
1916, are perhaps even more typical. His diaries record 
various homosexual encounters in Africa, South America, as well 
as in London and Dublin. He records the sexual liaisons, all 
of which appear to have been casual, with great pleasure, 
noting the size of the organs of his pick-ups as well as their 
cost in his financial accountancy. But there is no sense, in 
his diary, of his seeing the possibility of a full homosexual 
lifestyle. On the contrary, his lifestyle was that common 
to his class and public career, on the surface at least.
His homosexuality was a matter of secrecy and furtiveness even 
though in the colonial offshoots as well as in the streets of

40London, Casement had no difficulty in meeting sexual partners.

Homosexuality has existed in various types of societies, 
but it is only in some cultures that it becomes organised into 
distinctive subcultures, and only in contemporary cultures 
that these became public. Homosexual behaviour in the Middle 
Ages and after was no doubt recurrent, but only in certain 
closed communities was it ever probably instititionalised: in 
some monasteries and nunneries, as many of the medieval 
penitentaries suggest; in some of the chivalric orders; in 
the courts of certain monarchs, such as James I and William III;
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and in and around the theatrical profession, and such like 
fringe cultural activities- Other homosexual contacts are 
likely to have been casual, fleeting and undefined. The de
velopment of wider, more open subcultures was probably of a ■ 
comparatively recent origin. Though in Italy and France there 
is evidence for some sort of male homosexual subculture in the 
towns in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in Britain 
there was no obvious public subculture, bringing together 
various social strata, until the late seventeenth century. 
Certainly by the early 1700s there were signs of a distinctive 
network of overlapping homosexual subcultures in London assoc
iated with open spaces, pederastic brothels, and latrines.
From the eighteenth century these were known as ’markets', re
flecting in part the current heterosexual usage, as in the

41term 'marriage market'. But it does underline what seems to
have been characteristic of these subcultural formations well 
into the twentieth century: their organisation around forms 
of prostitution, the exchange of money and services between 
unequals, rather than peer partnerships. It seems quite like
ly that the only frequent or regular participants in these sub
cultures were the relatively few 'professionals'. The evidence 
of the trials from the eighteenth century suggest that a wide 
variety of men from all sorts of social classes participated 
in the subculture, but very few organised their lives around 
them. The most distinctive aspect of these small subcultures 
were the stereotyped 'effeminacy' and transvestism often assoc
iated with them, a mode which still characterises the relative
ly undeveloped subcultures of areas outside the major cities 
of Western Europe and North America. In the nineteenth century 
J.A. Symonds described the homosexual stereotype: 'lusts
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written on his face ... pale, languid, scented, effeminate,
oblique in expression'. This imagery was reinforced by the
words used for homosexuals: 'molly', 'marjorie', 'maryanne',

42characteristic terms of abuse for generations.

The Boulton and Park scandal in 1871 revealed to a start
led and agog public a group of people whose transvestism be
came a way of life for them, socially justified in terms of 
the participants' involvement in 'theatricals'. In the case 
of Ernest Boulton, his parents had known and accepted his 
transvestism from a very early age. The notion that a homo
sexual lifestyle necessarily involved elements of cross-gender 
behaviour, of effeminacy, persisted well into the twentieth 
century and the humour known as 'camp' partook of its ambiguity 
precisely because of this. Camp was not just a vehicle of 
communication between peers, but a way of presenting oneself 
to the 'straight' world. It was deeply ambivalent because 
it celebrated effeminacy while retaining a sharp awareness of 
conventional values. It could become a form of 'minstrelis- 
ation', an ambiguous playing to the galleries, the homosexual 
variant of the negro stereotype in the films and plays of the 
1930s to 1950s; but in other ways it provided a subcultural 
language within which the elements of identity could cohere.

The concern with how to behave in public was a character
istic of another form of the homosexual subculture, a specific 
homosexual slang known as 'palare'. Derived from theatrical 
and circus slang, it was language for evaluating appearances 
and mannerisms and in which to gossip. It was not so much 
concerned with sex, what people did in bed, as with how to
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behave in public. By the end of the nineteenth century 
there was a widespread and often international homosexual

4 3argot suggesting a widely dispersed and organised subculture.

But the most common form of homosexual social intercourse
was not so much subcultural as 'coterie' orientated. There is
abundant evidence for the existence of networks of homosexual
friendships, which sometimes acted as mutually supportive
picking-up networks. The circle of which Oscar Wilde was
part around Charles Taylor was a good example of this - and not

44surprisingly it soon encountered legal attention.

By the latter decades of the nineteenth century we can 
see the emergence of groups of people with a much more clearly 
defined sense of a homosexual identity. From the 1860s the 
poet and critic John Addington Symonds was attempting to 
grapple with the new theories on inversion which were appearing 
in Europe. His essay A Problem in Greek Ethics, privately 
printed in 1883", examined homosexuality as a valid lifestyle 
in Ancient Greece and this emphasis on the Greek ideal, despite 
its transparent anachronisms, was a very important one for 
self-identified homosexuals into the twentieth century. His 
essay A Problem in Modern Ethics, privately published in 1891, 
was a synthesis of recent views and a plea for law reform.
With Havelock Ellis he began the preparation for the first com
prehensive British study of the subject, Sexual Inversion, 
which appeared after his death, and after his family had with
drawn their consent, under Ellis's name alone. Although 
married, with children, there is no doubt that J.A. Symonds was 
striving to articulate a way of life quite distinct from those 

/
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from those which had gone before. Edward Carpenter and his
circle of socialists and libertarians provide another example
of the development of a distinctive homosexual identity, in
his case associated with politico-social commitment. From the
1890s he lived a relatively open homosexual life with his

4 5partner, George Merrill. Oscar Wilde and his circle also
constitute an example of a social network where a sense of a 
homosexual way of life was developing. Individuals from 
these interlocking circles, such as George Cecil Ives, later 
became important in the small-scale homosexual reform movements 
which began to develop in the early years of the twentieth cen
tury, and saw themselves very much as fighting for 'the Cause'

4 gagainst legal and moral repression.

Most homosexual encounters were, however, casual, non
defining, less articulate and typically furtive. For many in
deed the excitement and danger of this mode as an added incen
tive: Oscar Wilde's fascination for 'feasting with panthers'
was only the most outrageously expressed. But for many others, 
participation in the homosexual world was accompanied by a deep 
shame and sense of guilt and anxiety as the moral and medical 
ideologies penetrated. The rather frenetic life of the better- 
off homosexual world might establish the norms, but they were 
by no means universal. The common element, pulling men of 
different classes together, was simply a desire for sexual con
tact and often there was little else. The use of the term 
'trade' for any sort of sexual transaction, whether or not money 
was involved, indicates this graphically and it certainly seems 
to have been used in this sense by the mid-nineteenth century, 
as a vivid metaphor for the sexual barter. In such a world,
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particularly given the great disparities of wealth and position

pervaded all sorts of relationships. It is likely that there 
was a much more clearly defined homosexual sense of self-ident
ity amongst men of the upper and middle classes and a greater 
possibility, through mobility and money of frequent homosexual 
encounters, as could be seen in the career of Roger Casement, 
but also of many others. J.R. Ackerley and Tom Driberg in
their memoirs during the mid-twentieth century record the type

4 7of possibilities that existed. And despite the wide social
range of the subculture, from pauper to peer, it was the sexual 
ideology of the male upper classes which seems to have dominated. 
One indication of this was a clearly observable and widely re
cognised, upper-middle-class fascination with crossing the 
class divide, a fascination which indeed shows a direct contin
uity between male heterosexual mores and homosexual. The patt
erns for instance of the heterosexual narrator of My Secret Life 
are strikingly paralleled by the evidence for the behaviour of 
homosexual men of the same class.

pulsive chasing of working-class contacts, but it was undoubted
ly a major component of the subculture, as the major scandals 
revealed to a delightedly shocked Victorian public. It was a 
world of promiscuity, particularly if you had the right con
tacts, and many sections of the working class were drawn in, 
often very casually as the Post Office messenger boys in the 
Cleveland Street scandal of 1889-90 and the stable lads, news
paper sellers, bookmaker's clerks in the Wilde trials vividly 
illustrate. One participant in the Cleveland Street brothel

of participants, the cash nexus with all its class resonances

J.A. Symonds might com-
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described how casually money and sex might overturn youthful 
scruples. The young Charles Ernest Thickbroom, aged 17, re
counted how he was asked 'If I would go to bed with a man. I
said "no". He said "you'll get four shillings for a time"

4 8and persuaded me.' The moving across the class barrier, on
the one hand the search for 'rough trade', and on the other 
the belief in the reconciling effect of sex across class lines, 
was an important and recurrent theme in the homosexual world. 
Lasting partnerships did of course develop, but in a world of 
relatively easy casual sex, in a society where open homosexual
ity was tabooed, promiscuity was a constant temptation, and 
this in turn reflected complex emotional patterns. One homo
sexual, who had many homosexual friends from the First World 
War onwards, found it difficult to have sex with his friends.
He had a fascination with Guardsmen, suffering, as he put it, 
from 'scarlet fever': 'I have never cared for trading with 
homosexuals ... I have always wanted to trade with men ... I
don't say I never went with homosexuals because I did. But

4 9I would say that as a rule I wanted men.' As this suggests,
two factors closely interacted: the desire for a relationship
across class lines, a product largely of a feeling that sex
could not be spontaneous or natural within the framework of
one's own moralistic and respectable class; and a desire for
a relationship with a 'real' man, a heterosexual. E.M.
Forster wanted 'to love a strong young man of the lower classes
and be loved by him'. J.R. Ackerley felt that 'the ideal
friend ... should have been an animal man. The perfect human
male body always at one's service through the devotion of a

50faithful and uncritical beast.'
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There are very complex patterns recurring here which 
historians have largely ignored. What they underline again 
are the class differentiation of identities and attitudes.
In the writings on homosexuality of the late nineteenth cent
ury there was a widespread belief that the working class was 
relatively indifferent to homosexual behaviour, partly because 
they were 'closer to nature* , and the two great swathes of 
male prostitution with working-class youths in their teens, 
and with Guardsmen, notorious from the eighteenth century 
throughout Europe for their easy prostitution, seemed to justi
fy this belief. Havelock Ellis noted the almost 'primitive 
indifference' to homosexuality of the Guardsmen. Or, as one
regular customer observed, 'they were normal, they were working

51class, they were drilled to obedience'. These class and
gender interactions (working class = male = closeness to nature) 
were to play important roles in the homosexual world affecting 
in particular the rituals of prostitution.

Prostitution was an indispensable part of the male homo
sexual though, unlike female prostitution, no distinctive sub
culture of male prostitution seems to have developed in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Jack Saul, a noto
rious 'professional maryanne' in the 1880s and 1890s,observed

52that he 'did not know of many professional male sodomites', 
and such evidence as exists confirms the picture of a basically 
casual prostitution, with participants beginning usually in 
their mid-teens and generally leaving the trade by their mid
twenties. And the routes out were numerous, from becoming a 
kept boy, either in a long-term relationship or in successive 
relationships, to a return to ordinary heterosexual and family

\
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life. At least two of the boys involved in the Cleveland
Street affair, despite their early traumas, seem to have led
successfully heterosexual lives and to have entirely lost con-

53tact with the world of homosexuality. In most cases the de
cisive factors were likely to be the willingness of the part
icipants to accept perilous self-concepts as homosexual and 
as prostitute.

The keynote of the homosexual world was ambivalence and
ambiguity. It was possible to lead a successful homosexual
life within the interstices of the wider society. Nor was
the life entirely shaped by legal repression. Jack Saul in
his deposition in 1889 was asked:

'Were you hunted out by the police?'
'No, they have never interfered. They have 
always been kind to me.'
'Do you mean they have deliberately shut their 
eyes to your infamous practices?'
'They have to shut their eyes to more than me.'

Probably more important than the legal situation was the social 
stigma that attached to homosexual behaviour and that seems to 
have increased in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies. It is this which gives social significance to the 
development of the small-scale and secretive homosexual reform 
movement. One circle associated with the criminologist George 
Cecil Ives, the Order of Chaeronea, appears, on the evidence of 
his three-million-word diary, to have been active from the early 
1890s in succouring homosexuals in trouble with the law. It 
developed an almost Masonic style and ritual, insisting on

55secrecy and loyalty, and developed international 'chapters'.
Many of the participants in this Order, men like Ives and 
Laurence Housman, were active in the British Society for the
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Study of Sex Psychology, founded on the eve of the First World 
War to campaign for general changes in attitudes towards sex
uality. One of the major planks of the society was reform of 
the law relating to homosexuality, and in the 1920s this too 
became part of an international movement for sex reform.^ :
It is characteristic of these movements that although they 
were generally founded and operated by homosexuals they were 
not ostensibly homosexual organisations. On the contrary, 
their ability to remain publicly respectable was an important 
part of what success they gained.

Despite the ambiguities, it is clear that by the end of
the nineteenth century a recognisably 'modern' male homosexual
identity was beginning to emerge,, but it would be another
generation before female homosexuality reached a corresponding
level of articulacy. The lesbian identity was much less
clearly defined, and the lesbian subculture was minimal in
comparison with the male, and even more overwhelmingly upper
class or literary. Berlin and Paris might have had their
meeting places by the turn of the nineteenth century and there
is clear evidence of coteries of literary lesbians such as
those associated with the Paris salon of Natalie Clifford 

57Barney. A chronicler of homosexual life in the early part
of this century mentions various lesbian meeting places, 
including the London Vapour Bath on ladies' day, and. by the 
1920s the better-off lesbians could meet in some of the new 
nightciübs. But it is striking that the best-recorded ex
amples of a lesbian presence referred to the defiantly 'masc
uline appearance and manner' of the participant. The novel
ist, Radclyffe Hall, for instance, became notorious for her
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masculine appearance. Only by asserting one’s identity so
vehemently, as Radclyffe Hall recognised, could you begin to

5 3be noticed and taken seriously. But the numbers who could
dress this way and could afford to defy conventional opinion 
were tiny and the lives of the vast majority of women with 
lesbian feelings were unknown, perhaps unknowable. Even the 
enthusiastic categorisers of early twentieth-century sexology 
stopped short of female homosexuality. In 1901 Krafft-Ebing 
noted that there were only fifty known case histories of les
bianism, and even in the early 1970s, two modern writers on
homosexuality could note that 'the scientific literature on

59the lesbian is exceedingly sparse’. Writers like Magnus
Hirschfeld and Havelock Ellis whose scientific and polemical 
interest in the subject was genuine seem to have found it 
difficult to discover much information, or many lesbians whose 
case histories they could record.

No doubt the absence of any legal regulation of lesbian 
behaviour and a consequent absence of public pillorying and 
scandal was an influence in shaping the low social profile of 
female homosexuality, but the basic reason for the indifference 
towards lesbianism is probably more fundamental. It relates 
precisely to different social assumptions about the sexuality 
of men and women and in particular to dominant notions of fe
male sexuality. Havelock Ellis, whose wife was lesbian, felt 
the need to stress that female homosexuals were often particu
larly masculine, and in Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness, 
a major novel of lesbian love published in 1928, it is the 
'masculine' woman in the story who is the true invert.
Stephen, masculine in name and behaviour, is forced to endure
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the agonies of her nature, the biologically given essence, 
while the feminine Mary in the story is in the end able to 
opt for a heterosexual married life.

This concern with the masculinity of lesbians can only 
be explained in terms of the overwhelming weight of assumptions 
concerning female sexuality. As J.H. Gagnon and William 
Simon have put it, 'the patterns of overt sexual behaviour 
on the part of homosexual females tends to resemble those of 
heterosexual females and to differ radically from the sexual 
patterns of both heterosexual and homosexual males'.^ Sev
eral intertwined elements determined attitudes to lesbianism, 
and the consequent possibilities for lesbian identity: the 
roles that society assigned women; the ideology which artic
ulated, organised and regulated this; the dominant notions 
of female sexuality in the ideology; and the actual possibil
ities for the development by women of an autonomous sexuality. 
The prevailing definitions of female sexuality in terms of the 
'maternal instinct', or as necessarily responsive to the stim
ulation of the male, were overwhelming barriers in attempts to 
conceptualise the subject. Ideology limited the possibility 
for even an attempt at scientific definition of lesbianism.
But even more important, the social position of most women 
militated against the easy emergence of a distinctive lesbian 
identity. It remained very difficult for respectable young 
ladies to be 'independent'. So it is likely that most women 
with lesbian inclinations fitted inconspicuously into the 
general world of women. There is as we have seen abundant 
evidence in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century diaries and 
letters that women as a matter of routine formed long-lived 
emotional ties with other women. Such relationships ranged
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from a close supportive love of sisters, through adolescent 
enthusiasms, to mature avowals of eternal affection. Many 
of the early writers on lesbianism spoke of the greater empha
sis on cuddling, on physical warmth and comforting, of kissing 
and holding hands between female homosexual, at the expense of 
exclusively sexual activity. This was precisely the line of 
continuity between all women whatever their sexual orientation.
Deep and passionate declarations of love recur without any

61obvious signs of sexual expression. The conditions for a
polarity between 'normal' female sexuality and 'abnormal' were 
almost non-existent and it is this which makes it presumptuous 
to attempt to explore female homosexuality in terms of cate
gories derived from male experiences.

It is striking that it is amongst the new professional 
women of the 1920s that the articulation of any sort of recog
nisable lesbian identity became possible for the first time, 
and it was indeed in the 1920s that lesbianism became in any 
way an issue of public concern, following a series of sensat
ional scandals. Towards the end of the First World War the 
criminal libel prosecution brought by the dancer Maude Allan 
against the right-wing Member of Parliament, Noel Pemberton 
Billing, who had accused her of being on a German list of sex
ual perverts, was a cause celebre which brought lesbianism to 
the headlines. In 1921 there were attempts, as we have seen, 
to bring lesbianism into the scope of the Criminal Law.
During the 1910s and 1920s a series of novels, and even a 
film, portrayed lesbian experiences; and in 1928 came the most 
famous event of all, the banning and prosecution of Radclyffe 
Hall's lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness. As Lord Birkett,
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who appeared for the publishers, later pointed out, the 
Chief Metropolitan Magistrate, Sir Chartres B.iron, found 
against the novel largely because Radclyffe Hall 'had not

/ r  nstigmatised this relationship as being in any way blameworthy*.
Nevertheless, paradoxically, and in line with the impact of
the Oscar Wilde trial, the prosecution gave unprecedented
publicity to homosexuality. This perhaps is the outstanding
feature of the case: the publicity it aroused did more than
anything to negate the hopes of reticence expressed by Lords
Desart and Birkenhead in 1921. Thousands of lesbian-inclined
women wrote to Radclyffe Hall. She more than anyone else
during this period gave lesbianism a name and an image.
As a lesbian of a later generation put it, 'When ... I read
The Well of Loneliness it fell upon me like a revaltion. I
identified with every line. I wept floods of tears over it,

6 3and it confirmed my belief in my homosexuality.'

In any study of homosexuality the important point to ob
serve is that there is no automatic relationship between so
cial categorisation and individual sense of self or identity.
The meanings, given to homosexual activities can vary enormously. 
They depend on a variety of factors: social class, geographical 
location, gender differentiation. But it is vital to keep 
in mind when exploring homosexuality, which has always been 
defined in our culture as a deviant form, that what matters is 
not the inherent nature of the act but the social construction 
of meanings around that activity, and the individual response 
to that. The striking feature of the 'history of homosexual
ity' over the past hundred years or so is that the oppressive 
definition and the defensiv^ identities and structures have
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marched together. Control of sexual variations has inevitably 
reinforced and reshaped rather than repressed homosexual be
haviour. In terms of individual anxiety, induced guilt and 
suffering, the cost of moral regulation has often been high. ; 
But the result has been a complex and socially significant 
history of resistance and self-definition which historians 
have hitherto all too easily ignored.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
THE POPULATION QUESTION IN THE 

EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY

Population Politics
By the beginning of the twentieth century, the sexual question 

was being inextricably linked with the politics of population.
The problem of 'population' recurs in all the major discussions of 
the time, from the 'social question' to the threat of national 
decline, from issues of unemployment to the threat of war.

At the heart of the debates was the increasing belief that 
the health, hygine and composition of the population were the 
keys to progress and power. And sex was the key to the 
question of population. It was the point of access both to 
the health and status of the individual and to the future of 
the population as a whole. The political and theoretical de
bates over personal morality and national fertility, physical 
deterioration and a differential birthrate, major topics in the 
early decades of this century, all raised the twin questions of 
the population and the role and significance of sexuality.
Sex, wrote Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson in their little 
book of that title, is 'a cardinal fact of life and one of the 
prime movers of progress'. Consequently, irregularities of
sexual behaviour had to be judged not just by their influence

1on the individual, 'but by their influence on the race'.

So, before examining the organisation of sexuality during the 
first half of the twentieth century, we must disentangle the 
complex strands within which this took place. It is the 
premise of this chapter that the various (largely unsuccessful)
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strategies designed to develop a national population policy 
which appeaij/in this period offer a particularly valuable con
text in which to trace the construction of a new sexual 
economy. Two sometimes conflicting strategies are particul
arly representative: the new inflection in the emphasis on 
the functions of motherhood; and the burst of enthusiasm for 
direct intervention in the planning of reproduction associated 
with the eugenics movement. The discussion will therefore 
focus on these themes.

The issue of population was not, of course, new in the
twentieth century. The concern with the population, in the
sense of an organised, regulated and policed domain, and as a
major concern of political theory, can be traced back at least 

2to Plato. It recurs in most of the major English theoretical 
texts from Sir Thomas More's Utopia to the great works of the 
political economists in the nineteenth century. But from the 
late eighteenth century the population takes on a new signifi
cance, because it begins to be quantified: it becomes an
object in its own right, an entity that can be measured and 

3described.

From the first census in 1801, and with growing strength 
from the 1830s, with compulsory registration of births, marri
ages, etc., statistics in' ever growing numbers could indicate 
changes, chart trends and pinpoint problems. Birth and death 
rates, life expectancies and fertility rates, all could be 
laid out to show the population trends.

\
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Coinciding with this was a politicisation of the question 
of population associated with the work of Thomas Malthus and 
his supporters. Malthus's argument, in reply to Godwin's, 
that as food supplies move in arithmetic progression while 
the population moves in geometric progression, the population 
would soon overshoot the food supply, to be swamped by vice 
and misery, had clear political, social and sexual connotations. 
It suggested that because no social remedy was possible, the 
poor were responsible for their own poverty, the major cause 
of which was therefore moral: reckless overbreeding. Charity 
or reform were valueless: the only conceivable remedy was to 
educate the worker in the secrets of political economy and in 
particular to get them to see the importance of sexual self- 
restraint and of deferring marriage. The direct political 
implications of this were demonstrated in the debates over the 
old Poor Law, in which Malthus's supporters were prominent.
These debates focused attention on the population issue, and 
as a result the new Poor Law of 1834, with its strict adherence 
to the^aws of political economy had, as we have seen, important 
effects on the regulation of sexual morality.

The fundamental purpose of Malthusian doctrine, it has been 
well said, was to establish 'a new moral economy'. Its 
peculiar strength came from its basic belief that the laws of 
population (like the laws of political economy) were inscrutable, 
and from its claim to be based on objective and scientifically 
proven facts. Social life could only be satisfactorily est
ablished on the basis of subservience to the facts of social 
existence, and these could not be changed by lay interference.
The result was an inherent pessimism in Malthusianism proper.
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Its function was to instil awareness of these 'facts', not
fruitlessly to try to change them. Its passivity before
the laws of population influenced many others who were not
strict Malthusians. Utilitarians, for example, who argued,
unlike Malthus, for the use of contraceptive methods, accepted
his demographic data, and this passivity, determinism even,
led to the dominant nineteenth-century belief, amongst
Malthusians and Spencerians alike, that population arrived

4naturally at its own correct level.

The population issue remained a significant undercurrent 
from the 1830s but it was not until the 1870s, with the re
vival of the debate over contraception, that it again became 
a central political question. One major sign of this was the 
re-emergence of neo-Malthusianism in an organised form (the 
Malthusian League was formed in 1877) attempting to induce in 
the educated classes a conviction of the truth of Malthusianism 
with the hope that this awareness would penetrate to the feck
less. Another sign was the development of theoretical argu
ment^, which were to crystallise in eugenics at the beginning 
of the new century, about the possibilities of direct inter
vention in the planning of population. We can observe, in 
other words, a more generalised move away from laissez-faire, 
with its pessimism over population, to a new interventionism, 
often wildly utopian and scientistic. Its aim was control 
over the population.

A number of closely related themes recur throughout the 
population debates of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries: the problem of 'degeneracy'; the multiplication



185

of the 'unfit'; the question of a differential birthrate.
And these themes were given a peculiar reverberation because 
of external referrents to which they were thought to be 
linked: poverty and urban problems; and the fear of national
decay.

The theme of degeneracy was evoked in the 1880s to try to 
explain the results of urban change. Behind it was a fear, 
particularly amongst the urban middle class, that Britain might 
have taken a major wrong turning in becoming an urban, indust
rial society. Commentators looked with alarm at the casual 
labourers and the slum inhabitants of the big cities - almost 
another race - who were increasing at a disturbing rate and 
were refusing to respond to legislation and charity to improve 
them. Degeneration was, as Gareth Stedman Jones has put it,
'a mental landscape within which the middle class could recognise

. 5and articulate their own anxieties about urban existence', but
it became an explanatory tool to justify the existence of a

)residuum ofpeople who did not seem to respond to the blandish-
iments of self-improvement.

The social investigation of Charles Booth and Seebohm 
Rowntree from the 1880s pinpointed the problem: many believed 
that what was happening was a reverse natural selection, pro
ducing a distinct subspecies of people, unable to accept the

6social norm, a residuum of the 'unfit'. Of course, the per
ception of class inequality and of poverty could as easily lead 
to political theories arguing for radical social change, but 
it was within a hereditarian discourse that many of the debates 
were actually played out.
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Degeneration represented a falling away from type. It 
was a general condition of a section of the population which 
nevertheless manifested itself in many different forms of in
dividual behaviour. In this context sexual variations could 
readily be seen as part of the same core problem as poverty.
Dr. Rentoul of Liverpool, one of the more extreme eugenicists, 
could easily lump together lunatics, neurotics, kleptomaniacs,
alcoholics and sexual perverts as all being examples of degen- 

7erate stock. Reynolds' Newspaper made the relevant connect
ion in commenting on Tarnowsky's book, The Sexual Instinct:
'A perusal of these pages will reveal the fact that many so- 
called sexual "crimes" are simply irresistible impulses of de
generacy, an illustration of the doctrine of heredity, a theory 
which none more than British scientists have done so much to 
popularise.' It went on to suggest that 'the earnest seeker 
after the truth' should present these facts to the public, 'in

gthe interests of his species'.

The major perceived problem was the rapid multiplication
of 'unfit' people producing more and more inadeguates. Thus
Arthur Newsholme, not a rigid eugenicist, could worry that:
'the birth rate at present is disproportionately high among
the wage earning and probably also among the poorer classes.
Also, that this implies the survival of a disproportionate
number who are relatively ill-fed, ill-nourished, and brought
up under conditions rendering them less fitted to become ser-

9viceable citizens.' There was a strong belief, which per
vaded various types of political discussion, that since the 
1870s the race was being threatened with decline as a result 
of the differential birthrate, which threatened to reproduce



187

these degenerates more readily than healthy stock. As the
National Birth Rate Commission, an unofficial body set up to
study this question, pointed out, amongst the upper and middle
class there were around 119 births per 1,000 married males
under 35, while for the skilled workmen the figures were 153,

1 oand the unskilled 213. The result, Karl Pearson argued,
was that 25 per cent of the population threatened to produce 
50 per cent of the next generation. Consequently, the racial 
mixture of the population was undergoing a fundamental change: 
the worst stock were reproducing busily, while the best were 
dying out.

Even when the arguments were not taken to this extreme, the 
larger size of the working-class family (with an average of 
over 4 children) was seen as being a major source for the per
petuation of poverty. One leading neo-Malthusian could not 
understand how Parliament could enact a legal minimum wage, 
without at the same time enacting 'a Legal Maximum Family', 
while Havelock Ellis believed there to be a correlation between
large families and abnormalities: large families tended to be 

11degenerate. What was inevitably taking place was a slide in
the argument, from questions of quality of the population as a
whole to a rough equation of genetic worth with social standing
It was the working-class which was breeding over-rapidly, and
within that the unrespectable who were reproducing most quickly
And as Lord Rosebery suggested, 'in the rookeries and slums

1 2which still survive, an imperial race cannot be reared' .
These debates crystallised around the turn of the century pre
cisely because they seemed to touch on the question of national

\
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survival: 'an empire such as ours requires as its first con-
1 3dition an imperial race'.

The impact of the Boer War gave this issue a special cen
trality, for the war brought to light what was perceived as 
the drastic unfitness of the imperial race. The reports of 
the Inspector General of Recruiting, which suggested that 3 out 
of 5 men presenting themselves for enlistment in Manchester in 
1899 had to be rejected as physically unfit, aroused widespread 
concern, and he commented in his 1902 report on the 'further

1 4gradual deterioration of the physique of the workxng classes'. 
Major-General Sir Frederick Maurice made this apparent deter
ioration a major issue by publishing an anonymous article in 
the Contemporary Review for January 1903 in which he indicated 
that ill health was a result of early marriages and the ignor
ance of mothers.

The Interdepartmental Committee set up to investigate physi
cal deterioration in 1904 in fact decided that actual deterior
ation remained unproven, though working-class health and the 
appalling infant mortality figures left much to be desired.
It made 53 recommendations,most of which dealt with the environ
ment (overcrowding, the lack of open spaces, pollution, bad 
housing) or with working-class conditions (unemployment, adult
eration of food, insurance). Overwhelmingly, however, these

1 5environmental issues were ignored in the ensuing debates.
The recommendations generally endorsed and underlined both the 
hereditarian as opposed to the environmentalist flavour of the 
discussions, and the new stress on the role of motherhood, esp-
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ecially those covering the instruction of girls and women in 
cooking, hygiene and child care.

Maternalism
What was taking place, indeed, was a partial shift in the 

dominant ideology, away from the nineteenth-century stress on 
woman as wife towards an accentuated (though not of course new) 
emphasis on woman as mother. Women's traditional domestic 
responsibilities were being ideologically reshaped to accord 
with new perceived problems. A good index of this is an ob
servable change in the recommended reasons for marriage at the 
turn of the century. A representative manual of the 1860s, 
for instance, stressed the need for a young woman to find some
one to support her, to protect her, to help her, and who was 
qualified to guide and direct her. There was no mention of 
children. A 1917 book, concerned with young women and marriage, 
on the other hand, offered three main reasons for marriage:
mutual comfort and support; the maintenance of social purity;

1 6and the reproduction of the race. Motherhood, it seemed,
was a major key to a healthy population. As the Swedish fem
inist Ellen Key put it, 'as a general rule the woman who refuses 
motherhood in order to serve humanity is like a soldier who
prepares himself on the eve of battle for the forthcoming

1 7struggle by opening his veins'. The new ideological inflec
tion was undoubtedly a cross-class phenomenon. As Havelock 
Ellis put it: 'Women's function in life can never be the same 
as man's, if only because women are the mothers of the race ... 
the most vital problem before our civilisation today is the
problem of motherhood, the question of creating human beings

18best suited for modern life'. But it had a particular nuance
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when directed at the 'unfit' working class, with its high in
fant mortality and arguable physical deterioration. It was 
not poverty that was seen as the cause, but poor maternal 
training. What were needed were better mothers. Bad hygiene, 
dirty bottles and dirty homes, and the general question of 
working-class ignorance were tackled with a fervour by the 
host of unofficial voluntary bodies that sprang up in the years 
before the First World War often directed at working-class 
mothers. These included the Institute of Hygiene (1903), the 
Infants' Health Society (1904), the National League for Physical 
Education and Improvement (1905) (later known as the National 
League for Health, Maternity and Child Welfare), the Eugenics 
Society (1907), and the Women's League of Service for Mother
hood (1910).19

Patrick Geddes and J.A. Thomson welcomed as a further not
able sign of progress the rise of Colleges of Domestic Economy, 
with 'their vast crowds of girl students', 'Parallel to the 
admirable revolutionary outbreak of boy-scouting, there is

20growing up for girls a corresponding novitiate of domesticity.'
At the same time, the relationship between the family and the 
state was subtly changing along with the ideologies. Child 
rearing was no longer seen as just an individual moral duty: 
it was a national duty, and this was reflected in the new 
spirit of interventionism on the part of the state. Compulsory 
education had already undermined the pure doctrine of parental 
rights, and the Poor Law Act of 1899 had given the Guardians 
power to remove children from unsuitable parents. Measures in 
the early twentieth century, many associated with the Liberal 
reforms after 1906, accentuated the trend. The provision of
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school meals for the needy in 1906; medical inspection in
schools; the 1907 requirement for the notification of births
within six weeks, so that health visitors could be sent round;
the Children Act of 1908, making detailed provisions regarding
child welfare, and the introduction of maternity insurance in
the 1911 Health Insurance Act; all these betokened a new
state intervention in the regulation of maternal duties, with

/  21particular regard to questions of health and hygiene.

This new interventionism was not a full-scale state assump
tion of responsibility. It offered rather, a generalised 
supervision, and the provision of a safety net. The real every
day responsibility still belonged to the mother. Nor was it 
the product of a conscious adoption of a national policy for 
motherhood. Most of the policies adopted were ad hoc responses 
rather than part of a national strategy. Continuance of older 
policies, such as the Poor Law with its less eligibility clauses, 
meant that at no time before the Second World War did the state 
assume direct responsibility for the health of the population 
as a whole. Nevertheless, the new policies, whatever their 
source, did contribute to an improvement in health, particularly
underlined by a reduction in infant mortality and growth of

22child-welfare centres after the war.
~\

But what also has to be measured is the balance between the 
improvement in health, and the subtle tightening of the ideology 
of motherhood that accompanied it. The improvement of medical 
care in childbirth went side by side with the loss of control 
by women over its management. The elevation of the professional
expert involved the denial of the neighbourly amateur. Science

\
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extinguished the benefits of tradition. Above all, the 
triumph of medicine represented in practice the assumption 
by men of many of the traditional responsibilities exercised 
by women, which in turn could easily mean the imposition of

23professional middle-class values over working-class traditions.

These new ideological and political interventions are clearly 
reflected in the specification of female sexuality. At its 
most extreme, the implication was that sexual intercourse was 
a racial duty. Havelock Ellis believed that every healthy 
woman should at least once in her lifetime exercise the vocation 
of motherhood. Those, like Beatrice Webb, who rejected, for 
various reasons, individual motherhood, could easily accept 
the notion of 'racial motherhood', particularly given the expand
ing opportunities for women in health and social administration. 
For Mrs. Webb, as for many others, the alternative to physical 
motherhood was celibacy and social activity, 'so that the
special force of womanhood - motherly feeling - may be forced

24into public work'. The period indeed saw a significant re
assessment of female sexuality, and the accentuated ideologies 
of motherhood were to be of prime significance in this redefin
ition. It is no accident that the influential work of Marie 
Stopes in the 1920s should be simultaneously a celebration of 
female sexuality, a paean to parenthood, and a rehearsal of 
eugenics' arguments. Her intellectual formation was precisely 
during this period.

Eugenics
If maternalism was one stream feeding population policy in 

the early decades of the century, eugenics was another which
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more coherently attempted to transform a national policy and 
intellectual debate, though its degree of success is open to 
doubt. Many eugenicists were in fact maternalists as well. 
Havelock Ellis and C.W. Saleeby are two important examples.
Other leading eugenicists, such as Karl Pearson, were more 
worried about the possible dysgenic effects of preserving too 
many infant lives, particularly the lives of the offspring of 
the unfit. Such views remained influential for decades, and 
as late as the end of the 1920s the Eugenics Review could com
ment that 'from every point of view, we can best afford to lose
the lives of infants', for by their very death they 'offered a

25strong possible presumption of inherent worthlessness'.

It was never an undifferentiated approach. But there was
a unifying belief behind eugenics, a conviction that it was
possible to intervene directly in the processes of producing
the population. It was, as its earliest leading proponent,
Sir Francis Galton,put it, 'the study of agencies under social
control that may improve or impair racial qualities of future
generations either physically or mentally'. And as Havelock
Ellis added, it was 'the effort to give practical effect to
those agencies by conscious and deliberate action in favour of

2 6better breeding'. The perceived problem was how to induce
in the population a new sense of 'sexual responsibility' so as 
to direct sexual selection into appropriate channels to ensure 
racial progress.

Behind this was no mere dispassionate belief that 'science' 
could take over where individuals or 'stocks' had failed (though.
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this was present). Science in the eyes of the leading advo
cates of eugenics was married with a messianic optimism and 
fervour. Galton called for a 'Jehad', a holy war, to be de
clared on the survival of ancient dysgenic customs, and urged 
that eugenics - 'a virile creed' - should become a 'religious 
tenet' of the future. Ellen Key, no less an enthusiast, be
lieved that men and women would eventually devote the same re-
ligous fervour to propagating the race as Christians devoted

27to the salvation of souls. The National Council of Public
Morals ('for Great and Greater Britain') adopted a similar note 
of millenarian hope in introducing its 'New Tracts for the Time': 
'The supreme and dominant conception running through these 
Tracts is the Regeneration of the Race. They strike, not the 
leaden note of despair, but the ringing tones of a new and cer
tain hope. The regenerated race is coming to birth; the larger 
and nobler civilisation is upon us.' The titles in the series 
underlined the complex concerns within eugenics, marrying public 
morality with the higher 'science'. C.W. Saleeby's The Methods 
of Race Regeneration and Havelock Ellis's The Problem of Race- 
Regeneration marched arm in arm with J.A. Thomson and P.Geddes's 
Problems of Sex, the Rev. F.B. Meyer's Religion and Race-Regener
ation, Mary Scharlieb's Womanhood and Race Regeneration and Sir 
Thomas Clouston's Morals and Brains. Social purity, sex reform, 
racial hygiene and scientific advance could all find a home with 
eugenics.

Eugenics was a particular social strategy which while drawing
on pre-existing beliefs effectively transformed them into a new 

2 8approach. Hereditarian beliefs were not absent from social
reform before eugenics, particularly with the adoption (for
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example by the philosopher, Herbert Spencer) of Lamarckian 
beliefs in the inheritance of acquired characteristics. But 
such beliefs were used to argue for environmental reform; bad 
conditions, drunkenness and drug abuse, for instance, were 
held to have bad effects on the next generation. Social re
form, Spencerians believed, could improve the next generation.

But behind eugenics, giving it practical impetus, was the 
conviction either that social reform had failed, or that it was 
totally insufficient to improve the race. What was needed 
were policies designed to produce a new sense of citizenship 
based on the planning of sexual behaviour. Ellis, always a 
sound weathervane, observed that the progressive movement was 
beginning to see that comparatively little could be affected 
by improving the conditions of life of adults. The need was 
to switch from concentration on the point of production to the 
source of the problem: 'the point of procreation', 'the regu
lation of sexual selection between stocks and individuals as

29the prime condition of life'.

This activism also distinguished eugenics from neo- 
30Malthusianism, which still adhered to the strict economic 

argument^of its founder, and therefore believed that all that 
wasjnecessary was to demonstrate the validity of Malthus' s argu-

I
ments, making recourse to social controls unnecessary (though 
in practice and quite logically Malthusians were to be more 
activist than early eugenicists in promoting contraceptive know 
ledge - see below). Eugenicists like Karl Pearson felt that 
whatever its pretensions, Malthusians directed their effective 
propaganda at the middle classes (who after all had already 
limited their birthrates) and bypassed the poor.
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Leading neo-Malthusians, on the other hand, claimed that
the Malthusian League had always in fact been eugenically-
minded, in as much as its main goal was to limit the birth of 

31the poor. But whatever the considerable overlap, both in
policies and personnel (several leading neo-Malthusians joined 
the Eugenics Education Society), the theoretical origins of 
eugenics were quite different.

/

Eugenics in any recognisable form, can be said to have orig
inated with Charles Darwin. His central concept, that Man is 
a product of natural selection, led in an 'age of science' 
quite logically to the hope that Man could participate consciously 
in the. evolutionary process. Darwin's response to the developing 
eugenics ideas of his cousin, Sir Francis Galton was in fact 
cautious. He stopped short of endorsing them in his Descent of 
Man (1871), where he discussed some of the ideas. In other ways, 
however, eugenic ideas could be said to be in the air. Many 
eugenicists later claimed to have come to their ideas before 
Galtonpublicised them. The American utopian communitarian,
John Humphrey Noyes had, for instance, practised what he called 
'stirpiculture' in the Oneida Community, where monogamy was 
frowned upon and where the number of births each years was 
strictly controlled. He had first published his views in the 
1830s with his Battleax Letter. But he later borrowed from 
Galton to scientificise his views in his book Scientific Prop
agation in 1873.^

Galton, however, and most of his followers were much more 
respectable than this. Galton had been working on eugenicist 
lines since the 1860s (his Hereditary Genius was published in
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1869) but it was not until the end of the century that eugenics 
as a programme of scientific breeding achieved a degree of 
plausibility: until, in fact, biologists had gained a sufficient
grasp of heredity to be able to explain how parents could trans
mit their genetic qualities to their offspring. First of all 
there was the break with Lamarckian theory of the inheritance of 
acquired characteristics, a break associated with the theories 
of the German biologist August Weismann on the continuity of
the germ plasm. Adumbrated in the 1880s, it rapidly became

33the starting point for further studies. The basis of
Weismann's arguments was the distinction he drew between the 
germ cells which controlled reproduction, and the body or 
somatic cells. Germ cells were independent of somatic cells 
and coulcjnot be affected by any modification by disease or in
jury. From this, eugenics drew the conclusion not only that 
acquired characteristics could not be inherited but that envir
onmental reforms could only have a limited effect: only selec- 
ive breeding could improve quality.

The second major theme was Galton's development of the con
cept that the laws of heredity were solely concerned with de
viations expressed in statistical units. From this emerged 
the biometric approach, which sought to measure mathematically 
the genetic variations, and which was destined to be vastly in
fluential in the growth of statistics and of intelligence 
testing. He was able to demonstrate, to his own satisfaction 
at least, a rigorous statistical relationship between heredity 
and degeneration. For Galton eugenics always meant applied
biometrics, and under his closest supporter, Karl Pearson, this

34became a central element of eugenics.
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The third major breakthrough was the rediscovery in the 
late 1890s of Mendelian genetics; though Galton never felt 
much enthusiasm for this aspect. A group of biologists led 
by William Bateson observed that certain physical traits in 
human beings observed the simple laws of gametic segregation 
which the Abbe Mendel had analysed in sweet peas in the 1860s. 
This was seen as a key to the unlocking of the genetic struc
ture of human life, which in turn offered the possibility of 
applying genetic engineering to individual lives; the aim was 
not so much to change individuals as to change the balance of 
the stock. Eugenics was thefefore conceived of as applied 
genetics.

Theoretically then, eugenics welded together a hereditarian
theory of population, population statistics and population
genetics to develop a distinctive theory of population regula- 

36tion. This was to find various forms of institutional ex
pression in the first decade of the century. A Eugenics 
Records Office was set up in 1907 which became the Eugenics 
Laboratory under Pearson's direction, and this was accompanied 
by a chair in eugenics, endowed by Galton's will, at University 
College London in 1911. Pearson was its first incumbent, and 
he was widely influential. The Eugenics Education Society was 
founded in 1907 to propagate eugenic views, and this published 
its own review. By 1914, it had a membership of 634, including 
a number of highly influential intellectuals, though Galton 
held aloof for a while, and Pearson remained hostile.

The eugenics movements thus institutionalised was to have a 
wide, but diffuse, influence. It was probably more important
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in setting the context for policy making than in influencing 
detailed policies themselves, but a wide spectrum of people, 
from far right to socialist left, worked until the 1930s and 
even beyond (see Chapter 12) within a eugenics framework, or 
at least with a eugenics terminology. As befitted the pre
vailing social mood of its period, and as a response to the 
anxieties that give it its resonance, clear imperialist and 
patriotic themes can be discerned. Galton himself spoke of 
the need to arrest a 'very serious and growing danger to our 
national efficiency' in the growth of the feeble-minded, while 
F.S.Schiller argued that 'the nation which first subjects it
self to a rational eugenical discipline is bound to inherit 

38the earth.' Pearson went further, accepting the full logic
of social imperialist views (as early as the 1880s): 'If child
bearing women must be intellectually handicapped, then the
price to be paid for race-predominance is the subjection of 

39women.' But it would be wrong to see eugenics simply or
straightforwardly as an apologia for imperialism. Many support
ers of eugenics, like Havelock Ellis, were not imperialists, 
arguing that what they were after was not population quantity 
but quality. Nor were all eugenicists in agreement with 
Pearson's view that a nation could be 'kept up to a high pitch 
of external efficiency by contest, chiefly by way of war with 
inferior races, and with equal races by the struggle for trade 
routes and for the sources of raw material of food supply'.
Many felt that war was a waste of 'germ plasm', and was funda
mentally dysgenic.^

Nor was the heart of eugenics its constant evocation of the 
language of race. There was undoubtedly an unthinking assumption
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that the white races were superior to the coloured, and many
explicit racists, like Arnold White could inveigh against
'Rule by foreign Jews' or the influx of 'diseased aliens'.
But others, like Ellis, stressed that they were talking not about

41specific races, but about the human race.

More central than any of these factors were the class conno-
42tations of eugenics. There is a problem here. It is tempt

ing to see eugenics straightforwardly as the ideology of a 
particular social stratum, which on the basis of the social 
background of most of its supporters would be the professional 
middle class, and particularly what could be termed its 
'modern' sector. We then have to face the question of whether 
it is the expression of the social needs of that class: whether 
in fact, eugenics was little more than a class-specific ideology, 
limited in its effectiveness by that very fact. There is un
doubtedly an emphasis in eugenics on the social importance of 
the middle-class expert, that is the very type who gave eugenics 
allegiance, and from Galton's Hereditary Genius onwards there 
is a suspicion both of inherited wealth and of the titled nobil
ity, as well of course of the working class. But we cannot 
explain eugenics simply in these class reductionist terms, be
cause though eugenics ideas may have had a class-specific origin,l
they were presented as a strategy for the whole ruling class to 
adopt, and support was gained from outside the professional 
classes, just as opposition to eugenics came from within it.

Nevertheless, the class origins or locations of most active 
eugenicists are clear and important, and they help to explain 
some of their assumptions. The bulk of the active members of
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the Eugenics Education Society were from the new professional 
middle class, that is from the intellectual, creative and wel
fare professions: they were university teachers and scientists,

43writers and doctors. 'Sociologists' were prominent (the 
inaugural meeting of the Sociological Society had been addressed 
by Galton in 1904), and the majority of biologists were also 
members of the Society. On the other hand, business men and 
the aristocracy were not prominent, no more than were the working 
class. The older professions, such as law and the churches, 
were also sparsely represented. Women, however, were highly 
represented, constituting more than half the total membership 
of the Society in 1913.

Given this balance, not surprisingly, the heroes of the 
eugenicists were generally professional people, and at various 
times the Eugenics Education Society clearly took up the inter
ests of the professional middle class. They protested, for 
instance, at the burden of income tax on professional people, 
arguing that it discouraged parenthood, and they advocated re
bates for each child. On the outbreak of war the Society 
helped in setting up a Professional Classes War Relief Council. 
Eugenicists were, however, rather uninterested in business: 
business acumen did not figure in their criteria of mental abil
ity, and they often attacked the plutocracy as well as the 
hereditary aristocracy. They were also, by and large, and not 
unexpectedly, hostile to laissez-faire capitalism. Galton was 
generally highl^/conservative politically, but Karl Pearson had 
described himself as a socialist from the 1880s (though social 
imperialist might be a more appropriate description). The 
general assumption was that eugenics as such was a neutral,
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scientific doctrine, and the adoption by the state of eugenic 
policies was to the general good of the body politic. Never
theless, it was clear that a eugenic society would, necessarily, 
be administered by eugenic experts, that is by people similar 
to middle-class professionals who were putting forward eugenic 
views.

From their point of view, the task of state policy was to 
encourage methods to induce a sense of sexual responsibility in 
the population at large. Theoretically, there were two ways to 
do this: by encouraging the best to breed, or by discouraging 
the worst. But in practice, social policy had to be directed 
at the latter - who, as we have seen, were inevitably seen in 
class terms.

Eugenics nor surprisingly made a strong appeal to many Fabian 
socialists, many of whom came from a similar social background 

and who shared the same distrust of the masses and faith in 
professional administrators as many leading eugenicists. H.G. 
Wells had a burst of enthusiasm on hearing Galton and advocated 
the 'sterilisation of failures'. Sidney Webb, more soberly, 
as was his metier, warned that unless the decline of the birth
rate was averted the nation would fall to the Irish and the 
Jews.44 What Fabians and eugenicists shared then, and what is 
characteristic of their appeal, is their belief in planning and 
control of population.

It was inevitable that the Fabians would extend their be
lief in social regulation to fertility: reproduction was ob
viously too important to be left to individuals, and Sidney Webb
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believed it could not safely be left to the residuum to regu
late their lives with Malthusian prudence. In 1907 a Fabian 
Tract on The Decline of the Birth Rate (the product of a sub
committee set up in 1905) had warned of the dangers of the 
differential birthrate, where the thrifty limited their fami
lies, and the residuum did not. Webb had argued that the 
state should adopt social policies, which would induce the 
right sort of people to assume parenthood. Eugenics might be 
useful in eliminating the biologically feeble, but only social 
policies could enable the socially disadvantaged to improve 
their lot. So there was an important difference between the 
Fabian approach and the eugenic, whatever the class, and rheto
rical similarities. Webb advocated policies - such as the en
dowment of motherhood - which eugenicists thought were dysgenic 
while the main thrust of the Fabian approach was to different
iate between the thrifty and the residuum in order to encourage 
the social advance of the former. George Bernard Shaw's call, 
in his inimitable way, for the 'elimination of the mere volup
tuary from the evolutionary process', and his advocacy of a 
State Department of Evolution to pay women for their child-
rearing services, and if necessary to regulate a 'joint stock

4 5human stud farm', had social efficiency as their purport.
Pure eugenicists on theother hand were uninterested, as we 
have seen, in such flipperies or in reform. Their aim was to 
purify the stream of life at its source, to eliminate not so 
much the social causes of evil, but the core biological defects 
Hence the twin poles of their arguments, 'positive' and 'nega
tive' eugenics, the centre of their efforts to control the pro
cesses of procreation.
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Positive eugenics stressed the need to breed a better race, 
a race of Shakespeares and Darwins. Beatrice Webb, though 
feeling she and Sidney could contribute little to the process 
themselves, believed 'the breeding of the right sort of man' 
to be the most important of all questions. Few eugenicists
actually went so far as to recommend breeding experiments, 
however.

Galton feared that in man's present state of ignorance, 
attempts to arrange eugenic marriages would do more harm than 
good. There was a realisation that human life was somewhat 
different from the stock yards, despite the verbal flourishes. 
Moreover, some eugenicists realised that if it became possible 
to breed supermen, it might also become possible to breed 
mutants.

There was the further problem of selecting the criteria 
which were to be developed. Galton believed there was a corr
elation between physical health and academic worth; Pearson's

4 7researches found only a low correlation. And what was to be
the response to thejless than eugenic qualities of many recog
nised 'geniuses': Keat's consumption, Beethoven's deafness? 
Then there was the problem of whether to favour 'genius' or 
all-round civic worthiness; if everyone was a genius, who was 
to do the manual labour?

But the core question was who was to decide which groups to
control, and how? Havelock Ellis felt that the state had no

48more right to ravish a woman than a man, but Galton’s faith 
that each group would regulate their own fertility policies was
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scarcely practical. So as C.W. Saleeby argued, 'the positive
methods of regeneration, at any rate under anything like present

4 Qsocial conditions, will be mainly educative'. He rejected
therefore compulsory mating, 'and anything else that involves 
the destruction of marriage'. But this acceptance of convent
ional morality meant that in the end he was left with little 
besides education for parenthood, and the encouragement of 
eugenic marriages.

Galton developed various fancy schemes to do the latter,
including financial incentives to encourage eugenic marriages,
low-cost housing for 'exceptionally promising young couples':
pressure of public opinion and:the award of honours; 'and
above all else the introduction of motives of religious or

50quasi-religious character'. Marriage certificates and finan
cial bonuses from the state to parents of fit offspring found 
a more general favour. Ellis believed that marriage certificates 
would one day become like university degrees, and allow individ
uals to select the properly qualified partner. Pearson thought 
that the state should follow the policy of the Indian civil 
service and take parenthood into account in determining salaries 
of public servants.^

But the problem that eugenicists faced was that many efforts 
to encourage better breeding, such as subsidies for motherhood, 
might actually encourage the unfit to breed even more. Similar
ly, proposals for the penalisation of bachelors might actually 
encourage undesirable single people to enter dysgenic relation
ships. Consequently, the most favoured approach was to alter 
the tax system in favour of married couples with dependent
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children. The beauty of this was that as only the middle 
class generally paid substantial income tax, it would not need
lessly encourage the unfit. The Liberal Government’s introdu
ction in 1909 of an allowance of £10 to income-tax payers for 
every child below 16 was heralded as a major triumph for 
eugenic principles.

Positive eugenics, however, offered a double problem: it 
was both technically difficult to achieve, and it did not 
tackle the core problem: the multiplication of undesirables. 
Hence the greater emphasis, particularly from the early 1920s, 
on negative eugenics, the elimination Of the unfit. Galton 
had foreshadowed this possibility as early as his 1906 Huxley 
lectures. In Britain few actually advocated their actual phy
sical destruction. When the Mayor of Brighton in 1909 advoca
ted putting to death the unfit, if three doctors recommended it, 
there was a furore in which eugenic luminaries joined. They 
were similarly shocked in 1910 when George Bernard Shaw, in 
his usual mischievous manner, seemed to be advocating, while 
addressing them, 'an extensive use of the lethal chamber'.
Most respectable eugenicists, like Saleeby, thought it necessary
to underline their rejection of all synonyms for mutilative-

52 A *surgery and murder.

The"other drastic remedy was compulsory sterilisation of 
the unfit, advocated in particular by Dr. Robert Reid Rentoul 
-of Liverpool. Few were prepared to support him, though many 
were prepared to back voluntary sterilisation, especially of 
those suffering from hereditary defects. It would, it was 
pointed out, be cheaper than custodial care.
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The prohibition of marriage or its limitation to those with 
medical certificates, was another possibility floated. But 
this, it was pointed out, would not prevent degenerates from 
coupling. Segregation, therefore, 'the permanent care under

53humane medical supervision' of defectives, seemed a possibility.

But as with positive eugenics, so with negative: education
in eugenic principles seemed the only practical way forward.
Out of this was to come the beginnings of genetic counselling.
But another logical step was the advocacy of deliberate birth
control. Many of the leading supporters of birth control in
the 1920s and 1930s, like Stopes, had strong eugenic back- 

54grounds. But many felt contraception was dysgenic, as it
was the middle class who generally controlled their fertility, 
and that was the major problem. Others felt that by so direct
ly entering the sexual debate, rather than maintaining a 
scientific stance, the whole moral tone of eugenics was threat
ened. Still others, however, like Ellis and the socialist femin
ist F.W. Stella Browne, were quite prepared to use eugenic 
arguments to garner support for birth control, and their in
fluence passes through into later debates.

1. -
The Influence of Eugenics

Having described the approaches of eugenic'ists we must, 
finally, attempt to assess their practical influence, partic
ularly on the actual regulation of the processes of procreation 
and sexual behaviour. In terms of practical policies adopted 
they cannot be said to have been spectacularly successful.
Several governmenijpolicies were heralded as triumphs of eugenic 
principles. Ellis saw the Liberal reforms and the 1908 Notif

/
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ication of Births Act as the 'national inauguration of a scheme
for the betterment of the race', and as a triumph for 'national
efficiency', while the provision of the National Insurance Bill
of 1911 which established 'Maternity Benefits' was welcomed by

55Saleeby as a 'red letter day in real politics'. The origins
of the latter, however, owed nothing to direct eugenic propa
ganda. Similarly, the Mental Deficiency Act of 1913 which was 
trumpeted as the major triumph of eugenics before the war, had 
relatively little eugenics content. Eugenics arguments played 
an important part in the development of the concept of the 
feeble-minded, and the report of the Royal Commission on the
Care and Control of the Feeble Minded in 1908 had backed eugenic 
fears that their fertility was way above average. Segregation 
was recommended to control them. But the actual Act that 
followed had few obviously eugenic elements, despite intensive 
lobbying. Eugenic thought was never without its severe critics, 
even from within the professional middle class. Many Liberals, 
such as L.T. Hobhouse, could accept similar arguments on, say, 
the feeble-minded, but believed that progress was ethical not 
racial. Roman Catholics were particularly hostile, especially 
because of eugenic claims to control life, but also because of 
its pretensions to be a new religion.

On the other/iand, eugenic statements can be traced in all 
sorts of unexpected sources, and came from all parts of the 
political spectrum. Not surprisingly, Conservative politicians 
like A .J . Balfour lent them prestige and such intellectual 
distinction as they possessed. But even militant socialists, 
not scarred like the Fabians by social imperialism, were enthus
iasts. Maurice Eden Paul, a prominent left-wing socialist
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before the First World War, and later a member of the Communist 
Party, believed that 'unless the socialist is also a eugenicist, 
the socialist state will speedily perish from racial degradat
ion' and suggested that the ability to earn the minimum wage

57should be the precondition for becoming a parent. Even
J.B.S. Haldane, the leading left-wing and Communist Party
scientist of the 1930s, looked forward to the creation of 'a
classless society' where 'far-reaching eugenic measures could
be enforced by the state with little injustice', though adding

5 8that 'Today this would not be possible.' More directly
influential were men like Sir William Beveridge, architect of 
the Welfare State, who held strong eugenic views, while liberal 
and radical theorists from Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson to H.J. 
Laski at various times expressed eugenic sentiments. Traces 
can also be located in a host of approaches and policies put 
forward during the inter-war years, from family planning and 
family allowances to National Insurance and taxation, and it 
reappeared in Fabian population policies in the 1940s. Its 
rhetoric was even to reappear like a myth that never dies, in 
the quite different circumstances of the 1970s in the 'new 
conservatism' of Sir Keith Joseph and others (see below).

Nevertheless, as an organised strand of thought, eugenics 
lost is impetus after the First World War. Before the war 
eugenics offered an appealing strategy to remove what was con
ceived of as a residuum. But in the light of mass unemploy
ment after the war, more drastic social policies seemed necess
ary. The ad hoc, but consistent policies of selective in
transigence and co-option adopted by governments from the 1920s
to deal with working-class discontent owed nothing to eugenics. 59



210

The Eugenics Society itself gradually became a learned society
rather than a propaganda body (and as such still survives)
and by thel930s felt it necessary to distinguish itself from

6 0the more extreme eugenicism practised in Nazi Germany.

What eugenics fundamentally wanted was the adoption of a 
national policy for the population which would regulate sexual 
behaviour in the interests of the race. But Britain never 
during this period adopted anything that could be termed a 
formal population policy. This does not mean of course, that 
informal population policies did not exist. A host of govern
ment actions, from its taxation and housing policies to its 
attitudes to birth control, had vital effects on decision making. 
But these were ad hoc policies rather than the result of strat
egic planning. In these, eugenic notions often played a sign
ificant, but by no means decisive, part. It is as a current 
of thought, colouring a variety of debates, that the real 
influence of eugenics has to be sought. This will become 
apparent in the succeeding chapters.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
THE THEORISATION OF SEX

A New Continent of Knowledge
The debate over population was an aspect of a general open

ing up of the question of sexuality, ranging from the issue of 
genetics to.the broader problem of the nature of sex itself, and 
its complex impact on social life. Though much more muted 
in Britain than in countries such as Germany, the result was, 
nevertheless, a significant expansion of writings on sexuality 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The con
sequent emergence of .sex as an object of study was one of the 
major features of the social sciences of the period, and stands 
as a central moment in the constitution of modern concepts of 
sexuality. As Max Hodann, a German writer on sex, and a form
er colleague of the great pioneer, Magnus Hirschfeld, observed 
in the 1930s, 'The focus of conflict and emotional tension for 
the nineteenth century was the Darwinian theory. In the
twentieth, the stress has shifted to the scientific investi-

1gation and discussion of sexual matters.'

Most liberal writers over the past generation have been 
clear on the status of the founders of modern sexology.

Magnus Hirschfeld and Freud, by claiming the right to investi
gate the human sexual life impartially, 'broke up the "conspir
acy of silence" that had so largely stifled discussion of this 
subject in the nineteenth century, and ... at last awarded it 
its rightful place in psychology and sociology'. O.R. 
McGregor, writing in the 1950s, believed that writings such as

work of men like Havelock Ellis,
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Havelock Ellis's 'mark the watershed between the Victorians
2and ourselves'. In considering such comments, however,, we 

must be careful to comprehend the precise context in which 
they are relevant and meaningful.

A concern with sex-related behaviour was not, of course,
new in the late nineteenth century , nor was the isaction to the
major figures necessarily hostile. A work such as Krafft-
Ebing's encyclopaedia of sexual variations, Psychopathia
Sexualis, faced few overt dangers when translated into English
in the 1890s because it declared its object to be 'merely to
record the various psychopathological manifestations of sexual

3life in man and to reduce them to their lawful conditions' .
As a 'medico-forensic study' of the 'abnormal', (its subtitle 
notes its 'especial reference to the Antipathic Sexual Instinct') 
directed at the specialist, it set out insights without suggest
ing licence. Its Various editions were translated into English 
during the 1890s and later, but discretion was maintained. 
Krafft-Ebing case histories (which in themselves were innovatory,, 
marking an individualising of a condition) tactfully broke into 
Latin when sex acts were discussed. An example chosen at ran
dom will give the flavour: 'An officer of Vienna informed me 
that men, by means of large sums of money, induce prostitutes 
to suffer ut illi viri in ova earum spuerent et faeces et urinas 
in ova explerent.'^ ^

Other works, of course^ were less fortunate in their recept
ion. Iwan Bloch’s Sexual Life of Our^Times, a learned explora-

I'
tion of sexual behaviour, was prosecuted in the 1900s, and 
many other findings of continental research entered British' dis

\
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course through the Paris-based publisher of dubious erotica,
5Charles Carrington, or through summaries in other works.

The first -\olume (Sexual Inversion) of Ellis's great seven-
volume work, Studies in the Psychology of Sex, was labelled
'lewd and obscene' in a court of law in 1897 and Ellis refused
to publish further volumes in the Studies in English until the 

£1930s. Freud's work, though welcomed, and even publicised, 
by writers such as Ellis, produced early wrath from leaders of 
the medical profession. The British Medical Journal thundered 
in 1908 that 'this method of psychoanalysis is in most cases

7incorrect, in many hazardous, and in all dispensable'.

There can be no doubts of the difficulties, and many of the 
most important works on sexuality scarcely attained any respect
ability before the 1920s, when Ellis and Freud became openly 
influential - and sex research, still, of course, has its haz
ards today. But what constitutes the originality and signifi
cance of the new sexology is not so much the subject matter 
as the aim and direction of the work. Ellis, for instance, 
was criticised for the popular tone of his work, its air of 
speaking to an intelligent general audience rather than a 
specialist medico-forensic one. Writers like Magnus Hirschfeld

l
and Havelock Ellis also aroused antagonism as self-conscious 
reformers wo sought to challenge authoritarian sexual norms. 
Ellis in particulaijfoelieved that the sex problem, in which he 
included relations between the sexes, was indeed the most imp
ortant one facing the social reformers in the nineteenth cent
ury. But perhaps the most significant point about the new

I
sexology was its assumption that sexuality deserved serious 
study not just as an aspect of the treatment of moral laxity
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or disease but because of its significance for the whole exist
ence of the individual and society. By the 1840s (represented, 
according to Foucault, by Heinrich Kaan's work) there was a 
search for the nature of 'sex'. The concern with disparate 
forms of sexual behaviour, embodied hitherto in a host of so
cial practices, was producing a new unified domain for investi
gation. Sexology was simultaneously constituting and exploring 
a new continent of knowledge, assigning thereby a new signific-

gance to the 'sexual'.

The major effort of these late nineteenth- and early twent
ieth century writers was to isolate and define the nature and 
characteristics of the specifically sexual instinct or force, 
and to delineate its social effects. To understand the signi
ficance of this we need to unravel very briefly the history of

9the concept of instinct itself. In a general way, the idea 
was not, of course, new and is present in Plato and Aristotle, 
and/lt reappeared with the revival of Greek philosophy in the 
Middle Ages, through Thomas Aquinas's theory of natural law.
As such it was present in eighteenth-century notions of con
science, benevolence, sympathy and other 'moral sentiments'.
It was extended to natural mental endowment, but until late in 
the nineteenth century it remained a general concept without 
detailed specification. It was the growth of the biological 
sciences following Darwin which stimulated the detailed analy
sis and resultant classifications of the instincts. German 
biologists, particularly, developed lists of specific instincts, 
and following the work of Weismann and Mendel these were analy
sed in purely biological terms, shaving away the possibility 
of the inheritance of acquired characteristics.
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(The resulting definition that dominated in the early de
cades of the twentieth century was that presented by L.L. 
Bernard as: 'a specific and definite inherited and unlearned 
response which follows or accompanies a specific and definite
sensory stimulus or organic condition that serves as a release

1 0to the inherited mechanism'. Instinct, that is, was a
biological impulse unmediated by experience.

The question that the early sexologists faced was where 
did sexuality fit into this schema. Tne traditional view, 
endorsed historically by luminaries as diverse as Luther and 
Montaigne (and accepted by the sexologists Charles Fere as 
late as 1898) was that the sex instinct was little more than 
the impulse of evacuation. The obvious corollary of this 
was the view of sexuality as essentially male and the concept
ualisation of women as the hallowed receptacle ('the temple 
built over a sewer'). An alternative, and perhaps more res
pectable view, was that sexuality represented the 'instinct of 
reproduction', a desire for offspring. It was as such (and 
as nothing else) that sex appeared in all editions of Professor
William McDougall's influential textbook, Introduction to So-

11cial Science until its 8th edition in 1914. Thereafter, it
was supplemented by a chapter on the 'sex instinct', in which 
it was incorporated into his general theory of instincts as 
being 'innate specific tendencies'. There were obvious diff
iculties with such a definition - not the least being that in 
our culture at least, heterosexual sex is only rarely engaged 
in simply for the sake of procreation; and it failed to offer 
any way of explaining sexual variations except in terms of 
degeneration from a given, 'natural', norm. Charles Darwin
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had, in this as in other fields, opened up the potential new 
paths to understanding in his development of the theory of 
sexual selection (in the Descent of Man, 1871) and later work 
to pursue his leads on the aesthetic, erotic and psycholog
ical processes of sexual attraction. Ellis, working from 
this tradition, saw the prime task of his Studies in the Psych
ology of Sex as precisely the analysis of 'what is commonly

1 2called the sexual instinct'. The implication was that
there was a complex natural process which underlay a diversity 
of social experiences.

This project necessarily involved a major effort at label
ling and classification. In the great classificatory zeal 
that produced the complex definitions and aetiologies and the 
new sexual types of the late nineteenth century (and in which 
Ellis was the main British participant) we can discern the 
supplanting of the old, undifferentiated, moral categories of 
sin, debauchery and excess, by the new, medical and psycholog
ical categories of degeneracy, mental illness and disease.
The vast majority of the late nineteenth-century pioneers of _ 
sex research were concerned, like Krafft-Ebing, with the vari
ations from the norm, and the result was a detailing of even 
more exotic variations. One of the signal successes attribu
ted to Havelock Ellis was that while not neglecting this, the 
major (though not always the most controversial) part of his 
work was a study of the apparently 'normal', which as he part
ially indicated, was no more than what societies defined as
the norm.



217

There were then two stages to this development. The first 
was concerned with describing the deviations from a norm which 
was shrouded in assumptions about its naturalness. Character
istic works include Westphal's essay on 'the contrary sex in
stinct' , Charles Fere's Sexual Degeneration in Mankind and in 
Animals, Albert Moll's Perversions of the Sex Instinct and 
Thoinot's Attentats aux Moeurs et Perversions du Sens Genital. 
Hirschfeld's work developed from his studies of homosexuality, 
and the first volume of Ellis's Studies to appear was on sexual 
inversion. What was at stake, then, was the construction of new 
sexual and even psychological categories, definitions, and 
eventually social practices around these definitions, which in
creasingly explained sexual 'deviants' in terms of their indiv
idual sexual and psychological variations.

The second (though often contemporaneous) stage was more con
cerned with the manifestations of 'normality', which rapidly 
demonstrated the problems with the concept of 'the natural'.
Both stages have as their central concern the nature of the 
sexual 'instinct', but the move is towards the recognition of 
its multifarious and ambivalent nature, even amongst the 'norm
al'. Patrick Geddes and J.Arthur Thomson capture this very 
well in their work of popularisation on Sex. They noted 'a 
volcanic element in sex, quite underlying the rest of our nature 
and for that very reason shaking it from its foundations with 
tremors, if not catastrophe'. But 'instinct' is not enough to 
guide us through this jungle of danger and potential disaster, 
for the 'sex impulses' are relatively undifferentiated: 'The 
fact is that we have, in regard to sex functions, very little 
instinctive knowledge of what various phenomena mean, or of
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what is normal, or of what is to be carefully avoided.1 
There are clear contradictions in this and similar positions. 
On the one hand, Geddes and Thomson clearly believe in the 
biological 'naturalness' and inevitability of the sexual re
lationships of man and woman, the basis for all sexual acti
vity. But on the other, this is beset by dangers which 
only social presumptions, self-control, 'healthy mindedness', 
'clean living', and sex education can help us control. All 
normal human beings, as William McDougall noted in An Outline
of Abnormal Psychology, are in some degrees liable to perver-

1 3sion under certain circumstances. But this was no longer
conceived of as a consequence of 'original sin' as of the 
nature of sexuality itself. In this approach sex is con
ceptualised as a biological essence which, if moral suasion 
fails, can become diverted into perverted channels. Cultur
al change can weaken the controls on this natural force, but

1 4cannot alter its fundamental nature. Sex thus emerges as
an independent variable.

A question posed by this new zeal in defining and cate
gorising sexuality is why the effort took place at this part
icular time. It is obviously an aspect of a much wider 
trend in social sciences, to order, through scientific des
cription, what previously appeared unclassifiable, but there
are also specific factors which influenced the terms of the

1 5work on sexuality. First of all, there was the growing
concern, associated with agitation over the incidence of 
prostitution and venereal disease, with personal sexual hy
giene. Throughout much of the nineteenth century, indeed, 
questions of prostitution and venereal disease were seen as 
the only justification for research into sexuality. At the
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very least, the public debate over public morality, the 
double standard and private vice which assumed a new cent
rality from the 1860s, opened up the question of sex to wider 
public scrutiny. Secondly, associated with the concern 
with personal hygiene was the wider question of racial hygiene, 
the very issue articulated in the rise of eugenics, which in 
turn was rooted in post-Darwin biology. Health and racial 
advance were the issues behind both the population debate 
and much early sexological work. And these represented a 
further impulse: towards a new interventionism ir. sexual 
matters (whose roots we have traced earlier). The paradox 
was that the early sexologists, who by and large were also 
conscious sex reformers, were simultaneously powerful agents 
in the organisation, and potential control, of the sexual 
behaviours they sought to describe, for by the inter-war 
years the new psychology was a potent force in the reconcep
tualisation of crime and sexual delinquency.

Sex, Science and Society
Sex research and theorisation, in other words, never 

worked in a vacuum. Its concerns were dictated by wider 
social anxieties or aims. Correspondingly, its conceptual
isations were shaped by prevailing power relations. It is 
transparent, for instance, that important advances in theor
isation were often integrated into pre-existing assumptions. 
Conceptions about the inherent 'natural' basis of the sepa
rate social roles of men and women, and of the relationship 
between these roles and sexual behaviour, were deeply rooted, 
and far from being undermined were actually reinforced by 
post-Darwinian speculation. Many early sociologists, from



220

Comte to Herbert Spencer, took it as given that social life,
and the differences between the sexes, could be explained by
reference to biological capacities. Spencer, for instance,
concluded that sex differences were a result of the earlier
arrest in the woman of individual evolution, necessitated by
the reservation of vital powers to meet the cost of reproduct
ion. Female energy was not available for intellectual 

1 6growth. The break with Lamarckian theories of the inheri
tance of acquired characteristics bolstered rather than under 
mined this, as is suggested by the greatly influential work
of Patrick Geddes and J. Arthur Thomson, The Evolution of Sex

17first published in 1889. The germ-plasm, it seemed, had
many of the qualities associated with existing middle-class 
values. Geddes and Thomson were convinced that sex differ
ences should be viewed as arising from a basic difference in. 
cell metabolism. The physical laws concerning the conserva
tion and dissipation of energy applied to all living things. 
At the level of the cell, maleness was characterised by the 
tendency to dissipate energy (katabolic) and femaleness by 
the capacity to store or build up energy (anabolic). By 
making sperm and ovum exhibit the qualities of katabolism 
and anabolism, Geddes and Thomson were able to deduce a dicho 
tomy between the sexes which, like Spencer's, could easily be 
assimilated to the conventional ideal of male rationality and 
female intuition. The conclusion of this was apparent: 
male and female roles had been decided in the lowest forms of 
life, and neither political nor technological change could 
alter the temperament which had developed from these differ
ing functions. So what was decided amongst the prehistoric 
Protozoa could not be annulled by an act of Parliament.
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W. Blair Bell in 1916 drew an obvious conclusion from 
such theorisations: 'it must surely be recognised by all 
that the male mind and masculine forms are suited to the 
business of life which so nearly concerns his share in re
production; while the female mind is specifically adapted
to her more protracted part in the perpetuation of the 

,18species.'

The view of Geddes and Thomson and their co-thinkers 
did not go unchallenged in the world of social science, but 
their approach was a formative pre-Freudian one. Their book 
was published in Havelock Ellis's influential 'Contemporary 
Science' series, and many of its assumptions are traceable 
to his own work. Like theirs, his work can be seen as part 
of a tradition which expected change to come chiefly from an 
extension of the area allowed for female sex-determined 
characteristics. Anything else would challenge what Ellis 
described in his book, Man and Woman (first published in 1893 
and frequently published thereafter), as a 'cosmic conserva
tism' , a natural harmony between men and women which had be
come 'as nearly perfect as possible and every inaptitude is 
compensated by some compensatory aptitude'.

For a just society, therefore, each sex must follow 'the 
laws of its own nature'. For Ellis, the fundamental truth 
of natural life was that the two sexes were separately de
fined in evolution as a method of favouring reproduction, 
and this could only partially be overridden. Nature there
fore sanctified the social roles that men and women inhabited
'Woman breeds and tends; man provides;

1 9when the spheres tend to overlap.'

it remains so even
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This did not mean a denial of female sexual needs.
Even the relatively conservative Geddes and Thomson recog
nised a 'physiological base' for female sexuality, though 
it was more controlled by morality and more fearful of the 
consequences than the male's, and 'is so constituted that 
from wooing to consummation it takes longer for the brain 
to become aroticised' . In the context of permanent monogamy, 
'the biological and psychic ideal', love between the part
ners - and by inference sexual love - is the basis of social

. . .  20  morality.

The consciously more reformist Ellis was explicit on 
the legitimacy of women having their sexual needs satisfied, 
and attacked male clumsiness and brutality in the sex act.
But even Ellis could not resist concluding that female org
asm had a utilitarian and biological function in that it 
facilitated procreation. His views on lesbianism are re
levant here, because while he recognised the legitimacy of 
female homosexuality (his wife Edith Lees was lesbian), he 
obviously found it difficult to conceptualise in terms of
his sexual theories. His chapters in Sexual Inversion on>•  ̂— - - ................ *■'

lesbianism are curiously under-nourished compared to his
chapters on male homosexuality, and he suggested that while
homosexuals were not by and large 'effeminate', lesbians
did tend to be 'masculine'. It was as if\he could only
conceptualise lesbianism as a masculinisation of the woman,
whereas today many tend to see female homosexuality as the

21ultimate in female autonomy from men. Ellis believed that
nature dictated that the male must generally take the init
iative in sexual matters: 'The female responds to the stim
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ulation of the male at the right moment just as the tree 
responds to the stimulation of the warmest days in spring.' 
Thus he held that the sex life of the woman was largely con
ditioned by the sex life of the man, so that while a youth ■
spontaneously becomes a man, the maiden 'must be kissed into 

22a woman'.

After the turn of the century, advances in the field of 
endocrinology began to illuminate the question of sexual be
haviour, and the nervous model of the causation of human 
physiology - with its assumptions of closed energy systems - 
was gradually replaced by a hormonal model. Even so, these 
advances in knowledge were generally employed to confirm
rather than challenge the connections between social charact-

23eristics and sexual behaviour. The importance of ovarian
hormones was generally accepted by 1908, and by 1916 W.Blair 
Bell had suggested that the 'essential fact' to be borne in 
mind is that 'femininity itself is dependent on all the in
ternal secretions'. But more important still was the con
clusion that the mental characteristics of women came under 
the influence of her 'special functions', thus echoing trad
itional precepts. Hormonal discoveries served to confirm 
Ellis in his belief in the biological basis of sex differ
ences, and were easily integrated into the views he had al
ready developed on female sexuality and homosexuality. The 
same was true of Hirschfeld, whose work was pioneering in 
this regard.24 So, while these biological breakthroughs 
confimred the existence of an autonomous female physiology, 
with its own periodic cycles, this understanding did not 
lead on immediately to any retheorisation of female sexual
ity and its different needs and rhythms. In this at least
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the work of Marie Stopes which is discussed below (Chapter 
10) can be seen as pioneering.

The scientific advances penetrated slowly. Not until
1928 did the Japanese and Hungarian scientists Ogino and
Knaus locate the interaction of the menstrual hormones (and
hence the 'safe period') and as late as 1937 investigations
of the effects of menstruation noted that 'no sustained
attempt seems to have been made hitherto to obtain systematic
records of ... psychological and ... subjective physiological

25changes which accompany the oestrous cycle in women'. 
Moreover, it is clear that the medical profession, the main 
transmitters of scientific knowledge, generally did very 
little to challenge conservative conceptions of female sex
uality, and had very little acquaintance with women's feel
ings or sexual organs and often tended to reinforce sexual 
ignorance (which of course they often shared). A striking 
factor was the general downgrading of the significance of 
the clitoris to women's sexuality despite an earlier liter
ature on the subject. Even Ellis, who noted its importance, 
played it down, and Freud's ambivalent recognition of its 
significance in early female development was used by his less 
radical followers to develop a normative description of it 
as a 'vestigal penis'. Not until the work of Masters and 
Johnson and Mary Jane Sherfey in the 1960s did the concept 
of the 'clitoral orgasm' become a proper focus of serious 
sexological writings.26

Havelock Ellis and Sex Research
So the theorisations of the early sexologists were con

tradictory in their impact and this is clearly demonstrated

/
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in the work of Havelock Ellis, the greatest of British 
writers on sexuality, and during the inter-war years prob
ably the most influential. Born in 1859, the year of 
Darwin's Origin of the Species, he was the child of nine
teenth century scientific optimism and simultaneously a 
rebel against its worship of mechanistic laws. He looked 
forward to a new Renaissance and was himself a late-Victor- 
ian polymath, writer on art, literature, travel, criminology, 
social policy, as well as sexuality. But it was to the 
understanding of sex tha^ he devoted the greater part of 
his energy, for it was here, he believed that 'man’s organ
ism' was most severely distorted by ancient prejudice and 
ignorance. Ellis believed in the existence of an essential 
and basically healthy human nature which was distorted by 
modern society. His aim was to find ways of chipping away 
at the residues of the old, to allow this healthy organism 
to develop, and so to build on the solid groundwork of nat
ural laws. Alongside this went an almost mystical ideali
sation of sexuality - a stress which was to be singularly 
influential on the new texts on married love of the inter- 
war years.

IHe wrote in his autobiography that 'I have always in
stinctively desired to spiritualise the things that have

27been counted low and material,' and the emphasis on the 
spiritual ar\d social importance of sex pervades his work.
In his popular text.book, The Psychology of Sex, he offered 
two reasons why sex should not be regarded as commonplace. 
Firstly, 'it is not merely the channel along which the race 
is maintained and built up, it is the foundation on which all
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dreams of the future world must be erected*. Secondly,
'amid the sterilizing tendencies of our life the impulse of 
sex still remains unimpaired, however concealed or despised'. 
And he quoted Otto Rank to the effect that sex was a last

2 8emotional resource. It was the key to a fulfilling life.

Based on these assumptions, his work sets out to do two 
related things: to describe the roots of sexual behaviour, 
and to detail the enormous varieties of its manifestations.
And to do this he adopts two approaches which were, in the 
end ultimately contradictory: a form of cultural relativism 
to describe the variety;, and a biological determinism to 
provide the explanations. This double approach shaped both 
the radicalism for the period of many of his beliefs (for ex
ample on the importance of female sexuality, or the relative 
harmlessness of homosexuality and other sexual variations) 
and the ultimate conservatism of his conclusions (for example, 
on the family and gender divisions).

To Ellis's mind sexuality was not something to be re
garded with horror. It was a powerful force which suffused

29and enhanced the whole of life. 'Auto-eroticism', a term
he coined and the subject of the second published volume of 
his Studies, was, Ellis believed, its prime symptom. Auto
eroticism was defined as the sexual energy of a person auto
matically generated throughout life and manifesting iself 
without any definite external stimulation. Its typical man
ifestation was orgasm during sleep and involuntary emissions, 
though it also included erotic daydreams, narcissism and 
hysteria. Like Freud, he was to discuss the sexual origins
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of many apparently disparate phenomena, from hysteria to 
kleptomania. Sex aid not have a simple pre-ordained goal, 
and might, indeed, have no obvious aim at all.

r_

In the same way Ellis examined, described, and even 
named, other non-reproductive forms of sex and sex-related 
behaviour. Coprophilia, undinism, sadism and masochism, 
frotage, necrophilia, transvestism (eonism), inversion and 
many others: all were examined with dispassionate interest 
and with a wealth of historical and cross-cultural detail.

With his passion as a 'naturalist', he refused to either 
condone or condemn. This did not mean, however, that Ellis 
adopted a totally relativistic position. With regard to 
sexual inversion he argued strongly that if inherent it could 
not be described as anything more than a biological anomaly, 
one determined, he eventually believed, by hormonal irregu
larities. At the same time he felt he could not advise 
people to go too far outside existing norms of behaviour. 
Similarly, with regard to heterosexual intercourse, he recog
nised the harmlessness of such activities as cunnilingus, 
buggery and fellatio. But overarching all v/as his funda
mental belief - which led him towards eugenics - that there 
was a biological purpose for sexual activity. So, for in
stance, marital foreplay, however harmless in itself, became 
'abnormal' when it substituted itself for the 'real aims of 
sexuality’ - the act by which the race is propagated.

This however, was the central issue. For he sought to 
relate all the variations of sexual behaviour to a single pro
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cess, rooted in the biological make-up of men and women, 
which he called 'courtship'. Courtship was based on the 
most primitive acts of the animal world, the sexual conquest 
of the female of the species by the male. It was the pro
cess in which sexual excitement was built up in the partners.

He argued that Darwin's two principles of sexual select
ion - the aesthetic and the erotic - were basically in contra
diction, and held that the erotic impulse was most fundamental 
Here he took up Albert Moll's theory that there were two com
ponents in erotic attraction each of which were uncontroll
able - the impulse of detumescence, which was primarily, like 
a device to empty a full bladder; and the impulse of con- 
trectation, the instinct to approach, touch and kiss another 
person. Ellis reshaped these components to produce his own 
theory of 'tumescence' and 'detumescence'; the processes of 
arousal and release. Into this were written the differences 
between the sexes. So tumescence was achieved, 'through much 
activity and display on the part of the male, and long contem
plation and consideration on the part of the female'. These

J /were basic and universal processes. Ellis believed that:
'tumescence and detumescence are alike fundamental, primitive
and essential; in resting the sexual impulse on these nece-
sarily connected processes we are basing ourselves on the

v 30solid bed rock of nature.' All the so-called 'perversions'
and variations were, Ellis believed, distortions of this basic 
activity as a result of the processes of 'erotic symbolism'. 
Sadism, for example, was just an exaggeration of the pain in
herent in the sexual act itself, while transvestism (sexo- 
aesthetic inversion) was a result of an exaggerated identifi

cation with the obejct of sexual attraction.
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On the one hand, Ellis was clearly suggesting a 'con
tinuum' between 'normal' and 'abnormal' sexual phenomena, 
an idea which has been of profound importance in modern sex
ual theory (such as in the works orf Alfred Kinsey and his 
successors, who looked upon Ellis as a central, if innumer
ate, predecessor). But on the other hand was Ellis's deep 
conviction that the central element in courtship was the male 
wooing the female for the sake of procreation. From this 
flowed his assumptions about the secondary, essentially res
ponsive nature of female sexuality. Ellis quite clearly re
jected the notion that sex could be simply identified with an 
'instinct of reproduction', preferring the general term 'im
pulse' to that of 'instinct', 'for an impulse is not analysed

31by merely stating the end which it may indirectly effect'. 
Nevertheless, in the end, he retains what was clearly the dom
inant metaphor of sex: a broad stream from which there are 
a number of distributaries rather than the potentially more 
radical image of a sexuality composed of a number of tribu
taries, what Freud called the 'component instincts', which 
work to produce a complex pattern in each human subject.

Ellis's influence must be understood within the terms 
of the crucial differences between his work and Freud's.
We can begin to understand this by looking at the effects of 
Ellis's work on later theorisations and policies. Firstly, 
we must grasp his centrality as a major influence in the new 
psychology, and in the categorisation of sexual variations 
in general and of homosexuality in particular. His book on 
Sexual Inversion was the first, and for a very long time the 
only major British contribution to the theoretical classifi
cation and definition of homosexuality. Its various revisions
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reflect the changing theorisations, in particular the
contributions of hormonal theories and the even more de-

32tailed work of Magnus Hirschfeld. His work on homosex
uality prefigured his later work on the definition, classi
fication and construction of a range of sexual variations, 
culminating in a final volume of the Studies in the 1920s 
which explored 'eonism' (transvestism) and other sex-related 
phenomena.

Ellis's role in publicising the work of co-workers like 
Hirschfeld, Freud, Moll and many others is his second major 
contribution. It not only generalised an awareness of the 
work being carried on, and the rapid developments taking 
place, but it also centrally contributed to the categorisation 
of the various sexual phenomena, and provided the starting 
point for future work. Few of the significant works on the 
social significance of sex during the inter-war years fail 
to mention Ellis. His was the major English-language source 
on the psychology of sex.

His third major contribution is more difficult to eval
uate. Put at its bluntest, it was to formulate a social 
theory of the family and sexuality, which was to have a sig
nificant resonance in the period after the Second World War. 
From his earliest writings, Ellis was clearly a critic of 
the Victorian family and the marriage system. He likened 
contemporary marriage to prostitution, in that it subordinated 
the wife to the authority and whim of the man. He favoured 
reform of marriage laws, to include liberal divorce laws, 
and advocated a 'companionate' or ethical union of two people
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in which the equal rights of both partners would be res
pected. He believed that men and women were both 'mono- 
gamic' and 'polysexual', so he favoured unions which could 
accommodate both aspects: committed unions of two people 
which would be flexible enough to allow outside emotional 
and sexual involvements. A legal marriage would then be
come necessary, with the state intervening, only when child
ren were involved.

But simultaneously, Ellis, following many contemporary 
33anthropologists believed in the biological roots of mono

gamy, and by the 1930s the emphasis on marriage in cementing 
a monogamous union was more pronounced. He stressed that 
'marriage is much more than a sexual relationship'. It was, 
in fact, in his eyes, the key to social policy, for it was
through the family that the future of the human race could 

34be ensured. What he favoured then, was a marriage part
nership which would allow greater complementarity between 
the sexes but would not challenge the centrality of the fam
ily, and in so doing Ellis's ideas prefigured many of the 
arguments on the family and sexuality which were to become 
part of the ideology of the post-war welfare state, in its 
familial and permissive phases. He was, one might say, a 
major formulator of liberal sexual ideology and therefore, 
ultimately, a cautious sex reformer rather than a sexual 
radical. He was to become almost a patron saint of the 
piecemeal but important sex-reforming efforts of the 1950s 
and 1960s (a Havelock Ellis Memorial Society was established 
then to commemorate his work). But as such his significance
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as a moulder of a particular way of looking at sex must be 
heightened rather than diminished.

The Impact of Freud
At the heart of this ideology was a biologism, the major 

factor shaping his work, and this was at the core of his 
differences with Sigmund Freud. Havelock Ellis was (along
side F.W.H. Myers of the Society for Psychical Research) one 
of the first to introduce Freudian concepts into British 
discussions in the 1890s and the interest was mutual. In 
the preface to his Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality, 
Freud acknowledged 'The remarkable volume of Havelock Ellis'. 
What followed was a long dialogue, sometimes sharp and pole
mical, sometimes cooperative, between the two great contemp
oraries (they were to die within months of each other in 

351939) .

There were fundamental differences of approach and aim. 
While Ellis's life work was quite clearly to describe the 
social significance of sex, Freud's major object of study 
and his greatest discovery was just as clearly the dynamic 
'unconscious'. But the resulting recognition by Freud of 
the importance of the sexual drives in the aetiology of 
neuroses led him directly into the same field as Ellis.
Both writers recognised the importance of infantile sexual
ity, for instance, and both stressed the elements of inter
sexuality between the sexes. But differences erupted over 
a number of related themes. Ellis felt that Freud, who 
borroweddthe term 'auto-eroticism' from him, was misusing it 
to relate to an instinct directed to the self (that is narc-
issistically). Freud countered that Ellis himself was dis
torting his own term by too freely applying it to phenomena
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such as hysteria and masturbation, from which it was con
ceptually different. There were also deep diferences over 
the nature of bisexuality. Ellis felt that Freud's theory 
of the Oedipus complex, as well as being trans-historical 
and therefore overemphasised, wrongly suggested that bisex
uality ought to be regarded as the basic state, so that 
homosexuality arose through the suppression of the hetero
sexual element. This opened up the possibility of similarly 
regarding heterosexuality as the product of the suppression 
of homosexual elements, and Ellis felt this fundamentally 
undermined his concept of the congenital basis of sexual be
haviour. 'If a man becomes attracted to his own sex simply 
because the fact or image of such attraction is brought be
fore him, then we are bound to believe that a man becomes 
attracted to the opposite sex only because the fact or image
of such attraction is brought before him. Such a theory

3 6is unworkable.' If he were to accept these views, he
believed, then he would also have to accept that the 'most 
fundamental' human instinct could equally well be adapted 
to 'sterility' as to the propagation of the race. Such a 
view, Ellis believed, would not fit into any 'rational bio
logical scheme'.

This was fundamental to the break Freud's work offered 
with the tradition that Ellis continued to adhere to. For 
in Freud, despite his debt to other sexologists, the tendency 
is to see sexuality not as a pre-given essence but as a 
drive that is constructed in the process of the development 
of the human animal. As Juliet Mitchell has put it, 'In
stead of accepting the notion of sexuality as a complete, so 
to speak, ready made thing in itself which could then diverge,
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he found that "normal" sexuality itself assumed its form only 
as it travelled over a long and tortuous path, may be event-
ually, and even then only precariously, establishing itself.'
The 'drive' itself, as Freud put it, is 'provisionally to be
understood as the psychical representation of an endosomatic,
continuously flowing source of stimulation ... The concept
of instinct is thus one of those lying on the frontier between

38the mental and the physical.' Consequently, what is re
pressed in the formation of the unconscious is not biological 
instinct but wishes/desires, mental representations relating 
to physical possibilities.

The implications of this are profoundly radical because 
it basically suggests that what comes into play are the 
social concepts of what is sexual at any given time. If we 
historicise the notion of sexuality and the Oedipal situation, 
which is the mechanism through which the laws of society are 
introjected into the individual (to create a sexed, gendered 
subject), we can begin to pinpoint the social forces that 
shape the human conscious and unconscious; and the factors 
that can change them.

Freud was very aware of the fact of historical change,
especially with regard to the importance given to sexuality.

The most striking distinction between the erotic 
life of antiquity and our own no doubt lies in 
the fact that the ancients laid the stress upon 
the instinct itself, whereas we emphasize its ob
ject. The ancients glorified the instinct and 
were prepared on its account to honour even an in
ferior object, while we despise the instinctual 
activity in itself and find excuses for it only in 
the merits of the object. 39

And in this lay the perception of the culturally necessary

37
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but never pre-ordained attainment of the heterosexual norm:
'from the point of view of psycho-analysis the exclusive
sexual interest felt by men for women is also a problem that
needs elucidating and is not a self-evident fact based upon

4 0an attraction that is ultimately of a chemical nature'.
But these insights were incorporated into a theory which 
stressed the cultural and trans-historical necessity for the 
Oedipal moment, and which pessimistically outlined the re
lationship between civilisation and repression. Consequent
ly, it has been left to the current generation of Freudians

41to tease out the more radical perceptions.

At the same time, while, as Juliet Mitchell has per
suasively argued, Freud was not simply a patriarchal expon
ent of female inferiority ('anatomy is destiny' is a descrip
tion not a prescription), there are ambiguities in his 
theorisation of the relationship between 'masculinity' and 
'femininity' on the one hand and biological maleness and fe
maleness on the other. In the original (1905) edition of 
the Three Essays he made little play with the distinction be
tween the sexes. But by 1915 he was suggesting that the 
concepts of 'masculine' and 'feminine' are 'among the most 
confused that occur in science' and that 'observation shows
that in human beings pure masculinity or femininity is not to

4 2be found either in a psychological or a biological sense'.

At the heart of Freud's analysis is the distinction he 
draws between the sexual object and sexual aim. He quite 
unequivocally argues that there is no automatic development 
towards a heterosexual love object nor a pre-ordained goal
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(intercourse). It was only through the hazardous exper
iences of childhood, and the difficult imposition of cultural 
standards through the Oedipal process, that heterosexual 
intercourse became the individual-norm in adulthood. Never
theless, the relationship between biological characteristics 
and psychic formations is never clearly worked out.

There was sufficient scope in what he did say, or in
deed in what he did not say, because his statements on female 
sexuality are less certain than on male, for his epigones to 
develop more conservative theories. These in fact showed a 
distinct return to the biologism of Freud's contemporaries, 
including Ellis. Two women Freudians, Karen Horney and
Helene Deutsch, in the inter-war years, from different points 

4 3of view attempting to redress the absences in Freud on fem
ininity, but with different conclusions, converged on the 
notion of an essential femininity. Horney believed that 
'masculine narcissism' made women feel their sex organs to 
be inferior, and set forth the notion of a 'true nature' 
denied by a masculine civilisation. Helene Deutsch appears 
to have accepted the conventional definitions of normal con
temporary womanhood. But both shared a concept of the bio
logical origins of sex differences. Horney's views were
supported by Ernest Jones, and their belief that the biolog
ical division of the sexes was directly reflected in mental 
life constitutes an important break with Freud's emphasis. 
Freud emphasised that 'we must keep psychoanalysis separate 
from biology just as we have kept it separate from anatomy 
and physiology'. Jones on the other hand, argued that the 
little girl's femininity 'develops progressively from the



237

promptings of an instinctual constitution'. And 'In the
44beginning ... male and female created He them.'

For Jones and Horney there is an innate biological dis
position to femininity which is expressed in females. For
Freud, on the other hand, as Juliet Mitchell has put it, 
'society demands of the psychological bisexuality of both 
sexes that one sex attain a preponderance of femininity, the 
other of masculinity: man and woman are made in culture'. 
This was, of course, the source of Ellis's disagreements with 
Freud, and underlines the strength of the approach in which 
Ellis was representative. It was this form of biologism 
that was in fact to dominate the psychoanalytic tradition 
into the 1960s and 1970s. It must be said, however, that 
the fact that this could be done owes at least as much to
the hesitations of Freud's own approach to female sexuality

45as to the strength of English biologism.

It was indeed in a fairly bowdlerised form that Freud- 
ianism made its main penetration into Britain. Despite the 
pioneering efforts of Ellis, Myers and convinced Freudians 
like Ernest Jones (whose collected papers were the best 
general account of psychoanalysis available in Britain un
til the publication of the English translation of Freud's 
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis in 1922), it took 
the First World War to provide an entree for Freudian con
cepts. The shell-shock and other psychological disorders, 
and the disturbance of traditional liberal views on human 
nature that the war produced, opened the way to new forms of 
treatment. But the popularisation that resulted led to a 
dilution of the original ideas. A.G. Tansley's The New
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Psychology and its Relation to Life (1920) went through ten 
impressions in five years, and did much to spread a biolog
ically orientated form of psychoanalysis. Accounts such as 
this accepted theories of dynamic runconscious, the principal 
mental mechanism (repression, sublimation and so on) and con
flict, but Freudian metapsychology and libido theory were re
jected. What Hearnshaw has noted as 'the final bouleverse
ment of Freudian theory' was exemplified in Suttie's The Origin 
of Love and Hate (1935) in which social, not sexual, love be
comes the central force, while neurosis and aggressive hate 
are outcomes of a 'tenderness taboo' and separation from mat
ernal affection.4^

Orthodox psychoanalysis never achieved a wide following 
in Great Britain, despite recruiting a number of distinguished 
people, such as Ernest Jones and J.C. Flugel. The work of 
Melanie Klein, with its emphasis on an early Oedipus complex, 
gained a following, and was very influential in child-devel
opmental theories, but was probably too esoteric to arouse a 
general interest.4^

A number of recent writers have commented on the way in
which Freudian theory both uncovered the role of sexuality in
the unconscious and reinforced its centrality in a normalising

48fashion through the institutions of psychiatry. In the
British tradition, what was reinforced through a variety of 
social practices was essentially the identity between the. bio
logical and the social, between anatomical gender and sexual 
identity. Through this juncture, Freudian and post-Freudian 
thought in all its increasingly autonomous streams was strong
ly to influence social thinking, in various fields from mother-
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child relations and delinquency to questions of femininity. 
With regard to sexuality, however, though influencing a 
number of writers from Ellis onwards, and including sexual 
reformers such as Alec Craig and Reuben Osborn in the 1930s,r*

it was not until the 1970s that the potentially radical im-' 
plications of Freud's theories were re-asserted. The prob
lem was not that Freud was buried, but that his work became 
encrusted with the immensely strong, biologically orientated 
theories of sexuality that Ellis so admirably represented.
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CHAPTER NINE 
FEMINISM AND SOCIALISM

The emergence of the sex question both theoretically 
and in terms of social policy, had its corollary in the 
development of campaigns for sex reform, which was now be
ing constituted as an area for conscious intervention.
It is tempting to see these campaigns in terms of a reaction 
against 'Victorianism', as a breath of fresh air in the sti
fling conformity of late nineteenth century and Edwardian 
propriety. This, while not wrong, is potentially mislead
ing. The reformers did not come after, or fight against, 
a heritage of sexual repression. They developed their 
views contemporaneously with the organisation of the social- 
purity consensus. Consequently, they often shared a host 
of similar assumptions. Havelock Ellis could simultaneously 
desire a libertarian revival of primitive man and lend his 
support to the National Council of Public Morals, with its 
potent combination of social purity and eugenics. Marie 
Stopes could combine a generally conservative outlook with 
being one of the most influential of reformers in the inter
war years. It is not easy, therefore, to single out a 
clearly demarcated tradition of sex reform. This and the 
following chapter attempt to trace out some of the major 
features of sexual radicalism in the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century, with the aim of showing both the 
continuities with conservative thought and the effort at a 
more radical rupture.

Feminism and Sex Reform
It is not conventional to discuss early twentieth-cent- 

1ury feminisms in the same context as radical sex reform.
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Whether happily married, like Mrs. Josephine Butler, widowed, 
like Mrs. Emmeline Pankhurst or Mrs. Millicent Fawcett, or 
single, like Frances Cobbe or Christabel Pankhurst, most of 
the leaders of the various campaigns for women's rightsr"

were, despite the calumnies of their opponents, models of 
late-Victorian rectitude with regard to sexual mores. Un-

2like the early English feminists, such as Mary Wollstonecraft, 
or French independent women, such as George Sands, few of 
the later leaders of the women's movement could be frontally 
attacked for their private lives.

This personal respectability was in part a reflection 
of their class origins and political aims. The suffrage 
campaigns particularly were led by women from the upper 
middle class; their families were usually in business or 
manufacturing, and their religion was often Quaker or 
Unitarian. They were generally well educated, by a variety 
of means, some privately, some in schools. And although a 
powerful impetus behind the women's movement came from the 
feelings of redundancy experienced by many middle-class 
single women, denied worthwhile employment outlets (by 1871 
there were 3\ million single women over 15), many of the 
leaders were married to professional people (lawyers, doctors, 
clergymen) or businessmen. The major political struggles 
reflected these social roots: for tertiary education for 
middle class women; entry into the professions; the Vote 
(and most of even the militant suffragettes were prepared to 
accept the existing property qualifications). The criti
cisms of the family were directed at questions such as the 
denial of female property rights, the legal power of the 
husband over wife and children, custody and taxation questions,



242

rather than at the validity of the institution itself.
These aims dictated caution elsewhere. There was a wide
spread fear that sexual radicalism would undermine the suc
cess of these more relevant campaigns. The London feminists 
split in the 1870s over the wisdom of openly supporting 
Josephine Butler's campaign against the Contagious Diseases 
Acts, though none disagreed with its aims. And respectable
suffragists like Mrs. Fawcett shunned the company of radicals

3such as Edward Carpenter. (Conversely, when the anarcho- 
socialist-feminist Emma Goldman arrived in Britain in the 
1920s the first two people she decided to see were Edward 
Carpenter and Havelock Ellis). Mrs. Fawcett believed it to 
be Mary Wollstonecraft1s 'great merit' that 'she did not 
sanction any depreciation of the immense importance of the

4domestic duties of women'. Similarly, Elizabeth Blackwell 
spoke of 'the very grave national danger of teaching men to 
repudiate fatherhood,and welcoming women to despise mother-

5hood'. Supporting this was the complete acceptance of the 
view that human sexuality was naturally different in men and 
women, and played a much less vital role in the lives of the 
latter. This was behind the appeal to the moral and spirit
ual superiority of women that was always a strong undercurrent 
in suffragist literature.

The acceptance of late-Victorian ideals of respectability 
by leading women reformers must also be seen in the context 
of their arguments with the anti-feminists. One of the 
commonest points put forward by their opponents was distaste 
at the way the feminists attempted to blur any clear distinc
tion between the sexes. And despite the caution of the 
feminists on such issues, accusations were made in the late-
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Victorian parliaments, and at the time of suffragette 
militancy in 1912-13, that suffragist attitudes to the 
family were subversive.6 Christabel Pankhurst's morals 
might be impeccable and her viewsron sexuality ultra-'Vic
torian' , but her behaviour was unladylike in the extreme.

This sort of criticism was captured by a female anti
feminist in a book published in 1920, but based on lectures 
given earlier, Feminism and Sex Extinction, by Arabella 
Kenealy (a member of the Eugenics Education Sociecy). She 
outlined the classic case against the disruptive effects of 
women claiming equality with men in the latter's field: 
'Nature, marvellously prescient in all her processes, has 
provided that the sexes, by being constituted wholly differ
ent in body, brain and bent, do not normally come into rival
ry and antagonism in the fulfilment of their respective life- 
roles.' But feminism, by introducing conflict and competi
tion into the traditional male spheres, 'menace those most 
excellent provisions and provisions of nature'. The result 
was the development of what Kenealy called unnaturally 'mixed 
types', 'more or less degenerate structurally, functionally 
and mentally'. The race is then fatally injured: 'Masculine 
mothers produce emasculate sons by misappropriating the life

7potential of male offspring.

The paradox of this type of diatribe is that it was not 
far removed, except in rhetorical force, from the theoretical 
views expressed by men like Havelock Ellis, a pro-feminist, 
who believed the women's movement was making a wrong turn by 
concentrating on the suffrage rather than on improving women's 
special sphere, motherhood. But more than this, few lead
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ing feminists would have fundamentally disagreed with the 
basic analysis about the difference between the sexes. The 
divisions were over the political consequences that followed 
from this analysis. V'

Nevertheless, the very existence of agitation for women's 
rights did raise vital questions about female sexuality, and 
in confronting these the feminists can be aligned with more 
obviously radical strands of thought. Questions of women's 
role in the family could not be divorced from sexual questions. 
One participant remembered her 'very frequent discussions 
with older suffragettes of the more sordid problems of sex ... 
And a memory comes of a pallid individual who raised her 
head from her pillow to whisper that her wedding night had 
been a dreadful revelation to her ...'

In these campaigns the class lines were breached so
that middle-class university-bred suffragists, 'discovered
that whether they sold papers in the streets or canvassed
households or addressed meetings, they were certain to have
stories of erotic troubles poured out to them by suffering

9women and not seldom by men.' It was inevitable that fem
inists would be confronted by such questions as sexual ig
norance (not least their own), male brutality in the sex act, 
problems of divorce and prostitution, and by problems about 
contraception. In their response two factors came into play: 
firstly, the question of consent, summed up in the term 
'voluntary motherhood'; and secondly the question of the 
nature of female sexuality, and the related issue of sexual 
pleasure.
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On the first question all feminists were in complete 
agreement: women should not be mothers against their wills.
Here we enter a field of some historical controversy.
Early observers of the decline of the birthrate from the 
1870s had no doubt in accrediting it to the women's move
ment, and its alleged devaluing of motherhood. More recent
ly, the work of J.A. and Olive Banks sought to disprove this 
thesis by examining the actual outpourings of leading femin
ists, and found little interest in the subject of birth con
trol. Feminists were conspicuously silent over the
Bradlaugh-Besant trial in 1877, for instance, and unenthus-

1 0iastic over neo-Malthusianism. But to see the question
purely in terms of support for artificial birth control is
to misconstrue the actual complexity of the beliefs and
feelings that came into play. What unified all feminists

1 1was a desire to ease the burdens of motherhood. They
agreed on the right of female self-defence against venereal 
disease, against over-bearing male sexual demands, and ex
cessive pregnancies, and this was summed up in the phrase 
'voluntary motherhood'. Voluntary motherhood was a basic 
challenge to the double standard of morality. But where 
the division amongst the feminists could take place was 
over the nature of the controls that should be exercised.
Some called for complete chastity; others for periods of 
abstinence and the exercise of male constraint; some for 
natural methods of birth control; and some (but few in num
ber before the present century) for artificial contraception. 
The goal in all cases was the same: for women to gain a 
degree of control of their own bodies, an ambition prefig
uring the more overtly radical feminist demands of the 
1970s. But the major factor was that in the late nineteenth
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century, this demand could as easily lead towards social 
purity as towards sexual libertarianism.

The principle behind feminist social purity was that 
men should adopt the high (traditional) moral standards of 
women. If this were to happen, then sexual restraint and 
honour in themselves were guarantee of a greater female auto
nomy. The alternative, the adoption of artificial means of 
birth control, might actually reinforce the double standard. 
As Linda Gordon has put it, with specific reference to 
American experiences but with a similar resonance in Britain, 
'Legal, efficient birth control would have increased men's
freedom to indulge in extra-marital sex without greatly in-

1 2creasing women's freedom to do so.' The reason for this
was the continued economic and social dependence of women 
within the family. In the absence of alternative avenues 
for middle class women, their actual survival often depended 
upon a secure legal marriage. To that extent, viewed cyni
cally, the double standard which sanctified the wife while 
allowing male extra-marital sexuality via prostitution, was 
less a threat to women's position than the greater sexual 
freedom that was promised in artificial birth control, which 
might lead to the break up of marriages. So, the double 
standard left most feminists convinced that it was in their 
interests to increase rather than release the taboos against
extra-marital sex, and they quite logically then lent support

1 3to the social-purity campaigns.

This raises the second question, on the views taken of 
their sexuality by feminists, for only in this context can we 
understand the appeal of social purity. Underlying all was
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the assumption that just as the sex drive in men was directed 
towards the achievement of sexual intercourse, the same drive 
in women only appeared where summoned forth by a much stronger 
instinct, that of motherhood. A quotation from a sympathetic 
writer, a generation later, succinctly sums up the general 
view: 'there are two underlying purposes in the sex relation
ship. The first is reproductive and is the predominating 
principle amongst women ... The second purpose is the per
formance of the sex act, which is the predominating principle 

1 4in the male.'

\ - 
The fundamental task for feminists was therefore to pro

tect womanhood from male lusts. Although outwardly on the 
extreme fringe of feminist propaganda, Chri.stabel Pankhurst's • 
pamphlet The Great Scourge, published in 1913 (based on a 
series of articles published earlier in The Suffragette) is 
a useful index of many feminist views on sexuality. The 
arguments of this tract were clear enough. Male sexual lust 
was the real reason why men prevented women getting the vote. 
Ruling-class men wanted to protect prostitution and the sexual 
abuse of women. Prostitution wasted the energy and health of 
men, and sacrificed women on the altar of the double standard.^5 
The result was the 'scourge' - venereal disease, inflicted on 
innocent women, and the great cause of physical, mental and

i
moral degeneracy, and ultimately of 'race suicide'. Sexual 
disease and social disaster were the result of the subjection 
of women owing to the 'doctrine that women is sex and beyond 
that nothing'. The only way out of this male nightmare was 
for women to get the vote, and enforce chastity and the fe
male standard; hence the double slogan which beats through 
the pamphlet: 'Votes for women and chastity for men.' The
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main enemy was the male-orientated 'double standard' of 
morality. Similar themes to this, despite the overheated 
and emotive tone, can be traced back at least to the anti- 
Contagious Diseases Acts and social-purity campaigns of the 
1870s and 1880s.

There was another possibility, of course, and that was 
the development of all-female, lesbian relations. For 
reasons discussed elsewhere, this was not a likely possibil
ity at this period. Close friendships, even love relation
ships between women, did exist within the feminist struggle. 
But very few would have become sexualised, and'even fewer 
would have been declared openly. The most famous lesbian
of the inter-war years, Radclyffe Hall, seems to have been

1 6totally uninterested in the suffrage struggle.

The real alternatives for most feminists were therefore 
obvious: either a marriage, where the male partner was
clearly a supporter of the single standard (as in the case 
of Mrs. Butler, Mrs. Fawcett and many others) and where sex
uality was subordinated to the moral claims of marriage; or 
chastity. Kathlyn Oliver intervened in a debate in the 
feminist journal The Freewoman in early 1912 to state firmly 
'How can we possibly be Freewomen if, like the majority of 
men, we become the slaves of our lower appetites?' She was
thirty years old, unmarried and had 'always practised abstin 

1 7ence'. The alternatives to motherhood were clearly not
promiscuity but devotion to the public good, to Beatrice 
Webb's 'racial motherhood'. Celibacy was an important po
litical position, moreover. In an article written in 1921
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entitled 'Confessions of Christabel: Why I never married', 
Christabel Pankhurst explained that she had never married, 
not only because she had never met a man who could live up 
to her high expectations but because her success as a lead
er of the women's movement depended upon it. Only by re
maining unmarried could she have devoted herself single-
mindedly to the cause; nor was this necessarily unfulfill- 

18mg.

It is at least arguable that few alternatives to chast
ity did exist for most women before the late nineteenth cen
tury. Material factors seriously limited female sexual 
autonomy. At the most basic level, the opportunities for 
female work, especially for middle-class ladies, were limit
ed until the expansion of clerical opportunities at the turn

1 9of the century. And sexual freedom brought serious risks.
Most birth control devices were unpredictable; abortion was 
dangerous (and illegal). Until the improvements in the 
1900s, conditions for maternity were often unhygienic.
And there was the ever-present threat of venereal disease.
Not until the 1880s were there any advances in knowledge 
and control of gonorrhoea; not until the 1900s any advance 
in the control of syphilis. Overarching all was the ideo
logy, embodied in all the social institutions from Church to 
Poor Law, that equated bastards and female sex outside marr
iage with unrespectability. Not until the end of the nine
teenth century with the expansion of female work opportunities 
and scientific breakthroughs were the pre-conditions existing 
for any feminists to feel free in claiming the right to sex
ual pleasure as opposed to female autonomy from men. It was
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inevitable that most feminists would work within traditional 
frameworks. Marie Stopes, because she became so prominent, 
will serve as an example of the complex factors at work.
Born of progressive parents in 1830, her mother a suffragist, 
she was given no sex education. Her father brought her up 
to believe that no nice girl would think of marriage before 
she was 25. Although a scientist, and an independent woman, 
she remained, out of ignorance, a virgin throughout her first 
marriage. She was 37 years old, as she bitterly complained, 
before she experienced intercourse. And she was still a 
virgin when she wrote her immensely influential book, Married 
Love. Moreover, throughout her life she remained hostile to 
'free love' and homosexuality. One of the formative sex re
formers of the inter-war years, she was a product, neverthe-

20less, of a conservative sexual-political formation.

Ostensibly more radical voices were occasionally raised.
In the early 1890s the 'fiction of sex and the new woman'

21caused something of a sensation. Grant Allen, with his
notorious novel, The Woman Who Did, is the most familiar name 
today, but there were many others - Sarah Grand, 'Iota', 
George Egerton, Emma Frances Brooke and Mona Caird. The 
heroines depicted by these popular novelists were 'new women' 
in the sense that all rejected some features of the convent
ional female role. They all employed a new degree of frank
ness about sexual behaviour, and recognised that women had to 
be freed from the constricting male middle-class view of 
femininity, though none questioned the existence of funda
mental differences. But only Mona Caird, in The Daughters
of Danaus, went so far as to challenge the 'maternal instinct'
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The heroine, Hadria, reflected that throughout history: 
'children had been the unfailing means of bringing women 
into line with tradition. An appeal to the maternal in
stinct had quenched the hardiest spirit of revolt. No

22wonder the instinct had been so unimpeded and exalted!'

Some of these themes were taken up in a radical way in
the small magazine The Freewoman (later New Freewoman) in the 

23years 1911-13. This showed a lively interest in female
sexuality and opened its pages to controversy on the subject.
It carried articles on the relative strength of the male and 
female sex drives, menstruation and even female homosexuality. 
One of its contributors was F.W. Stella Browne, an ardent 
feminist, socialist, pioneer birth controller and later ad
vocate of abortion law-reform, who had replied to Kathlyn

24Oliver's conservative views in 1912. It was precisely a
woman's right to control her own body that involved her, but 
this included sexual freedom.

In a paper read at a meeting of the British Society for 
the Study of Sex Psychology in October 1915, she rejected the 
idea that women have no strong, spontaneous and 'discriminat
ing' sex impulse, and that their sexual life is subordinated 
to the male. She defended masturbation and questioned whether 
'great love is the sole justification of sexual experience'.
She also denied that a woman's sex could be equated with mat
ernal instincts. She thus explicitly raised the separation 
of sex from procreation. With regard to lesbianism, she 
followed Ellis in arguing that normal sexuality includes the 
beginnings of most 'abnormal instincts', and felt that soc-
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iety should begin to recognise the 'vital, very often val
uable' role of homosexuality in civilisation (thus echoing 
Edward Carpenter). But, following Ellis again, she makes 
a sharp distinction between what she sees as 'artificial' 
inversion, acquired through temporary influences, and 'true' 
inversion, firmly believed to be congenital. 'Artificial 
or substitute' homosexuality was, she felt, widely diffused 
amongst women, 'as a result of the repression of normal grat
ification and the segregation of the sexes which still large
ly obtains'. She felt ■‘-.hat the suppression of desires and 
the delay of marriage would encourage homosexuality. Con
genital homosexuality was acceptable because unavoidable, 
but the same was not true for 'artificial' homosexuality:
'I repudiate all wish to slight or depreciate the love-life
of the real homosexual; but it cannot be advisable to force

25the growth of that habit in heterosexual people.' In
adopting this abstract division between congenital 'invers
ion' and artificial 'perversion', Stella Browne was contra
dicting that exploration of the 'great plasticity of women's 
sex impulse' which she had earlier suggested. But for the 
period this was extraordinarily radical. Similar themes 
occur in the works of other contemporary feminists, of which 
the best known was the South African novelist, Olive Schreiner. 
Influenced both by Ellis and Edward Carpenter, with both of 
whom she was on close personal relations, Schreiner's work 
was clearly within the feminist radical tradition which, 
while recognising 'inherent differences' dictated by reprod
uctive divisions and hence the rationale of separate funct
ions, stressed the importance of female eroticism in its own

or
(not male) terms. Such a stress looked forward to the 'new
feminism' of the inter-war years rather than back to the old-
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er tradition. It was an important but significantly minor
ity response.

The Morals of Socialism
Most of the explicitly radical writers on sexuality 

(including feminists like Browne) were, in one way or an
other, socialists. But this did not mean that most social
ists during this period had radical views on sexuality.
The criminologist and sex reformer, George Ives, observed 
in 1904 that:

There is a curious kind of 'Socialism' in this 
country, which is a]lied with Christianity and 
even with Grundyism. That, to my mind, is more 
hateful than the present order. The socialism 
to which I belong, and to which solid millions 
adhere on the Continent, refuses all compromises 
with the religious parties, all compromises with 
existing sexual morality, all compromises with 
the class system in any shape. 27

The two traditions, a sexual radicalism on the one hand, and 
either an indifference or an ascetic moralism on the other, 
coexisted uneasily, and meant that the socialist movement 
made no attempt to direct the movement for radical sex re
form. It was, as Ives suggested, often implicated in delay
ing it, and this was despite a long alternative tradition.

Engels had noted a 'curious fact'; 'a phenomenon common 
to all times of great agitation, that the traditional bonds

2 Qof sexual relations, like all other fetters, are shaken off'. 
And indeed all great popular movements, from the English re
volution of the seventeenth century, through the French re
volution to the Bolshevik revolution of the twentieth century 
have seen fundamental questioning of attitudes towards marr
iage, divorce, contraception and sexuality. These major 
movements of consciousness have had their echoes, on a smaller
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scale, in the groups, sects, and later, perhaps, mass move
ments of radicals and socialists who have aspired towards 
a similar social transformation. The 'New Moral World* 
aimed at by the English Owenites of the 1830s and 1840s 
looked forward to the abolition of all relations of power and 
subordination, including not only those of capitalists over 
workers, but also those of parent over children and men over 
women. The feminism of the Owenites was inherited from the 
eighteenth-century advocates of egalite, and rested on the ab
stract rights of all reasonable creatures to self-determination. 
And feminism was closely associated with social insurrection, 
particularly after the publication, and hostile reception, of 
Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Women, 
which was hailed by the working-class movement as a major 
radical text. Taking up the themes set forth there, William 
Thompson and Anna Wheeler's Appeal of One Half the Human Race 
(1825), written in response to the Benthamites' failure to
support women's suffrage, advocated the abolition of private

29property and the patriarchal family. During the 1830s and
1840s hundreds of radical books, tracts, lectures and news
papers discussed everything from collective childcare in new 
communities to the phrenological evidence for women's innate 
superiority. Large meetings were held during the same period 
to discuss Owenite opposition to Christian marriage doctrine. 
Robert Owen set forth his own rejection of conventional marr
iage, to be replaced by collective living arrangements, in 
his Lectures on the Marriages of the Priesthood of the Old 
Immoral World in 1835, and working-class Owenites took up
many of these ideas, often performing their own form of marr-

30iage service outside the traditional rites. There were
limitations to the radicalism of the experiments - men were
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not, for instance, expected to share the child rearing - 
but these early socialists looked forward to new ways of 
living together, and saw socialism as involving a total 
transformation, and this remained a vital undercurrent.

The other major current of socialists, that of Marx and
Engels, generally rejected such utopianism. They were not,
of course, primarily concerned in their writings with issues
of sexuality, but nevertheless there is clear evidence, at
least in their early work, of the influence of the French

31utopian socialist, Charles Fourier. They did not follow
him in his advocacy of various forms of consensual sex - in
cluding lesbianism, pederasty and flagellation - but Marx, in 
his Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, had echoed 
Fourier in his belief that the sexual relation of men and 
women 'reveals the extent to which man's natural behaviour
has become human ... the extent to which he in his individual

32existence is at the same time a social being.'

Marx and Engels saw monogamy as a great historical ad
vance, though one which, like all advances, was contradictory.
On the one hand, the ideology of monogamy stressed individual 
choice. But on the other, it reinforced private property 
in the hands of the male and was stemmed, as Engels puts it 
in his The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State, 
'the greatest moral advance which we derive from and owe to 
monogamy ... namely, modern individual sex, love, previously 
unknown to the whole world'.

What Marx and Engels inherited from the utopian tradi
tion was a classic belief in the all-embracing nature of true
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love between men and women. Sex love had a degree of in
tensity and duration which made both lovers feel that non
possession and separation were a great, if not the greatest 
calamity. This sex love had been distorted by commodity 
production, particularly because of the double standard, 
but would flourish on a higher plane under socialism, so
that 'monogamy, instead of declining, finally becomes a

33reality, for the men as well'.

Of course, as a historical materialist, Engels left 
open the possibility that monogamy as an historical product 
could just as easily disappear under socialism as survive 
and flourish, but he generally opted for the belief that in
dividual sex love was such a strong inherent force that it 
would inevitably becomet dominant in a future society, freed 
of artificial restrictions. 'Since sex love is by its very 
nature exclusive - although this exclusiveness is only fully
realised today in the woman - then marriage based on sex

34love is by its very nature monogamous.'

This did not, however, mean bourgeois monogamy, for sex 
love could not, by its very nature, be fixed or immutable.

tWhat would disappear with private property and its corollary 
male dominance would be 'the indissolubility of marriage'. 
Beyond this Engels could not go: it was left to the future 
society to work out the consequences of the liberation of 
sex love. What does becomes clear, however, in the few 
throw-away remarks he makes on the subject, is that true sex 
love could not, by definition, embrace non-heterosexual re
lations. Homosexuality is abhorred by Engels, its express-
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ions seen as 'gross, unnatural vices', a symptom of the
35failure of sex love, and the degradation of women. It

would have been extraordinary in the early 1880s, when the 
exploration of homosexuality wasrstill in its infancy, had 
Engels thought otherwise. It represents, nonetheless, a 
failure to explore the social and historical determinants 
of sexual and emotional behaviour which underlines another 
key assumption. Engels, following contemporary views, 
assumed that the 'personal' was natural and given, and that 
once the constraints of a society dominated by the pursuit 
of profit were removed, private life would spontaneously ad
just itself to a higher stage of civilisation. There is no 
concept, that is, of the need for conscious struggle to 
transform interpersonal relations as part of the transforma
tion necessary for the construction of a socialist society. 
Within the materialist schema, 'natural man' still flourished.

Marx and'jEngels' immediate circle, while not ardent sex 
radicals or feminists as such, supported progressive cam
paigns. Eleanor Marx, Karl's youngest daughter, was firm 
that her union with Edward Aveling was a proper marriage 
and not a free union, unsealed by the law only because of 
Aveling's previous undissolved marriage. But she was 
friendly with the young Havelock Ellis, and her commitment 
to women's emancipation within the context of a socialist 
transformation was unequivocal."^

This was not, unfortunately, true of most of the English 
'supporters' of her father's ideas. H.M. Hyndman, the 
leader of the largest British Marxist organisation, the So
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cial Democratic Federation, between the 1880s and 1914, 
believed that 'the revolution' was imminent because of 
the inevitable breakdown of capitalism. All meaningful 
reforms, consequently, had to await the revolution. He 
affected to despise those movements which had grown up with
in capitalism, such as the trade unions and feminism, as 
diversions, and would have nothing to do with Engels' analy
sis of thefamily. Behind this was an elevation of women's 
traditional sphere which can be traced back to the long line 
of English moralists, through Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin,
and which was to have its impact on greater Marxists than

37Hyndman, such as William Morris. Hyndman, not surpris
ingly, refused to have any truck with the suffrage movement, 
or to interest himself in questions of prostitution or 
birth control. For Hyndman socialism meant subordination 
to the laws of history, and little else: 'I do not want 
the movement to be a depository of old cranks, humanitarians, 
vegetarians, anti-vivisectionists, arty-crafties and all
the rest of them, we are scientific socialists and have no

3 8room for sentimentalists. They confuse the issue.'

The Marxist philosopher, E. Belfort Bax, shared many of 
Hyndman's positions and was even more bitterly hostile to 
the women's movement and to suffrage than Hyndman. He 
issued whatjfcan only be described as a series of diatribes 
against 'The Everlasting Female'. He blamed the 'new 
woman's' fear of 'blacklegs' for the outburst of social 
purity in the 1880s: 'The Puritan has never learnt to dis
tinguish between the sacred and the mournful', leading to
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3 9an overemphasis on the 'quasi-sacred character of sex'.
But as this suggests, his anti-feminism went with what on 
the surface, at least, appears to be a curiously liberal 
attitude to sex. He observed that: 'The root of the 
whole matter is that we attach far too much importance to 
the mere act of copulation per se*, and this was because of 
fear of pleasure and our mortification of the flesh.
But as the aim of socialism was satisfaction of the indiv
idual, so, 'satisfaction, not repression, affirmation, not

40negation, must be our ethical sheet anchors'.

This leads to a remarkably advanced position on 'sexual 
offences' in his book The Ethics of Socialism: 'We must be 
careful in considering such offences, to eliminate the ele
ment of brutality or personal injury which may sometime« 
accompany them, from the offence itself. For the rest I 
confine myself to remarking that this class also ... springs 
from an instinct legitimate in itself, but which has been 
suppressed or distorted.' And he goes on to question, with 
regard to homosexuality, 'whether morality has anything at 
all to do with a sexual act, committed by the mutual consent 
of two adult individuals, which is productive of no off
spring, and which on the whole concerns the welfare of no-

4 1body but the parties themselves.'

This was very close on the surface to the position adopt
ed in the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) which in its 
theories (based on August Bebel's investigation of the posi- 
tion of women ) and in its practice (particularly illustrated 
in Edward Bernstein's materialist analysis of the Oscar Wilde
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4 3case) was, as George Ives suggested, far in advance of 
the British Marxist movement. Leading Social Democrats 
such as Bernstein and Karl Kautsky were very responsive 
to the new insights of sexologists like Hirschfeld (him
self a Social Democrat). Bernstein had warned his fellow 
socialists that:

Although the subject of sex life might seem of 
low priority for the economic and political 
struggle of the Social Democracy, this never
theless does not mean it is not obligatory to 
find a standard also for judging this side of 
social life, a standard based on a scientific 
approach and knowledge, rather than on more or 
less arbitrary moral concepts. 44

But in the case of Bax, the liberal attitude to sex was
vitiated by his fanatical opposition to women's emancipation,
on the grounds that the woman was the embodiment of sex,
and therefore disqualified from the world of men. Without
such emancipation, however, sex reform could as easily lead
to reinforcement of the double standard as to is undermin-
ing: greater freedom for the male might well involve
greater vulnerability for the woman.

In the absence of a strong materialist approach on sex
uality, the initiative fell to an older moralistic tradition, 
bordering at times on asceticism. An exchange the social
ist pioneer Edward Carpenter had with Robert Blatchford, ed
itor of the socialist paper the Clarion, in the early 1890s 
points to the difficulties. Blatchford had defended 
Carpenter, who trailed a whiff of notoriety behind him, and 
even urged readers to study his works on women. But when 
Carpenter wrote to Blatchford in late 1893 suggesting that 
he write on sexual matters, the latter replied: 'I am a
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radical but ... the whole subject is nasty to me.' And he 
underlined his point: 'Now, you speak of writing things 
about sexual matters, and say that these are subjects which 
socialists must face. Perhaps you are right, but I cannot 
quite see with you.'

To justify this, Blatchford put forward arguments which
enjoyed a very long currency. First he held that reform of
sexual relations would follow industrial and economic change.
If this was so, then, secondly, anything which inhibited
economic change would also hinder sexual change. And as
sex reform was unpopular, it would be best not to raise it at
present. 'I think that the accomplishment of the industrial
change will need all our energies and will consume all the
years we are likely to live.1 As a result, sex reform will
'not concern us personally, but can only concern the next 

4 6generation'. The logic of this was not to do anything,
and in this Blatchford's position was a representative one.

Some socialists went further and believed that in a 
future society the individual would escape the prison of 
the flesh altogether. We have already noted the views of 
some leading Fabians (see above, p.134). But even those 
of a self-consciously militant politics shared much the same 
outlook. The Glasgow socialist, Guy Aldred, looked forward 
in 1906 to the day when celibate comradeship would replace 
the sensuality of existing sexual relations, and in represent
atively eugenic tones stated as 'a psychological and physio
logical fact that the tendency of the race, in proportion as
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it becomes more truly intellectual, is away from sexual 
47passion'. (He was to change his mind later, and become

conspicuous as a supporter of artificial birth control in 
the 1920s).

The exponents of a more radical, libertarian sexual 
politics were therefore few in numbers in the late nine
teenth century. The outstanding exception was Edward 
Carpenter, undoubtedly the most significant influence on 
the next generation of sex reformers. His politics looked 
back to the conception of the earliest socialists, of social- 
ism as not just a transformation of economic relations but 
as a whole new way of life. And fundamental to this was 
his belief that a transformation of ways of living now was 
a precondition of new socialist relations. Hence his es
pousal of all those things that Hyndman had dismissed: 
simple living, dress reform, vegetarianism, mysticism, fem
inism and homosexual reform. He himself was a homosexual 
who lived, for the period, a remarkably open life. At the 
same time, his ideas were informed by the most advanced 
ideas on sex. He learnt his sexual theories from his 
friend Havelock Ellis (whom he had met at the socialist 
Fellowship of the New Life in the 1880s); from German 
writers such as Otto Weininger, Adolf Brandt and Magnus 
Hirschfeld; from Lamarckian notions; from Eastern mysti
cism; and from Western poetry, particularly Walt Whitman 
whose (only slightly veiled) advocacy of masculine love had 
inspired Carpenter in his early days. In intellectual terms 
this eclecticism makes much of his writings appear dated now,

t
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but its critique of bourgeois morality, his belief that 
'civilisation' stunted natural possibilities and his ad
vocacy of freer sexual relations, was a potent influence

48in the late nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries.

Although an active supporter of feminism and a popular 
speaker (and organiser) for socialism from the 1880s, it 
was only in the 1890s as a result of both personal and 
political changes that he brought together these concerns 
with a discussion of directly sexual matters.

In 1894 the Manchester Labour Press published an essay 
by Carpenter on Homogenic Love'and its Place in a Free Soc
iety. By 1895 he had prepared a large-scale work entitled 
Love's Coming of Age, which covered the range of problems in 
the relationship between the sexes, but had deliberately 
omitted the chapter on 'Homogenic Love'. Nevertheless, as 
its author he was immediately caught up in the aftermath of 
the Wilde affair. Carpenter's publisher, T. Fisher Unwin, 
withdrew from publication of the book, and Carpenter report
ed a panic concerning homosexuality in London: 'the "boy-

49cott" has set in already. Isn't it a country.' The
Labour Press stepped into the breach, so gaining the credit 
for publishing one of the major radical tracts on sexuality 
of the late nineteenth century. This was followed by a 
number of related works, chiefly on homosexual themes, in
cluding The Intermediate Sex, an expansion of that earlier

50essay, in 1908.
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What distinguishes Carpenter from most of his contemp
oraries is his willingness to separate sex from procreation, 
and this had important implications for women as well as 
homosexuals. He argued in Lovers Coming of Age that pub
lic opinion had been largely influenced 'by the arbitrary 
notion that the function of love is limited to child bear
ing; and that any love not concerned in the propagation

51of the race must necessarily be of dubious character'.
Against this, Carpenter stressed the pleasurable nature of 
sex and its function as a binding fact in social relations; 
its prime object, as he put it, was union. And although 
he was anxious to stress that emotional love could be trans
mitted into spiritual, he emphasised that the physical must 
never be forgotten: without it the 'higher' things can 
never be realised. His aim was thus to free love from dark
ness and shame, and to place sex in the vital heart of the 
new awareness.

For Carpenter, 'Uranians' formed an 'intermediate sex' 
as bearers of the sexual characteristics of one sex and many 
of the emotional characteristics of the other: he was thus 
in the same tradition as many German writers, such as Otto 
Weininger, as well as, to a lesser extent, Ellis. But where
as Ellis spoke of 'hormones' and used a scientific framework, 
Carpenter'sclassifications have an almost metaphysical air: 
'Nature ... in mixing the elements which go to compose each
individual, does not always keep her two groups of ingredi-

5 2ents - which represent the two sexes - properly apart.'

He accepted a theory of sexuality which saw the two sex
es as forming in 'a certain sense a continuous group' and he
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felt that there were many signs of an evolution of a new
human type which would be 'median' in character, neither
excessively male nor excessively female. Bisexuality
might thus becom® the norm of a new society. He broke away
to a large degree from the positivistic and biological model
that Ellis favoured, and in his philosophy saw not only a case 4
for toleration of homosexuals, but a positive moral value.
He saw 'Uranians' as communicators and reconcilers, bridging
the gap between men and women, becoming to a great extent
'the interpreters of men and women to each other', and a

53'forward force in human evolution'.

Carpenter's work, like most contemporary views on sexual
ity, was nevertheless constrained by its devotion to biolog
ical assumptions. Carpenter naturally assumed that the div
ision of labour'between the sexes was based on inherent bio
logical qualities in men and women, and he agreed with 
Ellis's analysis in Man and Woman that women were more primi
tive, emotional, intuitive and closer to nature than men. 
Carpenter believed, however, that society had unnecessarily 
exaggerated sex differences. For this reason, he argued in 
Love's Coming of Age for the economic and social independence 
of women, which could only come with the end of the 'commerc
ial system'; for reform of marriage, involving a greater 
emphasis on spiritual rather than sexual loyalty; and for 
the central importance of birth control for women. His 
views on birth control are particularly revealing, especially 
given the inadequacy of most mechanical methods at the tiraec.
He recommended 'Karezza', a method then currently advocated 
by his American publisher, Mrs. A.B. Stockham, which favoured

!
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prolonged bodily conjunction between the sexes without 
orgasmic emission.

Like Ellis's more philosophical efforts, there is a 
tendency in Carpenter towards emphasising the spiritual.
So while he did not, as we have seen, deny the physical, 
there is a strong moral element in his work which wants to 
make the purely physical a secondary issue. Carpenter's 
friend Charles Oates commented that the women he knew were 
'either profoundly indignant or highly sarcastic’ in res
ponse to Carpenter's views, and the very ambivalence of his 
work caused a mixed response. The radical journal, The 
Adult, criticised him for his devotion to monogamie views, 
while his friend Kate Joynes, felt there was a 'clergyman's 
vein' in some of his arguments about sex. More conservative
feminists were, however, appalled at the frankness of his

54arguments, as were many socialists.

Carpenter, who was in many ways a very radical character, 
was compelled by his beliefs to practise 'propaganda by deed',
to live thelife that he advocated. So, to a large degree,

,

he was open as a homosexual. By the 1890s many of his 
friends in thejLabour movement knew of his homosexuality, 
though he was always careful to be discreet with a wider 
public. Inevitably his public position imposed enormous 
strains. His socialist propagandising of the 1880s was con
stantly bedevilled by his emotional conflicts. Later, as 
a major public figure, he was to find his fame a strain in 
itself. What Edward Carpenter sought above all was a close
relationship which would be the focus of a 'body of friends'.
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It was not until the 1890s that, in his relationship with 
George Merrill, a young man of working-class origins, he 
was to find such a focus.

It was a relationship that was to last from their first
meeting in the 1890s until Merrill's death in 1928, and was
to provide each with necessary emotional support. Not all
his friends approved; but others saw Millthorpe, their house
near Sheffield, as a focus for that combination of sexual

55freedom and socialist ideals that they aspired to.

Carpenter's achievements must not be exaggerated. There 
was a fundamental vagueness in his work, which in part at 
least accounts for his ambivalent impact on later generations. 
In Carpenter's total work, the writings on sexuality were 
part of a radical critique of the values of capitalist 'civ
ilisation'. But the actual emphasis on the personal in his 
writings on sexuality could easily be detached from the broad
er context. His work was quietly absorbed, for instance, 
into the Bloomsbury emphasis on personal relationships, and 
inserted, through a process of influence and then rejection,
into the sexual dialectic of D.H. Lawrence, whose influence

5 6was quite oppositional to Carpenter's. But it was in the
labour and socialist movements that his influence was most 
incalculable and ambiguous. His work was clearly and passion
ately taken up by many feminists and socialist at home and 
abroad. And when the British Society for the Study of Sex 
Psychology was established in 1914, Carpenter was the obvious 
choice as its president.
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In the wider labour movement, Carpenter's influence in
'making socialists' must have been vast, especially amongst
those who saw socialism as a 'religion' and a new way of 

57relating. But to what degree,his sexual radicalism was
absorbed is another matter. By the turn of the century, 
the socialist movement - with its emphasis on the trade 
unions and parliamentary representation - was already quite 
different form the millenarian groupings that Carpenter had 
known in thel880s, and class politics, as they developed 
in the complex aftermath of the First World War, had little 
space for Carpenter's type of sexual radicalism.

Nevertheless, his stress that socialism meant a funda
mental transformation in all relationships, including sexual 
ones, has been an important undercurrent in the socialist 
tradition and one that has reappeared in the revival of 
Western socialist practice since the late 1960s. Carpenter 
however dated his prescriptions, remains one of the out
standing exponents of these necessary connections.

Even before his death, in 1929, however, Carpenter's 
aspirations seemed part of a different world. The labour 
movement as a whole was constrained by different demands, 
and its official leaders were reluctant to take up what were 
defined as irrelevant - not to say, scandalous - questions. 
The same was true of the alternative Leninist tradition in 
Britain. Soviet Russia was after 1918 far in advance of 
Germany and the Anglo-Saxon countries in terms of sex reform 
But the Communist Party of Great Britain was only peri
pherally interested in issues such as birth control from the



269

1920s, and apparently not concerned at all with other issues 
58of sex reform. The sexual radicals within the Party in

the early 1920s, including Stella Browne and the Pauls,
attempted to raise such questions but with little obvious
success. Maurice Eden Paul continued into the 1930s to
develop theories of marriage, the family and sex reform,
but usually within a somewhat esoteric theoretical framework

59which had little practical influence. Stella Browne seems
to have left the Party precisely because of its lack of int
erest in sex reform, devoting herself in the 1920s to cam
paigns for birth control and abortion.^ The Party itself 
saw sex reform as essentially a secondary matter.

A number of radical intellectuals attempted to combine 
Marx and Freud in the 1930s, on the model, but without the 
intellectual strength, of the contemporary Wilhelm Reich and 
the Frankfurt school (Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm parti
cularly) . Alec Craig's Sex and Revolution, published in 
1934, is a useful survey of the need for sex reforms, and a 
discussion of the advances in the Soviet Union (reforms, alas,
soon to be abrogated there). The framework is that biolog-

61istic Freudianism very common at the time. Reuben Osborn
attempted a similar synthesis in two books in the 1930s,

g 2
Freud and Marx (1937) and The Psychology of Reaction (1938) .
Despite interesting insights, the works are marred by Osborn's
loyalty to the Soviet model which produced propaganda rather
than analysis. The latter book ends with an attack on
Trotsky's maliciousness, 'sustained by strong unconscious
drives of a narcissistic character' compared to the remark-

63able 'stability of character' shown by Stalxn. The syn-
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thesis of the insights of Marx and Freud, which in the 
Central European tradition promised new insights into 
sexual behaviour, was a thin stream in the British school 
of sexual radicalism.
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CHAPTER TEN
SEX PSYCHOLOGY AND BIRTH CONTROL 

Sex Psychology
In the absence of any mass popular movement committed 

to radical transformation of sexual values, the reforming 
efforts of the more advanced feminists and socialists were 
concentrated in the single-issue campaigns that emerged at 
the turn of the century. They were, inevitably, constrain
ed by their limited nature, and by the conservativism of 
their constituency. Socialists, of course, were in a diff
icult, almost contradictory position. As socialists they 
believed that sexual change could only truly come in the 
process of social transformation. But without work now, 
there would be no guarantee that social transformation 
would bring the sexual revolution. Later generations, from 
Wilhelm Reich onwards, were to attempt to argue that sexual 
repression was a key to general social reaction. None of 
the early sex radicals held to this position (at least in 
such an explicit form, though it is implicit in Carpenter) 
and in its absence, as good, humanistic reformers they natu
rally concentrated their efforts on what could be attained.

The nineteenth century, the great age of single-issue 
pressure groups, saw the development of a number of organi
sations committed to moral reformation, but until the latter 
year^of the century none saw it as their task to advocate 
radical sex reform in any manner which would be recognisably 
modern, though an organisation like the Malthusian League 
was probably more successful as a challenge to respectable
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opinion than as an advocate of general birth control.

The Legitimation League, founded in 1897 to campaign
for changing the bastardy laws and for reform of marriage
and divorce legislation, was therefore an organisation of
a new sort. It established The Adult, as a monthly journal
for 'The Advancement of Freedom in Sexual Relationships',
and in its first editorial offered to provide a forum for
the discussion of sex questions ignored elsewhere:

We recognise the paramount right of the individual 
to self-realisation in all non-invasive directions.
The Adult advocates the absolute freedom of two in
dividuals of full age, tp enter into and conclude 
at will, any mutual relationships whatever, where 
no third person's interests are concerned. 1

George Bernard Shaw was typically scathing, complaining that 
they were 'extremely conventional, working for the legitima
tion of the illegitimate instead of the illegitimation of

2the legitimate, which is the true line of progress.'

But other radicals, like Edward Carpenter and Havelock 
Ellis, offered their general support, Carpenter even con
tributing an article (on 'Evolution and Love'). But the 
League had a somewhat unsteady history, such issues as free 
love causing major fissures. And its most famous moment 
was one that illustrated all the conflicting motives that 
come into play when 'sex' becomes a public issue.

It started with Havelock Ellis's difficulties in find-
3ing a publisher for Sexual Inversion. None of the ortho

dox medical publishers would take the book, and Ellis 
accepted thejoffer of one Roland de Villiers, apparently a 
liberal-minded independent publisher, to produce the English
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edition. De Villiers, it later became apparent, was a 
crook, wanted by the police of Europe and Britain.

The book was welcomed by the legitimation League. The 
Adult was also published by de Villiers, and through him the 
society came to display the book in its offices. Unfortun
ately for Ellis, Scotland Yard was keeping a close watch on 
the League, convinced it was the haunt of anarchists, then 
currently the terror of respectable London. The police 
obviously felt that a book on 'sexual inversion', especially 
in the post-Wilde atmosphere, would provide a convenient 
hammer with which to crush the society; and any potential 
anarchists within.

The secretary of the Legitimation League, George 
Bedborough, was arrested and eventually brought to trial in 
October 1898 for selling 'a certain lewd, wicked, bawdy, 
scandalous libel', namely, Ellis's Sexual Inversion. Ellis 
himself was not charged, nor indeed was the book itself on 
trial as such. A Free Press Defence Committee was at once 
established to defend free speech and its membership read 
like a litany of political and literary liberalism, including 
amongst others, H.M. Hyndman, G.B. Shaw, Edward Carpenter,
E. Belfort Bax, Grant Allen and George Moore. But its 
efforts were not heeded. Bedborough, under strong police 
pressure, was persuaded to plead guilty and was bound over. 
This had the effect of preventing anyone giving evidence 
on the book's merits. Ellis himself was never called to 
the stand, and the book was labelled scandalous and obscene, 
completely undefended.
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The police meanwhile had achieved a signal victory: 
they effectively banned Sexual Inversion without its being 
tried on its merits (and Ellis determined that future ed
itions of his Studies would not be published in Britain); 
and they crushed that putative haunt of anarchists, the 
Legitimation League.

The next major attempt at a sex reform organisation was
more solidly based. The British Society for the Study of

4Sex Psychology (BSSP) was established in July 1914 with 
Edward Carpenter as a life member and first president. In 
an obituary address to the society after Carpenter's death, 
the educationalist Cecil Reddie observed that, without 
Carpenter, the society would never have come into being:
'sex study was in England almost totally tabued (sic)'.
And Reddie pointed out the special qualities Carpenter con
tributed: 'it required courage to start a society for sex
study. More even than courage, it required extreme care 
and tact. Here Carpenter's inimitable gift for discussing 
problems moderately and persuasively yet firmly and frankly, 
was invaluable.'̂

Such 'extreme care and tact' was already felt to be a 
little old fashioned by younger elements. Laurence 
Housman, chairman of the society, felt that Carpenter was 
often too indirect and evasive for his pleading to hit home, 
and that he was too hedged in with appeals to extenuating 
circumstances.̂  But Carpenter and Havelock Ellis, who was 
another, if characteristically elusive, early backer, could 
provide the necessary prestige to get a reform society off 
the ground.
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Another important influence was Magnus Hirschfeld, a 
major stimulus for many British reformers, and the informal 
ties began to crystallise after 1912 when a British branch 
of the Scientific Humanitarian Committee, Hirschfeld's homo
sexual reform organisation, was first mooted. The crucial 
event seems to have been the Fourteenth International Medi
cal Congress, held in London in 1913, at which Hirschfeld 
was one of the leading speakers.

The congress had been a revelation for many of the ord
inary medical people who attended, especially on the subject 
of homosexuality. One of the complaints of the British 
doctors there, according to Housman, was that there was no 
'informed public' in Britain to encourage research along 
thelines that Hirschfeld detailed. It was apparently in 
the minds of the founders of the British Society for the 
Study of Sex Psychology, encouraged by the contacts and 
these reactions, to help to develop the nucleus of such a 
public.

By 1914 the time seemed opportune to launch the Society 
publicly, the lead being taken by Housman, George Ives and 
Stella Browne (all convinced socialists and feminists).
It was established, in the words of its 'Policy and Princi
ples', 'for the consideration of problems and questions 
connected with sexual psychology, from their medical, juri
dical and sociological aspects'. The aim was to adopt a 
'scientific' (that is, humane and rational) approach to the 
problems of sex. But inextricably linked with the research 
and investigation was the question of public sex education.
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The society's ambition was, through lectures and the issues
of pamphlets, 'to organise understanding in the lay mind on
a larger scale, to make people more receptive to scientific
proof, and more conscious of their responsibility'. By
laying the basis of a new informed awareness, the society

7hoped to pave the way to needed reforms.

The focus of the work of the British Society for Sex 
Psychology was the attempt to create a sympathetic public. 
Talks werejsften given monthly in the 1920s, and open to a 
wider public, while many of the lectures and talks to mem
bers were later published as pamphlets. These covered a 
wide range of topics, from the first, Policy and Principles - 
General Aims, which set out the outlines of the society's 
policy, to the seventeenth, A Plain Talk on Sex Difficulties, 
the substance of a lecture by F.B. Rockstro on 'Some Diffi
culties in the Technique of Conjugal Relationships' given 
before the society in March 1933.

Several of the pamphlets were relevant to feminist pol
itics, such £6 Stella Browne's Sexual Variety and Variability 
Among Women (No.3) and Havelock Ellis's The Erotic Rights of 
Women (No.5). Others raised more general issues on sexual
ity. Eden Paul published a pamphlet on The Sexual Life of 
the Child (No.10), and Paul and Norman Haire jointly produced 
one of Rejuvenation: Steinach's Researches on Sex Glands (No. 
11), which discussed the function of the sex hormones in 
determining personal characteristics. All these touched on 
central questions in the exploration of sexuality: the nature
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of sexuality in the young and in women, the factors that 
determine sexuality, the significance of monogamy and the 
nuclear family.

r"

The discussion of homosexuality was also basic to the 
society's work. There were, after all, other societies 
dealing with related aspects of the 'sex problem'. The 
long-established Malthusian (later New Generation) League 
and the Eugenics Education Society concerned themselves in 
differing ways with birth control, and after 1921 were joined 
by Marie Stopes's Society for Constructive Birth Control and 
Racial Progress and other birth-control groups. Stella 
Browne was active in many of these, while Ives maintained 
contact with the Divorce Law Reform Union and the Howard 
League for Penal Reform. The original contribution of the 
British Society for the Study of Sex Psychology could be in 
helping to shape the field of sex psychology as one of prime 
significance for social reformers, and in debating the parti
cular topic of homosexuality. This is less surprising when 
we consider that most of the leading lights who dominated 
the society from Carpenter to Housman and Ives, were homosex
ual .

The Society's second pamphlet had indicated this involve
ment, It was an English digest of a famous German pamphlet 
by Hirschfeld, originally published in Germany in 1903 and 
into its nineteenth edition within four years. The English 
version, The Social Problem of Sexual Inversion, was published 
with suitable caution: 'Issued by the BSSP to members of 
the Educational, Medical and Legal Professions'. But as the
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Introduction noted: 'That any courage should be needed in 
a demand for facts to be recognised and scientifically in
vestigated, is in itself a condemnation of the obscurantist 
attitude which prevails so largely among us in regard to

8 fthis question.' And despite its belief that changes in 
the law were not yet on the agenda, it called for the har
monising, as far as possible, of social and juridical prac
tice with scientific'investigations and conclusions. Cer
tain other BSSP pamphlets were directly concerned with homo
sexuality, while a special sub-committee devoted itself to 
the study of homosexuality.

It is difficult to estimate what influence the society 
(which became in the 1920s the British Sexological Society) 
could have had. In 1920 there were under 250 members, and 
this was probably the median size. Up to forty or fifty 
people often attended its meetings and the pamphlets had a 
fairly wide circulation, but it is highly unlikely that it 
made any deep penetration into public consciousness, though 
the more sexually aware atmosphere of the 1920s meant t̂ iat 
it had a wider constituency to influence. Its membership 
and support was wide among progressive intellectuals includ
ing George Bernard Shaw, E.M. Forster, Radclyffe Hall and 
Una Troubridge, Edward Westermarck, Bertrand Russell (whose 
Marriage and Morals, 1929 is a useful summary of progressive 
views) and Dora Russell. Abroad the society maintained im
portant links; with Hirschfeld and his colleagues in/
Germany, with the birth-control pioneer, Margaret Sanger in 
the United States, and many others around the world.
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It is doubtful, however, whether the society greatly 
extended its natural constituency, and it certainly could 
never claim to have revolutionised attitudes. Neither 
did it have any obvious influence on government policy.
At the most it strengthened the self-awareness and sexual 
knowledge of a narrow stratum of people. But in its talks 
and publications, it did attempt to extend the pre-1914 con
cern with feminism and sex reform and its main achievement 
was probably to develop the belief that sexuality was an 
area worthy of conscious social intervention. Moreover, 
during the 1920s it was to become part of a wider current, 
with the development of the international sex-reform move
ment.

International Movements
The immediate post-war years had indeed seemed to herald 

a new era of sex reform. In post-revolutionary Russia the 
Bolsheviks had legalised divorce and abortion, encouraged 
birth control and decriminalised homosexuality. In actual
ity, the effect of what Reich called the sexual revolution 
was limited, given the immense backward nature of Soviet 
Russia, and it was to be followed by a massive retreat in 
the 1930s. But, for progressive opinion in the 1920s, So
viet Russia was an important model. Norman Haire, anything 
but a socialist revolutionary himself, saw the sexual code
of the USSR as a 'fascinating experiment which we sexologists

9in other countries are watching with great interest'. In 
Germany, too, during the 1920s there seemed to be the possi- 
b 1. lily of great advance. In 1919 Hirschfeld fulfilled a 
.1 afi'-l ambition and opened the Institute for Sexual Science -
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'A child of the (German) Revolution', as he called it - 
as a centre for sex research and the dissemination of 
scientific knowledge. It sponsored sex education, pro
vided a pioneering marriage-counselling bureau and gave 
advice for sex variants. And in 1921 the first of a 
series of World Congresses on Sex Reform met under his aus
pices, which were to lead, in 1928, to the formal establish
ment of a World League for Sexual Reform.

According to Wilhelm Reich, the League in the 1920s 'com
prised the most progressive sexologists and sex reformers in 

1 0the world'. It developed no single theoretical line or
approach, nor did it have a single political line. It had 
representatives from the USSR (including Alexandra Kollantai 
the great Bolshevik feminist) as well as from the Western 
capitalist countries, but its method was essentially reform
ist, interested primarily in putting forward a definitive 
programme - 'a sexual sociology', as Hirschfeld called it - 
which could be presented to the legislators of the world.
The 1928 Congress appealed 'to the legislatures, the Press 
and the Peoples of all countries, to help to create a new 
legal and social attitude (based on the knowledge which has 
been acquired from scientific research in sexual biology, 
psychology and sociology) towards the sexual life of men and 
women'. This approach suggested implicit contradictions 
in its attitude to sexual politics from the first, but these 
did not come to a head until the mid 1930s. Up to 1932 at 
least, the League worked in a cautious way to build up a 
basis of sexual knowledge and awareness.
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Its declared aim, in the tradition which Havelock Ellis 
and the British sex reformers had always espoused, was to 
harmonise social and judicial practice with the 'laws of 
nature'. Its specific planks included support for the 
political, economic and sexual equality of women and men; 
reform of marriage and divorce laws; improved sex education; 
the control of conception; reform of the abortion laws; 
the prevention of venereal disease and prostitution; the 
protection of unmarried mothers and the illegitimate child; 
and the development of rational attitudes towards sexual 
'abnormality'. The basic principle was established in 
Point 9 of its aims which advocated that 'only those sexual 
acts were to be considered criminal which infringe the sex 
rights of another person'.

British reformers, members of the British Society for 
the Study of Sex Psychology and other organisations, were 
drawn into the work of the League from the start. Havelock 
Ellis was a joint Honorary (if rather passive) President, 
while a British section of the League was established in 
1928. Norman Haire was chairman, while Dora Russell became 
its secretary. In an ambience where most of the inter
national sex reformers were socialists of one sort or another 
(Hirschfeld, for instance, was a supporter of the German
Social Democratic Party), Haire was, in his own words, 'an

1 2old fashioned Liberal ... an opponent of egalitarianism'.
He was nonetheless a dedicated advocate of birth control and 
sex reform in the inter-war and immediate post-war years.
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Dora Russell was quite a different sort of person, 
considerably further to the left than Haire, and had opposed 
the non-political stance of the World League for Sexual 
Reform. At one meeting of the British section, Robert 
Boothby, later a Conservative MP, and peer, stood up and

13accused her of dragging the class war into the organisation. 
But there was no real danger of this while Haire remained in 
command; the section remained resolutely non-political in 
a formal party sense.

Boothby nevertheless touched on an issue which was even
tually to split the League. The 1929 World Congress in 
London had been a major success in terms of the members atten
ding, offering papers on topics from censorship to abortion 
and birth control, the major issues covered. But the methods 
for producing change were less energetically discussed.
Dora Russell recalled that in the 1929 Congress: 'the con
tributions were nearly all designed to inform and influence 
public opinion rather than to organise political action for 
the ends which were thought desirable ... on the whole my 
learned colleagues contented themselves with describing the 
state of public knowledge and practice, exposing the inhu
manity of the laws without envisaging any serious organi-

1 4sation to change them.

Dora Russell was later to come to believe that the wide 
gap between cultural opinion and political activity was one 
of the factors which contributed to the inroads of reaction. 
Indeed, the 1929 Congress was the high tide. Two further 
congresses were held, in Vienna in 1930 and in Brno in 1932, 
but in 1933 the world movement was deeply disrupted by the 

Nazi accession to power in Germany. Hirschfeld's Institute
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was amongst the first to suffer the impact of the Nazis.
In May 1933 the premises were sacked. The archives and 
library containing irreplaceable material, and the records 
of the World League for Sexual Reform, were removed, and 
burnt later in a public ceremony. A bust of Hirschfeld 
was carried in a torchlight procession and was thrown on to 
the pyre (Hirschfeld was himself luckily aborad at the time). 
A year later, in the USSR, homosexuality again became a 
criminal offence, and the law on marriage and divorce was 
tightened, up.

The fundamental premiss for the work of the World 
League for Sexual Reform was the possibility of convincing 
governments of the rationality of sex reform. Following a 
the economic collapse of the World capitalist economy, the 
threat to the bourgeois democracies posed by fascism, and 
the reversals in the USSR, this hope seemed doomed.

After the death of Hirschfeld in exile in 1935, the
two remaining Presidents, Dr. J. Leunbach of Denmark and
Norman Haire, split over the next step. Leunbach believed
firmly that the League had failed because of its unwilling-

\

ness to join the international workers' movement, to inte
grate the struggle for sex reform into the struggle against 
fascism and for socialism. Haire remained firmly apolitical 
This split was basic, and in the ashes of the international 
movement could not be easily resolved. The two presidents 
consequently dissolved the World League for Sexual Reform, 
with the recommendation that national sections should remain 
in being where they could. In fact, by the late 1930s,
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only Haire's organisation in Britain, the Sex Education
1 5Society, survived, and that a tiny organisation. (It

continued on a small scale until the war, and was revived 
afterwards). By the 1930s, radical sex reform seemed 
completely off the agenda. It was left to other single
issue campaigns, particularly those for birth control, to 
harvest what crops remained.

Parenthood and Birth Control
Sex reform is always constructed across the dialectic 

of social control on the one hand and individual freedom on 
the other, and this, as eugenics had pinpointed, was parti
cularly the case with the issue of contraception. Subtle 
changes in terminology etch in potential differences of 
approach. 'Neo-Malthusianism', the common nineteenth- 
century term, and 'family planning', the preferred term 
from the 1930s, suggest one tilt of the balance, evoking 
the social, organising and planning role of contraception 
policies. 'Voluntary motherhood' and 'birth control', the 
term introduced by Margaret Sanger and favoured amongst fem
inists, point to the element of individual choice. There 
was no absolute division between the two approaches. Marie 
Stopes, the most famous advocate of artificial contraception 
during the 1920s, was clearly within a fairly conservative, 
familial tradition (her organisation, founded in 1921, was 
known as the Society for Constructive Birth Control and 
Racial Progress) but her work helped thousands of women to 
exercise individual choice. Even the old Malthusian League 
found it necessary, under the pressure of new circumstances, 
and of an influx of feminist birth-controllers, to change 
its name to the New Generation League in 1922. Stella
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Browne, on the other hand, though one of the most ardent
exponents of 'a woman's right to choose' in the inter-war
years, never entirely sloughed off a eugenic skin, despite
her belief that the Eugenics Education Society displayed a
'class-bias, sex-bias', and ignored the positions of un-

1 7married mothers or illegitimate children.

These differences of approach, and their ambivalent
interconnections, became more apparent in the inter-war
years, as the question- of artificial contraception became a
major issue. The decline in the birthrate had been going
on since at least the 1870s, and by.the 1920s it was apparent
that manual workers were also now restricting births on a
parallel scale to non-manual workers. So although the
population in the decade 1931-41 was two-thirds higher than
in the period 1871-81, the number of births was 3 million
fewer. A couple in mid-Victorian England could expect 5.5

1 8to 6 live births - a couple in 1925-9 would expect 2.2.
But despite clear evidence of restriction of births through
out all classes, it was also apparent that the majority of 
couples still used pre-industrial methods, and this was true 
even amongst professional people. A survey of mainly 
college graduates conducted by the Birth Rate Commission 
showed that 51.7 per cent of their sample who practised 
birth control did so by restraint, abstinence or the use of
the 'safe period' rather than by mechanical or chemical 

1 9contrivances. The proportion would have been much higher
amongst working-class respondents, where abortion was still 
a common form. (During the 1930s there was sufficient 
concern about abortion for an inter-departmental committee



286

to be set up in 1937, under Lord Birkett, to investigate 
the question).

Several factors combined in the 1910s and 1920s to make
artificial birth control an important issue. The First World
War undoubtedly helped to break up much official prejudice
about contraception, largely because of the increased use of
the condom as a preventive against venereal disease. In
1917 nearly 55,000 British soldiers were hospitalised by VD
and this aroused a considerable medical debate. The sheath
was an obvious safeguard against infection, though its use
aroused fears that it would encourage immorality.“ But the
war and its aftermath did more than familiarise people with
the use of prophylactics. It also brought to light again
some of the conditions in which motherhood took place.
The Women's Co-operative Guild's publication of its letters
on Maternity in 1917 vividly illustrated the awful conditions
of some mothers and the effects of medical indifference on
the question, and the figures for maternal mortality remained

21appallingly high during the inter-war years. The question
of the quality of the population emerged again as a vitally
important one, in the light both of the casualties of the
war (it was estimated that the population loss was something
like 7 million, including both casualties and loss of potent- 

22ial offspring) and of the impact of inter-war economic 
problems and fears of absolute population decline. If 
women were restricting births anyway, by whatever means, 
it was clearly better that this be done by safe and healthy 
means. And by the 1920s technical advances did seem to open
up the possibility of artificial control on a large scale.
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There could be no doubt of the demand for information
on fertility control from all sections of the population.
As we have seen, this demand was already apparent in the
vast response to thinly veiled advertisements for abortifac-
ients in the late nineteenth century. During the 1920s it
was also manifested in the public response given to birth
controllers. Stella Browne and similar feminist birth-
controllers found themselves addressing overflowing meetings

23of working-class men and women on the topic in the 1920s.
Marie Stopes was even more graced by public interest. Her
book Married Love, published in March 1918, sold over 2,000
copies in the first fortnight, and by the end of 1923, in
22 reprints, had sold over 400,000 copies. Wise Parenthood,
published in November 1918, had sold over 300,000 copies by
1924. Her clinic, founded in 1921, had after a slow start
(just over 500 visits in the first six months) advised

2410,000 women by 1930. Stopes, moreover, was deluged by
thousands of letters from all sections of society, dealing
not only with contraception problems but with a whole range
of sexual questions. It was not only that there was a
great demand for birth control advice, but it also became
obvious that ignorance was rife, even amongst the medical

25profession itself. And the effects of such ignorance on
married life - a major preoccupation of Marie Stopes - was
apparent. As one wife wrote to Stopes: 'I am so afraid
of conception that I cannot bear for my husband to even
speak fondly to me or even put his hand on my shoulder for
fear he wants his rights ... It is two months since I

2 6last allowed him intercourse.'
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These revelations of sexual misery had a major impact 
on a new generation of feminists in the inter-war years.
With the achievement of a limited female suffrage in 1918, 
feminist energies were being dispersed into a variety of 
channels from campaigning for 'equal citizenship' to ad
vocating family allowances and child welfare. The ’new 
feminism' that emerged showed much more public interest in 
fertility control than previously, though usually it was 
less in terms of sexual freedom than with reference to 
questions of health and poverty. Eleanor Rathbone, for in
stance, the chief advocate of family allowances, declared 
her anxiety that the poor should not proliferate. But

27often the two elements of health and sexual freedom combined. 
Dora Russell has recorded her reaction to the demand for 
birth control at the Labour Women's Conference of 1923:
'I, like others present, had been astounded at the fury 
against child-bearing ... Here were women fiercely repud
iating what has been preached at us as the noblest fulfil- 
ment of our womanhood.' Dora Russell now received what 
she called her 'true political education. Feminist indeed,
I began to wonder if the feminist has not been running away

.28from the central issue of woman's emancipation.'

Marie Stopes would not have endorsed such a left-fem
inist position, despite (or perhaps because of) her impecc
able suffragist background. But in an important way that 
made her role even more significant after she became a
public figure from 1917 onwards, rather like Margaret Sanger

- 29in America (with whom she did not get on), she was able to
embody and represent a number of often contradictory strands.
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There was quite clearly a new mood even before she emerged.
The Malthusian League had pointed to a new evaluation in 
1913 when it took the decision to publicise its case amongst 
the working class of East London. A 'practical pamphlet' 
was produced on family limitation, though advocating 'every 
precaution against its being disseminated among young un
married people'. Within a year 3,000 copies had been applied 
for, and by 1917, 21,000.^ The League, moreover, proposed 
in September 1919 to set up in the East End the first British 
birth-control clinic - though this was not actually established 
(in Walworth) until 1922. Marie Stopes was to establish
the first, in March 1921, in Holloway Road, North London,

31along with a society to support it. It was she who most
dramatically represented the new approach.

Two factors have to be taken into account in trying to 
assess Marie Stopes's influence: firstly, her personality 
and beliefs; and secondly, the social space she occupied.
With regard to the first there can be no doubt that the ' 
major impulse behind her work was her experience of her 
first marriage, ironically to the eugenist Reginald Ruggles- 
Gates, which was never (at least on Stopes's account) con
summated. As she wrote in the preface to Married Love,
'In my own marriage I paid such a terrible price for sex- 
ignorance that I feel knowledge gained at such a cost should 
be placed at the service of humanity.' The book, dedicated 
to 'young husbands and all those who are betrothed in love', 
is a rhapsodic treatise on the importance of sexual fulfil
ment in marriage ('The Glorious Unfolding', as the last chap
ter is called): 'When knowledge and love together go to the
making of each marriage, the joy of that new unit, the pair

/
will reach from the physical foundations of its bodies to the
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heavens where its head is crowned with stars. The hints
on birth control which she dropped in this threnody were 
taken up more concretely in its sequel Wise Parenthood (a 
guide to contraceptive methods) the same year and its social 
consequences were revealed in Radiant Motherhood in 1920.
The rather cosmic and elevated tones of Stopes's writings 
and public persona fed into a very important stress on con
jugal love which was to have other powerful advocates during
these years (van de Velde in particular, but owing a great

33deal, too, to Havelock Ellis).

This leads us to the second important factor about 
Stopes: she occupies, in her preoccupation and concerns,
a significant space in attitudes to social policy. She was 
able, for instance, to respond simultaneously to the new 
anxieties about the health of the mother and to wider racial 
questions. Whereas the propaganda of the Malthusian 
League had always been essentially negative, designed to 
prevent births, Stopes stressed the 'constructive' sides 
of fertility control. She emphasised three types of con
trol. The first type was negative, control of conception, 
for women who should not have children (the congenitally 
diseased, the physically or mentally handicapped, those 
with previous difficult pregnancies). After 1928 the 
Society for Constructive Birth Control began to advocate 
sterilisation, but even this was interpreted in terms of 
its positive advantages. The second type was positive 
control - essentially the giving of advice to those who 
wanted, unsuccessfully, to have children, a side of her 
work that Stopes was proud of. The third types was opt
imum control or 'geroception', which implied the use of
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birth control to space children, which would enable the 
birth of healthy babies to healthy mothers. All could 
help the individual mother; but all, as well, addressed
the concerns about the quantity and quality of the popul-
. . 34ation.

This was regarded by Stopes as an essential aspect of
her work because she fully shared the eugenic world view.
In 1920 in Radiant Motherhood she had written:

society allows the diseased, the racially negli
gent, the thriftless, the careless, the feeble
minded, the very lowest and worst members of the 
community, to produce innumerable tens of thous
ands of stunted warped and inferior infants.
If they live, a large proportion of them are 
doomed from their very physical inheritance to 
be at the best but partly self-supporting, and 
thus to drain the resources of those classes 
above them which have a sense of responsibility.35

The better classes, freed of their responsibilities, would
better be able to multiply their own superior stock. In
1922 Stopes sought bourgeois support precisely on this basis
She sent a circular to all prospective candidates in the
General Election asking them to sign a declaration:

I agree that the present position of breeding 
chiefly from the C3 population and burdening 
and discouraging the A1 is nationally deplor
able, and if I am elected to Parliament I will 
press the Ministry of Health to give such 
scientific information through the Ante-natal 
Clinics, Welfare Centres and other institutions 
in its control as will curtail the C3 and in
crease the A1.36

Marie Stopes directed her work in the first place at 
the middle class - with the quite conscious aim of making 
birth control respectable. But she evoked an immediate 
response amongst working-class women, though in fact they 
always remained a minority amongst the clients of her clinic
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A Letter to Working Mothers from Stopes in 1919 attempted 
to disseminate contraceptive advice; unfortunately, health 
visitors were unable to distribute it, and her attempts to 
deliver it personally met with hostility. The first break
through came in February 1923, after her unsuccessful libel 
action, which enormously increased her correspondence.
The same occurred after articles by her appeared in John Bull 
in 1926. Her replies to working-class respondents were 
generally compassionate, even when, as in the case of abor
tion (over 20,000 requests were received in the three months

37after the John Bull articles) her advice had to be negative.

Stopes displayed nevertheless a deep ignorance of 
working-class life. She extolled, for instance, the virtues 
of the cap, which she wrote, 'could be fitted at any con
venient time, preferably when dressing for dinner'. Her 
advice to new mothers in Radiant Motherhood that they should
spend at least six weeks in bed recovering would have been

3 8equally laughable for most working-class women. But the
eugenic note was very important in shaping the influence of 
Stopes, for one of her major achievements was precisely to 
adapt eugenic arguments which were traditionally hostile to 
birth control, to favour artificial contraception, and she 
could successfully link thereby her racial and sexual pre
occupations with the more generally acceptable question of 
health.

What Stopes succeeded in doing, in short, was indeed to 
help make advocacy of birth control respectable. Her own 
mystical elevation of conjugal bliss, though not to every
one's literary taste, contrasted sharply with the traditional
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connection of birth control with free love. Stopes dis
approved of such concepts, was unsympathetic to homosexual
ity and was ultra-cautious over abortion (despite the mass
ive demand for it that her work uncovered, it was of course 

39illegal). Moreover, as a Christian, albeit of an eso
teric sort, she broke clean away from the free-thinking 
traditions of the neo-Malthusians, from Bradlaugh onwards.

Stopes was careful to disavow any bonds with those 
less sturdily conservative than herself. In 1922 she with
drew her support from Nurse E.S. Daniels, a health worker 
in Edmonton, London, who had been dismissed from letting 
women at Maternity Clinics know where they could obtain 
contraceptive advice. More notoriously, she refused to sup
port the socialists Guy Aldred (he of the earlier sexual re
straint) and Rose Witcop, who were prosecuted for selling 
Margaret Sanger's pamphlet Family Limitation: Handbook for 
Working Mothers in 1923, just a few weeks before her own 
case of libel against Dr. Halliday Sutherland came to court. 
Not only did she refuse support; she also took it upon her
self to write to the Director of Public Prosecutions to say 
th at the pamphlet was 'prurient' and 'both criminal and
harmful'. Bertrand Russell resigned from the Society for

, . 40Constructive Birth Control m  consequence.

Not everyone approved of the tone of her work. Norman 
Haire, himself a pioneering birth-control advocate, begged 
the medical profession in 1923 to study birth control prop
erly: 'Only thus may it be rescued from the hands of quacks
and charlatans and non-medical "doctors" who write erotic 
treatises on birth control conveying misleading information
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4 1in a highly stimulating form.' The New Witness, run by
the Catholic G.K. Chesterton, expressed a similar (and more
predictable) abhorrence: 'The peculiar horror of her book
(Wise Parenthood) is that it is couched in pseudo-scientific

42 :terms, and is addressed to the married woman.'

Stopes's endeavours had, however, the advantage of being
morally conventional, despite their lyricism, romantically
appealing and (pace Haire, and some controversial views on

43female physiology) scientifically respectable. Stopes was 
a doctor, though not of medicine, and had before her entry in
to the. world of birth control already established a high, if
specialised reputation as a scientist specialising in the

44constituents of coal. This background enabled her to
bridge the gap between propaganda and the intellectual and
moral prejudices of the traditional non-governmental bulwarks
of opposition to birth control, medicine and the Church. A
shift in these attitudes was crucial to further advance, and
Stopes devoted a great deal of her considerable energy to-

45wards converting these. The acceptance by both the British
Medical Association and the Anglican Lambeth Conference of
1930 of limited birth control if the health of the (married)
mother was threatened, was therefore a signal triumph for
the sort of approach pursued by Stopes, and followed, indeed,
by most of the other leading advocates of birth control during 

4 6the 1920s. It was in practice a small step forward, but
compared to the previous hostility of both institutions it was 
an important breakthrough, pointing to further changes in the 
post-war world. It was, moreover, a breakthrough not won 
without considerable effort and continued hostility, particu
larly from the Roman Catholic Church, which issued the Papal
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encyclical Casti Conubi partly in response to the Lambeth 
decision, though partly also in favourable response to the 
new familial stress in fascist Italy. Its opposition re
mained adamantine into the 1970s.

Stopes therefore forged an approach which was much more 
practically effective than the negativism of the neo- 
Malthusians and the generalised propaganda of others. But 
it would be wrong to see her as working alone. She was 
part of a much wider movement in the 1920s, her society be
ing one of several organisations working for general accept
ance of birth control; and when in" the 19 30s she did plough 
an increasingly isolated path, it was by choice rather than
by force of circumstances. Moreover, all the major organ-

4 7isations were agreed on their fundamental approach.
For what unified all the birth-control organisations in the 
1920s was the conviction that it was absolutely necessary to 
persuade the government of the merits of artificial contra
ception. Independent clinics could be set up, but only 
the state had the facilities to provide birth control on a 
sufficient scale. The efforts to win over the conservative 
professions were therefore only a step towards the larger 
objective, which became the key goal during the 1920s.
None of the major political parties showed any real enthus
iasm: even those individuals in prominent positions such
as Lloyd George, who favoured birth control, were reluctant 
to commit themselves too publicly. Of the major parties, 
only in the Labour Party and the Labour Movement generally 
was there any sustained effort to win over the leadership, 
but as a new potential party of government this was import

ant .
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The obvious demand for birth control by Labour women 
was beginning to break down the ancient prejudice against 
'Malthusianism', and the dismissal of Nurse Daniels and 
the trial of Aldred and Witcop acted as a spur. The host
ility displayed by the (Roman Catholic) Health Minister,
John Wheatley in the first Labour Government in 1924 led to 
the foundation of a Worker's Birth Control Group by socialist 
women such as Stella Browne, Frida Laski and Mary Stocks, 
and they campaigned vigorously in the movement. A number 
of Labour councils passed resolutions (Brighton was the 
first in 1924) calling for the government to set up birth- 
control clinics and the Independent Labour Party adopted a
similar policy in August 1924 though the Labour Party itself

48remained unsympathetic. Women's organisations also took
up the campaign. In June 1924 the National Union of Societ
ies for Equal Citizenship (the former suffragist organisation) 
resolved that advice should be given in government Maternity 
and Child Welfare Clinics, while the New Generation League 
conducted a grass-roots campaign from 1925, distributing over 
one million leaflets urging people to write to the Minister 
supporting government action. This and similar pressure had 
some effect.

The return of a Labour Government in 1929 opened the way 
to a limited, but important change. By Memorandum 153/MCW, 
in July 1930, the Minister of Health permitted existing 
Maternity and Child Welfare centres to give contraceptive 
advice to married women, 'in cases where further pregnancy 
would be detrimental to health'. This was passed by Cabinet 
as a matter of routine business; there was no debate in
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Parliament; it was not sent out to local authorities as
a matter of course; it had to be requested; nor was it

49publicised until Marie Stopes leaked its contents.
Moreover, gynaecology clinics could not be held in the same 
building as Maternity and Child Welfare clinics for fear of 
disrupting the work. But it was a crucial switch: for 
the first time the state had recognised the legitimacy of 
allowing birth-control facilities, if only on a very limited 
scale. The new policy's justification, it was clear, came 
not from any espousal of greater sexual freedom but from 
anxieties over health - precisely the grounds which had 
unified birth-controllers in the 1920s.

However, any further major advances were stymied by a 
renewed anxiety over the decline in the birthrate in the 
1930s. In 1933 the net reproduction rate fell to 0.75; 
demographers believed that it had to be raised to 2 to en
sure replacement of the population. Dr. Enid Charles, in

50her book The Twilight of Parenthood, offered three possible 
projections of population trends, the worst of which suggest
ed that by the year 2033 the population of England and Wales 
would be less than that of the County of London in 1934. 
Neville Chamberlain, as Chancellor of the Exchequer, drew 
the moral in 1935 when announcing a marginal increase in 
income tax relief for children: 'I must say that I look 
upon the continued diminution of the birth rate in this 
country with considerable apprehension ... the time may not 
be far distant ...when ... the countires of the British 
Empire will be crying out for more citizens of the right 
breed and when we in this country shall not be able to supply 
the demand.' These themes were echoed in the first full-
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scale debate on the question in the House of Commons in
February 1937, on a resolution which spoke of the ' d(/aiger
to the maintenance of the British Empire' and the danger to

52the 'economic well-being of the nation'. The economic
effects of population decline produced a considerable de
bate amongst economists and sociologists (including William 
Beveridge, Carr-Saunders and Maynard Keynes) while others, 
even on the left, pushed for a more thorough-going population
policy, with inducement to procreation such as family allow- 

53ances. The population policies of Nazi Germany or Soviet
Russia held little appeal, except for the ardent, but many, 
like the social democratic Titmusses, favoured the Swedish 
policies sponsored by Gunner Myrdal in the 1930s, based on 
the goal of minimising the costs of necessary goods and ser
vices associated with childbearing and rearing by state 

54intervention. Richard Titmuss, like many others, worried
about the potential imbalance between the races: 'the future
of the white people now depends in the main not upon further
reductions in mortality but upon the birth rate', and asked
gloomily, 'Are the peoples of the West doomed to die out?'
And with them the duties of the West to the 'teeming millions'

55of India and Africa?'

Such anxieties were representative but had little direct 
governmental response until after the war of 1939-45, when 
the continuing anxiety was reflected in the establishment of 
a Royal Commission on Population. The informal ad hoc, 
negative, population policies continued, reflecting the un
certainty amongst economists and policy makers alike of the 
import of providing incentives for working-class procreation.
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Such further changes as took place in the 1930s were 
basically extensions of the 1930 Circular, concentrating 
on the centrality of health grounds. A Circular of 1934 
extended the provisions to include women suffering from 
illnesses that would not necessarily be treated at either 
maternal and child welfare or gynaecology clinics, such as 
tuberculosis, heart disease and diabetes, while Circular No. 
1622 (May 1937) permitted the giving of contraceptive advice 
to women at post-natal clinics.

Health provided a similar loophole with regard to 
abortion. The 1929 Infant Life Preservation Act had re
affirmed that termination of pregnancy was unlawful except 
when the abortion could be proved to have been done to pre
serve the life of the mother. A legal judgement, by 
Justice McNaughton in 1938, which passed into case law (R. 
versus Bourne) indicated that it was lawful for a doctor to 
terminate in order to safeguard the woman's health and to 
prevent her becoming a 'physical or mental wreck'. This 
left many loopholes and ambiguities, however, which were not 
to be tackled, and then only partically, until the 1960s.56 
In the meantime, the Abortion Law Reform Association (founded 
in 1936), though strongly supported by feminists like Stella 
Browne who believed abortion was a woman's right, followed 
the pattern laid down by the birth-control campaign of the
1920s in publicly arguing in favour of reform because of its

57role in reducing maternal deaths. But even this made
very little progress until the 1960s.

There was a subtle change in the role of the birth-con
trol organisations after 1930. In that year all the major
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organisations including Stopes's had come together to form
a National Birth Control Council and in 1931 this became

5 3the National Birth Control Association (NBCA). Stopes
was soon to return to an independent role - she was ever a 
difficult colleague - but the Association, under the leader
ship of Sir Thomas (later Lord) Horder, was to assume a new 
importance. For Memorandum 153/MCW and subsequent circulars 
had provided local authorities and regional hospital boards 
with the power either to set up birth-control clinics them
selves or to assist the Association in providing voluntary 
clinics. This latter policy was the one most frequently 
adopted. The voluntary movement possessed a virtual mono
poly of contraceptive knowledge, and supporting them offered)
a more discreet way of coping with the situation than setting
up official centres. The resulting increase in the number
of clinics was not dramatic. In the decade 1931-41 some 60
were in operation (compared with less than 20 during 1921-31,
and 140 in 1951). But what was significant was the close
co-operation of the NBCA with local authorities: some two-
thirds of their clinics were on regional hospital board or
local authority premises, and over half received direct pay-

59ments from the authorities. So from being a fringe move
ment in the 1920s, birth control was on the road to being 
partially integrated into the official machinery by the late 
1930s. There is one final indication of its changing role. 
In 1939 the National Birth Control Association became the 
Family Planning Association. Nothing better reflects the 
change from the feminist aspirations of many of the early
birth-controllers to the social-planning emphases that were

6 0to become dominant from the 1940s.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
BELIEFS AND BEHAVIOUR 1914-39 

A Glorious Unfolding1?
The period from the outbreak of the First World War to 

the start of the Second has no 'natural' or pre-given 
unity. It is clearly post-Victorian in social mood, even 
though many of the tenets of nineteenth-century morality 
survived into theinter-war years. It is just as clearly 
pre-permissive, despite the moral panics about sexual prom
iscuity generated during the First World War, the myths of 
the 'Roaring Twenties' or the concerns with sexual delin
quency of the 1930s. But to conceptualise the whole period 
as transitional is to avoid a whole catalogue of difficult 
problems - and to assume that automatic ascent towards sex
ual liberalism which we have earlier rejected. The organi
sation of sexuality during these years was clearly a product 
both of the inheritance of a series of moral codes and pract
ices, and of exposure to the felt needs of the time. The 
result was a complexly changing situation which makes any 
simple schematisation virtually impossible. For the general 
historian, the period falls into three more or less distinct 
phases: the Great War itself with its ruptures of the social
fabric; the 1920s, with the early apparent optimism, the 
massive industrial strife, and the appearance of the emanci
pated (middle-class) woman; and the 1930s, where mass unem
ployment scarred the older industrial areas, while new in
dustries developed in more favoured parts of the country; 
but which was dominated above all by the threat of fascism 
and war. Each of these phases significantly nuanced the
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sexual regime, but there were also strong elements of con
tinuity throughout the period.

It has been tempting for some commentators to discover 
a 'sexual revolution' in the 1910s and 1920s followed by a 
'backlash', or what Kate Millett has termed a 'counter-re
volution' in the 1930s, dominated as it was by a conserva- 
tive political climate. There is sortfe evidence for both. 
Certainly amongst certain strata of the.population the 
1920s saw a relaxation of some sexual taboos: the -new fem
inists spoke of sexual pleasure, birth control was more 
openly advocated, progressive intellectuals espoused sex 
reforms, while homosexuality caused a certain fashionable

f

frisson. By the 1930s this was clearly changing. Dora 
Russell has recalled how a new authoritarianism entered in
to personal relationships in the 1930s. Her own, 'open' 
relationship with Bertrand Russell collapsed in bitterness 
and recrimination. Thdugh anecdotal, such evidence is 
indicative. Simultaneously the reform organisations went 
into decline, and hopes for radical changes faded as more 
immediate political and economic concerns dominated.
And yet, of course, there were significant cross-currents. 
The greater freedom to talk about sex in the early part of 
the period can be grossly exaggerated. Compared with the 
Victorian scandal sheets, the papers of the 1920s were dis
creet in the extreme in reporting the contents of marriage 
break-ups. Homosexuality could be hinted at but never 
openly talked about. The Evening News (12 November 1920) 
noted that 'There are certain forms of crime prosecutions
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which are never reported in the newspapers and of which 
most decent women are ignorant and would prefer to remain 
ignorant.' And there were many feminists who felt the 
limits to sexual freedom; it often meant little more than 
freedom for men to exploit a woman's greater vulnerability. 
Similarly, the 'backlash' of the 1930s can be misunderstood 
if we look only at the fate of radical individuals. For 
theperiod also saw the appearance of a new literature of 
sexual pleasure in marriage which significantly looks for
ward to the post-Second World War period. This provides 
a clue to one of the two most important developments of the 
inter-war years: the growing emphasis on the importance 
of sexuality in married love, an emphasis which has its 
roots in the nineteenth century and its real efflorescence 
in the 1950s, but which crystallised in the inter-war years. 
There was a two-way movement at work. On the one hand, 
there was undoubtedly a greater stress on sexuality as an 
aspect of the familial norm. On the other hand, we can 
detect the refinement of new forms of control on sexual 
behaviour outside the norms (and it is in this context that 
we can understand the radical retreats). If there is a 
simple unifying factor during these years it is in this 
movement that we can find it: Marie Stopes's 'glorious 
unfolding'.

Associated with this was a new stress on the need to 
scientifically understand sexuality - and this is the se
cond major theme of the inter-war years. Amongst the rad
icals this involved an attack on traditional morality in 
the name of scientific knowledge. Amongst the more re-
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ligious minded reformers - such as Marie Stopes and Edward
Griffith - there was an attempt to combine Christianity

4with the new insights. This was the thrust behind the 
new texts on married love that appeared during the 1920s 
and 1930s. This openness to scientific insights was not, 
it scarcely needs stating, uniform. John Bancroft has 
complained that 'In the 1920s and 1930s the mental hygiene 
movement again succeeded in confusing mental health and

5morality.' But few morality campaigners could now ignore 
the insights of Ellis, Freud and others without losing all 
credibility.

This stress on science, it is worth noting, has its in
cidental advantages for the historian. For the period saw 
also, starting in America, the first systematic attempts to 
survey sexual attitudes in representative samples of the 
population. No significant attempt to do this of the 
British population was attempted before the 1940s, but the 
age cohorts then used do allow the historian some insights 
into sexual behaviour during the 1930s, which supplement 
the well-established figures of birthrates, marriage rates, 
illegitimacy rates and so on. As a result this is the 
first period for which we can begin to find a welter of

7data (supplemented by oral-history techniques) with which 
to try to understand sexual behaviour.

In this overall context, three problems in particular need 
illuminating. The first is the significance of changes 
in the hegemonic ideology of domesticity and family life. 
Secondly, there is the chaning role of the institutions of
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social regulation, which helped sustain and cement the 
social order: the state, the churches, the morality 
campaigns. Thirdly, there is the question of regulation, 
both legal and ideological, of sexual unorthodoxy. These 
three problems provide the framework for the remainder of 
this chapter.

Domesticity and Family Life
The period inherited the nineteenth-century domestic 

and familial ideologies, and these remained the frameworks 
within which sexuality was organised. But there were sig
nificant changes within the forms of the ideologies, and 
there continued to be a differential assimilation of the 
various elements through the filters of class, generation 
and regional differences.

Marriage was now the firm entrance to adult sexual life. 
The remarkable fact about marriage rates was their stability. 
Between 1871 and 1947, of those who lived to 45-54, between 
85 and 88 per cent were, or had been, married. The ex
cessive female-male population imbalance, accentuated by 
the war, led to a significant increase in the marriage rates 
of men as compared to women during the 1920s (an excess of 
some 20 per cent, 1916-30) but by the 1930s this had

Oevened out. The statutory age of marriage rose in 1927 
to 16 for both sexes; previously it had been 12 for women,
14 for men. But this had little effect as the average 
age of marriage had always remained much higher: in 1930 
it was 29 for men, 26% for women. There were, however, 
significant class differences. Amongst industrial work
ers who by and large could still expect full pay at 21,
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the average age was 18-24; it was higher amongst clerks
(on an incremental wage scale) and higher still amongst
professional people. This was reflected in regional
differences, so that, for example, whereas by 1930 the
total percentage of women marrying under 21 was increasing
nationally, it was falling in London, with its larger
professional population and absence of agricultural 

9labourers.

But if marriage was firmly fixed as the social norm, 
there were important changes in the notions of family life 
to which matrimony was the gateway. The sharpest reflect
ion of this was in the new ideal of the small family.
It was during this period that the 'nuclear* family began 
to come into its own. The decline in the birthrate was 
the most dramatic index of the changing ideals. At the 
beginning of the century (1901-5) the average annual crude 
birthrate per 1,000 of the population was 28.2; by 1921-5 
it was 19.9; and by 1931 it was down to 15.0. The aver
age number of legitimate births per 1,000 married women 
dropped from 230.5 in 1901-5 to 156.7 in 1921, 115.2 in 
1931-5, and to 105.4 during the Second World War. In 
other words, the fertility rate was more than halved in 
less than sixty years.^

As a consequence of this, the size of the average fam
ily declined dramatically. Between 1900-9 and 1930 the 
percentage of couples with five or more children fell from 
27.5 to 10.4, whereas the numbers of those with one or 
two children rose from 33.5 to 51.1 per cent. The aver
age number of live births of those married 1900-9 was 3.37
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for those married 1920-4 it was 2.38; and for those
entering matrimony 1925-29, the numbers were 2.19. The
family size of those married 1925-9 is 60 per cent lower
than the mid-Victorian average; and by 1930, 81 per cent

11of all families consisted of three or less children.

This decline was a significantly cross-class phenome
non. In 1911, the least fertile section of the population 
had been professional people. By 1931 the lowest fertility 
was amongst clerical workers. As the Titmusses put it,
'the clerical class in England and Wales are among the most 
infertile social groups in the whole of the world.' But 
during the previous decade the most rapid decrease in 
birthrates had been amongst semi-skilled and agricultural
workers, demonstrating, as again the Titmusses put it, a

1 2'démocratisation of fertility rates'. The size of the
families of manual workers still remained considerably
higher than the size of non-manual families (2.49 children

1 3to 1.73 for those married 1925-9). At the same time
there were important variations between sections of the 
workforce: miners still retained a higher fertility than
other industrial workers, though the difference was narrow-

\ing. But it was manifest that the planning of fertility 
and the ideal of a small family were no longer middle- 
class priorities alone.

Though the figures are unambiguous, the changes of 
behaviour and beliefs which they suggest are not. There 
was undoubtedly a growing awareness of the possibility of 
controlling fertility and this coincided in the 1920s and 
1930s with a growing degree of sophisticated knowledge,
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1 4thanks to the various birth-control campaigns. But
this cannot provide a sufficient explanation: there was 
an even greater knowledge of birth-control techniques 
during the 1960s, but this did not stop an increase in 
the birthrate then. The work of Stopes and others was 
vitally important, but by the time of Circular 153/MCW 
there were still only some thirteen clinics in the country. 
From a sample survey of the Manchester and Salford clinic, 
1928-33, it appears that a higher proportion of manual 
workers' wives obtained birth-control information from 
institutional sources than non-manual workers', but work
ing class wives were a minority of clients - and their

1 5numbers seem to have declined in the late 1930s. 
Availability of facilities did not automatically dictate 
behaviour, although knowledge of technique and of the 
body was obviously essential if the decision to control 
births was to be taken. Nor can imbalance in age or sex 
ratios provide a useful explanation: the effects of the 
First World War on such ratios had effectively run their 
course by 1930. Although fertility was highest in agri
cultural areas, which might be affected by diffential sex 
ratios and age structures, such factors were of minor 
significance in the overall decline of fertility.

Other factors were clearly at work, and these in the 
end must be related to changes in ideals and ideologies - 
which in turn were the effects of different class exper
iences within the context of the overall ideologies of 
family life. For what is striking is the resistance of 
the population at large to the blandishments of govern
ment and experts concerning the precipitous fall in the
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birthrate and the need to procreate. Various groups were
reacting to their specific awareness of their situations
and carrying forward these experiences into new domestic
ideals. One major experience, of course, was that of
unemployment. 1933, the year in which the birthrate
reached its lowest point in peace time, was also the year

1 6of highest unemployment. It would be tempting, there
fore, to find a direct correspondence between economic 
distress and the new family norm. But the trend towards 
smaller families was more marked in the relatively pros
perous south than in the north or Wales, where unemployment 
was highest. And small families were noticeably present, 
as they had been for half a century, amongst professional 
people little affected by unemployment. A more directly 
relevant factor was the question of class status and secu
rity, which was particularly marked amongst the 1% million 
clerical workers during the 1930s, who generally had job 
security but were confronted by high overheads (home mort
gages, cost of travel to work, educational costs). More 
important still was the relevance of these factors to the 
maintenance of their precarious status: not fully members 
of the great middle class, but sharply demarcating them
selves from the mass of the working class. Desire for a 
smaller family obviously had an economic rationale but 
the pressure came not so much from direct fear of poverty
as from a (presumably ideological) wish to maintain a de-

1 7sired standard of living and way of life.

Independent (but equally) complex factors were at work 
in relationship to decision making amongst other social 

groups Recent studies of working-class communities have,
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as we have seen, demonstrated the close relationship be
tween female work patterns and fertility rates: women 
working outside the hosue (as in the textile areas) tended 
to have more knowledge of contraception, be more equal 
with their husbands, and to have a positive desire for 
fewer children. Women without outside jobs tended to 
invest more significance in the home, be more emotionally 
involved with their children and to be less aware of birth 
control. But in turn the increased emotional investment 
in children could lead to a decision to restrict further
births. A study of South Wales miners' wives indicates

1 9the intricate elements at work. Up until 1911 the
mining valleys (with a traditionally high birthrate) had 
been characterised by a heavy inflow of migrants from rural 
areas, the absence of settled community patterns and the 
privatisation (and probable sexual ignorance) of the wife. 
After 1911 this migration ceased, and this in turn prob
ably contributed to a consolidation of community values and 
information networks, which might have resulted in a 
greater knowledge of the possibility of fertility control. 
Economic insecurity, the decline in infant mortality, the 
fact that children were less of an economic asset and more 
of a liability in the new situation: all in turn might 
have helped shape the meanings given to the home and led 
to a new family ideal. Unemployment, meaning that miners 
spent more time at home, may have led to a greater male 
awareness of domestic problems and contributed to an in
creased equality in marital relationships. This in turn 
may have reinforced the new family ideals and eventually 
led to decisions to limit family size. These speculations 
need further historical investigation, but they are sugg
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estive. The point of an account like this is that it 
provides an alternative explanation to the assimilation 
model, which sees a gradual filtering downwards of middle- 
class family ideals. The evidence, on the contrary, in
dicates the significance of a distinct experience shaping 
family aspirations. The Mass Observation survey of 
Britain's population decline in the early 1940s looked at 
the changing aspirations of, amongst others, a Mrs. Smith's 
family of 13. They found a variety of motives as the 
immediate cause of the decisions of the offspring to limit 
births - consciousness of household routine, economic fact
ors, psychological friction. But the basic underlying fac
tor was that none of the daughters wanted to have large

20families. This was the fundamental change.

A number of important changes during the inter-war
years helped to reinforce this desire. One such factor,
clearly, was the decline in infant mortality which led
to the fading away of the traditional anxiety about
physical survival and an increased concern with social and
emotional factors. The 1930s saw as a consequence a new
literature of child care, foreshadowing the better-known

21theorisations of the 1940s and 1950s. Another factor
was the development of new leisure patterns, in part re
flecting the possibility for many of going beyond the 
question of sheer survival and of developing fuller lives,
in part shaping the new family ideal (so we see the growth

22of holidays in the 1930s for the 'whole family').

Housing policy is another index of the changing nature
The emphasis on subsidised munici-of domestic ideologies.
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pal housing which had been one of the products of post
war optimism was adversely affected by the slump, but by 
the 1920s building societies were making arrangements 
which allowed clerical workers and the better-paid manual 
workers to buy their own homes. In the 1930s there was 
a massive housing boom, both in council and private house 
building. And the homes that were built assumed the cen
trality of the nuclear family. The new housing estates,
as D.V. Glass put it, were 'designed not to draw people to-

2 *3gether, but rather to divide them from each other*.

But perhaps the most potent factor of all, again pre
figuring the affluence of the 1950s and 1960s, was the 
turn towards consumerism. This had begun in the late 
nineteenth century with the expansion of factory food pro
duction and home furnishings. This accelerated (though 
in a highly uneven manner) in the inter-war years, parti
cularly through the growth of the electrical industries. 
There was, moreover, a substantial rise in real incomes 
for those in work during the period. New domestic equip
ment and prepared foods, combined with the reduced burdens
of child rearing, powerfully worked to create the space for

24new ideals of an intense family life. And these myriad
pinpoints of consumption were served by tendencies in the 
mass press, building on and helping to form the new con
sumer market. The 1930s was the period when the mass 
media began to take on their full modern appearance and 
social significance, and this development was reflected in 
the appearance of new magazines, with mass readerships, 
catering especially for middle-class and lower-middle-class
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women. Woman's Own was founded in 1932, Women's Illus
trated in 1936, and, most successful of all, Woman in 1937,
appearing in colour, and with sales by the outbreak of

25war of threequarters of a million. Their new emphasis
on home services was accompanied by an intensification of
domestic ideologies. 'Happy and lucky is the man', noted
Housewife, launched in 1939, 'whose wife is houseproud ...
who likes to do things well, to make him proud of her and 

2 6her children.' The elevation of female housework into
a craft gave it the status of a profession, but simultan
eously created a new climate for the selling of household 
commodities. This symbiosis between the new domestic 
ideal and the new consumerism should not be read determin
istically, as if the new move in the economy caused the 
ideology. But there can be little doubt that the new 
consumerist outlook worked to reinforce tendencies which 
were clearly there in society, though they were tendencies 
which were not to become dominant for another two decades, 
and whose main impact was still on the middle class and
sections of the upper working class rather than on the

27mass of the population.

It is in this context that we must attempt to under
stand the new emphasis on sexuality in conjugal relation
ships. It would be facile to see this as an effect of 
consumerism, but again it must be said that there was no 
incompatability between the new sexual emphasis and econo
mic restructuring. Some indication of the changing mood 
can again be seen in the women's magazines. The Lady's 
Companion had drawn attention to a new interest in sex as 
early as 1920, while Good Housekeeping had noted the import-
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ance of Freud in convincing women that they had sex drives. 
And by the late 1930s there were some signs of a new frank
ness, though it was always tempered by a fear of going too 
far. The advice was often tart as well as discreet, as a 
reply in Home Chat illustrated: 'I am sorry I cannot an
swer so intimate a question through these columns and I am
rather amazed at your ignorance about the facts of life.

2 8Ask an older friend to tell you.' But by the outbreak
of the Second World War, advice columnists were prepared 
to recommend booklets on family planning and to deal with 
marital problems in articles. Woman published a series on 
the 'Psychology of Sex' and included a test for frigidity.

However, the context within which such advice was given 
was all important. When the first 'Evelyn Home' (generic 
name of the agony columnist of Woman) advised a married 
woman to spend a weekend with her lover, the copy was

29quickly censored, and the 'Evelyn Home' soon departed.
The key element in the new mood was a relaxation in the 
1920s and 1930s of the discretion concerning conjugal sex - 
but no relenting on the question of extra-marital or non
heterosexual sex. There were more radical works in cir
culation. Bertrand Russell's Marriage and Morals (first 
published in 1929, and enjoying numerous reprintings there
after) had argued, in many ways following Havelock Ellis, 
that 'Children, rather than sexual intercourse are the true 
purpose of marriage', so that marriage only became necess
ary when children came along. Nor should marriage exclude 
other sexual relations. Ellis himself published a number 
of essays on 'the renovated family', while Judge Ben 
Lindsey and Wainwright Evans's advocacy of 'The Companion-
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ate Marriage’ was published in Britain in the late 1920s.30 
These were influential works. A luminary of a more con
servative morality, Gladys Mary Hall, could rather scathing 
ly reject the 'new morality' they represented while arguing 
that they had useful results in clarifying the meaning of 
marriage: 'A new conception of marriage has come into be
ing, in which the object is the real mating of two independ

31ent personalities.' As this indicates, the advocacy of
the spiritual and unifying force of sexual pleasure could 
easily be assimilated into a more traditional familial 
framework, as the writings of Marie Stopes, deeply influen
ced by both Ellis and Edward Carpenter, amply demonstrate. 
Ellis's caution about the overemphasis on sexual foreplay 
was the other side of Stopes's emphasis on the bliss of 
coitus, and the proper sexual roles of men and women.
Stopes felt it was 'against the true ideals for a woman to

32advertise to her husband what she is wanting'. What was
at stake, then, was the notion of reciprocity in sexual 
pleasure, but not the obliteration of gender distinctions, 
or sexual libertarianism.

Similar emphases were characteristic of the work of 
Theodore Hendrik van de Velde (1873-1937), a Dutch gynae
cologist whose most important work was a celebration of 
Ideal Marriage. This work had some 42 printings in 
Germany, 1926-32; the English translation, published in 
1930, went through 43 printings. It offered a potent 
mixture. He addressed his audience, as Edward Brecher 
has put it, in a language which neither startled nor dis
turbed them, working all the time within a framework of
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marriage, and concentrating on sex standards which he 
regarded as normal. He was above all anxious to make 
marriage sexually fulfilling. Like Ellis and Stopes, he 
rejected the notion that sex could take care of itself. 
There was a need to learn techniques to achieve the de
sired mutual orgasm. He stressed mutuality and sharing 
in the couple, and wanted brides to be virgins and husbands 
experienced. But he disapproved of adultery, prostitution 
and other non-marital adventures and firmly stated his
1 intention to keep the Hell-Gate of the Realm of Sexual

33Perversions firmly closed'. This was a representative
note, echoed in many handbooks, and was widely influential.
By 1932 even the old social-purity White Cross League could
publish a Christian manual, Threshold of Marriage, offering
instructions on simultaneous orgasm which sold over half a
million copies. Edward Griffith's Modern Marriage first
published in 1935 offered a similar emphasis on conjugal
love ('there is no longer any necessity for sex to be a
quagmire of mental inhibitions') and went through 19 edi-

34tions between 1935 and 1946.

At the centre of this new emphasis on conjugal sexuality 
was a re-evaluation of female sexuality, especially in the 
middle class. This did not amount to a revolutionary 
change. Virginity remained a priceless possession. But 
there is evidence of relaxation in the forms of control. 
This was clearly indicated in the decline of chaperonage 
during the First World War, when more pressing demands were 
made on the time of middle-class ladies. The growing 
employment opportunities for young women, during the war
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and later in the new consumer industries, also increased 
the chances of female independence (at least before marr
iage and children). Moreover, changes in leisure patt
erns - the growth of dance halls, cinemas and so on - had 
their effect, reshaping the possibilities of courtship, 
with a wider range of places to meet and less direct par
ental control. Mrs. Neville Rolfe, a stalwart of the pur
ity campaigns noted in the 1930s that 'it is no longer an 
indication of the absence of moral sense if an acquaintance 
made at a dance hall or cinema should ripen into, friend
ship and the change must be regarded as the inevitable
result of changed social conditions, even though such cas-/
ual acquaintances may sometimes become partners in extra-

35marital sex relations.1

Accompanying this relaxation in formal surveillance 
was the decline of prostitution and the rise, as it was 
commonly put, of 'the amateur'. The First World War 
appears to have accentuated a trend which was already 
present, to such an extent that prostitution ceased to be 
an integral and easily accepted feature of the social scene. 
Sir Ernley Blackwell in the later stages of the war esti
mated that up to 75 per cent of the venereal diseases 
amongst the troops was caused by 'amateurs', not prostit-

36 iutes. There is strong evidence for a decline in prost
itution; certainly it attracted less attention from the 
authorities, and seems or have become less blatant. In 
the early 1930s Mrs. Neville Rolfe speculated that there 
were no more than 3,000 prostitutes in London (though this 
was impressionistic and probably a considerable underest
imate) and that the area of street solicitation was smaller,
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and the importuning more discreet, than in 1900. This was 
an indication both of a change in general street behaviour 
(less rowdyness and drunkenness) and of, as usual, a 
change in the form of prostitution, associated with the 
rise of better types of night clubs. But there probably 
was, as well, a real decline. Obviously, many factors 
contributed to this decline, amongst them the extension 
of women's employment opportunities, but undoubtedly 
changes in general concepts of female chastity played a 
major part. Mrs. Neville Rolfe, scarcely a libertarian, 
indignantly distinguished casual sex from prostitution, 
because it was of a non-commercial character and therefore 
had some emotional content. She went on, 'Whether this 
relaxation of the pre-marital standards of sex behaviour 
on the part of women and girls has resulted in an increase 
or a decrease in the total volume of promiscuity is imposs
ible to say with certainty, but it has certainly reduced 

37prostitution.' Sexual contacts with friends was ob
viously preferred to commerce with prostitutes, especially 
with the increased awareness of the risks of venereal dis
ease .

But with the still general inefficiency of birth-control 
methods, and continuing widespread ignorance, pre-marital 
activity continued to carry penalties and stigma. During 
the early years of the war it was still possible for a 
moral panic to emerge and run its course over the prospect 
of 'war nymphomania' and 'war babies'. A letter in the 
Morning Post from Ronald McNeill, MP in April 1915, warning 
of the risks of unmarried girls becoming mothers where troops
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were quartered, started an immediate flurry of press 
3 8 /anxiety. In actuality, 1915 saw a low illegitimacy

rate and a high marriage rate. And althou^i illegitim
acy rates did increase during the war (by 1919 they were 
30 per cent up on pre-war figures), by the mid-1920s they 
had stabilised at a lower figure at which it was to stay
for the remainder of the inter-war years. Illegitimacy

\

continued to carry a bad social connotation (despite the 
fact that the first Labour Prime Minister, J. Ramsay 
MacDonald, was illegitimate), though there was a new recog
nition that the child should not be punished for the be
haviour of its parents. The National Council for the Un
married Mother and Her Child was founded in 1918 to encour
age mothers' responsibilities towards their offspring, and 
its work contributed to the passing of a Bastardy Act in 
1923, and a Legitimacy Act in 1926 which allowed children 
to be legitimised by a subsequent marriage.of the parents.
But unmarried mothers remained on the outer fringes of

39respectability.

/
It is virtually impossible to judge with any accuracy 

whether pre-marital sex did increase, though some indic
ation of its widespread nature can be gauged by the 
Registrar-General's statement in his report for 1938-9 
that 'One seventh of all the children now born in this 
country are products of extra-marital conceptions, or to
go further, that nearly 30 per cent of all mothers today

4 0conceive their first-borns out of wedlock.'
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A report by Eustace Chesser on The Sexual, Marital and 
Family Relationships of the English Woman, although pub
lished in 1956, throws some light on the question of fe
male sexual behaviour in the 1920s and 1930s because he 
analysed some of his data on the basis of age cohorts.
There is an obvious danger in relying on figures from a 
problematical sample, but they do indicate important
trends, especially among middle-class women, which corres-

41pond with other forms of evidence. He found a consider
able increase, for instance, in the incidence of petting. 
Some 7 per cent of the married women born before 1904 had 
engaged in non-coital sex before marriage; for those born 
1904-14 (that is reaching maturity in the inter-war years), 
the figure had risen to 22 per cent; for those born 1914- 
24, the figure was 29 per cent. The figures for single 
women showed a similar increase: 11 per cent of those 
born before 1904 had indulged in petting, compared with 
17 per cent for those born 1904-14, and 22 per cent, 1914- 
24. The figures for pre-marital sexual intercourse are 
equally revealing. Some 19 per cent of married women in 
the sample, born before 1904,had engaged in pre-marital 
sex; this had risen to 36 per cent for those born 1904-14; 
and to 39 per cent for those born in the next decade.
The proportion for single women rose from 18 per cent for
those born before 1904 to 32 per cent, 1904-14; there

42was a slight fall to 30 per cent for the next decade. 
Unfortunately, there is no breakdown of these figures on 
a class or regional basis, though the bias of the sample 
was towards middle-class women. If approximating at all 
to what actually happened, they offer striking proof of a
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/gradual change of mentalite amongst large sections of 
the population, though the norm was still, as the figures 
make clear, very definitely a chaste one.

How these changes affected marital sexual relationships 
is more difficult to tease out. We have very little evi
dence, for instance, on the frequency of coitus. A small 
sample of 56 nurses, aged 20-47 in the late 1930s suggested 
that intercourse took place 1.2 times per week. Another 
survey, which is relevant to the later part of the period, 
Eliot Slater and Mona Woodside's examination of the 
Patterns of Marriage of 200 working-class ex-servicemen,
found the nodal frequency of intercourse was twice per

43week, gradually lessening in frequency with age. But
the subjective feelings behind the sex act, and the mean
ings given to both marital and extra-marital sex, are less 
amenable to surveys - though such evidence as there is 
suggests little fundamental change amongst working-class 
women. Slater and Wooaside found in their working-class 
sample that for the men conjugal sex was a habit, leading 
to a complacency which was only disturbed by anxiety over 
whether they were able to satisfy their wives. They 
found a continuing pattern of male dominance: 'Respons
iveness in their wives was hardly expected, and there 
was some suggestion that where the wife was more sensually
disposed than her husband, her "hot nature" was disapproved,

44and even feared.' The women, on the whole, not sur
prisingly tended to be more puritanical, indifferent and 
bored on questions of sex. Half the women in the sample 
found some pleasure in the sex act; and for a minority it
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was a source of real pleasure. However, compared with 
the experience of the men, orgasm for women was uncertain: 
only one-third always experienced orgasm; one-quarter in
frequently or insufficiently. It would be useful to test 
these working-class figures by reference to other social 
groups, but unfortunately later surveys do not provide 
a sufficient age or class breakdown to allow simple com
parison to be made. Nevertheless, it was towards middle- 
class wives that the conjugal handbooks were directed, and 
it is likely that the major changes in consciousness occur
red in this stratum.

Such evidence as we do have, suggests that the mild 
relaxation of sexual taboos also had quite diferent im
plications for men and women. Janet Chance observed in 
The Cost of English Morals that:

The subject of physical happiness in marriage 
raises a pathetically eager response in work
ing women's meetings ... It is often news 
to them that they might at all share the sex 
enjoyment of their husbands ... Twenty thou
sand letters have been received by the Divorce 
Law Reform Union over a period of years, from 
couples wishing to end their marriage, and in 
the majority of these cases the reason for 
failure was the distaste of one of the part
ners for the physical marriage relationship. 45

Sexual misery, far from being ended, was disruptively common. 
Moreover, the new ideological stress in the marriage hand
books on the blissful orgasm could add an extra strain, 
making sexual harmony a gauge for the success or failure 
of the marriage. Paradoxically, one possible effect of 
the extension of the grounds of divorce in 1923 to include 
adultery by the man could, by increasing the penalties for 
extra-marital sex, make sex more of a duty than before for
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the wife. Moreover, with the ideal of the smaller family, 
the space for meaningful extended relationships and ties, 
through older and younger generations, was being narrowed. 
The space could be filled by new leisure activities, home 
building, emotional investment in children; but it also 
made the sexual element increasingly the essential element 
in choice of partners. The strains of such an emphasis 
were not to become«fully apparent for another generation, 
but they were clearly already present in the 1920s and 
1930s.

The correspondence of Marie Stopes is an excellent in
dex of the price of the moral codes. She received letters 
from all walks of life, in vast numbers (her son still has 
65 boxes of material in his possession which complements 
the huge collection in the British Library), and, as we 
have seen, from doctors and clergymen as well as from the 
lay public. Many of the letters reveal a general embarr
assment and guilt at talking about sex. More women wrote 
than men (56 per cent to 44 per cent) and the majority of 
correspondents were upper and middle rather than working 
class ( 60.7 and 39.3 per cent). And there was an inter
esting difference in content of the letters. Whereas 
most of the working-class correspondents were concerned 
with factual questions concerning birth control, most of 
the middle-class correspondence was generally concerned 
with issues related to what can loosely be termed sexual 
'repression'. A survey of the correspondence by Marie 
Stopes's grandson, Christopher Stopes-Roe, reveals that 
questions of basic sex education - frigidity, impotence,
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premature ejaculation, masturbation, first-night diffi-
4 6culties - were still the cause of widespread anxiety.

Sexual ignorance was itself, of course, the consequence 
of a restrictive moral code and this was reflected in att
itudes to sex education. The prosecuting counsel in the 
Stopes libel case in 1923, who seemed to think that any 
form of stimulation was equivalent to prostitution, reveal
ed all the usual moral and class prejudices. He asked 
Stopes if she would leave Married Love 'to be read by your
young servants, or indeed, give it to your own female re- 

47latives'. That of course, was her implicit intention.
/*

It was unlikely that they could easily read much else on 
the topic. Formal sex education was still extremely lim
ited, though there was some* change during this period. 
Amongst the women in Eustace Chesser's sample whose child
hood fell between 1900 and 1939, there was a marked in
crease in the proportion who obtained their sex education 
from doctors, teachers and other adults (rising from one- 
tenth to one-fifth). Books and pamphlets as a source of 
knowledge also showed a’ marked increase (from 2 per cent 
pre-1904 to 14 per cent 1914-1924; and 17 per cent, 1924- 
34). This development accompanied a slight growth, in 
willingness to talk about sex. The proportion of married 
women who received an impression from their parents that 
sex was something not to be talked about dropped from 76
per cent (pre-1914) to 58 per cent (1924-34); and the pro-

/ 1
portion who received an unfavourable impression decreased,
with the most sibstantial change occurring for those whose

48childhoods fell in the 1930s. But it would be wrong to
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exaggerate the change: even amongst those born in the 
1930s, a third still did not feel able to talk about sex 
at home.

The inter-war years did see a sustained effort - though 
usually from moral conservatives - to provide a basic 
awareness of sexual hygiene. The British Social Hygiene 
Council (founded as the National Council for Combatting 
Venereal Disease in 1916) made strenuous efforts to stimu
late biology lessons in school, helped by leading biolog
ists like J.A. Thomson and Julian Huxley. Up to 1931 it 
held 24,000 meetings, attended by some 5 million people 
(excluding soldiers); it sponsored 3,000 conferences and 
700 courses of lectures for parents, youth leaders and 
teachers. The general campaign against venereal disease 
was exempt from restrictions on frankness in films. A 
series of films, with titles such as Waste, The Flaw, The 
Girl Who Doesn't Know, Damaged Goods, played to large aud
iences. In 1934 Damaged Lives played to 4 million people 

49in 327 towns.

But at a national level there was little formal encour
agement of sex education. The Board of Education had re
commended sex education in schools in 1927, but this was 
discretionary. Most of the school text books ignored the 
subject, Furneux and Smart's Human Physiology, a leading 
school textbook (published as one of Longman's Elementary
Science Manuals) still did not deal with sex organs or re-

50production in its 1930 edition. Local authorities were
similarly discreet. A London County Council Memorandum



on the Curriculum for Science (July 1935) had suggested 
the study of the reproduction of flowering plants and the 
life history of frogs and birds but had concluded: 'It
will generally be agreed that class instruction in senior

51 :schools should not include mammals.' On the eve of the
1944 Education Act only about one-third of secondary 
schools made any provision for sex education - chiefly 
through special lectures. The state still relied on vol
untary efforts. Formal sex education remained normative 
in tone, inculcating a general respect for the ethics of 
married life, and condemning extra-marital or deviant sex. 
The more radical alternatives recommended by the British 
Sexological Society (the later name of the British Society 
for the Study of Sex Psychology) made no impact. The two 
attempts to establish Sex Education and Consultation Centres 
(by Janet Chance in London in 1929, and by Edward Griffith 
in Aldershot) to provide a wider range of advice were small
and negligible in comparison with their models in Germany,

52Austria, Scandinavia and Switzerland. There were, how
ever, some changes in context of sex instruction, reflecting

CK
an awareness of new theoretical trends. In 1921 the socil- 
purity White Cross appointed a sub-committee to revise its 
literature and invited the Freudian Ernest Jones to con
tribute. As a result, the more heavily moralistic of its 
tracts with enticing titles such as The Perils of Impurity 
were withdrawn, and their replacements began to speak of 
'understanding, warmth and affection' as the best responses 
to masturbation. In 1932, the Student Christian Movement
concluded that 'masturbation does no physical or mental 

53harm'. The morality being inculcated in the revised
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texts was a conventional one, but there was a new awareness 
of the need to lake it more palatable and less authoritarian. 
Like the marriage manuals for adults, the impulse behind 
the recognition of the need for a more sophisticated sex 
education for children was the desire to harness sexuality 
to the cause of morality. The problem remained that for 
many (the unmarried, the maritally miserable, the homo
sexual) that morality was still the major source of anxiety 
and guilt.

What was becoming increasingly obvious in the inter-war
years was the growing conflict between the two separate

»
strands of the dominant moral ideology. The Christian view 
of the sanctity and permanence of marriage was by no means 
necessarily compatible with the increasing emphasis on 
sexual harmony. Moreover, it had been obvious for gener
ations that marriages often were not permanent, and despite 
the difficulties of divorce, separation was very common.
But attempts^io reform the divorce laws made little progress. 
The 1857 law was clearly inequitable, as between men and 
women, rich and poor, and its unsatisfactory nature had
led in 1909 to the establishment of a Royal Commission

55 .under the chairmanship of Lord Gorell. The Majority
Report wanted to keep the concept of a matrimonial offence, 
but sought to increase its range. So it proposed an ex
tension on the grounds for divorce from adultery to include 
desertion, cruelty, insanity, drunkennes and imprisonment. 
But despite the obvious and growing demand (during the First
World War the number of divorces made absolute increased

, 56three-fold, at a rate of 2,954 per annum), there was little
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advance in.implementing the proposals. Proceedings were 
expensive, and until the early 1920s all divorce cases had 
to be heard in London before the Divorce Court judges.
After 1923 cases could be heard in certain assize courts 
while the grounds for divorce were relaxed a little to in
clude adultery on the part of the male partner, but legal 
aid, which could have helped the poorer, made little pro
gress. The Committee for Legal Aid for the Poor, 1928, 
noted that 'It is manifestly in the interests of the State
that its citizens should be healthy, not that they should 

57be litigious.' And it was not until the experience of
the Second World War, and the government's concern for the 
morale of the troops, that the state recognised the need to 
back a legal aid scheme (institutionalised in the Legal Aid 
and Advice Act, 1949).

The Matrimonial Causes Act of 1937 (sponsored by A.P.
Herbert) was the first really major change on the grounds
for divorce since 1857. They were extended for husbands
and wives to cover adultery, desertion for three years,
cruelty, insanity and confinement for five years; and for
the wife on grounds of rape, bestiality or sodomy. The
grounds of nullity were extended to cover non-consummation,
being of unsound mind, epilepsy, VD and pregnancy by another 

58man.

Though representing an important extension of the grounds 
for divorce, (and hence evoking fear that it would diminish 
respect for marriage), the Herbert Act suggested no major 
reconceptualisation of marriage. The Act began sonorously
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and truly, 'Whereas it is expedient for the true support 
of marriage ...'. Many in the churches recognised this 
point. One of its clerical supporters, the Archdeacon 
of Coventry, observed that the maintenance of adultery 
as the major ground had been itself an inducement to im
morality. There was certainly an increase in the divorce 
figures, rising from an annual average of over 4,000 during 
1920-30, to 7,500 during 1936-40; and the number of peti
tions per 10,000 married couples rose from 1.38 in 1911 to 
6.34 in 1937, and 26.98 in 1950. But compared with later 
decades, the figures were negligible. The law eased the 
difficulties of divorce, but scarcely encouraged termination 
of marriage; formidable barriers remained, particularly 
as divorce continued to depend on the concept of a 'Matri
monial offence'. And as McGregor writing in the 1950s 
suggested, far from divorce implying the break-up of the 
marriage system, the search for a formal ending of a part
nership indicated its more deeply embedded nature: 'The
formalities of marriage are nowadays more commonly observed

59than fifty years ago.' Moreover, divorce continued to
carry a heavy social stigma. It proved impossible for a
king to marry a divorced woman in 1936; and for a princess
to marry a divorcedjman in the 1950s. The re-marriage of
a prominent politician, Anthony Eden, could still generate
splenetic protests from some churchmen as late as the 1950s.
Re-marriage in a church, moreover, was virtually impossible
for an Anglican, and entirely impossible for a Catholic.
Marriage, sustained by Churches, state and public opinion,

60remained the bulwark of the sexual order.
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Protecting Purity
That marriage was so deeply ingrained in the social 

consciousness was the product of a century of ideological 
endeavour. Social purity ceased during these years to 
be a mass movement but its influence was firm, and there 
was a continuing close, and often symbiotic relationship 
between morality pressure groups, church and state. One 
of the outstanding features of the period is the continued 
dominance of formal standards of respectability. The 
mistresses of Lloyd George and the Prince of Wales were 
discreetly screened from public view, while a Liberal poli
tician preferred suicide to the threat of public accusations 
of buggery. The 'Royal Family' remained the acme of moral 
leadership; the publications of the National Council of 
Public Morals carried a quotation from King George V as its 
motto: 'The foundations of National Glory are set in the
homes of the people - they will only remain unshaken while 
the family life of our race ... is strong, simple, and 
pure.' Purity, familialism, public decency remained the 
social norms which the apparatus of formal moral regulation 
sought to uphold. The areas of tension occurred not with 
the desired aim but over the boundaries between the public 
and private spheres.

The First World War illustrated vividly some of the pro
blems of formal regulation. Social purity and women's 
organisations were alarmed from the first by the dislocations 
of family life and the fear of promiscuity, and the result 
was a series of scare stories, such as the 'war babies' 
panic of 1915. Part of the trouble was that voluntary so-
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cial workers, often middle-class ladies whose only previous
experience of lower life was in contact with their servants,
were now directly confronting the different mores of
working-class life and were shocked by the casual behaviour 

61they observed. A number of women's organisations init
iated patrols to keep watch for loose behaviour in open 
spaces and near military camps. Towards the end of the 
war the London Public Morality Council prepared a report 
on the observed sexual activities of.couples in various open 
spaces (such as Hampstead Heath, Clapham Common and Parlia
ment Hill Fields) which conveys an irresistable picture of 
respectable ladies pursuing their moral passion to the 
point of prying. It occasioned a faintly ironic put-down 
from the Assistant Commissioner of Police, who noted that 
'The Council does not always bear in mind that the conduct
of which they complain only constitutes an offence against

6 2the law when committed within the view of the public.'
Amongst other achievements, the Public Morality Council
finally succeeded during the war in closing a number of
music-hall promenades and in driving prostitutes from many

6 3of their customary haunts on licensed premises.

One of the direct results of this moral enthusiasm was 
the establishment of a women's police force. The Voluntary 
Women's Patrols, set up by the National Council of Women at 
the beginning of the war, had by 1918 become a section of 
the Metropolitan Police, and by 1923 had full powers of 
arrest. Amongst their duties was to advise young girls, 
to investigate sex offences and to do plain-clothes work. 
There was another consequence of the women's services in
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the war: for the first time they gave the government a 
” 64direct responsibility for female morals. Local vigil
ance committees also continued throughout these years to 
keep watch for the obscene and the indecent. In London 
the Public Morality Council employed (up to the 1950s) a 
patrolling officer whose duties were to observe public be
haviour, especially prostitution and male homosexual im
portuning; the officer was usually a retired member of 
the police force, and his reports were regularly forwarded 
to the Metropolitan Police for action to be taken.

Direct surveillance was one matter; how far the commun-
v

ity could go in regulating private behaviour was another, 
and th^issue remained unresolved. Some of the problems 
came to the fore in the debate over venereal disease. The 
Royal Commission on Venereal Disease, set up in 1913, had 
quickly become a focus for social-purity endeavour, and by 
the time it reported in 1916 the issue had become even more 
explosive because of the rapid spread of venereal diseases

i
amongst the troops. The Report revealed a widespread in
cidence of the disease: 'In a typical working class popu
lation of London at least 8 to 12 per cent of the adult v 
males have acquired syphilis, and at least 3 to 7 per cent
of the adult females.' The figures for gonorrhoea were

/
higher still. The figures were probably overestimates, 
but they were predictably exaggerated further in the press 
as if they applied to the population as a whole. The Re
port also revealed the strong class differences in treatment. 
The rich could easily be treated for syphilis with salvarsan; 
the poor were often refused admission to hospitals and could
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be refused outdoor relief or lose entitlement to insurance 
65benefits. Some form of national policy was obviously

necessary but the Commission and the government were in
tent on avoiding the accusation of condoning immorality; 
and there was a great outcry in 1918 when the government 
seemed willing to condone its soldiers' making use of 
maisons toler^es on the French Front. It was forced to 
place them out of bounds. The resistance to the state 
regulation of vice remained very strong.

The government accepted and implemented the main reco
mmendations of the Royal Commission. State-backed path
ology laboratories were established; free supplies of 
salvarsan were given to doctors; and local authorities 
were encouraged to set up free special clinics in general 
hospitals, with a 75 per cent grant from the Exchequer.
This neatly avoided the controversial issue of providing 
special (and potentially 'immoral') prophylaxis for the 
troops by providing free treatment for all. This was to
have major long-term effects in controlling venereal dis- 

ft 7ease. But with regard to the disease amongst the
troops the burden had to fall on the women. Regulation
40.D, D.O.R.A. promulgated in Easter 1918 in effect made
it an offence for any infected woman to have intercourse

6 8with a member of the armed forces. This was attacked
by moralists and feminists, and was clearly also against 
common sense, as it made it an offence for a diseased wife 
to sleep with a soldier husband, even if he infected her 
in the first place. But it was a logical effect of the 
unwillingness of the state to be seen to condone immorality.
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The issue was whether to provide proper prophylaxis,
and risk immorality, or to urge moral restraint and risk
disease. This was never satisfactorily resolved during
the inter-war years (and flared up as an issue again during

69the Second World War). A good example of the dilemma
occurred in Manchester in the early 1920s. Manchester City 
Council set up two experimental ablution centres in 1920 in 
two cubicles of public lavatories. The idea was that 
those who thought they might have had contact with an in
fected person could go for an assisted wash. The National 
Council for Combating Venereal Disease (set up to support 
the family and encourage moral purity and racial advance) 
supported the idea. But most social-purity organisations 
and some feminists were horrified. An organised public 
opinion achieved the removal of advertisements and by 1922 
forced the closure of the cubicles themselves. Some
18,000 men had by then visited the centres, the majority 
in the early hours; but mundane matters, such as the 
prevention of venereal disease, were obviated by the moral 
anxiety.7  ̂ Despite the greater willingness to talk about 
venereal disease, and the provision of full facilities for 
cure, a strong stigma remained. Shortly before the Second 
World War the Ministry of Health prepared a series of out
spoken advertisements against venereal disease. The copy 
committee of the Newspaper Proprietors' Association objected 
to the way in which they were written. The words 'pox' 
and 'clap' were omitted from the copy; so was 'sex organs' 
and the words 'Professional prostitutes are not the only
source of infection'. But the Daily Express and the Even-

71ing Standard still refused to publish.
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Social purity remained a formidable force, particularly 
through the agencies of well-organised pressure groups, 
with friends in high places. There was still, inevitably, 
a mass base of enthusiasm on which it could draw. In 
1923 White Cross spoke of a vast growth of the market for 
purity literature over the previous ten years,and between 
the wars the Alliance for Purity enrolled over 100,000 
young men in branches in YMCAs, churches and youth clubs. 
The London Public Morality Council and the vigilance 
organisations could draw on a multitude of sympathisers 
to vet immorality on stage and screen, hunt out rubber- 
goods displays in shops, report on indiscreet behaviour in 
streets or lodging houses and provide financial backing 
for their intense lobbying activities.

But social purity had in a sense done its foundation
building work so well in the first decades of the century

72that a mass movement was no longer necessary. The
authorities were very responsive to their demands. The
recommendation of the Joint Committee on Stage Plays in
1912 to abolish the Lord Chamberlain's highly anachronistic
theatre censorship was ignored (and continued to be ignored
until the 1960s), and in 1926 the Lord Chamberlain gave the
Public Morality Council the privilege of regular access.
The film industry voluntarily censored itself, and achieved
a very close relationship with prominent moralists. The
Bishop of London (ex officio head of the PMC) revealed in
1936 that 'Dear old T.P. O'Connor (a former President of
the British Board of Film Censors) used to come down and

73have lunch with me when he had a doubt about a film.'
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A later chief censor, Lord Tyrrell, afterwards became 
President of the National Vigilance Association. These 
close, even cosy, informal links had their effect in trans
atlantic film commerce: in 1930 the Public Morality Council 
became the official source of reaction to American films 
for Will Hays, whose committee enforced moral standards on 
the American film industry.

The police and government also proved vigilant in pursuit 
of the obscene. The sexually explicit works of D.H. 
Lawrence, literary and visual, faced constant harrassment, 
as did a number of other works, of varying artistic merit, 
especially those dealing with lesbianism. An incident in 
1923 illustrates the often discreet measures taken. Copies 
of Victor Margueritte's La Garconne (for publication of 
which its French author was expelled from the Legion of 
Honour) began to appear in England at the beginning of that 
year and the question arose as to how to prevent its circu
lation. The police were able to make fine distinctions 
concerning its nature. As a Detective Inspector Draper 
wrote: 'I think I should say that although the book is
full of description of indecent and revolting scenes, it 
does not strike me as being of the type of what we find in 
Rubber shops, or in such works as those of D.H. Lawrence or 
Elinor Glyn.' But the Home Office was anxious to prevent 
its circulation. On the other hand, there was an awareness 
that a prosecution would advertise the work. So discreet 
police action was opted for. Chief constables were autho
rised to detain and open postal packets believed to have

74copies of the book. Direct prosecution was often
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unnecessary where pressure could be put on by public off
icials. In 1939 the Daily Mall reviewer of the memoirs 
of a prostitute sent his pre-publication copy to the 
Public Morality Council, which in turn forwarded it to thè
Home Office. This led to a threat to the publishers and

75the withdrawal of the book before distribution.

A similar sequence had occurred in 1928 with Radclyffe 
Hall's The Well of Loneliness, and the book was withdrawn.
The subsequent prosecution was as a result of the distrib
ution of the book from abroad. But this case illustrates 
another important factor: the responsiveness of all levels 
of authority (MPs, the civil service, ministers, judiciary) 
to moral pressure, and the complicity between them. There 
is quite clear evidence, for instance, that the Home Office 
Under-Secretary was in close consultation with the Chief 
Metropolitan Magistrate, Sir Chartres Biron before he tried 
the case of Hall's novel. The Under-Secretary reported 
that: 'necessarily in the course of my interview we touched
upon The Well of Loneliness and there can be no doubt what

7 6opinion the Chief Magistrate holds upon that book'. The
debate was always over the parameters of public action. A
successful prosecution of a dubious work might 'help to
stem the tide of degeneracy which is so fraught with danger',
as the Home Office Under-Secretary put it; but the failure

77of a prosecution might add to that tide.

For long periods of the inter-war years social purity 
had friends in very high positions. The Solicitor-General
at various times between 1922 and 1936, Sir Thomas Inskip,
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was an ardent evangelical. The Director of Public Pro
secutions, Sir Archibald Bodkin, was formerly a member of 
the Council of the National Vigilance Association. Above 
all, the Home Secretary between 1924 and 1929 was the most 
notoriously puritanical of all, Sir William Joynson-Hicks 
('Jix'). He held a very traditionalist view of the role 
of the state: 'The government has a general responsibility 
for the moral welfare of the community which is traceable 
partly perhaps to the peculiar relationship existing be
tween the Church and the State, and partly also to the
duty inherent in all governments of combatting such dangers

78as threaten the safety or well-being of the state.'
He quite clearly saw his duty (like or or two crusading 
Home Secretaries since) as the guidance of public morality - 
towards a high moral standard at that. The result was a 
series of often absurd moral interventions with regard to 
obscenity.

Though the law remained the mainstay of the moral order,
there was no major extension of its formal role during the
inter-war years. The great expansion of the criminal code
on sexual matters was clearly coming to an end. At one
point during the late 1910s there were three bills on sex-

79ual offences before Parliament. But the 1922 Criminal
Law Amendment Act, passed after much debate and effort, 
was the last major change in the laws regarding the pro
tection of young girls from sexual danger, and its changes 
were limited. (They were not necessarily libertarian, 
however; ,previously an accused man had been able to claim 
the defence that he had reasonable cause to believe a girl
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was over 16; this defence was now lost. There were also
 ̂ 80increased penalties for brothel keepers). The Street
Offences Committee which reported in 1928 accepted the 
tradition that 'the common law has never taken upon it
self the prohibition by criminal sanctions of voluntary 
illicit intercourse between the sexes', and proposed no 
new extension of the law (despite some ardent advocacy 
from the Public Morality Council that immorality should 
be made illegal). It confined itself to the recommend
ation that all existing legislation on street offences 
should be repealed and replaced by a single enactment, 
making it an offence for any person to importune another
of the opposite sex for immoral purposes in a street or

81public place. This was not followed through. -

But just as there was no major extension of the criminal
law, so there was no decriminalisation. Heterosexual
deviance therefore remained outside the sphere of the law;
homosexual offences just as clearly remained within it.
The classic position was summed up by Sir Norwood East,
the leading expert on the psychological treatment of crime
during the inter-war years.

English law regarding sexual offences does not 
inflict criminal penalties upon all those acts 
which ecclesiastical law prohibits and used to 
punish ... but it selects for criminal prohib
ition only those in which there is also present 
some further element - whether of abnormality 
or violence or fraud or widespread combination - 
that provokes such a general popular disgust as 
will make it certain that prosecutors and wit
nesses and jurymen will be content to see the 
prohibition actually enforced. 82.

The Street Offences Committee reaffirmed this double standard.
The majority recommended (in Clause 6) that 'no change be made
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in the existing law regarding solicitation between men'.
They thus endorsed the anomalous position achieved by the 
Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1912, which had increased 
the maximum penalty to six months' imprisonment and removed 
the right to jury trial. A minority report (signed by 
Sir H. Fairfax Lucy, Margery Fry and Sir Joseph Priestly) 
had commented:

In our opinion this is not just. It creates 
a position for which there is no justification 
unless it is that any person who has the mis
fortune to be charged with the very grave off
ence whether innocent or guilty is to be treat
ed differently to other offenders charged with 
other crimes. It seems to ignore the rule 
that every man charged is presumed to be inno
cent until proved guilty.

This minority report was not (it goes without saying) signed
by Sir Chartres Biron, another member of the Committee, who
elsewhere had stated that jury trial was 'the only method

8 3of criminal trial in a civilised community'.

The existence of laws and proscriptions is not, of course, 
a guarantee of their punitive usage, and there is continuing 
evidence of both regional and chronological variations.
Dr. Hermann Mannheim noted at the end of the 1930s 'a con
siderable rise in sexual offences' since the end of the 
war (which he put down partly to changing definitions and 
treatment of sexual crime; partly to the role of statist
ics themselves in generating interest; and partly to in-

84creased 'mental instability' as an effect of the war).
Within this general trend, however, there were important 
fluctuations. The most striking involved the prosecution 
of prostitution offences, which in the late 1920s plummet
ed in London. The number of convictions fell from 3,191
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in 1927 to 695 in 1930. This was in part a result of 
the relaxing of police pressure after the arrest of the 
former MP Sir Leo Chiozza Money and a Miss Savage in 
Hyde Park in 1928 and the furore it caused. In part, of 
course, it also reflected the long-term decline in prost
itution, and the changes in its form. In 1900 there were 
66 brothel keepers in Holloway prison, by 1930 there were 
only 14; during the same years the overall number of wo
men in prison for prostitution offences fell from 546 in 
1900 to 85 in 1930. But during thé 1930s there was a 
considerable rise again in the number of convictions, rising 
by 1938 to the 1927 level.85

These changes were clearly a result of varying police 
activity,85 certainly in London and other major cities like 
Birmingham there was a considerable back-up from the moral
ity organisations which continued their campaign against 
public indecency. But the major focus of concern seems to 
have changed. As the forms of female prostitution became 
more discreet, increasingly male homosexual offences came to 
the fore. This was often conceptualised in terms of an 
increase in the incidence of homosexuality, but almost cert
ainly was actually a consequence of an increased anxiety. 
During the 1930s, particularly, homosexual offences became 
a particular preoccupation of the Public Morality Council.
In the 1920s the number of prosecutions in the London area
at least remained fairly steady (averaging 69 per annum for

S Vmales importuning, 86 for unnatural offences), but from 
the 1930s there began what was to become a major trend of 
increasing prosecutions on a national scale. It seems more
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than an accident that this coincided with the development 
of new sexual attitudes, and the implications of this will 
be explored below.

The impact of these factors on the homosexual subculture 
are less easy to tease out. Mrs. Neville Rolfe, writing 
in the early 1930s, detected a greater tolerance with re
gard to homosexuality, which she attributed (in a rather 
unlikely explanation) to the increase of cheap continental
travel, which brought large numbers of men under the in-

8 8fluence of a laxer public opinion. But tolerance is a
relative concept. In certain strata (the ancient uni
versities, literature, the higher echelons of the state) 
there was possibly a greater openness than previously; 
and for many homosexuals, reflecting in old age, the 1930s 
may have seemed a golden age. But for many other (espec
ially working-class) homosexuals who lived through the 
inter-war years there was still the primary need for se
crecy. A recent series of interviews with male homosex
uals who reached adulthood between 1910 and 1940 revealed 
a deep sense of fear and anxiety combined with an ability 
to adjust to and live through difficult circumstances.
Some preferred to live abroad rather than risk arrest in 
Britain; others sexual abstention to public obloquy.
But still others managed to develop relationships and in
tegration into the (largely secretive) subcultures. These
were still fractured by class divisions, forms of casual

89male prostitution playing a major role. And press and
public opinion continued to be feared. John Van Druten, 
the playwright, complained in 1929 of the portrayal .in the
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theatre of homosexuals as 'effeminate men,mincing and
90wilting' while serious discussion was tabooed. In

evitably the consciousness that developed remained frag
mentary and guilt-ridden. But there are interesting 
cross-currents, particularly evident in the development 
in the 1920s and 1930s of a much more coherent lesbian 
sense of self. Radclyffe Hall and Una Troubridge are the 
best-known examples. By the late 1930s it was possible 
for a member of one of Mass Observation's panels to de
clare herself as a lesbian - in representatively gender- 
invert terms: 'I am in a half way position, being offic
ially a woman, yet dressing and regarding personal appear-

91anee from a mainly masculine point of view.' The perm
anent paradox remained that authoritarian moral codes in 
acting out their logic (as in the case of the prosecution 
of The Well of Loneliness) produce by an inevitable reflex, 
an enhanced sense of identity.

Psychology and Sex Delinquency
Although never dominant during the inter-war years, 

there is another important tendency which was becoming 
articulate in this period - and that was the growing 
acceptance of the medical model - and hence a new willing
ness to consider either decriminalisation or new methods 
of treatment. As early as 1921 the Association for Moral 
and Social Hygiene (the successor to Josephine Butler's 
campaign against the Contagious Diseases Acts) stated that
private homosexual acts between consenting adults should 

9 2be legalised, and the influence of Freud and Ellis began 
to infiltrate the writings of the relevant organisations
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and individuals. This was an aspect of a much wider
tendency which had two overlapping concerns: firstly,
to redefine certain categories of behaviour in terms of
'delinquency' rather than vaguer and more all embracing
concepts such as 'degeneracy'; and secondly, an attempt
to define the 'psychological treatment' rather than penal
incarceration. At the centre of the conceptual switch
was a belief that instead of relying on traditional moral
categories, crime and 'anti-social behaviour' should be
'scientifically' studied. A very important element in
this was an attempt to integrate the findings of psychology
and especially psychoanalysis into understanding what in
the 1960s was to be called 'deviance' (another significant
reconceptualisation). The acceptance of the new approach
was by no means general. The criminologist Edward Glover
has recorded how his first address to magistrates on the
importance of psychoanalysis in understanding crime, in

9 31922, fell completely flat. But by the early 1930s
there was sufficient interest for an Institute for the 
Study and Treatment of Delinquency to be established, whose 
main work during the 1930s was to support the work of a

9 4clinic which paid especial attention to sexual matters.
The approach gradually began to seep into official dis
course, largely through the work of Norwood East, whose 
tudies for the Home Office during the 1930s (expressed in 
his 1939 Report on the Psychological Treatment of Crime,
written with W.H. de B. Hubert) amounted to a cautious

95endorsement of a psychological approach. Sex offences
were central to this new type of investigation.
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Delinquency and crime were not of course identical.
Mrs. Neville Rolfe used the term 'delinquency' to include:
'all forms of extra-marital sexual intercourse, from the
crude practice of commercial prostitution, through various
degrees of promiscuity to isolated cases of "sex adventure",

96or the anticipation of marriage relations.' None of
these were crimes as such. But within the category of sex
crimes finer distinctions were being made. East offered
twelve distinct groups of offences, from the unnatural,
through indecency with males, rape, indirect assault, in-

97cest, procuration to indecent exposure. Implicit in
the new approach was that certain types of sex crimes 
might be decriminalised - to be treated in other ways.
There was no clear consensus on this during the 1930s.
East did not wish to médicalisé all crimes. He agreed 
that imprisonment might often fail to check sexual deviat
ions and stressed that, for example, homosexuality and 
heterosexuality were not unrelated. But he was too caut
ious to endorse décriminalisation: 'My own experience leads
me to believe that a sentence of imprisonment does prevent

98at least some homosexuals from further delinquency.'

The corollary of a psychological approach, whether or 
not certain categories were withdrawn from legal purview, 
was the offer of medical treatment in prison. Edward 
Glover, in a lecture given in 1945, argued (as he had done 
during the 1930s) that every sex offender 'without excep
tion' should be psychologically examined and given the 
opportunity of psychological treatment. The 1948 Criminal 
Justice Act made some provisions for treatment as altern-
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atives to prison, but by the early 1950s the actual
numbers being treated were still small (25 in 1951, 27 in 

991953). There is some evidence that by the 1940s at
least psychiatric treatment was being imposed on adult 
homosexual offenders as a condition of probation but it 
was not until the 1950s that this became a major issue in 
social policy. Amongst juvenile sex offenders, however, 
there are signs of an individualisation and personalisation 
of treatment, and of subtle distinctions being made. 
Mannheim quotes a medical officer, faced with a homosexual 
youth, arguing that:

It is essential that he should be given work con
genial to him; it is hopeless to think of send
ing him to sea, for instance. Possibly tailor
ing would suit him, so that he might find an out
let for creative work eventually in dress design
ing ... I do not consider him vicious, and he 
is altogether in a different category from the 
male prostitute type of offender. 100.

Arguments like these do not, of course, challenge hegemonic
values or undermine the basic concept of 'delinquency'.
They represent new methods of dealing with it.

This process of the psychologising of delinquency and 
crime offered both the formal and informal agents of sexual 
regulation a potent new means of social control, promising 
a more refined method of regulation than the blunderbuss 
of the law. Vice and moral turpitude could be replaced 
by 'psychological disorders' as the explanatory mode.
Moral norms need not be changed; indeed they could be re
inforced by new conceptualisations. What was offered in 
short, was a new weapon for the control of sexuality - at 
the service of a more or less conventional morality. But
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in the 1930s this was still a tendency rather than a basis 
of policy.

It was indeed, the unofficial bodies rather than formal 
state organs which generally accepted the psychologising 
approach. Cyril Burt, in his study of the causes of sex 
delinquency in girls had in effect argued for a new role 
for voluntary bodies. He suggested that of all the fac
tors making for sex-delinquency in girls an over-sexed 
constitution was the commonest and most direct. But this 
could be obviated by preventive agencies providing a strong 
background. ' The true function of such agencies, therefore, 
was tojprotect susceptible girls against the accidents
likely to lead them astray, to widen their range of interests,

101and to provide for friendship.

Already by the early 1930s there were some signs of major
changes in voluntary preventive and rescue work, with the
adventlofjthe 'scientifically trained worker'. Mrs. Neville
Rolfe noted a significant change:

Reports of rescue work published at the end of the 
last century attributed all faults to moral obliqu
ity. Every act of extra-marital sex intercourse 
was a serious 'sin', for which each individual was 
held equally responsible. Today the reports of 
those organisations with trained workers show a 
clear appreciation of the bearing on conduct of 
physical and mental characteristics and general 
social change. 102

Science was coming to the rescue of morality. This was 
perhaps one of themost significant developments of the 
years after the First World War.
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In The Cost of English Morals Janet Chance distinguished 
between the 'dogmatic' and the 'realist' approaches to 
moral matters. There are some signs that the 'dogmatic'
(or authoritarian) approach was losing its force, but 
there was no triumph for the realist (or liberal) approach 
during this period. During the Stopes libel trial in 
1923, the Lord Chief Justice addressed the jury thus:
'Upon you has fallen in this matter, so far as it can any

103longer be controlled, the guardianship of public morals.' 
Implicit in this was the belief that the traditional organs 
of moral guidance could not indefinitely maintain their 
hegemony. But at the same time there was a strong con
viction in the fundamental solidity and orthodoxy of British 
morality. There was much evidence to sustain this.

There was undoubtedly a decline of religious observance.
The Roman Catholics perhaps held up best, and the Anglicans
benefitted from the Establishment. But the nonconformist

104conscience was losing its political force. Organised
religion still counted in questions of marriage and
divorce, in decision making on birth control, even in

105rituals of courtship. But apart from the occasional
crusading government minister (like Inskip or Joynson-Hicks) , 
or public officials, few in positions of political leader
ship would have felt able to rely on religious sanctions 
for their views. But on the other hand there was no ready 
acceptance of pluralistic sexual values; on the contrary, 
what was clearly present was a deeply ingrained acceptance 
of the leading tenets of 'Christian' sexual morality, esp
ecially its familialism, at the same time as its religious
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framework was being undermined. The debates over the 
divorce reform in an important way dramatised this process, 
for the more far-seeing of the religious leaders were fully 
aware of what was happening. As Cosmo Lang, the Arch
bishop of Canterbury put it, with reference to the Herbert 
Bill, 'I came to the conclusion that it was no longer poss
ible to impose the full Christian standard by law on a 
largely non-Christian population ... I could not as a 
citizen vote against the Bill, but I could not bring myself
as a Churchman to vote for it; and I announced I would not

. , 106  vote.

That abstention more than anything else symbolises the 
changes which were already modifying (if, certainly, not 
radically transforming) the sexual codes, changes which 
over the next forty years were significantly to reorder 
the place of sexuality in social life.
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
THE STATE AND SEXUALITY

Population and Family Life
The Second World War, and the subsequent problems of 

post-war reconstruction, reshaped old preoccupations and 
produced a new mix of anxieties and concerns. The cre
ation of a Welfare State in the 1940s, based, however 
tenuously, on an ideology of social (and even sexual) 
reconciliation, inevitably involved a major reassessment 
of the whole field of sexuality. For at the heart of 
welfarism was a clear concern with the conditions of 're
production' - both in its widest social sense, of produ
cing a healthy workforce in the context of comprehensive 
social security and full employment; and in its narrow, 
biological sense, of improving the conditions of parent
hood and childbirth. This ensured that the major sexual 
controversies over the next four decades were to be around 
the balance between social intervention and individual 
freedom, and this was reflected in the three major areas of 
debate - population policies, family life and sexual un
orthodoxy .

In the 1940s, given the nationalistic concerns inevit
ably generated by war, reconstruction and the onset of the 
Cold War, there was a refocusing on the population quest
ion, which was propelled to the centre of public debate.
The Beveridge Report of 1942, the foundation document of 
the Welfare State, expressed the basic fear, that 'with 
its present rate of production the British race cannot
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continue', and this had its echo in a host of official, 
semi-official and private publications. Mass Observa
tion, in its 1945 report on the question, which 'lined 
up with those who do not want the English people to dis
appear', raised the stakes still further by seeing the 
birthrate as 'the coming problem for Western Civilisation'; 
while the Royal Commission on population, set up in 1944 
as an admission of governmental concern, quite clearly re
lated these two preoccupations in its Report in 1949.
For the Commissioners worried about the effects of a low 
or declining birthrate on both 'the security and influence 
of Great Britain' and the 'maintenance and extension of 
Western values'. The two were apparently inextricably 
linked.^

These concerns, and even their tone and language, had, 
of course, a long lineage. But what was new was the so
cial and political context in which they were now express
ed, for the creation in the 1940s and 1950s of a political 
consensus around the idea of a Welfare State did imply a 
more coherent interventionism in wide areas of social life 
than ever before. The problem here, as elsewhere in this 
study, is that of teasing out the intentionality and strat
egic thrust of the policies advocated and adopted. It 
is tempting to find coherent planning where none existed.
To take an example, the introduction of family allowances 
(that is, financial grants for children) during the war was 
widely seen in the population at large as a 'bribe' to 
boost the birthrate - and a very inadequate one at that 
(it stood at five shillings a week). But though many ad-

1
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vocates of population planning did see family allowances
as a necessary aspect of the encouragement of a higher
birthrate, their actual adoption seems to have been much
more a result of a desire to manage the economy and to
alleviate poverty than a straightforward population stim- 

3ulus. Similar examples of a proliferation, sometimes 
even a confusion, of motives can be traced in other, re
lated areas. For instance, the closing down after the 
war of children's nurseries, which had enabled mothers to 
shed aijleasijpart of their duties in child rearing in order 
to participate more fully in essential war work, has often 
been seen as an aspect of a governmental policy to 'recon
struct the family' and discourage married women and mothers 
from working. But recent research has demonstrated both 
the policy differences between various government depart
ments on the question of nurseries and the absence of any
single, coherent strategy to send women back to the home -
/

at least in the 1940s. Indeed, nurseries were seen by 
many as a necessary adjunct to any policies to encourage

4maternalism and stimulate the birthrate. So the popu
lation debate has to be analysed not so much in terms of 
functional intentionality, but more as the focus of vari
ous intersecting themes and social practices.

After its historic low point in 1933, the birthrate had
stabilised for the rest of the decade, and during the
early years of the war had begun a rapid rise. Between
1943 and 1948 the average annual number of births was

5above the pre-war level. But the rise was clearly a re
sult largely of wartime conditions rather than a reversal
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of the long-term reduction in family size. The large 
family remained generally unpopular, despite blandish
ments from Church, state and propagandists. The Arch
bishop of Canterbury, addressing the Mothers’ Union in 
1952, voiced a widespread official view that 'One child

\deliberately willed as the limit is no family at all but
something of a misfortune, for child and parents. Two
children accepted as the ideal limit do not make a real
family - a family only truly begins with three children.'^
But such emotional attempts to suggest the pathology of
the small family cut little ice. A Gallup poll for the
News Chronicle in 1944 suggested that the ideal family
size was three, but even this, as Mass Observation pointed
out, was barely above replacement level. k At the same
time, commentators observed a widespread hostility towards

7propaganda for larger families.

Deeply rooted eugenic beliefs in any event militated 
against an indiscriminate encouragement of large families, 
for this would help the inadequate as well as the adequate. 
Mass Observation, quoting Richard Titmuss on differential 
class fertility, intoned against the 'feckless, irrespon
sible poor'. For a eugenic future, 'something ... is 
needed ... which will make the thoughtful breed as much as 
the thoughtless ...the well educated as well as those who 
left school at fourteen.' Eva Hubback, leader of thq 
Family Endowment Society and a Fabian feminist, had similar 
concerns to discourage what she representatively called 
the 'social problem group': 'The future happiness and great
ness of our people would not be assured if we were to con-
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tinue to draw as large a proportion of our children as 
at present from parents less well endowed than are their 
fellows as regards health, ability and uprightness of 
character.'®

There was a widespread concern in other words, for 
'quality' as much as 'quantity'. At the same time the 
advocates of population policies were anxious to distance 
themselves from any suggestion that their policies were 
in any way analogous to fascist population plans. Direct 
policies of encouragement for both these reasons were not, 
therefore, generally favoured. What were sought for were 
indirect means which would both stimulate a new mood fav
ouring larger families and provide more favourable circum
stances for parenthood. As Mass Observation put it, 'We 
have to construct a social framework where the family of 
4-6, deliberately conceived by intelligent citizens with 
modern outlooks and modern interests, makes some sort of 
s e n s e . S u c h  a Fabian approach suggested a host of 
policies falling well short of direction. An encourage
ment of education was one representative approach. Eva 
Hubback amongst others called for an education for citizen
ship, which would involve the development of a sense of 
social responsibility, loyalty to country, high standards 
in family life, sexual responsibility, and a realisation 
that 'having children, though primarily their own affair, 
is by no means only their affair ...'. Voluntary par
enthood, and the provision of birth-control facilities, as 
advocated by the Family Planning Association, was another 
necessary approach - if understood as 'planning' and 'spac-
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ing', not simply limitation of births- The National 
Health Service Act of 1948 had indeed widened govern
mental support for birth-control activities, and the
Royal Commission in 1949 advocated that birth control

11actually became part of the health service.

But a more thoroughgoing approach demanded, it was 
argued, the general mitigation of the economic and social 
disadvantages of parenthood. The Royal Commission Report 
put forward two ways in which this could be done: by 
measures that would give parents financial assistance or 
relief, such as by family allowances or income-tax con
cessions; and by the development of services for the 
special benefit of children and the support of mothers.

Much of this was implicit in welfare legislation already; 
some such measures had been clearly anticipated in the 
Beveridge Report with its proposals for marriage allowances 
and for the care of children; what was lacking was coher
ence or central planning: an official population policy, 
in other words. Unfortunately for the planners, this was 
never fully achieved. Even the Commission's proposals on 
birth control, though enthusiastically received by its ad
vocates, took twenty years to reach the statute book.
By the time the Commission reported, the population scare 
was fading away and no formal policy as such was adopted; 
by the 1950s the focus was moving away from concern with 
population decline to worries about overpopulation. So 
the real significance of the population debates lies in the 
assumptions they embody about procreation and sexuality.
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The characteristic approach was based on a balance be
tween creating the proper climate for individuals and 
allowing freedom to choose (what policy makers had already 
decided were) the correct procreative decisions. It is 
the creation of strong normative standards that appears to 
us now as the most characteristic achievement of the popu
lation panic. Much more important, therefore, than the 
formal policies proposed semi-officially and unofficially 
were the actual practices and beliefs already embodied in 
the organisations of the Welfare State. For at the core 
of post-war welfarism were a series of fundamental and 
essentially traditional assumptions about the family and 
motherhood. Beveridge had expressed a dominant concern 
about the importance of a child being brought up in the 
proper domestic environment, and was anxious not in any 
way to encourage illegitimacy, or immorality. The Re
port was shot through with normative assumptions and pro
posals; separate allowances for deserted, separated or 
divorced wives, for instance, were only to be paid if the 
woman could prove she was the innocent party. And there 
was a pervasive concern in the document to reinforce and 
encourage marriage; amounting to an ideological recon
struction of marriage as a vital occupation and career,
so that 'Every woman on marriage will become a new 

1 2person.' These values were to permeate the whole stru
cture of the Welfare State, making benefits in large part 
dependent on certain standards of morality. The most no
torious example of this was the 'cohabitation ruling' which 
denied benefits to women living with men who were not 
their legal spouses, and which demanded an army of official
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1 3'snoopers' for its enforcement. But a whole series
of practices in the 1950s and 1960s showed a similar 
preoccupation. The growth of 'social work' was explic
itly related to the need to reinforce traditional forms 
of family life, which was curiously seen both as 'nat
ural' and permanent and as fragile and threatened.
'Family life is perpetuated of itself and by no artific
ial teaching, and if it is to be kept alive this can 
only be done by deliberately fostering of its vitality.'^ 
And an essential adjunct to the vast expansion of social 
work in the community was the use of family 'casework', 
overwhelmingly influenced by modified forms of psycho
analysis. Although this never took hold to the extent 
that it did in the USA (in the form of ego psychology, 
with its emphasis on adjusting to the social norms), a 
modified psychoanalysis became a dominant element in so
cial work during the 1950s, producing various techniques 
for that adjustment to emotional normality. A book ed
ited by Lily Pincus, Social Casework in Marital Problems, 
published in 1953, made the classic case. It provided a 
catalogue of success stories achieved through therapeutic 
casework, with women 'making astonishing moves towards 
femininity', learning to become competent mothers, and men 
overcoming homosexuality, achieving new status in work, 
and doubling their earning capacities. The aim was
quite clearly to reconcile perceived sexual and emotional 
needs with the institutions of monogamous marriage, and to 
use the new practices of welfarism, official and voluntary,
to further this aim.
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The continuing official concern with the future of the 
family was demonstrated in a series of major commissions 
and reports, including those of Beveridge in 1942, the 
Curtis Committee on children in care in 1946, the Popu
lation Commission of 1949, the Morton Commission on Divorce, 
1955, the Wolfenden Committee on homosexuality and prosti
tution in 1957, the Ingleby Committee on Children and 
Young Persons in 1960, up to the Finer Report on one- 
parent families in 1975. The more generalised, unofficial 
concern can be traced in the work of a host of social 
commentators, investigating the decline of the working-
class extended family, the impact of marital break-ups,

1 6the importance of marital child care, and so on.

It would be misleading to see these concerns as a 
simple resurrection of old themes; many of them were 
transformed in the new circumstances of welfarism and a 
growing affluence. There was, for instance, a consider
able shift away from early twentieth-century domestic 
ideology in its crudest form. Policy moulders had to 
take some account of the changing situation of women.
The Royal Commission on Population came out against any 
government action designed to force women back into the 
home: ’Such a policy not only runs against the democrat
ic conception of individual freedom, but in Great Britain

17it would be a rebuking of the tide'. There was a wide
spread recognition of the fact and importance of women 
working outside the home (and this was to become even more 
important in the 1950s and 1960s) and many, like the Royal 
Commission, recognised a real conflict 'between career and
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motherhood'. But this did not lead to any widespread 
interest or support in socialising child care, nor to 
any fundamental questioning of sex roles, but on the con
trary to renewed emphasis on motherhood. The Commission 
sought policies which would enable women to combine out
side work with the care of the home and motherhood. Eva 
Hubback believed that domestic tasks would still absorb 
the 'main energies' of most women; while maternalism be
came the hallmark of most progressive as well as conserv
ative thought during the 1950s, amounting to a reconstruct
ion of the ideology of motherhood, and was best exemplifed 
in the work on childhood and attachment of John Bowlby,
later to become a critical focus of opposition in feminist

1 8discourse, but in the 1950s an influential liberal force.

But though the familial stress was very strong, it was 
accompanied by the official burial of an ideology of the 
authoritarian, patriarchal family. As a vivid expression 
of the new social-democratic consensus, there was a general 
emphasis throughout on the marriage relationship as a 
partnership in which the man and the woman should have 
'complementary', not dependent roles. And alongside this, 
the sexual component was increasingly seen as a vital ele
ment in marital harmony. The 1940s and 1950s saw, in 
fact, the generalisation across all classes.-of the ideal 
of mutual sexual pleasure, but very much within the context’ 
of a stable marital relationship. A strong ideological 
tendency linked those who eschewed marriage and motherhood 
with emotional and sexual abnormality. Motherhood, wrote 
John Newsom in 1948, is 'the essentially feminine function 
in society', and he went on to suggest that 'almost all
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intelligent women' agreed with this assumption. Those
who did not were 'normally deficient in the quality of
womanliness and the particular physical and mental attri-

1 9butes of their sex'.

This emphasis carried a weight of assumptions about
the different sexual needs of men and women, but by 1948
David Mace, a leading member of the Marriage Guidance
movement, could argue that 'A good sex adjustment for
husband and wife means satisfying orgasms for both - sim- ’

20ultaneous orgasm is a desirable ideal. 1

A series of concerns underlined this more explicit
I

emphasis on sex, the major one of which in^the 1940s was 
an awareness of the effect of the war on married life.
The widespread social disruptions had inevitably widened 
people's sexual experiences and had threatened the stabi
lity of many families. It was estimated that wives could
stand a separation of two years, but in the subsequent

21years they often 'lapsed'. The ending of the war
caused almost equal problems of adjustment, as often com
plete strangers found themselves bound toi one another for 
life. David Mace, i-xj a series of BBC broadcasts specifi
cally on this topic in 1945, emphasised that 'marriage is 
a tough job', and needed careful working out both on
the level of material needs (housingfeconomic security)

22and on the emotional and sexual level. Accompanying
A

this was a recognition that sexual harmony was not a natu
ral given but a technique to be learnt - and learnt by the
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man who, as Havelock Ellis might have put it, had to kiss 
the maiden into being a woman. The Marriage Guidance 
Council, in response to a wide demand from youmg married 
couples after the war, published as its first booklet 
How to Treat a Young Wife, which suggested that the man 
should develop the sexual potentialities of his wife.
This booklet, later revised and published as Sex in Marr
iage , had sold over half a million copies by the late 
1960s.

The marriage-guidance movement experienced an extra-
21ordinary growth in the 1940s and 1950s. The Marriage

Guidance Council itself had been founded in 1938 by the 
Social Hygiene Council, and had begun its counselling 
work in the early 1940s. By 1948 there were more than 
a hundred marriage-guidance centres, and following the 
Denning Report on reconciliation procedures in 1947, 
which recommended official assistance for marriage-guid
ance work, the movement received government recognition 
and financial aid, and was widely imitated. The Family 
Welfare Association, released from its old direct charity 
casework, set up a Family Discussion Bureau, while the 
Roman Catholics established their own Marriage Advisory 
Council. Their dominant aim was the resolution of the 
problems of relationships within the context of marriage, 
and a vital part of the task was the harnessing of sexual 
ity to this ambition. The title of a book by Kenneth
Walker in 1963 aptly summed up the basic aim: Marriage,

24Sex and Happiness.
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The stress on the importance of sexuality, alongside 
the continued celebration of the family, inevitably pro
duced its contradictions. The curious obsession with 
'petting' in the sex literature of the period underlines 
most strongly the ambivalence of attitudes. On the one 
hand, there was a widespread recognition of the need for 
some sort of sexual outlet. But on the other, there 
was a generalised fear of unmarrieds going 'too far'.
As Helena Wright argued in her much reprinted Sex: An
Outline for Young People, 'no-one should be allowed to

25expect full expression of his sex desires'. Progress
ives tended to recommend early marriage as an antidote 
for pre-marital sex, and that topic itself still aroused 
a considerable controversy throughout the 1950s. By the 
end of the decade, pre-marital sex was the subject of 
anxious debate for it touched on all the taboos about sex. 
Eustace Chesser, writing on Unmarried Love in the mid- 
1960s, admitted that in his works he had hitherto evaded 
the problem of 'the sexual difficulties of the unmarried' 
because of potential hostility. When Professor G.M. 
Carstairs mildly suggested in his 1962 Reith lectures
that charity might be as important a virtue as chastity

2 6he raised, as he put it, 'a storm of protest'. All
the evidence in fact pointed to most pre-marital sex 
taking place with future spouses, and liberals tended to 
justify it solely in terms of its likely contribution to 
future sexual harmony in marriage. As Walker and Fletcher 
put it, 'We do not agree that a pre-marital affair necess
arily jeopardises the safety of a future marriage. More

27often than not, it is an excellent preparation for it.'
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But even such caution strayed dangerously close to the 
presumed fringes of radicalism. The stress on sexuality 
did not burst the bounds of the family; but rather was 
designed to cement it, and a general puritanism of atti
tudes remained.

The debates around the proper mode of sexual behaviour 
reflected a widespread apprehension of the effects of so
cial change, but in the 1950s at least the concern was 
out of proportion to the changes that had actually taken 
place. A survey conducted by Mass Observation at the 
beginning of the 1950s found that only one-third of the 
sample thought a good sex life was essential to happiness,
and resented it being made the 'be-all and end-all of 

28life'. Geoffrey Gorer, taking an anthropologist's
view of English character in the early 1950s,.noted the 
exceptional chastity and fidelity of the English when com
pared to other peoples. Half of his sample of the marr
ied population had had no sexual relationships either be
fore or after marriage with anyone but their spouse,
though the figures for pre-marital sex were higher for

29the working class than for the middle class. A general
respect for the marriage institution was also widely noted, 
and this went across class lines. The middle class might 
see it as a 'noble institution' but the working class had 
a no less deeply rooted if more pragmatic view, 'It's all 
right with the right sort of partner’, a fish-and-chip shop 
proprietor told Mass Observation, 'if not, it's rotten'.
But despite the 'rottenness', even the divorce figures,
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which had aroused grave fears of the imminent collapse 
of the family in the 1940s, slumped in the early 1950s. 
Official sexual morality was in a curious state of tension 
A fear of decline of standards had to confront a consider
able degree of stability in actual behaviour, while the 
perceived dangers were to be curiously resolved by an 
ideology that encouraged sexuality to flourish, but strict 
ly within the confines of a monogamous marriage. It was 
as if the age had developed a growing fear of the effects 
of sex unconfined, so the chrysalis had to be kept firm
ly locked in its cocoon.

'Wolfenden' and Sexual Liberalism
“ 1 V

Not surprisingly, the major moral preoccupations of 
the 1940s and 1950s permeate the period's most influential 
liberal statement, the Report of the Wolfenden Committee 
on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution published in 1957. 
The Report acknowledged and regretted, like many other 
contemporary documents, the 'general loosening of former 
moral standards', the disruptive effects of the war and 
'the emotional insecurity, community instability and weak
ening of the family' inherent in modern society. It de
plored any potential dairiage to 'what we regard as the bas-

31ic unit of society’, the family. But simultaneously,
the Report articulated principles which, though themselves
not new, were to provide the pragmatic basis for the limit
ed, but symbolically significant, social reforms of the
1960s, and the framework for all the major 'official' pro-

32posals on morality throughout the 1970s as well.
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There was nothing surprising in prostitution and
(male) homosexuality offences being seen as a common
subject for investigation. Not only had they been
historically intertwined in legal practice but both
were seen as evidence of a common problem: a decline
in moral standards. The most widely offered evidence
for this was provided by the figures for prosecutions.
In the case of street offences these had risen from
around an annual average of 2,000 in the early years of
the war to over 10,000 by 1952, and to almost 12,000 by
1955. The number of indictable male homosexual offences
increased five-fold in the same period. In 1938 there
were 134 cases of sodomy and bestiality known to the
police in England and Wales; in 1952, 670; and in 1954,
1,043. For indecent assault the increase was from 822
cases in 1938 to 3,305 in 1953, while for 'gross indecency'
(the Labouchere offence) the rise was from 316 in 1938 to 

332,322 in 1955. Despite the dramatic rises, however,
the Wolfenden Committee found little evidence that the
incident of these offences was actually increasing, though

34there was possibly a greater visibility of prostitution.
The main factor involved was undoubtedly an increase of 
police zeal in hunting out offenders, and this was more 
evident in one or two metropolitan areas than throughout 
the country as a whole. The stepping up of the purge of 
homosexuals and prostitutes appears to have coincided with 
the appointment of Sir Theobald Mathew, an ardent Roman 
Catholic, as Director of Public Prosecutions in 1944.
The prosecutions reached a new peak in London in late 
1953 following the appointment of a new Metropolitan Police
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Commissioner, Sir John Nott-Bowes, under the aegis of 
a fervently anti-homosexual and moralistic Home Secretary, 
Sir David Maxwell-Fyffe.

The real change in the 1950s was the growth of official 
concern and public anxiety to which the police zeal was a

vresponse. This in turn cannot be divorced from the 
heightened post-war stress on the importance of mongamous 
heterosexual love, which threw into greater relief than 
ever before the 'deviant' nature of both prostitution and 
homosexuality (though the overwhelming emphasis was on 
male homosexuality). It is striking that the estimated
prostitution population of London in the 1850s of 50,000

• I
was accepted with much less horror than the 2,000-3,000 
or so in London in the 1950s. By the 1950s there appears 
to have been a widespread worry that young men who went 
regularly with prostitutes might never learn the value of 
sex within marriage. A related concern was echoed in 
the Wolfenden Report itself in the debate over whether 
buggery should be maintaned as a special offence; the 
argument in favour of retaining it was that it most nearly 
approximated to heterosexual coitus, and might therefore 
be a temptation away from it.

The tensions that underlay these new emphases were ex
pressed in a series of moral panics about the public vis
ibility of vice from the late 1940s onwards. The idea 
that the streets of London were a disgrace to an imperial 
capital was strongly expressed both at the time of the
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Festival of Britain in 1951 and in Coronation Year, 1953, 
particularly with reference to the influx of foreign 
visitors, and was the major justification for the Tory 
government's rushing into law the Wolfenden Committee's 
major proposal on prostitution in 1959. But other impor
tant elements came into the arena with regard to homosex
uality, for it played on wider anxieties generated by the 
Cold War and the fear of the enemy within. In the early 
1950s, homosexuals emerged as scapegoats in the new inter
national climate. The US State Department under the in
fluence of McCarthyism, had already conducted a purge on 
homosexuals in its own echelons, seeing them as 'security
risks' by reason of their 'lack of emotional stability',

■ I "the 'weakness of their moral fibre' and their susceptibil
ity to blandishments and blackmail. Following the defec
tion to Russia of the British spies Guy Burgess and Donald 
Maclean in 1950 there is evidence for American pressure 
on the British government to put its own house in order, 
and certainly an air of paranoia about homosexuality suff
uses public debate in the early 1950s (and was to be re
activated by the Vassall spy scandal of the early 1960s 
and the revelation in 1979 that Anthony Blunt, former
Keeper of the Queen's Paintings, was a one time Soviet 

35agent). This came to a head following the sensational
trial for homosexual offences of Lord Montagu of Beaulieu 
and Peter Wildeblood, Diplomatic Correspondent of the 
Daily Mail, in 1954. The trial revealed all the usual 
sexual and class prejudice (particularly focusing on the 
cross-class sexual liaisons) but also demonstrated the 
confusion in the legal position of male homosexuals.
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There was no evidence of 'corruption'; no suggestion
that the acts were anything but consensual and in private,
and the only evidence against the accused was that provided
by participants in the acts, who had turned Queen's 

3 6evidence. The situation was demonstrably more absurd
because of the disparity throughout the country of rates 
of prosecution and police zeal. The choice the government 
and police faced was clearly either to enforce the exist
ing law more rigorously and uniformly (as the Home Secret
ary urged) or to investigate alternative means of control. 
Maxwell-Fyffe had an obsessive belief that: 'Homosexuals, 
in general, are exhibitionists and proselytisers and a 
danger to others, especially the young .... I shall give
no countenance to the view that they should not be prevent-

37ed from being such a danger.' But under political pres
sure he conceded the need for an enquiry. It was in this 
climate, in the immediate aftermath of the Montagu- 
Wildeblood trial, that the interdepartmental committee 
under Sir John Wolfenden was set up in 1954.

Prejudice against homosexuality was much more deeply 
rooted than against prostitution. The Mass Observation 
survey had found 'a more genuine feeling of disgust to
wards homosexuality ... than towards any other subject 

3 8tackled', and the general hostility was not helped by a 
new interest in the popular press which to an extraordinary 
degree reinforced popular stereotypes. A series of art
icles in 1952 in the Sunday Pictorial was greeted by the 
paper's former editor, Hugh Cudlipp, as 'an end to the 
conspiracy of silence', but silence might have been more
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humane: the series was entitled 'Evil Men' and described
its aim as 'a sincere attempt to get to the root of a 
spreading fungus.'

But there were more important signs of change, charact
eristically reflected in the new psychologising literature. 
The most important debate was again over the nature of 
homosexuality, but the Wolfenden Report showed a readi
ness also to explore the 'psychological element' in pro
stitution. In part, a new climate in discussing sexual
ity had been generated by the Kinsey reports on Sexual 
Behaviour in the Human Male, published with much eclat in 
1948, and Sexual Behaviour in the Human Female published

The radical long-term effect of the work of Alfred 
Kinsey and his colleagues was to undermine the idea of a 
nature-given normality. Kinsey's stress on sexual 'out
let' as opposed to object choice, 'condition' or identity 
fundamentally demystified the sex act, as was clearly re
cognised by liberal critics such as Lionel Trilling at 
the time, and although Kinsey himself maintained a clearly 
familial and heterosexual emphasis, his work ultimately 
suggested that behaviour was more impprtant than belief 
or morality.41 But perhaps more relevant in the short 
term was his demonstration that 37 per cent of his male 
sample (admittedly of white, middle-American males) had 
experienced same-sex contact to orgasm. If homosexuality 
was a problem, it was not a tiny one and here, of course 
it fitted in with the army of statistics that was being
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marshalled elsewhere. But as important as Kinsey in 
the immediate context was the acceptance of a medical 
model of homosexuality relying largely on a sub-Freudian 
psychological explanation both in the medical profession 
and in the old-established public-morality bodies. The 
Public Morality Council was in the vanguard of those press
ing for an enquiry into homosexuality in the late 1940s on 
•these grounds, while the National Vigilance Association in 
1951 believed that the time was ripe 'for new methods and 
a new approach to a problem which to a great extent might
be regarded as much as a mental illness as a criminal 

42act'. Other hints of change came from the Church of
England, whose Moral Welfare Council produced a report in 
1954 on The Problem of Homosexuality which, while not deny
ing its sinfulness, attempted to separate the ecclesiastical 
and legal aspects, and called for law reform. As the 
National Vigilance Association put it, 'the problem re
quires fullest investigation by experts in the light of the

4 3new knowledge now available'.

The paradox at the heart of the Wolfenden Committee's 
work, its status both as an expression of 1950s moral an
xieties and a blueprint for the 'permissive' legislation 
of the 1960s, can be partly grasped if we see its roots 
in this search for a more effective regulation of sexual 
deviance. The problem the Committee was established to 
consider was not how to liberalise the law (though many 
outside and on the Committee had that question in mind), 
but whether the law was the most effective means of con
trol. It is in its response to this question that the
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Wolfenden Committee offered an outline of a new moral 
economy, responsive to underlying shifts in post-war 
soc iety. 7

The basic principle behind this was a selective re
interpretation of legal utilitarianism. Jeremy Bentham 
a century and a half earlier had classed homosexuality as
an 'imaginary offence', dependent on changing concepts of

44taste and morality, and the utilitarian tradition, ,best 
expressed in John Stuart Mill's On Liberty, had generally 
argued that the only justification for legal intervention 
in private life was to prevent harm to others. The 
Wolfenden Report, following onxfrom this, argued that the 
purpose of the criminal law was to preserve public order 
and decency, and to protect the weak from exploitation.
It was not to impose a particular pattern of moral behav
iour on individuals. It followed that there were areas 
of life which were no concern of the criminal law, even 
though they might be of moral concern to individuals and 
society. What they proposed therefore was a partial re
treat of the law from the regulation of individual behav
iour. Just as prostitution as such was not illegal, so 
male homosexuality in private should be decriminalised.
The Report recognised the argument that homosexuality might 
be a threat to the family, but so, it was suggested, were 
adultery and divorce, and these were not illegal. On one 
level, therefore, the Report was simply proposing an ex
tension, to cover homosexuality, of the pragmatic rule 
which had guided legal attitudes to prostitution (and 
which had been endorsed by the Street Offences Committee

in 1928).-
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But the logic of the distinction between private and 
public behaviour was that the legal penalties for public 
displays of sexuality could be strengthened at the same 
time as private behaviour was decriminalised. Thus, with 
regard to prostitution, the Committee proposed that the 
maximum penalties for 'street offences' be increased, and 
that other restrictions should be imposed on the prostitutes 
rather than on the clients: 'the simple fact is that pro
stitutes do parade themselves more habitually and openly 
than their prospective customers, and do by their contin
ual presence affront the sense of decency of the ordinary 
citizen. In doing so they create a nuisance which, in 
our view, the law is entitled to recognise and deal with.'

\

The same logic was pursued regarding homosexuality. It 
should not be legitimised or even made fully lawful: 'It 
is important that the limited modification of the law 
which we propose should not be interpreted as an indication 
that the law can be indifferent to other forms of homosex
ual behaviour, or as a general licence to adult homosexuals

45to behave as they please.' Hence the two central propo-
sals of the Report: that with regard to prostitution the 
maximum penalties for street offences be increased and the 
law be generally tightened up; and with regard to homosex
uality, that homosexual behaviour between consenting adults 
in private be no longer a criminal offence. IBy the appl
ication of a single principle the Report achieved an appar
ently qontradictory series of effects: restrictive in one 
direction, liberal in the other. The unifying element was 
the belief that by ceasing to be the guardian of private

i
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morality, the law would more effectively become the pro
tector of public decency and order.

The debate between the absolutist and the utilitarian 
views of the law was not of course a new one. Its terms 
of reference had been clearly laid down in the arguments 
between Mill and James Stephen in the nineteenth century

4 5and had been echoed by reformers in the inter-war years.
But it was in the 1950s and 1960s that they reached the 
heart of public policy. Lord Devlin in his Maccabean 
Lecture in 1959 firmly asserted the absolutist view that 
'Society cannot live without morals', and that it was fund
amental to society that laws be based on morals - or on 
'those standards of conduct which the reasonable man 
approves'. Devlin's views were powerful and began an
important legal - and political - debate. But the utili
tarian arguments provided a more effective starting point 
for reformers - and offered a more pragmatic way of
approaching the question'of moral regulation, one which by

48the 1960s was to become the dominant form.
- S

The key point is that privatisation did not necessarily 
involve a diminution of control. The Wolfenden Report 
rejected the idea that homosexuality was a disease, but as

inoted above, it did accept a psychologisation both of 
homosexuality and prostitution, so though agnostic about 
'treatment' and 'cure', it did not reject them out of hand. 
On the contrary, the Committee urged further research into 
the topic. Hence their final two recommendations on homo
sexuality:

»
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1(xvii) that prisoners desirous of having oestrogen
treatment be permitted to do sc ...

(xviii) That research be instituted into the aetiology
of homosexuality and the effects of various forms of treat- 

.49ment.'
In part at least, the Committee was proposing no more than 
a shift of emphasis away from the law towards the social 
services as foci for social regulation. But even in terms 
of legal changes, the proposals were modest. It was 
estimated that 4 per cent of the male prison population 
were there for homosexual offences; the proposals would 
have reduced the numbers by half. And with regard to 
prostitution offences, criminal penalties were to be in- . 
creased, and the regulation of the lives of prostitutes 
(not their clients) tightened up.

The immediate impact of the proposals, published in 
1957, were, not surprisingly, paradoxical. The proposals 
relating to prostitution were rushed into law with an 
indecent haste, in the Street Offences Act of 1959, which 
drove prostitution off the streets by increasing fines 
and imprisonment. But simultaneously it led to a reorgan
isation of prostitution, contributing to a vast expansion 
of commercial prostitution agencies and call-girl rackets.
By privatising prostitution, Wolfenden (who had recognised 
the danger but balanced it against the reduced public visi
bility) and the legislators had the effect of freeing pro-

50stitution for an increased rate of commercial exploitation. 
But no official support came for the decriminalisation of 
male homosexuality. Though transparently a grave injustice,
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and a|Law that was unworkable, this had to wait on public 
opinion gradually changing. So it was the repressive 
rather than .the liberal aspect of Wolfenden which trium
phed in the first place. It had nevertheless set out a 
moral taxonomy for the next, 'permissive' phase of moral 
reform, and this was to be its major long-term historical 
significance.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
THE PERMISSIVE MOMENT

'Permissiveness 1
By the 1960s 'permissiveness' had become a political 

metaphor, marking a social and political divide. But it 
was a charged and emotive term, obscuring, in its ambi
valence, more than it illuminated. Those who were supp
osedly chief advocates of the 'permissive society' would 
rarely have used the term; while for the defenders of 
'traditional' (and largely authoritarian) values, 'permis
siveness' became an almost scatalogical word of abuse, a 
phrase which welded together a number of complex, and not 
necessarily connected changes, into a potent symoblic 
unity. And by erecting that symbol of sexual relaxation,y
of loose moral standards, of disrespect for all that was 
traditional and 'good', it became easier in the 1970s to 
recreate a sense of crisis around social changes and the 
beginnings of a mass support for authoritarian moral solu
tions .

In a contemporary climate where the term has become a 
poisoned chalice, it is difficult to unthread the tangled 
elements, to distinguish the long-term trends from the 
conjunctural needs and the subjective hopes and ambitions. 
So if it is to have any meaning as a historical description 
we must use it carefully. From a political and juridical 
perspective the term has been used to describe a particular 
legislative moment, producing a complex body of legislation 
passed in the decade after 1958, including reforms of the

\

‘  N
\
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laws governing gambling, suicide, obscenity and censor
ship, Sunday entertainment, the abolition of capital pun
ishment for murder, as well as liberalisation of various 
statutes governing sexual behaviour.

But from a sociological point of view 'permissiveness' 
can be applied to describe a much wider series of changes, 
attendant upon the impact of the long post-war boom and 
the generalisation of economic affluence. In the quarter 
of a century after the Second World War the world capital
ist economy experienced an unprecedented period of economic 
expansion. In Britain, this boom was much more hesitant 
than elsewhere, and by the early 1960s signs of economic 
instability were reappearing, alongside the 'rediscovery' 
of poverty and inequality. But however flimsily based, 
the British economy itself saw a growth unprecedented in 
its modern history, leading to the dawn of what was opti
mistically labelled the 'age of affluence'. Its impact 
was to reshape many areas of social life, from class rela
tions to moral attitudes and family life, leading to the 
emergence of new social opportunities, new sub-classes, 
changed political alliances, significant modifications in 
the relations between the sexes, an explosion of youth cul
tures, the fragmentation of the moral consensus - and in 
the end, acute social tensions. But perhaps most signifi
cant of all was the completion of the re-orientation of the 
economy towards domestic consumption which had begun in the 
nineteenth century and had already become a significant 
economic factor by the 1930s. This had two major effects 
which are relevant to the history of sexual norms. In the
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first place, as Eric Hobsbawm has pointed out, a mass-
consumption society is dominated by its biggest market,

1which in Britain was that of the working class. As 
the consumer society penetrated this new market, increas
ingly commercialising all aspects of life, the pattern of 
autonomy and isolation which had marked working-class life 
began to dissolve; and to an unprecedented degree styles- 
of life were 'democratised', even 'proletarianised'. This
did not lead to the elimination of class distinction, which 
in very many areas of life remained rigid, nor to the ending 
of privilege and exploitation. But it did herald a greater 
'flexibility' in social attitudes which was reflected in 
the gradual shifts in many traditional beliefs in the 1960s 
and 1970s.

The second effect is more speculative, and concerns the 
exact nature of the relationship between transformations in 
the economy and attitudes to sexual morality. There is no 
doubt that the prolonged boom depended in part upon a switch 
in moral attitudes away from traditional bourgeois virtues 
of self-denial and saving ('prudence') towards a compulsion 
to spend. And as we have seen, these general moral charac
teristics - 'saving', 'spending' - have for long held strong 
sexual connotations. This has led a number of cultural 
critics, deeply informed by a Marxist reading of Freud, to 
interpret the liberal changes that undoubtedly did take 
place in the 1950s and 1960s as no more than necessary ad
justments by capitalism to its changing demands. So 
Wilhelm Reich could argue in the sad, exiled^years of his 
life that the relaxation of moral attitudes in post-war,
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McCarthyite America was no more than a corrupted utilis
ation of sexual libido. Herbert Marcuse and Erich Fromm, 
in their different ways, though both outcrops of the 
Frankfurt School, discussed the character structures that 
capitalism at its different stages demanded. So just as 
'anal', retentive and ambitious qualities were necessary 
in the early stages of capitalist accumulation, late capi
talism, with its new orientation towards maximised consump
tion demanded the privileging of 'oral' characteristics.
In his Eros and Civilisation, published in the early 1950s, 
Marcuse argued for the necessary subordination of the 
pleasure principle to the achievement principle in early 
capitalism, and so the narrowing of the sexual drive - 
with the development of surplus repression. In his later 
work, One Dimensional Man he developed his theory of 're
pressive desublimation' which claimed to account for the 
eroticisation of social life within the controlling terms 
of capitalist need.

Such views were very influential in the 1960s, particu
larly amongst radicalised youth (see below, pp. 43 Off. ) 
because they appeared to account for the partial and 
limiting changes that had taken place. By the 1960s 
there was undoubtedly an increasing eroticisation of many 
aspects of social life, from the increasing sexual explic
itness of advertising, where sex became an obvious induce
ment to ever-extending and often useless consumption, to 
the growing squalor and exploitativeness of pornography in 
major cities, with Soho in London leading the way. But 
the obviously partial and often demeaning eroticisation of
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life that did take place cannot be explained simply as a 
response to the needs of capitalism. To justify such an 
explanation we would need both to show how the changes 
were implemented by a coherent 'policy' and the clear in- 
tentionality behind the work of reformers. No such uni
linear links can be demonstrated. But this does not 
mean there were no connections between wider social 
changes and a relaxation of sexual codes. What is cru
cial for the historian are the mediations through which 
this took place. The work of the Frankfurt School was 
immensely significant in suggesting necessary connections - 
and perhaps even more important in its socialist critique 
of the forms of the liberalisation. But the task still 
remains to tease out the complex interactions which pro- 
duced both the change in mentalite and the actual practi
cal reforms (reforms, it should be noted, which were comm
on to most of the leading capitalist countries in the 
1960s, though the actual form they took varied consider
ably) .

To take the actual reforms first: from a contemporary 
vantage point we can see clearly enough that the legis
lative reforms were in large part an attempt to come to 
grips with the problems posed by the long-term changes.
But what is historically important is not so much the 
attempt at problem solving - which is, after all, a con
tinuous part of governmental action - as the terms in which 
this took place. Some of the legislative reforms can be 
readily understood as a direct response to the new affluence 
and apparent economic and financial opportunities (the re—
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laxation of controls over gambling is an obvious example). 
Others can apparently be read straightforwardly as long- 
overdue and humanising reforms of archaic laws, a necess
ary part of what was termed 'modernisation' in the 1960s 
(and here we can cite the removal of suicide from the 
list of criminal offences, the abolition of capital punish 
ment, reform of the laws on divorce, homosexuality and 
abortion). But at the same time a number of these re
forms have a wider significance. As Professor Hart put 
it with regard to the Suicide Act of 1961, which heralded 
the major reforms: 'It is the first Act of Parliament 
for at least a century to remove altogether the penalties 
of the criminal law from a practice both clearly condemned 
by conventional Christian morality and punishable by law.' 
There was a move, in other words, towards the centrality 
of individual 'consent' in place of the imperatives of 
public morality. The separation of law and morality de
veloped in Wolfenden becomes the hallmark of 'permissive' 
legislation and marks a crucial stage in shifting the ba
lance of decision making from the public to the private 
sphere. But this often had a double thrust, for as the 
Street Offences Act underscored, reform could sustain and 
strengthen social control as easily as remove it. What 
needs to be understood in this period of legislative re
form is the balance of liberalisation and control and the 
rationale for the changes. For what was taking place in 
the 1960s was not a simple reform of outdated laws, but a 
major legislative restructuring marking an historic shift 
in the mode of regulation of civil society. And at the 
heart of these changes were the great series of reforms of
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the laws relating to sexual behaviour, amounting*to the 
most significant package of legislative changes on moral
ity for over half a century. These have to be understood 
both in the context of major shifts of social attitudes 
and behaviour (especially amongst the young and women), 
and in the political context in which they were enacted.

Youth /'
The problems of youth were dominating themes in the 

sexual debates of the 1960s. By the beginning of the 
decade their new social and economic position was manifest. 
There were a million more unmarried people in the age 
range 15-24 than ten years previously - a 20 per cent in
crease. And they wielded a new economic power. Average 
real wages increased by 25 per cent between 1938 and 1958, 
but those of adolescents by twice this. And though they 
disposed of only some 5 per cent of total consumer spend
ing, they were the biggest purchasers of certain commod
ities - 42 per cent of record players, 29 per cent of cos
metics and toiletries, 28 per cent of cinema admissions,
and so on. Here was a vast new consumer market, with an

3abundance of relatively free income.

At the same time as their social weight increased, 
their dependence remained prolonged, particularly given 
the increase in the school-leaving age (15, then by the 
end of the 1960s, 16), and the increased numbers in fur
ther and higher education. The age of marriage continued 
to fall, from just over 27 for bachelors and 24.5 for 
spinsters, 1946-50, and just under 26 and 23.5, 1956-60,
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to 24.6 for men and 22.5 for women, 1966-70 (during the
41970s the figures rose again slightly). But this was 

more than compensated for by earlier ages of maturity in 
both boys and girls - largely an effect of increased 
prosperity. By the early 1960s the average girl reached 
menarche by the age 13%, compared to 16-17 a century 
earlier, while boys reached full growth (and the peak of 
sexual potential) at the age of 17, compared to around 23

5at the turn of the century. So a large gap remained be
tween economic independence and sexual maturity on the 
one hand and emotional independence and sanctioned sexual 
activity on the other. It was this gap that constituted 
the core of the perceived sexual crisis.

In fact, standards of sexual behaviour remained remark
ably chaste. There was certainly an increase in illegit
imacy, rising from 5 per cent of all births in 1955 to 
8 per cent in 1967, but this partly reflected the increase 
in numbers of the age group likely to experience preg
nancy, partly a greater freedom from the compulsion on a 
pregnant girl to marry during the 1960s.^ As Alex 
Comfort suggested in his book Sex in Society, published 
in 1963, the 'biggest change in behaviour has been one of

7timeing', so that there was a movement of illegitimate 
births and pre-marital conceptions to a slightly younger 
age group; but this was chiefly the result of earlier 
maturity rather than a vastly increased 'immorality'.

We must treat the figures for venereal disease with 
similar caution. There was a substantial increase in
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overall infection from the mid-1950s, following a post-war 
dip, and this was part of a world-wide phenomenon. But 
the increase largely related to gonorrhoea, which through 
the advent of penicillin and other antibiotics (and des
pite the development of super-strains) was a relatively 
straightforward disease to deal with. The incidence of 
syphilis, a more potentially dangerous disease, fell dram
atically, so that by the early 1970s infections were only 
about one-fifth of the 1951 figure, and in the words of a 
recent expert, had become 'a very rare disease', the

Oonly major area of increase being among male homosexuals. 
And even the danger of this venereal disease had been 
dramatically diminished, through the introduction of effec
tive drugs. The demystifiers were clearly able to show 
that the fear of the disease was grossly exaggerated, 
particularly amongst the young. Michael Schofield point
ed out in 1965 that the chances of a girl aged 15-19 
getting venereal disease were some 1,000 to 1.. Moreover, 
in a period when venereal disease figures went up by 34 
per cent, hospital admissions generaly went up by 43 per 
cent so there was no vast disparity, and the increased 
attendance at VD clinics was in part an indication of a 
greater willingness to seek advice from the specialised

9service (especially from male homosexuals). But during 
the 1960s a rational argument had to face an onslaught of 
fear, generated in large part by the youth problem. The 
British Medical Association produced a report on Venereal 
Disease and Young People in 1964 which hysterically sugg
ested a vast increase in promiscuity among the young, and 
throughout the 1960s and 1970s the VD figures were treated
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as an index of immorality, or in the vivid phrase of a
leading expert on the subject, were part of a syndrome of
illegitimacy, violence, drug taking and homosexuality as

1 0evidence of 'social pathology'.

What is most striking now, however, is not 'pathology' 
but the general conformity of British youth. The Latey 
Committee on The Age of Majority in 1957 found that most 
adolescents differed little in their social attitudes from 
their elders. Similarly, Michael Schofield in his study 
of The Sexual Behaviour of Young People, published in the 
mid-1960s, found a general conservatism about the purposes 
of life, marriage, homosexuality, and the purposes of sex. 
The vast majority wanted to marry, and expected faithful
ness. Most boys felt that if they got a girl pregnant 
they should marry her; and although nearly half the boys 
in his sample were in favour of pre-marital sex (compared 
to a quarter of the girls), the majority still wanted to 
marry virgins. Moreover, despite alarmism, youthful 
promiscuity was not a major problem. Over two-thirds of
the boys and threequarters of the girls in Schofield’s

11sample had experienced no sexual intercourse at all.

Ten years later there were still few signs of general 
sexual libertarianism. In the early 1950s Geoffrey Gorer 
had suggested that 'Most English people's views on sexual 
morality are more rigid than their personal practice.'
In the 1970s several commentators noted that while atti
tudes had relaxed considerably on a whole range of sexual 
issues, behaviour had altered little: their practice was 
now more rigid than their beliefs. By the beginning of



386

the 1970s many, perhaps most, people under thirty regarded 
pre-marital chastity as unimportant, but not everyone did 
in fact have sex before marriage, either from choice or 
lack of opportunity. In a survey conducted by Geoffrey 
Gorer for The Sunday Times in the late 1960s, a quarter of 
the married male informants and nearly two thirds of the 
women said they were virgins at marriage. There had in
deed been a remarkable liberalisation, but it scarcely

1 2constituted a revolution.

And yet throughout the 1960s and 1970s it was the sex
uality of youth that provoked the fiercest debates, and 
the likeliest elements of backlash. Mrs. Mary Whitehouse 
began her mission to 'clean-up' television and purify the
nation in 1963 precisely because of her conviction that

1 3young people were sexually at risk. What was clearly
taking place was a displacement of the anxieties aroused 
by the nature of the social changes, especially expressed 
in the growing autonomous styles of the various youth cul
tures, on to the terrain of sexuality, where hidden fears 
and social anxieties could most easily be stirred. For 
though the standards of behaviour of young people overall 
changed relatively little compared to the bother aroused 
by them, where behavioural styles changed they changed 
dramatically, and in a way where social and economic power 
was married to an aggressive sexual challenge.

1 4Rock 'n' Roll was the obvious example of this. The
term itself was originally a sexual synonym; and sexual 
outrage became an aspect of the music's sexual appeal.
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Rock music, and the rather more vapid forms of pop music 
it transformed, became the context for dating and court
ship, the means of emotional expression, and a social cause 
for the newly enriched young. Amongst its most ardent 
advocates rock became a liberalising force, an expression 
of the new society in the offing. For the majority, pop 
music was the essential background to social life. And 
at the centre of the appeal of rock music and its deriva
tives was a potent sexual aggressiveness. Its most succ
essful exponents were male, challenging other men, and 
constructing a powerful sexual imagery of dominance, 
boastfulness, prowess and control, and flirting, narciss- 
istically and dangerously with women - 'under my thumb'.

Associated with the great pop personalities of the 
1950s and 1960s was an outrageous style - sexually and 
socially (drugs, extravagant lifestyles) - which drama
tised a social divide. But for other, less elevated, 
elements in the young population, there was a revolt into 
style no less potent of spectacular for its minority nat
ure. For sections of working-class youth this was ex
pressed in the emergence of a series of apparently exotic 
subcultures throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s (teddy 
boys, mods and rockers, punks), ritualistic forms of re
sistance to the changes that were disrupting working-class 
life (the break-up of communities, the speed-up and alien
ation of factory work, the dreariness of 'new-town' social
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For the better-educated middle class, or newly de- 
proletarianised youth, the 1960s saw the birth of a 
counter-culture, less apolitical than the working-class 
culture, more challenging (at least in theory) of bourgeois 
hegemony. Music, clothes, style became the hallmark, the 
crack in the paintwork, of the traditional society that 
seemed to be vanishing for ever, and though in fact many 
of the youth subcultures were extremely puritanical, 
especially towards 'queers' and other obvious sexual 
'deviants', violence, drugs, and sex, three major moral 
preoccupations of the 1960s and 1970s, blended symbolically 
in the image of youth in revolt.

Here then, was one area of social life that posed the
question of control. For the liberal the way forward was
relatively clear, involving greater help for young people;
both formal, in the way of better, and more personally
relevant sex education, access to birth-control facilities,
information and advice on abortion, a sensible attitude to
VD; and informal, stemming from a greater freedom in
talking about sex, so there would be people the young

1 6could talk their sexual problems over with. For the
moral conservatives the answer was no less transparent, if 
less practical: the reaffirmation of the values of trad
itional family life. The Longford Report on Pornography 
in 1972 argued that a sound sex education could not come 
from the amoral instructions of the school but only from 
the familial framework; ignoring the fact, it should be 
said in passing, that opinion surveys demonstrated very
clearly the general absence of parental sex advice for their 

1 7offspring.
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It was inevitable that sex education would provide a 
conduit for the breezes of controversy - chiefly because 
of its transparent inadequacy. In 1943 the Board of Ed
ucation published a pamphlet on Sex Education in Schools 
and Youth Organisations» noting the need for suitable in
struction in schools, with parental backing, before strong 
emotions develop. Twenty years later, the Newsom Report 
on Secondary Education found it necessary to reaffirm the
need (though within the firm context of monogamous hetero- 

1 8sexuality). In the meantime, relatively few teachers
had carried out the 1943 recommendations, for a combina
tion of reasons: general attitudes towards sex, and fear 
of promiscuity, the attitudes of parents and of teachers, 
and lack of definite leadership from local education auth
orities. In his survey of The Sexual Behaviour of Young 
Adults in 1973, Schofield found that only one in ten boys 
in his sample and one in five of the girls had 'adequate' 
sex education. And although the 1960s saw a boom in 
publishing sex-instruction manuals - so that no major pub
lisher was without its sex-education textbook - most of 
these were either totally inadequate or endorsed a very 
conservative view of sex. Even the most liberal texts 
tended to endorse a 'stages' view of sexual development, 
which was either to be happily resolved in heterosexual 
monogamy or unhappily resolve in sadness and isolation. 
Homosexuals, as a 1967 textbook designed for teachers put 
it, must be regarded compassionately for many 'are suffer
ing from psychological disturbance' and none of them 'can

1 9ever find the happiness of raising their own family'.
An examination of 42 books on sex education conducted for
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the National Secular Society in 1970 found most of them 
were obscure in style, inaccurate in content, and badly 
written. Nearly all of them were moralistic, particul
arly about non-marital sex; and some of them were posi
tively dangerous. One text suggested that ’your eggs 
won't get fertilised until you are quite grown up and
have a husband'. Another advised that it was morally

20and legally wrong to have sex before marriage. But
more radical approaches faced unpredictable hazards.
Soren Hansen and Jasper Jensen in The Little Red School
Book published (translated from the Danish) in 1971, with
self-help and often sensible advice to school children
about drugs, teachers, school work and sex, was legally
suppressed. Contrary to the book's optimistic motto,

21some grown-ups proved not to be 'paper tigers'. The
question of youth, then, remained an unresolved battle
ground on which liberal, radical and conservative forces 
rehearsed their conflicts. It was an area which left 
many casualties, not least among the young, in the 1960s 
and 1970s.

Women
Youth may have constituted the major source of moral 

anxiety and panic, but it was women who experienced the 
most obvious sexualisation and who constituted the major 
focus of the legislative endeavour. Abortion and divorce 
reform, family-planning legislation, even reform of the 
obscenity law, had as their points of reference the chan
ging social and sexual imagery and roles of women. Seve
ral long-term factors were unfolding, reshaping the reg
ion of female sexuality. There was, for instance, a
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growth in the percentage of women marrying (and there
fore experiencing sexual relations), itself an effect 
of the number of men and women in the population (by 
1966 there were more males than females for all age 
groups under 40). Whereas in 1911, 552 out of every
1,000 women between the ages of 21 and 39 were married, 
and in 1931, 572, by 1961 the number had reached 808.
By the mid-1960s, 95 per cent of men and 96 per cent of 
women had married by the age of 45. And they were marry
ing at a younger age: whereas in 1921 the proportion of 
people married before the age of 21 was less than 5 per 
cent for husbands and 15 per cent for wives, by 1968
these figures had trebled - itself an effect of earlier

22puberty and greater affluence. At the same time, fol
lowing on from this, there was a growth in the proportion 
of women who became mothers, and a decline in the number 
of childless marriages. And because of the long-term 
decline in family size, improved conditions of childbirth 
and greater awareness of family planning, there was a 
compression of the years in which women bore children.

Marriage more than ever was 'an almost inevitable step
in the transition to adult life1, the essential gateway
to independence, social status, sexual gratification and
children, slotting people into their 'rightful places as

23adults in society'. But the conditions of family life
were changing significantly. Childbearing was more wide
ly experienceot but played a less central and dominating 
part than ever before; housework became less physically 
demanding. And all this complemented another significant
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shift: the mass movement of women into the workforce
from the late 1940s, initially as the reserve army, along
side immigrants, but eventually as an essential contrib
utor both to family prosperity and the workings of the 
economy as women's income became a vital element in the 
expansion of the consumer economy in the 1950s and 1960s,
and central to the maintenance of financial stability in

24the economically more precarious 1970s.

Given the limitation of the British boom to the sphere 
of private domestic consumption, particualrly in the 
working class, women, both because of their income con
tribution and because of their traditional social respons
ibilities, became the key to the penetration of the family 
by the 'new capitalism'. As John Newsom put it in the 
1940s, 'It is not an exaggeration to say that woman as 
purchaser holds the future standard of living in this
country in her hands ... If she buys in ignorance then

25our national standards will degenerate.' This seemed
more and more true in the 1950s and 1960s.

But this major shift was only partly recognised at 
first in the range of discourses on femininity in the 
1950s and early 1960s. Femaleness continued to be prim
arily defined in terms of motherhood and home building, 
and in fact there was probably an accentuation of this 
emphasis in the 1950s. The working mother was seen as a 
major factor in the causation of juvenile delinquency, as 
'latch-key children' became a potent source of moral 
panic, while the working wife's contribution to family in-
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2 6come was culturally diminished as 'pin money'. By the
1960s a new ideal of the 'symmetrical family', based on
a sharing of both work and domestic labour, was beginning
to replace the 1940s ideal of the 'complementary family',
but its reality was undermined by a continuing tradition
that women were chiefly responsible for child rearing,
and by a social-security system that was based on female
dependence. The major legislative reforms of the late
1960s and 1970s (Equal Pay Act, Sex Discrimination Act)
did little to fundamentally undermine this complex struc-

27ture of female subordination and the contradictions at 
the heart of femininity were, in turn, to give rise to a 
more militant women's movement by the turn of the decade.

Female sexuality lay at the centre of these contradic
tions. Women were necessarily wooed by the great consum
er industries, but chiefly at first in their roles as con
trollers of the household purse. Their sexuality could 
be utilised, stimulated, reshaped as an adjunct to the de
mands of mass marketing, but it was a sexuality designed 
to capture the man - cosmetics, clothes, personal accoutre
ments were big business and essential parts of the recon
structed 'feminine mystique'. Sexuality was more explic
itly than ever before playing over concepts of femininity, 
but the femininity that was being constructed in the pro
cess of sexualisation was that of the 'sex kitten’, the 
'sex bombshell', the Monroes and the Bardots replacing in 
popular iconography the more resiliently 'independent' fe
male figures of the 1940s.
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The popular female press expressed, and helped con
struct, the range of possible meanings in femininity.
A well-established magazine like Woman was more sexually 
explicit in the 1960s than in the 1940s, but still found
it difficult to handle sexual relations except on its

2 8problem page, or in relation to motherhood. It repre
sented a particular type of femininity, more relaxed 
than a generation earlier but still domestic in its set
ting. But more pleasure-orientated magazines were by the 
late 1960s offering alternative images.

The more sexually 'liberated' journals such as Cosmo
politan continued to take as their point of reference the 
norm of heterosexual partnership, even as they played on 
the range of possible sexual meanings. But as the de
cade advanced, the sexual imagery changed. What is stri
king about these later journals is the way in which, as 
Rosalind Coward put it, the female body is being construc
ted as 'sensitive and sexual, as capable of stimulation
and excitation, and therefore demanding care and attention

29if women are to be sexual and sexually desirable to men'. 
What was taking place was a redefinition of female sexual
ity in terms of its possibilities for pleasure, for enjoy
ment unbounded by the old exigencies of compulsory child
birth or endless domestic chores.

It was not a matter of consumerism penetrating a pre
existing market, to exploit an essential sexuality; it 
was partially constructing a female sexuality to accord 
with a series of major social developments. Amongst these
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we must place again the changing mores of the young.
It was striking that while sex researchers found overall 
little change in attitudes to female sexuality in the pop
ulation as a whole, amongst those born since 1945 the real 
change was significant."^0 Women were asserting their 
own perceived sexual needs, though largely within a hetero
sexual framework and in the terms allowed by commercialism.

A second development both complemented and contributed
to the first; the growth of more effective means of
birth control. Although the real breakthroughs occurred
at the end of the 1950s, there had been steady progress
in the provision of birth-control facilities throughout
the previous ten years - partly stimulated by the Report
of the Royal Commission on Population. In 1948 there
were 65 clinics, with some 30,000 new users each year
(compared with 61 clinics in 1938) . But from the early
1950s clinics sprang up at the rate of one every two
weeks. By 1963 there were 400, a six-fold increase over 

3115 years. But still only a tiny minority had access to
advice; it was estimated that even amongst those married 
in the 1950s, one in four or five were likely never to 
practise formal birth control, and the figure amongst man
ual workers was one in three. The methods recommended 
in family-planning clinics were in any case often in
applicable to working-class conditions. The abortion fig
ures told a complementary story. By 1961 there were around 
2,300 abortions a year on the National Health Service, 
rising to 9,700 in 1967. There were about 10,000 private
abortions per annum; while the estimate for illegal, un-

32official abortions ranged from 15-100,000.
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During the late 1950s, however, several factors com
bined to undermine resistance to birth control. In 1958 
the Anglican Lambeth Conference finally gave a positive 
Church blessing to the use of contraception, declaring it 
was 'a right and important factor in Christian family life 
and should be the result of positive choice before God’.
This nod towards greater respectability was given greater 
significance by the growing official fear during the 1960s 
of overpopulation, associated with a boom in the birthrate.33 
In long-term perspective this recovery in ferti lity proved 
short lived and by 1974 the birthrate reached its lowest 
ever figure. The rise appears to have been a result of a 
shift away from having one child or none at all, rather
than any move towards large families, and it was amongst

34the younger-marrieds that the trend was most marked.
But during the 1960s there were widespread fears, accentua
ted particularly by the higher-than-average birthrate of 
the immigrant communities, and this helped undermine fur
ther resistance to birth control. As one index of offic
ial anxidty a Population Panel was established in the late 
1960s, and during the 1970s there was even a revival of 
old eugenic arguments, with the Conservative ideologue Sir 
Keith Joseph warning that 'a high and rising proportion of
children are being born to mothers least fitted to bring

35children into the world __'. In this social context
two traditional concerns of the right had to battle: the 
fear of encouraging promiscuity against the fear of a dis
proportionate birthrate among the lower orders, and in the 
new context it was likely that birth control would win (it

anxiety over the birthrate that prompted the House ofwas an
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Lords to revolt against the government and ensure the 
final transference of the family-planning services to the 
Health Service in 1974).

What made the issue less decisively a question of social 
control than it was earlier, was the generalisation of 
birth control during the 1960s; and the major reason for 
this was the marketing from the late 1950s of the oral 
contraceptive pill. 'The Pill' did not, of itself, re
lease women from the tyranny of boundless fertility. In 
fact, though widely employed, its incidence of use decreased 
down the social scale and in a movement from the south-east 
of England towards the north-west. It was likely to be 
the least promiscuous who used it, and despite the increased 
use of other female methods alongside the Pill during the 
1960s (the coil especially), there remained a solid resis
tance amongst men, especially working-class men, to the

3 6abandonment of male methods of control. Moreover, by the
1970s there was a widespread awareness amongst women of 
the possible danger to health in the use of the oral con
traceptive. In 1977 over 500,000 women discontinued use

37of the Pill following a health report. But what the
introduction of the Pill did significantly do was begin an 
explosion of discussion in the context of which other 
methods were increasingly talked about and used. So one 
of the major effects was to increase the sales of all types 
of birth-control devices including one of the oldest of all, 
the sheath, which remained the most popular; and to stim
ulate improvements in other methods. By the end of the 
1960s, amongst young married couples, 

almost universally used.

birth control was
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Ideologies
These long-term changes in the social structure tended 

to undermine the orthodox moral framework - and generate 
a sense of moral collapse. As Professor Carstairs saw it 
in the early 1960s, expressing a general liberal view
point, 'Popular morality is now a waste land, littered
with the debris of broken convictions ... The confusion

40is perhaps greatest over sexual morality.'

A most significant factor was the breakdown of an ab
solutist position within the Christian Churches. A 
Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan, might say that it was 
the duty of bishops, not politicians, to give a moral 
lead, but the bishops no longer had a single standard to 
offer. The more progressive might experiment with rad
ical departures, such as South Bank theology epitomised 
in John Robinson's Honest to God; a significant minority 
might stand by orthodox moral canons; but the majority 
of Christian leaders were increasingly adopting that 
abstentionism pioneered by Archbishop Lang in 1937.
Given that Christinaity had had the central role in arti
culating official moral ideologies for a millenium, a
shift in its attitudes was central to any major change in

4 1official attitudes. There was no single change:
Anglicans remained divided; Roman Catholics remained firm 
on questions such as divorce, abortion and birth control 
(though this latter had only marginal effects on individual 
Catholics in Great Britain); most Nonconformists by and 
large maintained their puritanical stance. But the 
changes that did occur were highly significant and influ-
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ential. Bodies within the Church of England began to 
re-explore sexual morality and to recommend more liberal 
stances: on homosexuality, sexual offenders, abortion 
and divorce. The more traditionally radical Quakers, 
in their Towards a Quaker View of Sex in 1963, set forth 
an immensely influential approach which placed ’love' at 
the heart of morality rather than tradition, authority or 
revelation. Moreover, there was a conviction that love, 
including homosexual love, 'can not be confined to a 
pattern'. This did not lead to an endorsement of 'promi
scuity', and in certain regards its norm was excessively 
conservative. Lesbianism, for instance, was seen as an 
effect of the frustration of the maternal instinct and no 
attempt was made to question the centrality of the family.
It was, nevertheless, a radical break with moral authorit-

42arianism, and it was a representative document.

The shift in certain sections of the Christian Churches 
reflected a wider shift in attitudes amongst certain strata 
of the population - particularly the new professional 
classes, young businessmen and sections of the governing 
class. It was indicative that, as Stuart Hall has pointed 
out, while the Churches closely connected with the state, 
the law and influential middle-class opinion changed their 
postions, those (largely fundamentalist groups) most close
ly associated with the lowermiddle class and respectable 
working class remained conservative - and were to prove 
the chief reservoir of support and the organisational ba
sis for the moral reaction typified by the National Viewers'
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and Listeners' Association (NVALA) and the Society for the 
Protection of the Unborn Child (SPUC).^

As religious ideologies declined there was scope for
the vacuum to be filled by more secular ideologies, of
which perhaps the most potent were medical. Barbara
Wootton deplored the tendency for notions of sickness to
rush in to fill the gap vacated by the idea of moral fail-

44ure, but in the 1960s she was a fairly «lone voice.
However, no single socio-medical approach dominated. 
Kinsey's two great volumes with their naturalist's matter- 
of-factness about sexuality were a powerful subterranean 
influence challenging ego-psychology with its ambition of 
social adjustment. Elizabeth Wilson has recently argued 
that the popularity of a crude psychoanalytical approach - 
with its mechanistic emphasis on the stages of develop
ment and its assumption of the normality of a resolution
into conventional morality - was in large part, indeed, a

45reaction to the radical implications of Kinsey.

But a medical moralism suffused many official statements 
from the medical profession itself, particularly with re
gard to homosexuality, which received excessive attention. 
The British Medical Association's Memorandum on Homosexual
ity and Prostitution suggested that 'personal discipline 
and unselfishness have little place' in the thoughts of 
homosexuals. Works such as early editions of D.J. West's
Homosexuality and Anthony Storr's Sexual Deviations sought

46after forms of analytical cures or adjustment.
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But the most ardent pursuers of 'adjustment1 were the
behaviourists, amongst whom, in the 1960s, there was as one
defender of the approach has put it, an 'increase in thera-

47peutic optimism.' What mattered here was not so much
notions of sickness as of 'maladjustment', and the most
dramatic sign of what Thomas Szasz has called 'correctional
zeal', appears in the development of methods of behaviour
modification theory for sexual deviants. During the 1950s
and 1960s techniques of aversion therapy were perfected,
designed to induce nausea when the subject was confronted
with the objects of his desire. The technique had developed
in the 1930s and 1940s to combat alcoholism. It was
applied to fetishism in 1956, and the lead was followed
for homosexuals and transvestites in the 1960s. Early
methods had favoured chemical inducement to nausea but from

481963 electrical shock methods came in. It never became
a dominant approach and by the 1970s (largely as an effect 
of the rise of the gay movement) was rarely applied to 
homosexuals, nor did it become a compulsory alternative to 
prison for sex offenders, though such an approach had its 
advocates. But it placed a potentially powerful and 
dangerous weapon in the hands of the medical profession. 
Behind the general approach was a strong assumption that 
only by conformity to existing norms could an individual 
achieve satisfaction. In a period when the norms were 
being challenged to an unprecedented degree, methods of 
behaviour modification were firmly seen by many liberals 
and radicals as little better than 'brainwashing'.
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Though behaviour modification had its advocates, the
social-delinquency approach remained a more dominant one
amongst social scientists investigating (and hoping to
'solve') the problems of sexual variations. Valiant
efforts were made to discover the aetiology of particular
'conditions', especially homosexuality. Weak fathers,
overpowering mothers, absent mothers and dominant fathers,
childhood traumas or gender confusion - all were wheeled
forward, to little theoretical effect or enlightenment.
Perhaps more constructive were the efforts tto identify
the characteristics of particular social 'problem groups',

50an effort at what has been termed 'social book keeping'.
The major influence here was again the work of Alfred 
Kinsey, though none of his British followers had access 
to his resources or range of informants; it was nonethe
less an important contribution to demystification. Male 
homosexuals again received most attention. Michael 
Schofield produced several major studies, culminating in 
Sociological Aspects of Homosexuality in 1965, and there 
were many journalistic imitators. Schofield also ex
plored the sexual problems of the young, the young adult 
and the 'promiscuous', while others, such as Eustace 
Chesser, charted the behaviour of English women, or like 
Geoffrey Gorer, attempted to use statistical cross-sections 
of the population to discover the range of sexual behaviour 
and norms.

During the 1970s there was a growing interest in less 
orthodox sexualities: the social exploration of lesbian
ism began, alongside the sociological charting of the 
characteristics of transvestites, transexuals and paedo-
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philes. Although many of these works started with a
delinquency approach, the evidence they presented often 
undermined this, suggesting a range of behaviours, a con
tinuum between 'normal' and 'abnormal' and the relative 
unimportance of essential characteristics when compared 
with the influence of social labelling. This was to have 
important effects in the development of radical deviancy 
studies in the 1970s, in which the 'normality' of the de
viant subcultures for those participating in them was em
phasised, in a strong current of moral relativism. But
the short-term effect was to emphasise the existence of 
'social problems' which could, given the will, and under
standing be resolved by social and political intervention.

The Political Moment
It is this emphasis on the survival of, and need to 

resolve specific social problems that gives the reforming 
legislation of the 1960s its particular flavour and dist
inctive tone. There was no official endorsement of hed
onism. There was in fact a strong element of negative 
utilitarianism in the legislation, more concerned with
removing difficulties and minimising suffering than in

52positively enhancing happiness. The Sexual Offences
Act of 1967 attempted to redress the absurdity of the laws 
on male homosexuality, by carrying out in part the 
Wolfenden proposals, decriminalising private adult male 
activities. The Abortion Act of 1967 introduced the 
possibility of 'social' as well as medical grounds for a 
lawful termination of pregnancy because of the recognition 
of what was seen as the problem of a minority of (generally

51
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inadequate) women. Similarly, The National Health Service 
(Family Planning) Act attempted, to regulate the situation 
regarding the unplanned spread of birth control by encour
aging local authorities to provide facilities on social as 
well as more narrowly medical grounds. Reform of the di
vorce law in 1969 attempted to meet the challenge of incre
asing marriage breakdowns and the archaic nature of tradit
ional grounds. Finally, the social regulation of what
could be read or seen relaxed, partly to cope with an in-

(creasing tension between norms and behaviour. The Obscene 
Publications Act of 1959 (amended in 1964) responded to the 
contradictions between changing public standards of speech 
and taste (partly at least demonstrated in the vast growth 
of pornography) and antiquated obscenity laws by introducing 
the defence of literary merit. Other moves reflected a 
similar desire to do away with archaic survivals. The 
abolition of the Lord Chamberlain's censorship of the theatre 
in 1968 allowed a much more explicit portrayal of sexuality 
on the stage. Simultaneously, though without legislative 
fiat, cinema censorship was modified, leading to a new verb
al and visual openness, particularly with regard to the sex
ualisation of the female body.

Shifts were at the same time taking place in the oper
ation of the law, though we must not exaggerate the change. 
The legal victory of Penguin Books in its defence of the 
publication of D.H. Lawrence's Lady Chatterley's Lover in 
1960, which heralded a more relaxed mood (and made the book 
a huge best-seller) was achieved by gathering a host of lit
erary luminaries who attested to the book's literary merits
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and defence of the sacrament of sex. And there was no con
sistent movement towards liberalism. The early 1960s saw an 
important revival of legal moralism, with judges going out 
of their way to pronounce on sexual morality. In 1962 the 
House of Lords, in the case brought against the publisher of 
the Ladies' Directory, a prostitutes' contact sheet (Shaw -v- 
DPP) re vived the old common-law offence of conspiracy to
corrupt public morals, which most thought had died out in

53the eighteenth century. This was potentially a powerful
weapon against sexual unorthodoxy. But despite many arbi
trary actions as the 1960s and 1970s advanced, police and 
the prosecuting authorities became more reluctant to proceed 
and juries unwilling to convict in cases of obscenity.

All these reforms addressed themselves to elements in 
the family-procreation-sexuality nexus, and attempted to ad
just the law to perceived changes. But though they appear 
in retrospect as a 'package' and have a cohesive approach, 
they must simultaneously be understood in their distinctive
ness. They all had long pre-histories, and diverse roots. 
Agitation for the reform of the Lord Chamberlain's censor
ship had been going on for most of the century. The laws 
on male homosexuality had faced organised (if secretive) 
opponents since the 1890s. Fundamental divorce reforms 
had been discussed since the 1910s. Family planning had 
been a major issue since the 1920s, and abortion reform 
campaigned for since the 1930s. The contradictions in the 
workings of the existing laws had been further uncovered in 
a series of official enquiries (Royal Commissions, Depart
mental committees, joint select committees) over the previous
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decade. And although their recommendations had varied 
from the ultra-conservative (Morton) to the liberal 
(Wolfenden) they had all demonstrated a widespread public 
anxiety about the moral health of the community.

Moreover, the reforms were preceded by a series of 
organised but separate campaigns designed to change influen
tial opinion, and persude the legislators. "It is not so
much public opinion as public officials that need educating',

54Oscar Wilde had written in 1898, and the classic pressure- 
group tactic this indicated dominated the 1960s. The 
Abortion Law Reform Association, founded in 1936, had a new 
surge of energy; a Homosexual Law Reform Society was founded 
in 1958 to press for the Wolfenden reforms; and the Divorce 
Law Reform Union founded in 1906, joined with the Marriage 
Law Reform Society in the early 1960s to campaign more vigor
ously. Although their chief efforts were as auxiliaries to 
the Parliamentary reforms, they nevertheless did contribute 
to a shift in public opinion. By the mid-1960s most opinion 
polls were showing a majority for reform. In 1957, for in
stance, only 25 per cent of a sample were in favour of homo
sexual law reform; by 1965, the figure was 63 per cent, 
though 93 per cent now saw homosexuality as a form of illness 
requiring medical treatment.

So the ground was well prepared for reform the the 1960s, 
and it would be misleading to see the 'permissive legislation' 
as in any way an automatic response to social change. Never
theless, it is possible to see elements of a political strat
egy at work, a strategy designed precisely to bring moral

\
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regulation into line with perceived social change as part 
of a wider political programme. And although the general 
approach crossed party lines, so that certain Tory Progress
ives can be associated with it as clearly as social demo
crats, it was amongst the 'revisionists' of the Labour Party, 
particularly associated with young theorists and politicians
such as Anthony Crosland and Roy Jenkins, that moral reform-

55ism became central. The key theoretical element in their
approach was best expressed in Crosland's The Future of 
Socialism, a belief that because of welfarism and the emerg
ence of managerialcontrol of industry, the capitalist economy 
had essentially stabilised, making the old socialist shib
boleths of nationalisation unnecessary and outdated. This 
did not mean that social problems had disappeared; on the 
contrary, during the 1960s Labour reformists were able to 
pinpoint a long list of necessary changes, effects of the 
'candy-floss' economy. But these could no longer be con
ceived of as structural problems, they were residual prob
lems that could be resolved by piecemeal social engineering. 
It was a short step from this to an identification of resi
dual moral problems, that could equally well be resolved by 
localised reforms and moral engineering.

The second strategic element was political. For the 
revisionists the central task that the Labour Party faced 
after its election efeat in 1959 was to move away from its 
reliance on its old, and declining, manual working-class 
base, to achieve a new political alliance around other social 
forces. What this rtjeemt in practical terms was the wooing 
of the new social forces, especially young professionals, the
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new technocrats and the recently embourgeoisifled. This
was a much wider issue than simply the future of the Labour 
Party, for what was being sought for in the 1960s by the 
social democrats was a political strategy that would achieve 
social stability within the context of a reformed capitalism 
and the task wasincreasingly central because of the trans
parent breakdown of the Conservative hegemony .in the early 
1960s. The strategy, therefore, was to build a political 
ruling alliance round the new social forces, and the social 
vision offered in the revisionists' case was precisely one 
designed to woo these forces, emphasising greater equality 
of opportunity, educational reform, social mobility, greater 
leisure possibilities, and liberalisation of attitudes.
The various elements complemented one another, for economic 
success was the foundation of a richer private life, while 
a richer private life was even more necessary in an economy 
growing ever more bureaucratic, automated and alienating. 
Here we can see the place of the two key elements of moral 
reformism: its piecemeal nature, designed to eliminate the
hangovers of an authoritarian society; and its stress on 
privatisation of choice, derived from wider moral arguments, 
but fitting neatly into the social distinctions that were be 
ing marked out. 'Revisonist' social democracy thus broke 
with traditional working-class moralism and with Fabian 
Puritanism, to present a blueprint -for a more 'civilised' 
and libertarian capitalism. 'Civilisation' was indeed Roy 
Jenkins's preferred synonym for the term 'permissiveness': 
'the achievement of social reform without disruption ... 
avoiding excessive social tensions'
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There was, then, a fit between a particular , influen
tial, political approach, and the series of legislative re
forms, and there is a certain historic aptness in the fact 
that the major social reforms, in education and morality, 
were presided over by the leading 'revisionists', Crosland 
(as Education Secretary) and Jenkins (as Home Secretary).
But what cannot be detected is any careful strategy in the 
actual promulgation of the reforms. 'Revisionism', though 
immensely influential, never hegemonised the Labour Party, 
and the political bloc organised by the Wilson leadership 
to win the 1964 and 1966 elections had many of the same so
cial elements but in a different mix, from the 'revisionist' 
model. The suppott of young professionals was won to the 
Labour cause not through visions of a 'civilised society' 
but through images of technological change. The pragmatic 
Wilson was less-interested in moral change, and was rooted 
in that nonconformist morality which the revisionists re
jected. Moreover despite a more or less favourably dis
posed Parliamentary majority following the Labour election 
victories in 1964 and 1966, all the reforms faced sharp 
opposition, including a great deal from traditionalist La
bour supporters, and in the case of abortion-law reform a 
nationally organised campaign supported by the full wéight 
of the Roman Catholic Church. The cross-party reforming 
alliance was bitterly split on abortion. So a leading 
Labour 'revisionist' and Catholic, Shirley Williams, and a 
leading Labour individualist, Leo Abse (who had sponsored 
homosexual law reform) joined with a leading Tory Progress
ive, Norman St. John Stevas (also a Catholic) in opposing
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abortion-law reform. Parliamentary majorities were never
guaranteed, and despite the warm backing of Roy Jenkins as
Home Secretary from 1965-67, which allowed government time
to be used for the legislation, all of the reforming Acts
began as private members' bills and were voted on as a

57matter ofprivate conscience, not party loyalty. The
moral reforms were marginal to the central direction of the 
government, and were often seen as irrelevant by those who 
directed its strategy.

It is this range of circumstances, forming a complex 
political conjuncture, which in large part explains the con
tradictory nature of many of the reforms. They were the 
end results of a variety of different pressures: liberal 
reformist, pragmatic acceptance of the need for change, ecc
entric libertarianism, religious, especially Roman Catholic 
counter-pressure, and other sustained special interest agi
tation or opposition, channelled through Members of Parlia
ment. Bearing this in mind we can try to unravel some 
otherwise puzzling features of the reforms.

The first was their self-contained nature. Each re
form was argued for on its own merits and for each reform a 
separate constellation of support had to be constructed.
The pressure-group tactics of the reform organisations re
flected this. Their chief concern was to obtain a Parlia
mentary majority. They therefore carefully avoided any tac 
tics which could alienate influential support, and their 
arguments were tempered by an acute caution, which by the 
1970s was often seen as an incapacitating paralysis by their
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more radical followers. Their classic task was to 
identify a social problem area - the unfortunate woman 
who had got into trouble, and needed an abortion, the homo
sexual suffering from an unfortunate condition, and subject 
to blackmail and social ostracism - and press for isolated 
reforms which could alleviate the problem.

A second factor was the ultimately very limited nature 
of the reforms. Homosexual law reform did not legalise 
homosexuality as such; it narrowly decriminalised certain 
aspects of male adult behaviour in private, in England and 
Wales. After vigorous lobbying the merchant navy as well 
as the armed forces were excluded from its provisions. 
Moreover, despite the efforts of reform supporters, the 
threat of conspiracy charges continued to hang over homo
sexuals; and the prosecution for offences in public vastly 
increased over the::nextfdecade. Abortion law reform allowed 
social grounds for termination up to 28 weeks but fell far 
short of abortion on demand. Moreover, while the law took 
one step back, the medical profession took one forward;
doctors became* the crucial intermediaries in deciding on the

5 8access to abortion. In a similar way, the divorce reform 
reform proved tobe an uneasy compromise between the tradition 
al concept of a 'matrimonial offence' and a new concept of 
the recognised breakdown of a marriage.

In attempting to meet real changes and real social probl 
ems caused by the challenge to an older moralism, the reforms 
of the 1960s produced very uneasy and sometimes unworkable 
compromises. Their chief effect lay not so much in what
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they achieved themselves, as in the spaces they created 
through which more radical pressures were able to emerge. 
Almost despite themselves, the reformers of the 1960s wrought 
more than they thought- and often more than they desired.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
CURRENTS AND COUNTER-CURRENTS

The Limits of Permissiveness
At this stage we need to step back, to reflect on the 

achievements and failures of this 'liberal hour'. For in 
its contradictory course it revealed all the strengths and 
weaknesses of the liberal approach to sexuality. On its 
positive side were a series of important gains. Reform was 
achieved, through the pragmatic manoeuvres of the Parliament
ary liberals and their extra-Parliamentary auxiliaries.
There was an important shift towards privatisation of deci
sion making, towards a legal acceptance of moral pluralism. 
But its weaknesses flowed from its strengths. Reforms were 
gained through a programme of necessary compromises; fre
quently they were piecemeal and often unsatisfactory in 
nature and implied no positive endorsement of radically diff
erent moral stances. Indeed, as Professor Richards has 
written, 'A feature of the Parliamentary debates on this 
subject is that the fundamental moral issue was consistently 
avoiced.' As a result they neither satisfied radicals 
nor appeased moral conservatives, and not surprisingly, 
morality became more than ever a battleground in the succeed
ing decade. Sexual liberals did not retreat from the front; 
on the contrary they produced an important series of docu
ments advocating further reform - particularly on the 'age 
of consent' for women and male homosexuals, and on obscenity 
and film censorship. But increasingly as the 1960s faded 
into oblivion and the harsher 1970s blew their cold winds, 
liberals lost their purchase on parliamentary reformers -
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and remember, the parliamentary moment is always the deci- 
siveone for the liberal approach to reform - and the initi
ative passed to more radical forces, relying to a much 
greater degree on the principles of self-help and popular 
mobilisation- On the left, the revival of the women's 
movement and the emergence of a gay liberation movement 
fundamentally challenged some of the sexual assumptions 
that were common to both liberalism and moral traditional
ism; while on the right, the 1960s and 1970s saw a revival 
of an evangelical moralism, fired by an apprehension of 
basic changes, but made despairing by the legislative re
forms. An anxious correspondent of Mary Whitehouse noted 
of the 1967 reforms: 'The last session of Parliament has 
subjected us to the progressive moral disarmament of the

3nation BY LAW and there's worse to come.' There was not - 
but the fear was real enough. The contradictory effects of 
some of the reforms provided fuel enough to the controversy, 
as a brief examination of three major reforms will underline: 
on divorce, on homosexuality and oh abortion.

The 1969 Divorce Reform Act firmly asserted the instit
utional basis of marriage - its declared aim was to 'buttress 
the stability of marriage'. But by embracing a second 
aim - 'to enable the empty shell to be destroyed' - it effect
ively dismantled the apparatus of moral blame which attached 
to the concept of a 'matrimonial offence'. Once the part
ners had agreed that a marriage had broken down, a divorce 
was generally assured. The institutional framework of 
permanent monogamy was to that extent undermined. In a 
climate where the family appeared to be weakening as a unit
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as a result of long-term changes, economic and social, the 
rising divorce figures were inevitably seen by radicals as 
a sign of the family's instability and by conservatives as 
a sign of its breakdown. Both views were probably prema
ture, though the increase in resort to divorce was dramatic. 
In 1911 the proportion of married who divorced was 0.2 per 
cent; by the mid-1950s it was 7 per cent; by the early 
1970s it was 10 per cent and rising. Between 1970 and 1979 
the divorce rate trebled for those under 25, and doubled for
those over 25. In Britain, at the end of the 1970s, there

4was one divorce for every three marriages. Marriage was 
obviously no longer the sacred and permanent bond it was 
intended to be. But simultaneously, marriage remained as 
popular as ever, and nearly half of those who got divorced

5remarried within five years. Marriage, or at least 
coupledom, remained the social norm, though it was an 
alliance built increasingly along the lines of sexual 
attraction and emotional compatibility rather than on open-

g
ended commitment for life.

The tensions within the dominant ideology - between 
compulsory monogamy and pleasure, between enhanced indiv- 
ualism and familial responsibility - were thus transforming 
the nineteenth-century ideal. But what they implied for 
the future remained unclear. What they did not imply, how
ever,was any collapse of the heterosexual norm. Reforms in 
other areas of sexual life were contained within this domi
nance, as the development of attitudes to homosexuality re
vealed. The Sexual Offences Act which liberalised the law 
on male homosexuality was never intended as a clarion call
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to sexual liberation. As Lord Arran, who piloted reform
through the House of Lords, put it, 'I ask those who have, as
it were, been in bondage and for whom the prison doors are
now open to show their thanks by comporting themselves

7quietly and with dignity.' That appeal to discretion was 
echoed among many other erstwhile reformers, alarmed at 
what they saw as a rush towards openness. But even more 
than this cold shower, the new law itself imposed a series 
of drastic limitations. In the first place, homosexuality 
was never fully legalised, as a series of court decisions 
underlined. In June 1972 the House of Lords upheld the 
verdict against IT (International Times), which declared it 
unlawful to publish contact advertisements in which homsex- 
uals indicated their wish to meet others. Their lordships 
opined thatthe 1967 Act 'merely exempted from criminal

g
penalties' but did not make it 'lawful in the full sense*.
This had important effects in the decisions of the police
and the courts, but it was compounded by a second factor
deriving from the private acts/public decency dichotomy of
moral reformism. For one effect of this was to define
more clearly which activities (largely in the sphere of
'public decency', such as importuning in public lavatories
and cruising grounds) still remained offences, and the police
in effect put this clarification into practice. Between
1967 and 1976 the recorded incidence of indecency between
males doubled, the number of prosecutions trebled and the

9number of convictions quadrupled. The prosecutions 
caused less of a stir and perhaps had a less drastic impact 
on most individual's lives, as the stigma against homosex- 
uality gradually changed; but the controlling effect of
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the law accentuated in certain areas, particularly as some
crusading police chiefs sought to increase the 'privatisa-

11tion' and moral 'segregation' of homosexuals. But by an 
inevitable reflex, the inadequacy of the law reform, and the 
continuing moral oppression, in turn provided some of the 
preconditions for the birth of the gay liberation movement, 
concerned not with apologetics or liberal tolerance but 
with questioning the hegemony of the heterosexual norm. 
Neither effect could have been intended by the reformers of 
the 1960s.

Similar contradictory results emerged from the Abortion 
Act, which remained a much more controversial reform than 
any other. The number of recorded abortions went up signi
ficantly after 1968, rising from 35,000 per annum to 141,000
in 1975; or mov^ing from a rate of 4 per 100 live births

1 2in 1968 to 17.6 in 1975. By 1980 over a million legal
abortions had been carried out. Several factors accounted 
for this rise, the major one being the move from 'backstreet 
abortions' to ones provided legally in the Health Service.
But another important factor was a probable increase in the 
resort to abortion, as publicity over it increased, as 
techniques improved, and as there was a growing acceptance 
by women of abortion as an adjunct to birth control when that 
failed. In other words, many women were seizing the opport7 

unity provided by the 1967 Act to deliberately control their 
own fertility. It was this area of 'choice' which disturbed 
some former supporters of reform, and during the 1970s they 
combined with the traditionalist opponents of reform to try 
to amend the law in a more restrictive manner. There was
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abundant evidence that the so-called 'abuse' of the law 
1 3was minimal, and the actual elements of 'abortion on

demand' in the 1967 Act were limited, dependent as they
were on the attitude of the medical profession. But by
1980 it was possible almost to succeed in amending the
law drastically in a restrictive manner, against a sub-

1 4stantial mass of medical and popular opinion. What is
striking about this is that though the resolution necess
arily came in Parliament, the battle had been in large part 
fought out through propaganda and mass mobilisation on the 
terrain of public opinion. The Society for the Protection 
of the Unborn Child (SPUC) and similar bodies had been able 
to mobilise considerable conservative, cross-class support 
from the late 1960s, building largely on the organisational 
strength of the Roman Catholic and evangelical churches.
In response, the reforming initiative passed from the 
Abortion Law Reform Society to the more militant groupings 
within the Women's Movement, led by the National Abortion 
Campaign, which was able to mobilise mass feminist, libert
arian and socialist support (culminating in a massive 
march sponsored by the Trades Union Congress in October 
1979) on a slogan of 'A Woman's Right to Choose'. In 
arguing the positive merits of abortion, as a necessary 
aspect of a woman's freedom to control her own body, the 
terms of the debate were being altered. This was only 
one aspect of an important shift in the debates on sexuality; 
the liberal moment was passing.

If we seek a single moment when the tide changed, we 
need look no further than 1968. Towards the end of that
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year the Wootton Report on Drug Dependency was published, 
advocating a more liberal attitude towards 'soft' drugs.^
The report was a classic exposition of liberal reformist 
principles, which Baroness Wootton had long advocated, and 
relied on the distinction between morality and law which 
was central to the 1960s reforms. Its proposals were mod
est. But the social and political climate had changed 
drastically. Symbolically, Roy Jenkins had left the Home 
Office, to preside over the massive defensive actions to 
shore up the British economy. He was replaced by James 
Callaghan, the embodiment of labourist traditionalism.
He rejected the Wootton Report; and in so doing proclaimed
that he was pleased to have contributed to 'a halt in the

1 6advancing tide of so called permissiveness'.

But this was only one response to the more elusive 
undercurrents of social life which were undermining the old 
liberal, social-democratic consensus. For 1968 was the 
year of revolt and reaction through the world, from the 
United States to Czechoslovakia, from Tokyo to Paris.
And the May Events in Paris above all demonstrated the 
fragility of the post-war belief in effortless progress 
and prosperity, revealing sharply the contradictions at 
the very heart of modernised capitalism, as one of its major 
products - 'youth' - began to rejects its values. The 
student revolt, and the spark it provided for the French 
general strike, suggested for the first time since the war 
that the old order could be overturned, that 'anything was 
possible'. The revolt was short-lived; the immediate
effect a deeper political conservatism. But the intellectual
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and moral ferment unlocked by the Paris events, and its 
echoes throughout the world, posed fresh question of both 
left and right. The deeply unsettling problems left un
resolved in 1968 set the agenda for social and moral de
bates in the ensuing decade: the choice seemed to be 
between a radical rupture or a deepening conservatism and 
a retreat to more authoritarian positions. As Hall et al 
have put it, 'The general social and political polarisation

1 8which characterises the next decade began from this point.'

The effects, as ever, were more muted and fragmented 
in Britain than elsewhere, whether in terms of student 
radicalism or political conservatism. But as the Callaghan 
position indicates, it was still enough of a divide to take 
it as a symbolic starting point. For the eddies of the 
great events abroad deeply affected both the British 
counter-culture and the respectable, and one fed on the other.

The New Moralism
Let us take, for a start, the 'respectable'. The 

student revolts, the first mass open-air pop concert, the 
continuing economic crisis, the panic over black immigra
tion and the massive anti-Vietnam War demonstrations in 
Grosvenor Square: all apparently random events, but all 
connected in 1968 as signs of breakdown or transformation 
in the old order. What we can see, in response, from the 
late 1960s, is a growing sense of social crisis, which 
demanded general solutions. The series of moral panics 
over morality and manners which punctuate the 1950s and 
1960s were giving way to a generalised social panic, and in
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this new climate, moral authoritarianism again came to the
1 9centre of the stage.

Its archetypal exponent was a deeply religious, respect
ably middle-class lady, a former teacher whose ire had been 
stirred by the social changes of the 1950s and 1960s, and in 
particular their effects on children, and who from being a 
hesitant and reluctant campaigner in 1963 had by the late 
1970s blossomed into an inter^n)tional figure, listened to by
statesmen, commanding instant media attention, the model of

20a moral entrepreneur - Mrs. Mary Whitehouse. It will not
do simply to personalise Mrs. Whitehouse's campaigns. Far 
from being a crank, a latter day Mrs. Grundy, she commanded 
wide, often cross-class support. And while she herself was 
rooted in a tradition of anti-communist Moral Re-armament, 
she was supported in her campaigns by old Roman Catholic 
social democrats like Lord Longford and by evangelical and 
Lawrentian humanists like David Holbrook, as well as by the 
more obviously disorientated 'respectable' middle class.
But despite all provisos there was something deeply repres
entative about Mrs. Whitehouse and the campaigns she fostered. 
For in her profound religious conviction, in her desire for 
a new Christian-based moral order, in her yearning for a past 
thatjhad gone (andperhaps had never been) , in her sense of the 
damaging penetration of the privacy of the home and sacred
ness of sex by modern media, with its explicitness, agnosti
cism and ever-ab sorbing nature, she evoked a sense of coll
apse that underlay the move to the right in the 1970s, but had 
its origins in the changes of the 1950s and early 1960s. 
'Significant social groups in society felt abandoned by the
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scramble of some for the affluent "progressive" middle
ground and threatened by rising materialism below; amidst
the "never had it so good society", they yearned for a
firmer moral purpose. They provided the backbone for the

21entrepreneurs of moral indignation.' A general sense of
anxiety, generated by real (though often exaggerated) changes 
tended to find expression in resistance to changes which 
were actually marginal to the main thrust of social develop
ment, in morals and style. So Mrs. Whitehouse's step in 
1963, with one friend, and while still a teacher,to 'do 
something' about television explicitness, which led to the 
establishment of the Clean Up TV Campaign, immediately 
evoked a surprising but representative mass response. By 
the turn of the decade Mrs. Whitehouse and the National 
Viewers and Listeners' Association (NVALA, successor to 
CUTVC) had become an influential social force, precisely 
because they expressed inchoate but basic fears.

Some attempt has been made by sociologists to explain 
the effectivity of the campaign (and similar ones with 
which it was closely associated, such as the evangelical 
Festival of Light) in terms of status loss amongst the 
threatened groups of the population. As Roy Wallis has 
put it, 'Economic and social changes have eroded the supports 
for formerly dominant values borne by a class of individual
istic entrepreneurs ... some social groups have proven 
resistant to new norms and values and their members are
therefore mobilisable in the defence of the earlier stand-

22ards of morality to which they adhere.'
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The problem with this approach is the rather mechan
istic relationship it suggests between class position and 
moral values. It would no doubt be easy for an empiricist 
sociologist, exploring the membership of NVALA, to prove 
that it neither consisted entirely of threatened petit 
bourgeois, nor had any consistent class goals. As Tracey 
and Morrison have pointed out, a much more unifying factor 
for the new moral crusade was its opposition to the forms
that 1seculariation ' had taken and the general religious

23basis of its ideology. What was sought after was a
moral regeneration as a response to perceived moral decline 
and lack of moral leadership. But this in turn cannot be 
divorced from wider social and political currents. For 
just as the moral reforms of the 1960s were closely associ
ated with a particular political approach, so the moral 
conservatism represented by Mrs. Whitehouse, while eschewing 
overt political commitment, was fully complicit with a poli
tical approach which by the end of the 1970s had achieved a 
precarious hegemony. Sir Keith Joseph, representing the 
new conservatism, could, without any sense of incongruity,
advise his supporters to 'take inspiration from that re-

24markable woman', though in practice the new economic 
conservatism remained separate from moral conservatism 
(restriction^ on abortion were not endorsed by the 1979 
Conservative government). Nevertheless, the new moralism 
was indeed part of a general reaction against the social 
democratic ('Butskellite') consensus that had dominated the 
post-war world. As its underpinnings in post-war prosperity 
were undermined, and with a developing reaction to the ’so
cialism' and 'welfarism' that were seen as the roots of social
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decay, the restoration of moral standards and the stability 
of the family became one of the catchwords of the conserv
ative repertoire, alongside law and order, and self-help.
The religious absolutism of Mrs. Whitehouse and her support
ers was merely one aspect of that wider social move. Its 
social bases were often the disgruntled middle class, the 
threatened professional, the small business ethos represent
ed by Mrs. Margaret Thatcher. But in the symbols it raised 
and the anxieties it articulated it was able to extend beyond 
to other, and perhaps unlikely, social supports.

For the liberal, throughout the twentieth century, sex 
has been seen, in the phrase endorsed by Havelock Ellis (al
most the patron saint of 1960s reform) as the last refuge 
of individuality, the core of private life, the focus of 
social being. But just as, for the liberal, it was this 
area of life that most needed to be freed from religious 
constraints, for the moral conservative it was this area 
of privacy that had been most invaded, and descrated by the 
post-war world. Sexual change therefore became the symbol 
of all the changes that had destroyed the stability of the 
pre-war moral order. As Mr. Ernest Whitehouse (Mary's hus
band) put it, 'that has been the area in which the biggest

25breakdown in moral standards has occurred'.

For Mary Whitehouse, as she said in a submission to 
the Annan Committee on Broadcasting, 'The essence of sex is 
that it is a private personal experience between two people'. 
She and her supporters were therefore gravely offended by 
the attemptto'treat sex as something secular. 'To accept
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the biological imperative, to acknowledge the importance
within human behaviour of gratification, to indulge in
practices long forbidden, is to rid sex of its sacred 

2 6connotations.' Sex was clearly intended to be hetero
sexual and monogamous, the cement of marriage, not the 
focus for hedonism. And the shrine embodying this holy 
essence was the family. The strongest theme of the con
servative moral ideology was now, as it had been for two 
hundred years, ±tte familialism. It was the family that 
had been most undermined by the secularisation and demyst
ification of sex. From this central commitment to the 
centrality and holiness of the family all the common con
cerns of the moral conservatives really flowed: with tele
vision, which penetrated the heart of this domestic setting, 
worming in its secular noises and visions; with pornography, 
making explicit and profane what should be privatised and 
sacred; and with blasphemy, which took in vain the name of 
the Father and Son, who gave meaning to the moral world, 
embodied in the family unit. The image and the word: 
these were the major foci for ardent moral endeavour. The 
elevation of Sir Hugh Greene, Director General of the BBC 
from 1960, to the pinnacle of the moralists' demonology 
(above even South Bank theologians and trendy sociologists) 
was no accident, for he embodied extremely well, and at its 
sharpest, the break with the Reithian moral principles that 
had guided British broadcasting - and indeed British life.
As Director General of the BBC in 1948, Sir William Haley 
(later editor of The Times, itself equally moral) had 
affirmed the BBC's commitment to a Christian ethic. Greene,
on the other hand, explicitly wanted to encourage, as he put
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it, the variety of British life, all that was new and ad
venturous - to express its pluralism of values. For his 
pains he, more than anyone else, was blamed by Mrs. White-
house for the decline of standards and the insidious weak-

27ening of morality. Herein we see the epitome of the
conspiracy theory of moral decay. It was not a result of 
social change but of the infiltration of godlessness that 
had entered into the heart of the body politic. If there 
is one characteristic that unifies the new conservatism it 
is the search for a single causative factor that would account 
for decay. It could be found in liberalism, permissiveness, 
socialism, spies within, or blacks. Mrs. Whitehouse in 
addition found at least one seed of decay in the liberal 
figure of Sir Hugh Carleton Greene.

If broadcasting corrupted, pornography represented the 
final desecration and commercialisation of sex. Porno
graphy (which had become more openly sold and explicit in 
the 1960s) became for the moralists of the 1960s and 1970s
what prostitution had been for the social puritans of the

281880s and 1980s: a manifestation of decay, a canker at 
the heart of respectability. But now the disease was term
inal, unless a return to firm moral standards was orchest
rated. For Mrs. Whitehouse and most of her co-thinkers it 
was only religion which could provide the source for this 
renewed moral inspiration. Hence the growing concern with 
blasphemy. The most spectacular achievement of Mrs. White- 
house during the 1970s was the successful revival of the 
archaic blasphemy laws, which had long been thought to be in 
decentdesuetude, in the case brought against Gay News.
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The publication by Gay News of a poem, 'The Love that dares 
to speak its name', in which a centurion expressed his homo
sexual fantasies about the crucified Christ, brought to
gether all her major concerns, and determined her to make a 
once-and-for-all stand. For the lines of the poem were, in 
the words of Tracey and Morrison, 'not just offensive but 
constituted within themselves a radically different set of
values and perspectives to those which the traditional

29Christian would accept as legitimate.' Homosexuality
was a potent symbol of this. Mrs. Whitehouse might claim, 
as she did, that she loved the sinner while hating the sin, 
but the public and unashamed articulation of a homosexual 
consciousness perhaps as much as anything reflected the 
changes that had taken place. The success of her prose
cution polarised opinion. For the liberal and radical it 
was a triumph of religious authoritarianism. For the con
servative it was a victory for faith, a significant gain 
for the sanctity of Christian religion; and perhaps a pro
tection that might be extended to all religions.

Though there is a consistency in the vision of the mor
alist as represented by Mrs. Whitehouse, there is neverthe
less a significant shift in tactics during the course of the 
1960s which underlines the wider changes we have noted. 
Although there were various cross-currents, the purity org
anisations generally advocated a moral revival rather than a 
simple imposition of moral standards. NVALA as such re
jected attempts to endorse a widespread moral censorship; 
what was necessary was a restored sense of 'responsibility'. 
The early emphasis was therefore on persuasion, especially
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of those in positions of power in broadcasting, to improve 
'standards', particularly by removing 'corrupting influences'. 
Giving force to this attempt was a belief that public opinion 
was fundamentally behind the moralists. Over and over again 
the campaigners had recourse to the supposed weight of public 
support, as expressed in letters and petitions, as if the 
weight of signatures itself could move mountains. This 
populism reached its climax in 1972 with the launching of a 
Nationwide Petition for Public Decency following the quashing 
of theconviction against Oz magazine. There was a continuing 
appeal to the inarticulate to weigh in behind the moralists, 
to give them legitimacy. Inevitably this populism went 
with a sense of moral leadership. 'All history has been 
shaped by a tiny minority. The "misty millions" go where they 
are led. ' ̂

But increasingly by the early 1970s, as the weight of 
the pen failed to move the establishment sufficiently, Mrs. 
Whitehouse and her colleagues had recourse to the law - 
first, in the use of existing law, by the bringing of pri
vate prosecutions for obscenity (and blasphemy); second, 
by actually pressing for changes in the law. In the early 
1970s there was a spate of prosecutions for obscenity, in 
many of which Mrs. Whitehouse or her co-thinkers intervened; 
against The Little Red Schoolbook; against the School Kids' 
edition of Oz magazine; against the International Times for 
its contact advertisements, against the Swedish film, 'More 
About the Language of Love' and others, reversing the general 
official drift of the 1960s against prosecution. Not all 
were successful; the release of the Oz editors led to the
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launching of the National Petition. But it represented a 
new pursuit of the obscene through legal harassment, one 
sharpened by the emergence of well-placed police chiefs 
committed to evangelism and moral purity, as well as more 
traditional areas of 'law and order' within their purview; 
James Anderton of Manchester became the most representative 
figure of this type, but he was not alone.

This moral endeavour was supplemented as the 1970s wore 
on by ardent attempts in Parliament to change the law in a 
more restrictive fashion. The abortion law suffered a 
series of onslaughts, as we know. Less significant but 
equally indicative were the efforts to promote an Xndecent 
Displays Bill, which would have limited the opportunities of 
shops to display any dubious published wares; and the panic 
passing of a Protection of Children Bill in 1978 which by 
seeking to control the use of children in pornography looked 
fair set to cause more problems than it resolved, because of 
its loose formulation and adoption of moralistic rather than 
utilitarian criteria.^

It was quite apparent that the morality campaigners 
tapped a vein of real unease, and the search for a new moral 
absolutism became the more ardent as the 1970s faded into 
the 1980s. Nor was this a localised phenomenon. Within 
the Christian world it was widely noted that Pope John Paul II 
was seeking to give a firmer moral leadership than his pre
decessors had found possible, a leadership based on very trad
itional standards with regard to birth control, abortion, 
marriage, divorce and homosexuality. While in the world of
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Islam a new fundamentalism burst over Iran and other nations, 
challenging the bitter fruits of inadequate 'modernisation' 
in the name of received truths - truths which led to the 
stoning or execution of adulterers and sodomites. In their 
search for moral revival, the British purity organisations 
were on a less fundamentalist and extreme plain. But many 
professed to see in Mrs. Whitehouse and her colleagues a 
more domesticated but no less dangerous breed of ayatollahs. 
She and her co-thinkers had demarcated an important divide.

Alternatives
If 'liberalism' was seen as the cancer eating its way 

through British society by the new moralists, it was equally 
firmly seen as a 'fraud' by the libertarianism that exploded 
around the 'counter-culture' and radical fringe in the late 
1960s and early 1970s. What were called the 'dialectics 
of liberation' detected in.liberalism that 'repressive tole
rance' that Herbert Marcuse in his moment of influence in the 
late 1960s had so eloquently described, and which in the area 
of sexuality allowed a controlled desublimation of libido in 
order to bind the individual ever more closely to the demands 
of consumer capitalism.22

The counter-culture itself was a curious, transient 
phenomenon. A rejection by largely middle-class youth of 
the values and avid consumerism of middle-class society, it 
was often largely parasitic on that parent culture. It was 
a mood and style, a network of interlocked cultural mani
festations, which by its nature was unstable and ephemeral 
and which by 1972, in the context of a grimmer social and
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economic climate, and with the collapse of most of its 
'alternative press', was effectively dead. But in its 
cultural and semi-political stance it raised many of the 
concerns that were central to the radical 'sexual politics’ 
(a phrase of Wilhelm Reich that now came into general use) 
of the next decade: the questioning of the centrality of 
the family, the emphasis on 'sexual liberation', and the 
stress on the importance of the 'personal'.

The family, as the anthropologist Edmund Leach put it, 
'with its narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the source 
of all our discontent'. It was, as Ronald Laing and David 
Cooper pointed out, in ever more metaphorical and opaque 
works, the cause of schizophrenia, the furnace through which 
individualism was turned into 'madness'. It was also, as 
the devotees of the rediscovered Wilhelm Reich upheld, the 
agency through which sexuality was controlled and contained 
to uphold the bourgeois order. Against this, in an in
coherent but potent fashion, were posed the merits of 
communal living,^ the importance of personal expression 
('letting it all hang out') and the healthiness and liber
ating quality of real sexual freedom: the eroticisation of
the whole body, the acceptance of the pleasure principle as

35opposed to the bourgeois work ethic. Of course, the
'liberation' expressed in the 1960s counter-culture had its 
limitations. Sex roles were rarely challenged, the new 
communes often having as rigid a division of labour over 
child care and domestic tasks as the old nuclear families. 
'Sexual liberation' was confined to the heterosexual libido,
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and the belief in the release of the 'real'man and 'real'
3 6woman could have its bizarrely oppressive effects.

It was as much the contradictions of the counter-cul
ture as its example which influenced the sexual liberation 
movements of the late 1960s and 1970s. But one stress 
above all was directly influential, for it broke with the 
rigid externalism of the traditional left groupings and 
parties: the emphasis on the relevance of personal exper
ience. 'The personal is political' was, despite its am
biguities, a central slogan of the new sexual radicalism.

The sexual liberation movements that emerged in the 
late 1960s, at first in the United States, and then by the 
early 1970s in much of the Western world, had no single 
source or origin. Much of the rhetoric of the sexual radi
cals came from the counter-culture; their political pre
histories were often in the civil-rights movements and student 
radicalism; their political commitments remained radical 
and frequently revolutionary, as sexual oppression came to 
be seen as an indispensable aspect of all social oppression. 
But the fundamental elements generating a sexual politics 
were the contradictions experienced in a culture which in
creasingly stressed the sexual but commercialised and 
trivialised the female body, denied the validity of homosex
uality, and generally still subjected sexual autonomy and 
pleasure to the demands of heterosexual monogamy. As a 
consequence, the unifying force in a heterogeneous sexual 
politics was the emphasis on taking control over one's own 
life and body; and hence the characteristic slogan: 'Our
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bodies are our own.' It was from this that wider political 
consequences followed.

The rise of the Women's Movement was undoubtedly one of 
the most important political and cultural events of the 1960s 
and 1970s. Even though it was characteristically derided 
in its early days, as a social and political force it became 
a major influence which had to be coped with, either by re- 
jection or adjustment. Increasingly, the diversity of the
movement appeared to triumph over its unity, as different 
types of analyses proliferated ('revolutionary feminist'/
' sociali.hfeminist' ) , as various campaigns were prioritised 
(the rights of working women, abortion, sexual autonomy) or 
as conflicting styles and modes of action flourished (the 
'personal' versus the 'theoretical'). But in Britain at 
least, all feminists could agree on the importance of a basic 
series of demands which were set forth as a challenge to the 
traditional forms of female subordination: equal pay and 
the campaign for full lê .al independence, which would end 
the economic and social dependence of women on a male 'bread
winner'; free 24-hour nursery provisions, free access to 
birth control and abortion on demand which would end compul
sory maternity; and the campaign for sexual autonomy and the 
ending of the oppression of lesbians which would break with 
compulsory heterosexuality. Together the demands constituted 
a powerful rejection of conventional female gender roles and 
sexual norms. But they did more than this, for the women's 
movement posed an equal challenge to the validity of all 
existing assumptions about the nature of gender and sexuality, 
for, as Beatrix Campbell has written, 'The potency of women's
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intervention in the sexual arena lies in the possibility of
3 8shedding the whole mythology of masculinity and femininity.'

Inevitably, with regard to sex, it was the power of a 
'denied' female sexuality that was at first stressed, and a 
series of sexological redefinitions in the post-war years 
were eagerly welded to the service of feminism. A number 
of sexual investigations, from Kinsey through to the sex 
therapists William Masters and Virginia Johnson, had per
ceived the 'orgasmic potential' of women and had questioned 
the stress on the vaginal orgasm so common amongst neo- 
Freudians. Mary Jane Sherfey, in her book The Nature and
Evolution of Female Sexuality, which relied on Masters and 
Johnson, denied the existence of the vaginal orgasm and 
stressed the potentiality for multiple orgasm of the clitoris. 
But this potential had been thwarted: 'The rise of modern 
civilisation ... was contingent on the suppression of the in
ordinate cyclical sexual drive of women because (a) ... women's
uncurtailed hypersexuality would drastically interfere with 
maternal responsibilities; and (b) ... large families of
known parentage were mandatory and could not evolve until

40the inordinate sexual demands of women were curbed.' This
argument for the necessary frustration of female sexuality
under patriarchy (the denial of female sexuality almost as
a precondition for civilisation, in a curious transformation
of Freud) was very influential. What it suggested was the
'sexual colonisation' of women by men: 'By robbing women
of their sexuality, male society has created a certain kind
of "female" personality .... When we reclaim our sexuality

41we will have reclaimed our belief in ourselves as women.'
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A powerful current of thought, however, rejected this 
notion of an essential, but denied femininity (a mirror 
image of the conventional view) and explored instead the 
multiple determinations and constructions of female sexual
ity and the category 'woman': from maternalist ideologies 
to advertising, from psychological structuring to porno
graphy. Implicit in this was a recognition of the ways in 
which definitions of femininity had changed - but always 
within the framework of female subordination.

Of course things have changed over the years; 
we don't just endure sex any longer. It has 
been converted into a wonder of the world.
We used to lie back and think of England.
Now we lie back and think of the heavens ...
'it's the most beautiful thing that can happen 
to you' said one of my teachers. Precisely, 
it happens to you. You don't do it, it's done 
to you. 42.

So the dichotomy which became central to feminist poli
tics, was clearly marked. On the one hand was the perennial 
objectification of the woman in modern society, whether in 
visual representation or in personal relationships: 'the 
eternal feminine'. On the other was the privileging of a 
freedom of choice, which was the key to modern feminism.
In the first place, this implied choice over the conditions 
of life: to work or not to work, to be a mother or not to 
be a mother. But increasingly it was seen also as a matter 
of choice of sexual orientation. The initial hostility in 
the women's movement towards lesbianism eventually gave rise 
to a recognition of its centrality as a test of female auto
nomy. By the close of the 1970s, indeed, the issue of les
bianism had become a focus of moral indignation for those 
opposing the women's movement, as lesbian mothers campaigned
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for custody rights. It reached a climax with a burst of 
anxiety about lesbians who, seeking to become mothers with
out conventional coupling, were using various techniques

43of artificial insemination. The campaign for lesbian
rights therefore became a vital current in the women's move
ment, not as a compulsory orientation but as an example of 
the range of possibilities of feminine sexuality that were 
occluded in conventional discourse.

Ultimately, the aims of the women's movement and the gay 
movement were similar: they both offered challenges, from 
separate starting points, to the rigid categorisation of 
masculinity and femininity, of heterosexuality and homosex
uality, that dominate our sexual thinking. But the gay 
movement had its own specific roots. The gay liberation 
movement that exploded with vast energy in America in 1969, 
reaching Britain by the end of 1970, owed a great deal to the 
women's movement in rhetoric, terms of analysis ('sexism') 
and political style (small groups, 'consciousness raising'). 
But of course it was also located in a long history of homo
sexual self-definition within the terms of a morally and 
legally oppressive society. Since the 1950s in Britain 
there had, moreover, been a sustained, if politically mild, 
campaign to change the law, and its limited but important
achievement in promoting such a change was a vital pre-con-

44dition for a more openly militant movement in the 1970s. 
Already by the end of the 1960s there was a burgeoning of 
a more sophisticated homosexual subculture than the secret
ive and discreet clubs and pubs of the 1950s and earlier, 
and both male homosexuals and lesbians were beginning to
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create their own milieux. But the legacy of guilt and 
necessary timidity was still present, and a legal and social 
situation which was ambiguous at best provided no positive 
stimulus tcja more enhanced sense of self. It was this 
essentially that the gay liberation movement provided.
The Gay Liberation Front (GLF), which was founded in London 
in October 1970, offered three central principles: a sense 
of the absolute validity of homosexuality as a sexual orient
ation ('Gay is Good'); a belief in the vital importance of 
being open about one1s homosexuality ('Coming Out'); and an 
emphasis on the importance of collective endeavour, self 
activity and self-help. 'Last time it was done by an elite,
who did it by stealth ... This time it has to be done by

4 5us, brothers and sisters.' This marked a decisive stage
in the/evolution of a new homosexual consciousness, and the 
appropriation of the word 'gay' is an important index of the 
change. What mattered was not the actual word itself but 
the fact that it was self-adopted. A term like 'queer' was 
a label from the oppressive culture; its use by homosexuals 
was a sign of oppression internalised. 'Gay' suggested a 
new defiance of moral norms and a new sense of pride in self. 
It was a public affirmation of the validity of homosexuality. 
The axioms of 'gay pride', 'coming out' and 'coming together' 
thus reinforced each other’as necessary components of a new 
homosexual identity.

There was in this an apparent paradox. The analysis
behind the concept of gay liberation suggested the arbitrary
nature of sexual categories, the artificial limitation of

. . 4 6a range of possible sexualities by restrictive moral norms.



438

But the gay movement in itself simultaneously represented 
a definite advance in the fixing of the category, in the 
achievement almost of an ethnic identity. For the first 
time historically, a homosexual identity became one that 
could be declared openly as a personal affirmation, and 
lived as a complete life career. This in turn gave rise 
to a new political consciousness. The gay movement it
self waxed and waned (the GLF had collapsed in London by 
1972) but in two ways it transformed the possibilities for 
being openly homosexual. In the first place, its encour
agement of self-activity led to a vast increase in self-help 
organisations within the gay world, energising established 
organisations like the Campaign for Homosexual Equality which 
had descended from 1960s reformism, and inspiring a host of 
new organisations: telephone help-lines, community services, 
professional and trade union groups, gay theatre groups, gay 
cinema, gay newspapers and journals, all of which both ex
pressed and shaped a new notion of a gay community. A 
growing public awareness of homosexuality, and a greater 
media interest in press and television, followed (though 
often with dubious results). In the second place, there
was an even more spectacular expansion of the commercial 

4 7subculture. This was truer of major metropolitan centres
than of the provinces; truer for the affluent middle-class 
male than for the working-class lesbian mother; but compared 
to what had existed before, it was a major transformation.

The emergence of the modern gay identity was uneven, an 
adjunct to existing homosexual ways of life rath-er than its 
supplanter. It was taking place, moreover, within a con-
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sumerist culture which shaped 'sexual liberation' to its own 
limited ends, so that choice became an adjunct to commerc
ialised hedonism. Nor can homosexuals be said to have 
escaped from social oppression; prejudice lay deep, and 
indeed direct physical attacks and verbal abuse often in
creased as public knowledge of homosexuality grew. But 
what is true from the 1970s is that homosexuals have appeared 
as a distinct social grouping which has claims of its own on 
society at large. This was a major historical change. 
Although still contained within hegemonic forms of sexual 
definition, homosexuals were now openly organising their 
own destinies within its confines.

But to return to our paradox: the gay movement did con
firm the separateness of homosexuality, but it also set in 
motion the long-term disintegration of the category, for the 
very act of affirming a gay identity as a political act 
underlined its arbitrariness as a social description. One 
sign of this was the minute subcategorisation within the 
gay subculture that proceeded apace, particularly in America. 
Themale and lesbian subcultures subdivided easily enough.
But in the largely male subcultures a host of special types 
and tastes appeared, from traditional 'camp' to new 'macho',
with bars and clubs as well as more personalised insignia,

48demarcating different tastes and attitudes. Another
sign was the emergence of new categorisations as those who 
had been loosely labelled with homosexuals began to develop 
their own subcultures and even political organisations: bi
sexuals; sado-masochists; transvestites; transsexuals;
paedophiles: all appeared as vocal sexual minorities in the

491970s.
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This proliferation of categorisations was one of the 
most paradoxical but probably most significant of develop
ments. In the first place, it underlined a new stage in 
a long development which had made sexual characteristics a 
major organising element in our culture. Sexual orient
ation and behaviour had in many cases become the major focus 
of identity and of public reaction. This had been an imp
licit characteristic of the Western conceptualisation of 
sexuality from the eighteenth century. In the emergence 
of organised political and cultural groupings around sexual
ity in the late twentieth century, the long process of def
inition and self-definition may be said to have reached a 
qualitatively new level.

But in the second place, this form of organisation 
around sexuality also indicated a new stage it its demysti
fication as an activity. The gay movement set in train a 
reversal of the historic tendency for sexual minorities to 
be defined and to define themselves, against an unquestioned 
norm of sexual behaviour. The characteristic tone of 1950s 
apologetics which excused homosexuals while rejecting as
pects of their lifestyles (especially 'promiscuity' amongst 
males) was in the 1970s reversed by activists into a cele
bration of sexual pleasure for its own sake. But the 
implications of this were far-reaching, for they suggest 
both a focusing on sex and a devaluing of the importance 
culturally assigned to it. It is in this context that we 
may recall Michel Foucault's words.

I believe that the movements labelled 'sexual 
liberation' ought to be understood as movements 
of affirmation starting with sexuality. Which 
means two things: they are movements that start
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with sexuality, with the apparatus of sex
uality in the midst of which we are caught, 
and which make it function to the limit; 
but, at the same time, they are in motion 
relative to it, disengaging themselves and 
surmounting it.50

The terms of that 'disengagement' and 'surmounting' are not 
transparent. What is clear, however, is that the movements 
which 'start with sexuality' but attempt to go beyond it 
pose ultimately fundamental questions of its nature.

By the 1980s the most striking feature is the absence
51of an agreed moral framework. On the most basic level

individuals cleaved to fundamental values, of love, honesty, 
faithfulness. But what these values meant in the real 
social world was far from clear. Did adherence to these 
values mean, for instance, that one had to adhere to the 
traditional values of family life? Or could they be realised 
in less formal, less binding, even less monogamous, frame
works? Did the new emphasis on sexual pleasure involve a 
commercialisation of sex, as the moralist believed? Or did 
it imply a healthy demystification of the sacredness of sex? 
Was sex being debased and trivialised, or was it being 
freed from the shackles of tradition and prejudice? For 
the historian the very posing of the questions is of major 
significance. It implies above all that the importance 
given to sexuality, and the individual and social meanings 
constructed from this process, are not eternal givens, are 
not simple productsof objective forces outside human control, 
but are products of human endeavour in the context of given 
historical circumstances. It is this which in the end ex
plains the great changes that have taken place in sexual de
finitions over the past two hundred years. It is this which
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will account for the changes that will surely take place in 
the future.
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33. Mitchell's work has produced a host of comments and dis
cussions, focusing especially on her discusson of the sig
nificance of kinship patterns in ordering the cultural 
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CHAPTER 3 - THE SACRAMENTAL FAMILY: MIDDLE-CLASS MEN, WOMEN 
AND CHILDREN
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