
597 AD - The Christian re-conversion 
of England begins with Augustine’s 
arrival. The Church he represents 
produces ‘penitentials’, lists of 
recommended acts of penance for 
those who have committed various 
sins. The recommendation for 
‘sodomy’ is 4 years of penance (this 
might involve fasting, going on a 
pilgrimage or giving money to the 
Church). Having the ‘bearing’ of a 
‘sodomite’  incurs 7years of 
penance. 

c.670 AD - Theodore, the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, introduces penitentials 
for English Church, sodomy is to be 
punished with a beating, having sex 
with a man in holy orders, a forty-day 
fast and lesbian sex three years of 
fasting. (To compare, a priest who 
went hunting was meant to do three 
years of penance and all sexual 
activity outside of marriage had a 
penance attached to it.) 

c.700 AD - Oldest 
known secular Anglo-
Saxon Law-Code from 
Kent punishes ‘sexual 
sins’, same-sex activity 
is not included. 

c.900 AD - Alfred the Great’s law-
codes again condemn sexual sins 
but don’t mention same-sex 
activity. 

1093 - Archbishop Anselm criticises William II’s court for 
‘sodomy’ and because too many of the courtiers have long hair, 
William instructs him never to mention it again. 

1102 - Anselm holds a 
church conference to deal 
with ‘sodomy’ very little is 
achieved. 

12th century - Edmund, a 
monk in Eynsham Abbey, 
records a vision of hell 
which includes both men 
and women who engaged 
in homosexual activity. 

14th century - Major 
persecutions of the 
Lollards and the Templar 
Knights, accusations of 
sodomy levelled at both 
(often seen alongside 
accusations of heresy and 
‘lechery’, association with 
a broader sense of going 
‘against nature’) 

1308 - Barons usurp 
Edward II due to his 
favouritism towards Piers 
Gaveston, accusations of 
sodomy levelled at them. 
(Edward II had five 
legitimate children and one 
illegitimate by his wife and 
his mistress.) 

1387-1400 - Chaucer writes 
his ‘Canterbury Tales’ one 
character, the Pardoner is 
presented as being gender-
fluid (and was also accused of 
heresy). 

1394 - A man named John 
Rykener is arrested while 
wearing women’s clothing. 
He confesses to being paid 
for sex by monks and 
nuns. The case ends 
inconclusively. 

1400’s - Only one case of sodomy 
comes before the London Courts 
in this period and no action in 
taken. 

1533 - The ‘Buggery Act’ is passed, aimed 
as a weapon against the monasteries. It sets 
the death penalty for sodomy and makes it a 
matter for the civil law not the Church. What 
was a sin is now established as a crime. (This 
law survives until 1828.) 

1538-40 - The Dissolution of the 
Monasteries takes place. Many monks 
are accused of sodomy, but this is also 
in wider context of accusations of 
sexual activity between monks and 
nuns and between nuns. 

1540 - Lord 
Hungerford is 
executed under 
the Buggery Act, 
aside from this, 
it is used rarely. 

16th-17th century - The vibrant theatre scene increasingly becomes associated with homosexual activity. 

1590’s - Christopher 
Marlowe and 
Richard Barnfield 
(and Shakespeare to 
an extent) publish 
plays and poems 
which discuss 
homosexual desire. 

1603 - James I comes to 
the throne, his 
relationships with his 
favourites Robert Carr and 
George Villiers, Duke of 
Buckingham, lead to 
rumours about his court, 
which also implicate Sir 
Francis Bacon. 

1606 - Sir Edward Coke 
describes sodomy as 
following on from other 
sins like pride, excess of 
diet and idleness, it is part 
of a wider web of bad 
behaviour that could be 
practiced by anyone. 

1610 - Thomas Dekker and John 
Middleton publish their play The 
Roaring Girl a lightly fictionalised 
account of the adventures of ‘Moll 
Cutpurse’ or Mary Frith, who 
conducted her career as a 
musician, fencer and occasional 
thief while wearing men’s clothing 
and reusing to behave in ways 
thought appropriate to a woman. 

1620-25 - Cross-
dressing becomes 
fashionable for 
women in London, 
leading to a moral 
panic. James I 
instructs to clergy 
to warn people 
against it. 

1660’s - John Wilmot, 
Earl of Rochester and 
Margaret Cavendish 
write plays dealing with 
same-sex love. 

1680’s - Aphra 
Behn’s plays 
obliquely 
mention desire 
for other 
women. 

1684 - Aristotle’s 
Masterpiece confirms 
the widely-held view 
that men and women 
were physiologically 
identical, but women 
were just ‘inverted’ 
men. 

1691 - Establishment of the Society for 
the Reformation of Manners. A new 
crime ‘assault with intent to commit 
unnatural crimes’ is added. 

1690’s - The Society 
for the Reformation of 
Manners begins to 
raid ‘molly houses’ 
and to operate 
‘stings’ trying to 
entrap people. 

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. 

1702 - Queen Anne ascends to 
the throne, the latter part of her 
reign is characterised by 
competition between her two 
female favourites Sarah 
Churchill and Abigail Masham. 
Pamphlets circulate rumours 
about her court. 

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

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

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. 

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

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. 

1901 - Havelock Ellis’ 
‘Studies’ discusses 
lesbianism and argues 
that though it flies 
under the radar it is in 
fact more prevalent in 
women than 
homosexuality is in 
men. 

1905 - Freud 
publishes ‘Three 
Essays on the 
Theory of Sexuality’ 
arguing that humans 
are naturally bisexual 
but that 
homosexuality is a 
marker of a lack of 
mature psychological 
development. He 
does however, think 
it unlikely that 
homosexual people 
can be ‘cured’. 

1914 - 1918 - During WWI the upending of 
traditional gender roles and the entry of 
more women into the workplace allows 
space for relationships between women to 
exist. New gay bars open in London. 
However, a moral panic erupts over the 
rumours of a ‘Berlin Black Book’ 
supposed to be a list of known 
homosexuals that the German High 
Command intend to blackmail. 

1921 - in a debate on the Criminal Law 
Amendment Act, one MP proposes extending the 
Labouchere Amendment to women. 

1928 - Radclyffe Hall’s 
‘The Well of Loneliness’, 
dealing with a doomed 
affair between two 
women is published, it is 
quickly deemed an 
‘obscene libel’ and 
banned. 

1920’s-1930’s - The 
Bloomsbury Group is at the 
centre of new cultural 
advances in art and literature, 
many of its members such as 
Virginia Woolf, Duncan Grant 
and Lytton Strachey engage in 
queer relationships. 

1939-45: WWII - as in 
WWI the blackout and 
upending of normal 
sexual roles gives some 
people a greater measure 
of freedom. However, the 
case of Alan Turing 
demonstrates the perils 
that still exist. 

1950’s - The 
end of WWII 
sees a 
reimposition of 
traditional 
gender roles 

1951 - Roberta Cowell 
is the first known 
British trans woman to 
undergo sex-
reassignment surgery 
and change her birth 
certificate. 

1954 - The 
Wolfenden 
Committee meets 
and recommends 
the 
decriminalisation of 
homosexuality. 

1958 - The 
Homosexual Law 
Reform Society is 
formed, to 
campaign for legal 
reforms and 
decriminalisation. 

1957 - Criminal 
convictions for 
homosexuality go 
up. 

1966 - The 
Beaumont Society is 
established, being 
the first campaign 
group for trans 
people in the UK. 

1967 - The Sexual 
Offences Act sees the 
decriminalisation of 
homosexuality for 
men over the age of 
21

1970 - The Gay 
Liberation Front 
is founded 

1972 - The First Pride 
March is held in London, 
the newspapers Gay News 
and Spare Rib are founded 

1980 - The first 
Black Gay and 
Lesbian group is 
established in the 
UK

1982 - The AIDS crisis 
reaches London


1984 - LGSM (Lesbians and 
Gays Support the Miners) is 
founded to provide 
assistance for miners who 
are on strike. 

1985 - The Labour Party 
Conference passes a 
resolution committing the 
party to supporting LGBT 
rights. 

1988 - Margaret Thatcher’s 
government introduces ‘Clause 
28’ banning local authorities 
from ‘promoting 
homosexuality’ and any school 
from maintaining ‘the 
acceptability of homosexuality 
as a pretended family 
relationship’. 

1989 - the 
campaign group 
Stonewall is set up 

1994 - The age of 
consent for gay 
men is lowered to 
18 

1999 - David Copeland, a neo-
Nazi, plants a nail-bomb at a 
gay pub, the Admiral Duncan, 
in a series of attacks on 
minority communities in 
London

2000 - The age of 
consent for gay men is 
lowered to 16 and gay 
people are allowed to 
serve openly in the 
armed forces. 

2003 - Clause 28 is 
repealed 

2004 - Civil Partnerships 
allow same-sex couples to 
form a civil union with 
similar legal benefits to 
marriage. 

2004 - The Gender 
Recognition Act allows trans 
people to acquire a new 
birth certificate, though the 
options are still only listed 
as ‘male’ and ‘female’ 

2013 - Same-sex marriage 
is legalised in the UK. 
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Key Questions: 


1) Can you identify any key turning points on the timeline? Why do you think they happened when they did? 

2) Identify when persecution was ai its height, looking at the events around these times, why do you think persecution increased? 

3) Look at the key ways of thinking about departures from social norms surrounding sexuality and gender: sin, crime, community, pathology and 

identity: why do you think these new ways of thinking emerged at these specific times? 

4) Which of the following periods: Medieval c.597 AD - 1485, Early-Modern 1485-1715, 18th century, 19th century or 20th century saw the highest 

rates of change in attitudes towards gender and sexuality, which era saw the most continuity? 


