











48 Understandings

ous because it was an affront to a man’s character and his honor. No
middle- or upper-class man considered that men who worked for wages
possessed these attributes in the same way that they did themselves.
Denouncing a crime against reputation and honor as the worst pos-
sible is a prerogative of the powerful, and only those with political and
economic power that depended on their honor had much to lose when
that honor was called into question.

Assessments of the social transgression represented by sex between
men in the first half of nineteenth century have largely been shaped by
the views of upper- and middle-class men from that period. If today
we recognize the self-interested nature of arguments for aristocratic
government and laissez-faire economics made by these groups, we have
been more willing to take their pronouncements on sex between men
as representative of the views of the society as a whole. In part this
generalization has occurred because so few personal papers or memoirs
record information on this topic. Individuals of all social classes seem
to have been reluctant to discuss the topic, let alone preserve records of
what was spoken or written. But because people were forced to publicly
voice their views on this behavior in the courtrooms, with hundreds of
records surviving for cases occurring between the 1820s and the 1860s,
it is possible to gain insight into that institution so vital to the control
of the sexuality of its members: the family.

The family provided an alternative forum to the courtroom, where
individuals assessed the transgression represented by sex between men
and imposed punishments and sanctions deemed necessary to resolve
the crisis caused within the family. It continued to exercise these powers
throughout this period, even as social and legal changes (discussed in
greater detail in chapters 3—5) impinged on its prerogatives. Surely
many more such incidents were discovered, adjudicated, and settled
solely within the forum of the family than ever came before the courts.
Although some of the punishments decided within families were no
doubt harsher than those family punishments described above, more
often the transgression seems to have been accommodated. Families
faced trade-offs: forgiving sex between men might be preferable to
allowing children to suffer privation for want of the financial support
of a father. It might be preferable to face the social stigma for taking a
disgraced relative back in than to allow him to languish in permanent
exile. The threat of sex between men might be more tolerable than
the prospect of keeping a son idle at home, where he would become
an economic drain on the family. None of these alternative views of
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sex between men is more “accurate” than the more familiar views of
upper- and middle-class men: each is just as particular to individual
circumstances as the views of those elite men. These examples suggest,
though, that the pattern of designating sex between men as “the worst
of crimes” was characteristic of a particular segment of British society.
If we are to understand what such a designation means, we need to
examine the groups that propagated and supported this idea.
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