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Preface to the first edition

his book has had a long gestation, and is intended to sum

up a great deal of original research and a wide reading in
secondary material. But as the historian Henri Pirenne noted, every work
of synthesis inspires a new crop of specialised research, and I am clearly
aware of the provisional nature of this work, and the host of fresh questions
it raises.

It should be said, however, that this book was never intended as a
detailed or exhaustive account of all the multifarious patterns of sexual
behaviour. It is in essence, as the title and subtitle imply, a discussion of
the forces that have organised and regulated sexuality within a particular
historical period (roughly the period of industrial capitalism) in a par-
ticular geographical and political area (Great Britain, and chiefly that part
south of Scotland). But I hope that some of the conclusions suggested will
have a wider resonance. 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 undergone complex historical transformations.

In order to account for some of the changes that have taken place, the
book, while largely chronological in form, avoids a simple narrative structure.
It revolves around three broad issues: the meaning given to sexuality in
Victorian society; the construction of sexuality 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 twentieth-century
consciousness and social policy. In tackling these questions T 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.



Preface to the third edition

Sex, Politics and Society was first published in 1981, and soon
established itself as a key text on the history of sexuality
over the past 200 years. Refreshed by a second edition in 1989, which
incorporated some corrections and minor updates, plus a new Postscript
on the 1980s, it has been continuously in print for thirty years. It was
written when research on sexuality in Britain was still marginalised, and
when the serious, theoretically informed and empirically rigorous, study
of sexuality was still in its infancy. In an important sense, therefore, the
book was a pioneering one, and in the original Preface I wrote of ‘the
provisional nature of this work, and the host of fresh questions it raises’.
The book turned out to be less provisional than I expected, while the
questions it raised have continued to echo in contemporary debates. The
book proved to be influential, both as a student text and as a significant
contribution to research in sexuality. It has been very widely cited over
the years, and is still being quoted in contemporary cutting-edge work. I
believe that both its empirical detail and fundamental analysis have broadly
stood the test of time.

More recent work and further research have of course modified some
of the judgements I made thirty years ago, and there is now an abundance
of monograph and other specialist studies on various aspects of the period
which have contributed enormously to our knowledge and understanding.
But there is still no obviously competing book that covers the whole of the
same period, and that is the main justification for this revised edition.

One of my prime aims in writing Sex, Politics and Society was to treat
sexual behaviour not as something esoteric and set apart, but as firmly
located in wider social life. The book is as much a history of changing
patterns of family life, gender, domesticity and intimacy as of erotic life
per se. At the same time it firmly places what had traditionally been seen as
marginal (notably homosexuality) within the broad stream of sexualities.
The book strongly emphasises the historical construction of human sexual-
ities and identities, and does so with reference to social context and social
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change — industrialisation, urbanisation, imperialism, scientific endeavours,
the rise of the welfare state, the emergence of new social movements such
as feminism and gay liberation, the development of new forms of social
conservatism, and changing legal, medical and informal modes of sexual
regulation. This emphasis on the importance of grounding the history of
sexuality within specific cultural contexts has now become the dominant
approach, and has produced an explosion of important work.

But though I would argue that the main argument of the book as
originally set out in 1981 remains valid, a new edition today has to take
account of two, closely intertwined developments. The first is the con-
tinuing evolution of the preoccupations, theories and empirical findings
of historical researchers and other writers on sexuality themselves. The
concerns that seemed so urgent at the beginning of the 1980s have changed
significantly in the face of events and of theoretical and political shifts.
The dialogue with Marxism, that was still salient for many writers on
sexuality in the early 1980s, was soon superseded by engagement with post-
structuralism, post-colonial and critical race theories, queer theory and
the like, on the one hand, and the depoliticisation and mainstreaming of
histories of sexuality on the other. Different questions, different preoccupa-
tions have led to new insights, changing perspectives and the challenging
of older judgements, and these need to be fully engaged with.

Second, the world of sexuality has been transformed since the 1980s,
and the speed of change seems to be accelerating. Take one example: the
first edition was published just as the first cases of AIDS were reported,
but the book had been completed a year earlier, so there is no mention
of it in the first edition. No-one could have anticipated the impact of what
turned out to be a global pandemic. In the new concluding chapter to the
second edition in 1989, I offered a preliminary, and rather pessimistic,
assessment of its impact, especially in relation to attitudes towards homo-
sexuality. The pessimism was justified in the sense that the pandemic
has spread vastly since the early 1980s, with millions of deaths and much
suffering. Yet the impact on the gay community was not as anticipated.
There was, as Dennis Altman once observed, a legitimisation through
disaster, while it became possible to live with HIV and AIDS because of
new drug therapies. Another example: no historian in 1981 could have
dreamed of the impact of the internet on sexual activity. Today, millions
of people converse freely across cyberspace about every aspect of the erotic,
making irrelevant so many of the distinctions made by sexologists, theorists
and policy makers about sexual behaviour and sexual regulation.
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In this new edition I have done my best to accommodate both the
developments in research and more importantly the changes in the world
of sexuality itself. Each chapter has been carefully updated to take account
of new scholarship and new debates. And an entirely new chapter has
been added to offer an analysis of key developments since the 1980s. My
intention has been to ensure that the book reflects both the theoretical
insights that have made historical work on sexuality so exciting and chal-
lenging over the past thirty years, and the transformations in sexuality and
intimacy which are creating a new sexual world in the twenty-first century.

xiii
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Sexuality and the historian

Introduction

hat exactly is a history of sexuality a history of? It will

surely have something to say about desire, that elusive but
insistent psychic energy which torments as much as it drives human action.
It must address sexual practices, in and outside the bedroom, those that
transgress the norms of a particular society and period as much as those
that quietly or ostentatiously conform to them. It must deal with homo-
sexuality as well as heterosexuality, and the range of other categories that
organise our thinking about sexual life. And we must understand that such
categories have their own histories and productive effect on individual lives
and social definitions. A history of sexuality must be concerned with the
shifting exigencies of reproduction but also the diversity of sexual needs and
practices that flourish alongside the patterns of procreation. Sexual history
must be acutely alive to the inextricably linked but different experiences of
women and men, to gender hierarchies and changing gendered meanings
that determine what is meant by masculinity and femininity, and how they
are lived, at any particular time. And it must be alert to the economic, social,
geographical, religious, political, ethnic and racialised factors that shape
sexual beliefs, practices and cultures.

In other words, a history of sexuality is a history without a single, clear,
fixed object. It necessarily embraces a range of different elements. The danger
is that there are too many subjects which are relevant to a comprehensive
history of sexuality. We need to study the vast range of social factors —
family structures, marriage codes, legal systems, social institutions, sexual
cultures, identities, rituals, beliefs, discourses and ideologies — that shape
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and embody sexual meanings, determine the power relations that act on
and through sexuality, and make possible different ways of living erotic life.
Sexuality is about the body, but it is also about what goes on in the mind
and in society. Sexuality gains its significance for history precisely because
of the way it is shaped and embedded in social life. Above all, sexuality
has to be understood as a complex set of social practices that change over
time. From this perspective, writing about the history of sexuality and
sexual change is more than a study of a particular aspect of natural life.
It is a key to understanding the social relations and ways of life at any
particular time.

A historical approach to sexuality is one that seeks to understand it
as a product of shifting historical circumstances rather than biology or
nature. This has been a central element of the new sexual history which
developed from the 1970s, and of which this book is itself an example.
Sex in history, an American historian, Vern L. Bullough, remarked in the
early 1970s, is a ‘virgin field’. ‘Historians have been reluctant’, he went
on, ‘exceedingly reluctant, to deal with such a delicate topic.’' The first
edition of this book took up the challenge in that comment, and was a
pioneering attempt to offer a survey of the terrain of sexuality in recent
British history. It certainly felt a delicate topic at the time. Since then much
has changed. The new sexual history of recent years has challenged our
ignorance of the subject, and the veils of discretion surrounding the subject
have mercifully lifted. The sexual history that emerged in the 1970s took
sexuality seriously. In doing so, it sought to extend the range of sexual
activities investigated — for example, taking marginalised and transgressive
sexualities as seriously as normative forms — and to deepen our under-
standing of the complexities of sexual relations. As a result, sexuality is
increasingly, and rightly, now seen as a critical element for understand-
ing British history — and indeed the significance of sexuality to Britain’s
imperial expansion and place in the world. There is a rich and flourishing
scholarship about a great range of sex-related life, and our ignorance about
sexual life has been fundamentally challenged. The territory (to continue
Bullough’s metaphor) is now well populated, with large and flourishing
settlements and some glorious buildings. This book seeks to reflect and
build on this rich and insightful scholarship. It remains the only full study
of the past two hundred years or so of British sexual history. That, I trust,
justifies this new, fully revised edition.” In this chapter I explain some of
the influences that went into the making of the book in its first incarnation,
and also explore the ways in which the field has developed in many pro-
ductive ways in the past thirty years.
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Histories of sexuality

Various attempts at an historical exploration of sexuality had been made
before the 1970s, though they largely remained marginal to traditional
historical explanations, and for long carried a stigma, making the writers
morally suspect if they moved too far from an appropriate ‘scientific’
detachment. Historical overviews had been appearing since at least the time
of the great pioneering sexologists and anthropologists of the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries; and what were published then were works
which have been profoundly influential, not only in describing but in con-
stituting and delineating the areas to be discussed. They usually displayed
one of two broad approaches, though they were not mutually exclusive,
and there was, in practice, a considerable overlap between the two.?

The first can be described as the ‘naturalist® approach, and the classic
example was the highly influential work of the great pioneering British
sexologist Havelock Ellis, especially his majestic Studies in the Psychology
of Sex, published, though not in Britain because of legal problems, from
the 1890s to the 1920s.* This is a vast, valuable chronicle of sexual be-
haviours and beliefs, essentially descriptive in form, ostensibly classifying
and categorising sexual forms that exist ‘in nature’, but also documenting
their history in various cultures and periods. Most subsequent works built
on this approach, and the result was an extremely important garnering of
sexual knowledge. What the volumes were less successful in doing was to
provide coherent explanation of the variations they described, nor account
for changes in mores and consciousness. They were basically histories
of reactions to sexuality, rather than attempts to explain why and how
sexuality shaped human societies.

The second broad approach was what Ken Plummer called the ‘meta-
theoretical’,’ and usually derived from a psychodynamic or neo-Freudian
theory. Its major difficulty was the opposite of the naturalistic problem,
in that by and large theoretical constructs took precedence over empirical
evidence. The dangers of such an approach could be seen at its most extreme
in the popular historian Gordon Rattray Taylor’s neo-Freudian interpreta-
tion 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 to control them.”® He accounted 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 was influential even
amongst well-established academic historians, so that Lawrence Stone, for
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example, hinted at such a cyclical explanation in his own work on The
Family, Sex and Marriage, published in 1977: ‘In terms of both sexual
attitudes and power relationships, one can dimly begin to discern huge,
mysterious, secular swings from repression to permissiveness and back
again.”” This sort of approach, by attempting to explain everything, ends
up by explaining very little, especially as the swings remain ‘mysterious’.
Even such a sensitive cultural critic as Steven Marcus in The Other Victorians
relied on a simplistic Freudian explanation, which by and large distorted
rather than clarified. In a prefatory motto for the book he quoted 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 demands of culture’.’ What for Freud was a statement
of the tragic human dilemma, that civilisation requires the repression of
human possibilities, became a weak explanation of contingent historical
shifts. So Marcus’s explanation of nineteenth-century pornography, for
instance, was in terms of this conflict between the overpowering demands
of the sexual drive and a social fabric disrupted by massive change.

What we can see in both these approaches was what came to be
known in the 1970s and 1980s as an ‘essentialist’ view of sexuality: sex
conceptualised as an overpowering force in the individual that shaped
not only the personal but the social life as well. It was seen as a driving,
instinctual force, whose characteristics were built into the biology of
the human animal, which shaped 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 perversion or neuroses. Richard von Krafft-Ebing,
the Austrian founding father of sexology, the would-be science of sex,
expressed what became 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 was, as the language strongly
suggests, a basically male drive. It was also a firmly heterosexual drive.
William McDougall in the 1920s spoke representatively of the ‘innate
direction of the sex impulse towards the opposite sex’.’

Behind such arguments was the assumption of what John H. Gagnon and
William Simon, the pioneers of new sociological approaches to sexuality
in the 1970s, called a ‘basic biological mandate’ that pressed on, and so
must be firmly controlled by the cultural and social matrix. This traditional
approach had the apparent merit of appearing commonsensical, according
with our own intimate experiences. And it was largely unquestioned in the
work of most earlier theorists of sex, from naturalists and Freudians to
taxonomists like Alfred Kinsey (in his concept of ‘sexual outlet’) and the
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research clinicians such as William Masters and Virginia Johnson (in their
descriptions of physiological responses). Moreover, the instinctual (or ‘drive
reduction’) model was embraced by all shades of opinion, from the con-
servative moralist anxious to control this unruly force to the Freudian left
(most famously Wilhelm Reich and Herbert Marcuse) wanting to ‘liberate’
sexuality from its capitalist and patriarchal constraints.

Against this, Gagnon and Simon argued in their book Sexual Conduct
that sexuality was subject to ‘socio-cultural moulding to a degree surpassed
by few other forms of human behaviour’.!” This counter-intuitive proposal
had a major impact because it brought what was generally seen as the most
natural and unchanging of human attributes within the realm of social -
and fully historical — investigation. They were not alone in challenging the
naturalness of ‘natural man’ in the 1970s. In structuralist anthropology,
psychoanalysis and Marxist theory, there had been major theoretical efforts
to challenge the naturalness of the ‘unitary subject’ in social theory, to see
the individual as a product of social forces, an ‘ensemble of social relations’,
rather than as a simple natural unity. ‘Sexuality’ had in many ways been
most resistant to this challenge, precisely because its power seemed to
derive from our biological being. The new sociology of sexuality, associated
with American theorists such as Gagnon and Simon, and in Britain Mary
MclIntosh and Ken Plummer, contributed to the rise of a highly significant
new approach, which came to be known as ‘social constructionism’, a
rather mechanistic term for what was a simple but profoundly important
insight. Sexuality was a historically specific configuration that could only
be properly understood within its own cultural context.'!

Social constructionist approaches to the history of sexuality are now
most famously associated with the theoretical work of the French phil-
osopher Michel Foucault. The first introductory volume of his history of
sexuality appeared in France in 1976, and made an immediate impact.
In this work ‘sexuality’, far from being a biological given, is seen as an
historical apparatus, and ‘sex’ rather than being a product of nature is
a ‘complex idea that was formed within the deployment of sexuality’.
The new approach was summed up in what is now a famous quotation:
‘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 gradually
tries to uncover. It is the name that can be given to a historical construct.’'?
The meanings and significance of this statement have been much discussed.
For many, this represented a radical new direction, though it is clear in
retrospect how much it owed to the rethinking of sexuality already going
on amongst sexual theorists.
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It immediately raised a fundamental and challenging question: if sexuality
was not a biological given, what was it? The approach pioneered by Gagnon
and Simon and Plummer in the 1970s argued that social meanings about
the body and its various erotic possibilities were acquired in the process
of human interaction. The theoretical framework derived from a social
psychology which saw the individual as having a developing personality
which is created in an interaction with others; and from labelling theories
of deviance, which concentrated on the public processes of stigmatisation.
In this process ‘scripts’ emerge which shape what is seen as sexual or
non-sexual, normal or abnormal, pleasurable or painful, and which offer
signposts for human action and interaction. In the case of Foucault, ‘dis-
courses’, ensembles of beliefs, concepts, knowledges and ideas, organise
our relation to reality, in contexts which are always laden with power
relations. What ‘sexuality’ plays upon are ‘bodies, organs, somatic localisa-
tions, functions, anatamo-physiological systems, sensations, and pleasures’,
which have no intrinsic unity or ‘laws’ of their own."? They are unified only
through discourses, working through a vast array of institutional forms —
legal practices, religious rituals, state practices, educational patterns, identity
practices and so on — which together constitute the unstable ensemble
which defines the sexual at any particular time.

Both the interactionists and Foucault make clear the historical specificity
of Western concepts of sexuality. Gagnon and Simon suggested that: “To
earlier societies it may not have been a need to constrain severely the power-
ful sexual impulse in order to maintain social stability or limit inherently
anti-social force, but rather a matter of having to invent an importance
for sexuality’ (my italics).'* The mechanisms of this ‘invention’ were not
specified but the stress was important in emphasising the historicity of the
idea of sexuality itself. Foucault made a much clearer, though controversial,
historical specification and located the rise of the ‘sexuality apparatus’ in
the eighteenth century, linked with identifiable historical processes.

As a consequence of this emphasis on the historical construction of
sexuality, both the interactionists and Foucault rejected the notion that
the history of sexuality — especially in the nineteenth century — could
fruitfully be understood in terms of ‘repression’. Foucault is most explicit
on this, arguing that what he terms the ‘repressive hypothesis’ regarding
Victorian sexuality was misleading: because it pointed to too narrow an
interpretation of the family; because it avoided class differentiation; and
because it was based on a negative rather than positive concept of power.
Power is productive. Gagnon and Simon were less historically specific, but
both interactionists and Foucault tended to the view that sexual behaviour
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was organised not through mechanisms of ‘repression’ but through powers
of ‘incitement’, definition and regulation. More specifically, both approaches
stressed the central organising and shaping role of sexual categorisation
and the various social practices that sustain the categories. These were
not neutral ‘scientific’ descriptions but powerful ways of establishing
sexual hierarchies, notions of normality and transgression, and hence
relations of domination and submission. Categories such as ‘heterosexual’,
‘homosexual’, ‘sadist’, ‘masochist’, ‘paedophile’, ‘transvestite’ and the like,
alongside new definitions of gender and race, emerged in the West in the
late nineteenth century in part as mechanisms of regulation and control.
Foucault’s emphasis on the emergence of discourses and practices which
both produce and regulate the objects of knowledge points to the im-
portance of investigating the role of particular apparatuses, such as the
medical, psychiatric, social welfare, charity and legal institutions, in shap-
ing sexualities. He indicated, 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, and of localised interventions to organise ‘sexuality’
produce points of opposition, of challenge, of contestation.

Sexuality and power

As this discussion suggests, Michel Foucault’s insights often overlapped with
those produced by other theoretical approaches. His historical conclusions
also articulate closely with the empirical research of a new generation of
social historians, particularly those influenced by feminism and the radical
sexual movements in the early 1970s, and whose early work preceded
any engagement with Foucault’s.”” Nevertheless, it is indisputable that
Foucault’s intervention galvanised the new sexual history in the 1970s and
1980s, and has been a continuous source of inspiration — and controversy
— ever since.

The fundamental question, as posed by Foucault, is how is it that in
Western society since the eighteenth century, sexuality has come to be seen
not just as a means of biological reproduction nor a source of harmless
pleasure, but, on the contrary, as the central part of our being, the privileged
site in which the ‘truth of our being’ is to be found. He argued that sexuality,
far from being the domain of the private, has become central to the modern
operation of power. There is no single logic or strategy behind this. Power
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is not unitary, it does not reside in the state, it cannot be reduced 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 relations. Foucault is not interested in a grand theory of
power, but in the concrete mechanisms and practices through which power
is exercised. Power is relational, created within the web of relationships
which sustain it.

Foucault is particularly interested in the complex of ‘power-knowledge’,
the way in which power operates through the construction of particular
knowledges. Foucault is not so interested, that is to say, in the history of
events or of mind but in the history of discourse. What he is suggesting is
that the relationship between symbol and symbolised, between the word
and the thing referred to, is not only referential, does not simply describe,
but is productive, 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 inhibition 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. The nineteenth century, the Victorian
Age, ostensibly a period of growing discretion and silences around the
erotic, actually presages an ever-growing explosion of discourses around
sexuality and the body.

Foucault suggested the significance of four strategic unities, linking
together a host of practices and techniques of power, which formed
specific mechanics of knowledge and power centring on sexuality in the
nineteenth century: a hysterisation of women’s bodies; a pedagogisation
of children’s sex; a socialisation of procreative behaviour; a psychiatrisa-
tion of perverse pleasures. And four figures emerged from this growing
preoccupation with sexuality, four objects of knowledge, four types of
human subjects, subjected, targets of and anchorages for the categories
which were being simultaneously investigated and regulated: the hysterical
woman, the masturbating child, the Malthusian couple and the perverse
adult. The thrust of these discursive creations was control; control not
through denial or prohibition, but through ‘production’, through imposing
a grid of definition on the possibilities of the body, through a new pattern
of power: ‘“The deployment of sexuality has its reasons for being, not
in reproducing itself, but in proliferating, innovating, annexing, creating,
and penetrating bodies in an increasingly detailed way, and in controlling
populations in an increasingly comprehensive way.’'® In the emergence
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of ‘bio-power’, Foucault’s characteristic term for ‘modern’ social forms,
sexuality becomes a key element. For sex, argued Foucault, was the pivot
of two axes along which the whole technology of life developed: it was
the point of entry to the body, to the harnessing, identification and dis-
tribution of forces over the body; and it was the entry to control and
regulation of populations. ‘Sex was a means of access both to the life of
the body 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.

Critics were quick to suggest problems with this approach. In the first
place there are difficulties with Foucault’s view of power which ‘remains
almost as a process, without specification within different instances’.'®
If power is everywhere it is difficult to understand how it can be resisted
or broken out of. “Where there is power, there is resistance’, Foucault
famously argued, but nevertheless, because of this, ‘resistance is never in
a position of exteriority in relation to power’."” Indeed, the very existence
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 — which Foucault actually denied, and
indirectly tried to address in the two posthumously published volumes
of The History”® — that the techniques of discipline 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’
at the expense of juridical systems of law since the eighteenth century is
one index of the problem.?' In stressing the importance of normalisation
as a ruse of power, Foucault is pinpointing a vital aspect of social regulation,
but he is quite consciously diminishing the role of the state — at least as
expressed in its legal apparatus — and in doing so he is in danger of under-
playing its role in constructing attitudes to sexuality, through marriage
laws, the regulation of deviance, the judiciary, the police, as well as, more
generally, via the education system, the welfare system, and so on. Regulation
is exercised both through ‘the norm’ and through direct 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, not
least the significance of the criminalisation of sexual behaviours, and more
germane to contemporary experience, the decriminalisation of formerly
tabooed and punished activities, such as abortion or homosexuality. It has
been tempting for recent ‘queer theorists’ to play down the importance of
liberalisation of the laws regarding homosexuality, and the legalisation
of same-sex marriage on the grounds that they ultimately indicate merely
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shifts in the forms of regulation, new forms of disciplining populations, rather
than real gains. For those who lived illegal lives ‘in the shadows’, however,
the gains have been very real.**

Second, there were difficulties with some of the assumptions in
Foucault’s challenge to the ‘repressive hypothesis’. This has been invalu-
able 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 was particularly important in helping historians to grasp
that control was not just negative, and might in fact be just as tight
today despite an ostensible ‘liberalisation’, that power over sexuality is
not in the simple form of censorship and denial but in regulation and
organisation, and that this takes many forms. But Foucault’s formulation
of the ‘repressive hypothesis’ seems to slide between the two usages.
On the one hand, he is clearly rejecting a theory based on “drive reduction’
theories, where repression is the blocking or re-directing of sexual energy
(the drive-reduction or 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 ‘oppressive’ of various forms of sexual behaviour, both
ideologically and physically, than others. The polemical rejection of the
repression hypothesis obscures the very real formal controls that can be
exercised, and were often implemented in nineteenth-century Britain, and
subsequently.

A third area where Foucault’s work has received critical attention is in
relation to gender, towards which he is often accused of being indifferent.
Such criticisms are to some extent unfair. His discussion of the ‘hysterisation’
of women’s bodies clearly points to a process that is central to the modern
apparatus of sexuality, and begs for further exploration. Similarly, his
discussion of the socialisation of procreative behaviour points to a pre-
occupation with the quality of the population and subsequent discourses
around eugenics and the racialisation of difference.*® But these examples
illustrate a wider problem with Foucault’s preliminary essay on sexual
history. It was in essence a theoretical sketch — enormously suggestive,
but limited. It was full of generalisations based on a limited range of —
usually French — empirical detail. Many of those influenced by him have
universalised what is a very particular Western history. Foucault’s History
ostentatiously rejected the idea that there was an essential truth to sexual-
ity, but he is often deployed to offer us the truth of sexual history. Perhaps
we ask too much.**
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Sexuality and the politics of history

One of the attractions of Foucault’s work to historians schooled in the
social movements of the 1970s and 1980s was his emphasis on his history
as ‘a history of the present’. This was appealing for a generation whose
inspiration for historical investigation of women’s oppression and resistance
or the stigmatisation of homosexuality and the emergence of new, more
positive identities came from their experience of women’s or gay liberation
movements in the 1970s. For this generation, history was necessarily
political, and had a special role in illuminating current dilemmas. History
was not dead; it had a living presence, shaping everyday reality.” At the
same time, the reorientation of historical investigation towards grass-roots
experience, as much as formal and informal regulation of sexual activity,
had a major impact on the historical practice of feminist and lesbian and
gay researchers, overlapping especially with the new emphasis on ‘history
from below’, associated particularly in Britain with the History Workshop
movement.”® As sexual history has become increasingly part of the main-
stream, this early radical intent has become less explicit, but it remains
difficult to detach the history of sexuality from wider political and ideo-
logical preoccupations — precisely because sexuality remains a controversial
and contested topic. Three strong narratives of sexual change have been
particularly powerful in shaping recent scholarship.*”

The first is the progressive story. It is rooted in the optimism of the
late-nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century pioneering sexologists
and sex reformers that sexual change would come as a result of good will
and rational thought. A more muted and cautious sexual modernity arose
in the 1950s and 1960s, which strongly influenced the modest, though
vitally important, sex reforms of the late 1960s. At the same time, a stronger
liberationist story emerged, which directly linked sexual freedom with
social revolution. Apart from the naturalistic assumptions discussed above,
the major problem with the narrative is the assumption of inevitable pro-
gress that propelled it. There is, of course, something to be said for that,
at least if you live in large parts of the West. But to say that does not mean
change to be either automatic or inevitable. And in many parts of the world
radical changes in intimate life has barely begun, or has been subjected to
severe repression.

The mirror image of the progressive narrative is the declinist story.
Its characteristic note is a lament for the awful state of the present — the
broken families, the high rate of divorce, the violence of young people, the
incidence of mindless sexual promiscuity, the commercialisation of love,
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the incidence of homosexuality, the explicitness of sex education and the
media, the decline of values, the collapse of social capital, the rise of sexual
diseases — and to compare that with some golden age of faith, stability and
family values.”® If the progressive mindset is generally optimistic about sexual
change, the declinist or socially conservative view (a social conservatism,
it must be said, that transcends traditional party-political commitments) is
generally pessimistic about over-rapid change. It is a position often marked
by a sense of loss and a nostalgia for a world that has gone.”

The third great narrative suggests that, despite superficial shifts,
nothing fundamental has really changed at all. This is a story of continuity
in terms of the underlying structures of power, despite apparently strik-
ing epiphenomenal changes. Such a position is appealing to many with a
Foucauldian analysis of bio-power: we imagine we are free, but that sense
of freedom is itself a ruse of power. There is a feminist subset of this story,
which acknowledges some changes in the position of women, but stresses
the continuities, especially in terms of the continuing imbalanced relations
of power between men and women. A ‘queer’ subset of the story recognises
that there have been great changes in attitudes towards homosexuality
and sexual and gender diversity. Certainly Western societies have seen a
cultural revolution, with affirmative LGBTQ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender, queer/querying) identities everywhere, carrying massive cultural
weight. But how much has really changed? Isn’t a gay identity little more
than a pseudo-ethnic identity that is easily accommodated by late capitalist
societies? Finally, there’s a political economy argument. It acknowledges
the massive social changes of recent years in Western countries that have
relaxed laws and attitudes, but ultimately sees them as accommodating
to the necessities of the latest phase of capitalist expansion, producing the
forms of subjectivity appropriate to neoliberalism.

There are elements in all these positions which are at least plausible.
None, however, is fully convincing. The progressive story too readily forgets
the contingencies of history, the tortuous routes that have brought us to the
present. The declinist story celebrates a golden age that never was. The
continuists want to stress the resilience of hidden structures of power, and
embody an implicit determinism, suggesting that sexuality is a direct pro-
duct of determining forces (‘patriarchy’, ‘capitalism’, ‘heteronormativity’,
to name but the most popular). In doing this it is all too easy to forget the
real changes for the better that individuals have been able to make in their
everyday lives. In their various ways, all these narratives ignore what seems
to me the reality. In the long period covered by this book there have been
significant changes that have broken through the coils of power to enhance
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individual autonomy, freedom of choice and more egalitarian patterns of
relationships. At the same time, the journey has not been hazard free, nor
straightforward. It has certainly not been inevitable.

The Victorian age famously became a bye-word for sexual conservatism
and intolerance. Half a century late, in the 1950s, Britain was still widely
regarded as having one of the most conservative sexual cultures in the
world, with one of the most draconian penal codes. Today it has one of the
most liberal and tolerant. That is not the result of a single change. Rather,
it has been a process of people making and remaking their own histories,
though not necessarily in circumstances of their own choosing. In trying
to understand how this has happened, rather than attempting to fix it in
a single narrative of progress, decline or continuity, we need to attend to
the complexity of forces at work: holding the long-term structural changes
in balance with changing forms of agency. On the one hand, we must
recognise the importance of class formation, industrialisation and urban-
isation, de-industrialisation and suburbanisation, the rise of the welfare
state, and its structural crisis, the rise and fall of imperial power, patterns
of migration, settlement and race and ethnic change. On the other hand,
we need to understand the power of collective and individual agency: the
impact of feminism, both in its first and second waves, of sexual radicalism
and social purity, of birth control campaigns, of new sexual identities
and of lesbian and gay politics, and agency of the millions of individuals
who in their everyday lives made decisions about their sexual behaviour,
not least in relation to fertility patterns, which in aggregate profoundly
reshaped British life. What the new sexual history has above all taught
us is that sexual patterns are highly culturally specific and enduring. At
the same time, sexual cultures can co-exist, in overlapping and often con-
fusing configurations. And cultures can and do change. Given that these
processes are not linear, we need to balance a sense of perspective, of the
longue durée, which can help us locate the significance of change, with
a conjunctural analysis, which explores the range of forces which made
change possible (or impossible) at particular key periods or moments.
That is what this book sets out to do.

The making of ‘modern’ sexuality

This book covers a period of over two hundred years, a period of tumultuous
and unprecedented change. During these years, sexuality assumed a new
symbolic importance as a target of social intervention and organisation,
to a degree that differentiates this period from those preceding it. As Thomas
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Laqueur has written, questions of sexuality are ‘allegories for deeply held
cultural claims and in some cases constitute the foundational narratives
of social and political life as well as individual lives’.*® Debates about
sexuality became debates about the very nature of society, about the past,
present and future of British culture and polity. There was no simple start-
ing point for the developments we shall examine, nor any pre-ordained
culmination. The dates are to that extent arbitrary. Nevertheless, this
roughly delineated period has seen major transformations in the role of
sexuality, and the book, as a whole, traces some of the major shifts in this
process. I shall briefly discuss them here; the details will be argued through
in the analysis that follows.

Kinship and family systems

Patterns of kinship and the organisation of the family and household are
critical factors in shaping sexual activities in all cultures. The incest taboo
at the heart of