
18th century - Changes in 
scientific thinking increasingly 
stress biological differences 
between men and women, 
this creates a split between 
the physical body and the way a 
person chooses to present 
themselves. 

18th century - Many women 
dress as men and join the 
army or the navy: examples 
are Hannah Snell, Mary-Ann 
Talbot, Mary Knowles and 
Christina Davies. 

1730 - Mary East marries 
another woman under the 
name of ‘James How’, 
their marriage lasts for 
thirty-six years before they 
are discovered. 

1749 - Henry Fielding writes his play 
‘The Female Husband’, based on a 
real case where a woman named 
Mary Hamilton posed as a man and 
married multiple other women. She 
was eventually brought to court and 
charged with ‘imposing on His 
Majesty’s Subjects’, her sentence 
was four public whippings and six 
months of hard labour. 

1762 - The ‘Chevalier d’Eon’ 
arrives in London as Minister 
Plenipotentiary. The Chevalier 
spends some years in 
London, living as both a 
woman and a man and acting 
as a soldier, a spy and the 
author of many books. 

1790’s - Public opinion 
becomes much more hostile 
with ‘sodomy’ being 
presented as a ‘foreign vice. 
(Possibly a reaction to 
decriminalisation of 
‘sodomy’ in France in 1791.) 

1818 - The philosopher 
Jeremy Bentham criticises 
anti-sodomy laws, claiming 
that ‘sodomy is a crime (…) 
that produces no misery in 
society.’ - This pamphlet is 
never published. 

1824 ‘Vagrancy Act’ 
police are empowered to 
arrest anyone wandering, 
loitering or behaving in an 
‘indecent’ manner. The 
vagueness of the term 
‘indecent’ means that 
arrests can go up. 

1860 - The term ‘drag’ enters 
popular slang 

1861 - the death penalty for 
sodomy is abolished, it is replaced 
with the sentence of penal servitude 
for life 

1870 - The case of two transvestites  
Fanny and Stella comes before the 
courts, in this case public opinion is 
on their side, viewing their activities 
as amusing rather than threatening 

1885 - The Labouchere Amendment: 
Liberal MP Henry Labouchere 
proposes an amendment to the 1885 
Criminal Law Amendment Act stating 
that ‘Any male person who, in public 
or private, commits or is a party to the 
commission of (…) any act of gross 
indecency with another male person 
shall be guilty of a misdemeanour and 
being convicted thereof shall be liable 
at the discretion of the court to be 

imprisoned for any term not exceeding 
two years with or without hard 
labour.’ (This stays on the statute book 
until 1967)

1895 - Oscar Wilde put 
on trial for ‘gross 
indecency’ in his 
defence Wilde refers to 
‘the love that dare not 
speak its name’ putting 
the emphasis on love 
rather than sex. 

1896 - John Addington 
Symonds publishes ‘A 
Problem in Modern 
Ethics’ describing 
‘inverted sexuality’, 
increasingly 
homosexuality is about 
identity not actions. 

1897 - Havelock Ellis begins 
his ‘Studies in the Psychology 
of Sex’ and describes ‘inverts’ 
as differing from heterosexual 
people not just in terms of 
sexual preferences but in 
other aspects of their 
personalities and even in 
physical characteristics. To be 
an ‘invert’ is increasingly a 
matter of identity. 

1806-1835 - Executions for 
sodomy reach a peak, with 
over 80 men being hanged 
during this period. 

18th and 19th century attitudes to gender and sexuality:


1) What do you think the biggest turning points in attitudes to 
gender and sexuality are in this period? 


2) Why do you think sexuality might be seen as increasingly a 
matter of ‘identity’ in this period? 


3) Could reuse modern terminology (gay, lesbian, trans etc) to 
describe any of the people mentioned in this mind-map? 
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