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 When most people are asked about homosexual life in the 19
th

 century, their answers 

frequently reflect assumptions and stereotypes, not only of LGBTQ men and women, but also of 

the Victorian era itself. In researching his study Strangers: Homosexual Love in the Nineteenth 

Century, Graham Robb found that colleagues and friends he shared his research with expressed 

surprise that his book was not going to be merely “a list of famous names” or “scraps of 

information on Victorian child molesters and spectacular sex crimes” (Robb 2003, 2). In a 

similar vein, the late musicologist Philip Brett often faced accusations that his research into the 

relationship between Benjamin Britten and Peter Pears was nothing more than “a search for gay 

role models” in history—a trap Brett was well aware of and made conscious efforts to avoid in 

his work (Brett 1993, 260). 

 If you speak about the history of the LGBT rights movement, the assumption is that this 

is a twentieth century phenomenon, with origins at or directly before the 1969 riot at New York‟s 

Stonewall Inn. LGBT Studies and queer theory as fields of study are viewed as even more recent 

developments, mainstream enough to be discussed in academic settings yet still controversial 

enough to be the subject of conservative campaigns against America‟s “liberal” education system 

(Theodosopoulos 2010). From a historical standpoint, however, these debates are older than one 

might expect. A century before the fields of “LGBT Studies” or “queer theory” entered the 

academy—or were even phrases a scholar might use to describe their research—the work of 

those studying homosexuality was already an interdisciplinary task, encompassing knowledge of 

such varied subjects as medicine, law, anthropology, literature, history, political science, and 

ethics. In this paper, I will trace the flow of ideas, concepts, and arguments among some of the 

leading late nineteenth and early twentieth century European advocates for legal, medical and/or 



social tolerance of homosexuality, as well as argue that many of the ideas and problems present 

in their work are still relevant today. 

In his introduction to the sexological study The Homosexuality of Men and Women (first 

published in 1913), Magnus Hirschfeld believed that some readers might be surprised that 

another book on the topic was even necessary.  He wrote: 

At first it may appear to be superfluous to add another comprehensive book to the extraordinarily great 

number of works that have been published in the last fifty years about homosexuality. Just within the decade from 

1898 to 1908, more than one thousand shorter or longer original essays, brochures, and monographs on this subject 

have been printed in Germany and Austria (Hirschfeld 2000, 23).  

 

Where did this enthusiasm for analyzing sexuality come from? In an age where the laws 

of many European countries forbade “indecent” or “lewd” behavior—often specifically singling 

out sexual activities between men—the international medical community began an attempt to 

systematically understand how, where, and why different sexual behaviors took place. In one of 

the most infamous early works on sexuality, Psychopathia Sexualis (first published in 1886), 

Richard von Krafft-Ebing saw understanding “the psychology of sexual life” as key to 

unraveling humanity‟s future, as sexual life “is the one mighty factor in the individual and social 

relations of man which discloses his powers of activity, of acquiring property, of establishing a 

home, of awakening altruistic sentiments toward a person of the opposite sex, and toward his 

own issue as well as toward the whole human race” (Krafft-Ebing 1965, 23). Krafft-Ebing‟s 

views on homosexuality as social phenomenon were not the most progressive to come out of 

sexology.  Early on in his career, he wrote that male homosexuality was “an unusual, perverse, 

and even monstrous manner of sexual gratification” (Krafft-Ebing 1965, 494), although these 

view eventually reversed with the rise of the homosexual rights movement in Berlin (Oosterhuis 

1997, 78).  In addition, Krafft-Ebing‟s ideas on the importance of understanding human sexuality 



as a way to make sense of social behaviors, trends, and histories was highly influential, as was 

his method of collecting and commenting on case studies within carefully defined categories 

influenced both his medical colleagues and activists for sexual reform throughout Europe.  

 While Krafft-Ebing was among the earliest and most widely read sexologists, he did not 

invent the terms used to describe non-heterosexual behaviors and identities in 19
th

 century 

society, nor did all discussions of the category begin with his research. Karl Heinrich Ulrichs 

was a lawyer by training who campaigned (both anonymously and semi-publicly) for a change in 

the German penal code regarding homosexuality on the grounds that the sciences—especially the 

new field of embryonic biology—proved that male homosexuality was innate and that these so-

called “Urnungs” were just as concerned “with the feelings of propriety and morality as that of 

[heterosexual] men” (Ulrichs 1994, 368). Although many of Ulrichs‟s examples and conclusions 

might seem inaccurate and downright repugnant today—his idealization of sexual behavior 

between men in ancient Greece ignores important issues of power and consent in these 

relationships—his basic argument and terminology represented a turning point in European 

discourses of sexuality. While earlier authors, including those who wrote the legal codes 

criminalizing sodomy, viewed homosexuality in terms of behavior alone, Ulrichs was among the 

first to consider sexuality an identity separate from the sexual acts a person performed (Kennedy 

1997, 31). He sought to discover not only why some men found sexual gratification with other 

men, but how these supposedly “feminine” traits manifest themselves in all areas of an Urnung‟s 

life.  

 Educated individuals conversant with medical and legal discourses were not the only 

ones interested in how sexuality and sexual behavior motivated humanity as a species. 

Sexologists were often heavily influenced by the findings of anthropologists engaged in studying 



the “exotic” practices of non-European peoples in colonized areas, and who were frequently 

interested in the sexual component of their subjects‟ religious and cultural traditions. As one 

might expect, research in this area is heavily influenced by notions of racial hierarchies and 

European superiority. In The Sexual Question, Swiss sexologist Auguste-Henri Forel focuses 

much of his attention on the existence of male and female homosexuality in Continental prisons, 

sanitariums, and boarding schools; however, this does not prevent him from mentioning that “in 

the East and in Brazil, homosexual love is very common” (Forel 1927, 244).   

 While activists campaigning for sex reform under the banner of socialism and “free love” 

did not discuss homosexuality as openly or as frequently as did sexologists, they too were 

influenced by the notion that sexual behavior was a key motivating factor in society and (from 

the perspective of many reformers) in social oppressions. Unlike sexologists, who were 

generally, although not universally, protected by their status as medical professionals 

(particularly in Germany, as the opening quote from Hirschfeld‟s study suggests), socialists and 

other reformers were often the targets of obscenity laws and political attacks. Socialists and free 

thinkers sought to expose the power inequalities and hypocrisy inherent in the church- and state-

sponsored institution of marriage, often constructing it (as American Ezra Haywood infamously 

wrote in 1876) as a form of “legalized prostitution” or “sexual slavery” (Ingraham 2008, 17). 

The language used around the sorts of ideal relationships favored by sex reformers was often 

conveniently gender-neutral; activists that were themselves homosexual, including Edith Ellis 

and Edward Carpenter, may have found a place to covertly discuss their own relationships in 

print.  

 It was in this context of social science and debate, therefore, that the first homosexual 

activists pursued acceptance and social change in European society.   Even sexologists who 



considered inversion the result of a mental disease often argued against laws condemning 

homosexuality, as did Forel, Havelock Ellis, and (later) Krafft-Ebing. Furthermore, many 

homosexual sexologists and ethicists, including Ulrichs, Hirschfeld, John Addington Symonds, 

Edith Ellis, and Edward Carpenter, also used the language of “congenital” inversion and other 

medical terms in order to lend an air of objectivity and distance to their work (Robb 2003, 67). 

Regardless of how they viewed their own sexuality, the discourses surrounding sexology 

provided them with a safer space in which to pursue activism. Appeals to pity for someone who 

could not help his or her own nature appeared far more likely to succeed (or, at the very least, 

find even a limited print run) than those challenging society to change its sexual norms 

completely.  

 Ulrichs‟s appeals for greater understanding of the variety in human sexuality reached a 

wider audience than the German jurists and medical men to whom his original pamphlets were 

addressed. Although works on sexuality were more heavily policed and censored in England, 

educated individuals (usually men) with knowledge of what to look for and the money to 

purchase what amounted to either utterly obscure or downright infamous psychological studies 

could find out more about their “condition”—and, more importantly, the lives of those who 

shared their experiences—than the obscenity laws on the books suggested (Robb 2003, 61.) One 

of the Englishmen most swayed by the work of Ulrichs (and Krafft-Ebing) was ethicist and 

literary expert John Addington Symonds. In his public life, Symonds‟s interest in expressions of 

human sexuality might have appeared to be wholly intellectual; his literary and historical 

research includes the works of Shakespeare and early English drama, Michelangelo, the Italian 

Renaissance, and ancient Greek poets—all topics that informed early attempts to write the 

history of male homosexuality in European culture. Privately, however, Symonds struggled with 



his own sexual feelings for much of his life. In his Memoirs, written during the 1890s but not 

published in an uncensored version until 1984, the author reveals his worries about having “deep 

rooted perversion of the sexual instincts” which may or may not be “commoner than I imagine” 

(Symonds 1984, 281). As part of an attempt to curb these desires, he married in 1890, a common 

yet spectacularly (and obviously) unsuccessful “cure” for  many homosexual men and women 

seeking to express “normal” sexual desires (Robb 2003, 74). Symonds also struggled throughout 

his life with what he viewed as the idealized artistic expressions of love in ancient literature and 

the modern crudeness of sexuality. As a boy coming of age in an intellectual environment, the 

idea of love between men seemed to him something archaic and beautiful, to be expressed 

through the highest forms of literature and visual art; at school, however, he was shocked and 

disgusted to be exposed to the less idealized realities of casual sexual relationships: 

One thing at Harrow very soon arrested my attention. It was the moral value of the school. Every boy of good 

looks had a female name, and was recognized either as a public prostitute or as some bigger fellow‟s „bitch‟. 

Bitch was the word in common usage to indicate a boy who yielded his person to a lover. The talk in the 

dormitories and the studies was incredibly obscene. Here and there one could not avoid seeing acts of onanism, 

mutual masturbation,  the sports of naked boys in bed together. There was no refinement, no sentiment, no 

passion; nothing but animal lust in these occurrences. They filled me with disgust and loathing. (Symonds 1984, 

94).  

 

 When an adult, however, Symonds‟s internal conflict between idealized love and 

physical desire manifests itself throughout the Memoirs, in which the reader is exposed to his 

alternating defenses of and revulsion towards homosexuality. As queer historians Paul Robinson 

and Matt Cook have both noted, Symonds writings on perfect love and relationships in pastoral 

Greece was at odds with his experiences visiting seedy brothels and clubs in London. Robinson 

describes Symonds‟s attempts to repress his early sexual feelings in favor of “his overwrought 

„ideal of purity in conduct‟”, while Cook sees the mature Symonds using the language of “neo-



Hellenic hero worship” to express and put onto paper his sexual desires for London‟s soldiers 

and prostitutes (Robinson 1999, 13; Cook 2003, 132-133). According to many historians, this 

was a common element of nineteenth century upper-middle class gay subculture, and the 

autobiographies like Symonds which remain suggest a sort of class rebellion in these privileged 

individuals‟ liaisons with soldiers and gondoliers. Of course, such an idealized view ignores the 

(now) apparent exploitation present in such a system, the lack of health services available to 

prostituted men and boys (anti-prostitution crusades often focused primarily on women‟s 

oppression), and the questionable consent issues present in relationships crossing age and power 

relations (Cook, 20; Robb, 162; Robinson, 12).   

 However conflicted Symonds may have felt in his personal life and affairs, his ethical 

writings on homosexuality reveal a criticism of legal and medical strictures against male 

homosexuality rooted in British social norms. His book A Problem in Modern Ethics, printed in 

London in 1896 and limited to a print run of 100 copies, is specifically addressed to “medical 

psychologists and jurists” (Symonds 1896, title page). Whereas Ulrichs‟s case studies were 

drawn primarily from German medical and legal case studies (and, anonymously, the author‟s 

own life), Symonds uses his wealth of historical and literary knowledge to form an ethical 

argument against the condemnation and medicalization of homosexuality. While part of the work 

does deal with forensics, psychology, and anthropology, a much greater section is devoted to a 

literary comparison between “polemic” discussions of love and sex between men and “idealistic” 

portrayals (Symonds 1896, table of contents). “Polemic” literature is represented by Karl 

Heinrich Ulrichs‟s The Riddle of “Man-Manly” Love; the section on “idealistic” writings focuses 

on the works of Walt Whitman.   



 In many ways, Symonds‟s argument is structured differently from that of Ulrichs, whose 

appeals to reason and scientific and legal judgment include personal autobiographical anecdotes 

and excerpts of letters from curious readers. Like Ulrichs, Symonds addresses his book to a 

reader who—while perhaps not entirely knowledgeable about homosexuality—is hostile to the 

notion that medical and legal authorities should alter what many perceive to be a universal 

condemnation of immoral and dangerous behavior. Instead of using scientific ideas and personal 

narratives, however, Symonds appeals to his educated audience‟s sense of logic. The work is 

structured as a rebuttal to those claiming that homosexuality is not a fit subject to be addressed in 

an ethical forum. To this, Symonds replies that it is only in the best interest of all educated 

people to take notice of such a long-lasting and long-ignored topic: 

What the law punishes, but what, in spite of law, persists and energises, ought to arrest attention. We are all 

of us responsible to some extent for the maintenance and enforcement of our laws. We are all of us, as 

evolutionary science surely teaches, interested in the facts of anthropology, however repellant some of 

these may be to our own feelings. We cannot evade the conditions of atavism and heredity. Every family 

runs the risk of producing a boy or a girl whose life will be embittered by inverted sexuality, but who in all 

other respects will be no worse or better than the normal members of the home. Surely, then, it is our duty 

and our interest to learn what we can about its nature, and to arrive through comprehension at some rational 

method of dealing with it (Symonds 1896, 4). 

 

Symonds‟s conflicted and ambiguous feelings about his own homosexuality may well 

have informed his criticisms of previous works on sexual identity and behavior, including those 

by Ulrichs and Krafft-Ebing. For Symonds, who drew a definite line several times in Modern 

Ethics between “acquired” and “avowed” (or innate) inverted sexuality, the ties many sexologists 

made between all homosexuality and other “depraved habits” (especially Krafft-Ebing‟s theories 

about masturbation) must have seemed vulgar to a man who tried throughout his life to remain 

committed to idealized notions of love (Symonds 1896, 49).  While he valued the medical 



community‟s expertise and advocacy, Symonds believed that the key to understanding so-called 

“avowed sexual inversion” lay in physiology and embryology, not psychology.  

On the other hand, his views towards homosocial institutions—like the boarding school 

he attended—hint at the snobbery and revulsion present in his Memoirs. Symonds accuses 

Ulrichs of going too far in his crusade for social change, ignoring “acquired habits” and the “full 

force of fashion and depravity” (Symonds 1896, 98). While many—even most—men who 

experience sexual and romantic desire for other men (despite his inclusive introduction, much of 

Symonds‟s literary analysis of the topic deals with men alone) might consider their sexuality an 

innate trait, what about those “normal” boys who were sent off to boarding schools where they 

read Greek erotic poetry and never socialized with girls? Throughout his argument, Symonds 

claims that there is a difference between those for whom homosexuality is an expression of love 

and culture and those for whom the matter is solely one of physical lusts. He even ends the book 

with a list of “suggestions on the subject of sexual inversion in relation to law and education,” in 

which Symonds claims that “…the best minds of our youth are therefore exposed to the 

influences of a pederastic literature at the same time that they acquire the knowledge and 

experience of unnatural practices. Nor is any trouble taken to correct these adverse influences by 

physiological instruction in the laws of sex” (Symonds 1896, 134).  

This notion of homosexuality as a trait some boys acquire in a homosocial environment 

no doubt sounds repulsive and discriminatory to the modern reader, but it makes sense given 

Symonds‟s own snobbery and self-doubts. Robinson sees Symonds‟s personal moral code and 

“high-minded” sense of individual development as key to understanding the author‟s seemingly 

contradictory appeal for understanding. The author, drawn to men intellectually, artistically, and 

sexually, was torn between living up to his (impossibly high) ideals of chivalry and “manly 



love”—as exemplified in his love of Greek and Renaissance culture and his interest in Walt 

Whitman‟s poetry—and his erotic desires. Robinson writes that the Memoirs “tells the long and 

painful story of the gradual easing of those standards, as the claims of the body gradually made 

inroads of those of the mind” (Robinson, 8).   

Symonds‟s own “problem in modern ethics” did not cease with his death in 1893. While 

he wanted his Memoirs to be published, he realized that many aspects of his life would not be 

publishable for a long time. His papers were eventually passed on to Gosse, who burnt most of 

them in the yard of the London Library (Robb, 137). A heavily edited edition of the Memoirs—

released under the title John Addington Symonds: A Biography Compiled from his Papers and 

Correspondence and edited by Horatio Brown—was published in 1895. All mentions of and 

references to Symonds‟s struggles with his sexuality were removed; an uncensored edition of 

Symonds‟s autobiography was not available until 1984. If, as Rowbotham suggests, John 

Addington Symonds hoped to use his personal writings to “educate popular opinion” regarding 

sexual inversion, his voice was silenced for nearly a century (Rowbotham and Weeks 1977, 

153).  

Another possible avenue of inquiry into the complicated intersections between private 

and public spheres can be seen in the arena of socialist activism, as exemplified by the scientific 

and personal writings of sexologist Havelock Ellis, lecturer Edith Ellis, and socialist philosopher 

and author Edward Carpenter. In many ways, Ellis adopts the prevailing medical view of his 

time of homosexual relations as a hereditary psychological condition. However, it must be 

considered that this view was, at the time, considered a sympathetic—even progressive—

perspective, and was adopted by many educated LGBT individuals as an explanation for their 

“conditions” and a reason for social change (Kennedy 1997, 37). In fact, Ellis was familiar with 



John Addington Symonds‟s interest in society‟s prejudices against homosexuality, and hoped to 

collaborate with Symonds on the volume of his Studies in the Psychology of Sex pertaining to 

sexual inversion. Symonds contributed some historical material on sexuality, as well as a few 

(anonymous) case studies from his own youth; however, it is clear from the start that both men 

were aware of the risks they were taking with such a project. In a letter to Edward Carpenter, 

Ellis describes the primary aim of the work as education for progressive social change: 

I have been independently attracted to it partly through realizing how widespread it is, partly through 

realizing also, how outrageously severe the law is in this country (compared with others) and how easily 

the law can touch a perfectly beautiful form of inversion. We want to obtain sympathetic recognition for 

sexual inversion…to clear away many vulgar errors—preparing the way if possible for a change in the law 

(H. Ellis, cited in Rowbotham and Weeks, 153).  

 

The “progressiveness” of their final work, however, is difficult to gauge with today‟s 

sensibilities. Although he advocates for the decriminalization of homosexuality, he describes it 

as “an abnormal manifestation of the sexual instinct” (H. Ellis and Symonds 1897, xi). His 

treatment of women‟s sexuality has also received a great deal of notice and criticism from 

lesbian historians and theorists. In her anthology, Chloe Plus Olivia, for example, Lillian 

Faderman cites Havelock Ellis as one of many sexologists who viewed lesbianism as the root of 

many women‟s social and mental problems—ranging from “hereditary neurosis” to murder 

(Faderman, 138-9)! Nonetheless, he repeatedly warns psychologists and other medical 

professionals not to attempt “cures” on patients who come to them seeking advice on sexual 

inversion, and states that any “success is unlikely to be either permanent or incomplete” (H. Ellis 

and Symonds, 146). In any case, Symonds‟s contribution to the project was controversial from 

the start. Although the bulk of the medical work for the book was completed by Ellis after 

Symonds‟s death, his family and friends bought and destroyed most of the print run bearing his 

name. At that same time, a London bookstore owner faced legal proceedings for selling this 



particular volume of Studies in the Psychology of Sex (H Ellis 1942, v). Although the book 

continued to be revised and reprinted over the next few decades, later editions of Sexual 

Inversion did not list Symonds as an author.  

 In his nonmedical writings, however Ellis comes across as far more ambiguous in his 

opinions of same gender love and sexuality. When his wife Edith came out to him about her 

romantic feelings for an old school friend, Ellis speaks of working hard to support her sexual and 

personal freedom, writing that she often felt that he was “the one person in the world who really 

understands me” (Ellis 1939, 310).  The Ellises apparently supported each other‟s work, and 

occasionally collaborated on psychological and political research, especially with issues 

surrounding women and marriage. However, it is also clear that Havelock Ellis wavered—

understandably, given his previous hopeful expectations for married life—back and forth on this 

new development in their marriage, sometimes praising their resilience and dedication as 

partners and friends, other times asking himself why he was unable “to detect all those subtle 

traits of an opposite sexual temperament as surely planted in her from the beginning” (Ellis 1939, 

309). Although it is clear from his descriptions of Edith and her relationships that he did not 

strictly see her as “a man trapped in a woman‟s body,” but he certainly worried that those 

“subtle” traits would lead to other social and mental problems, a concern that comes up 

frequently throughout his memoirs. In his eulogy to Edith, he describes he temperament thusly: 

But I am never reconciled to the pathos of this little woman with the temperament of a genius, born before 

her time into a hostile world, an everlasting child, so eager and so sensitive and so trustful (for her acquired 

shrewdness and suspicion was but a reaction to her trust), wounded on every hand, tortured by the very 

make of her nature, and herself a torturer, yet to the end an absolute and adorable child—that I have never 

been reconciled to. (Ellis 1939, 631). 

 



 The references to Edith Ellis as eternal child might be an important reflection on the 

sexologists‟ often-conflicting views on lesbianism in general. Although he states in his memoirs 

that he believed Edith to be a “congenital invert,” he devotes a great deal of space to describing 

her school years and “childlike” nature (Ellis 1939, 308-9). In the section on sexual inversion in 

Studies in the Psychology of Sex, Ellis deals at length with the issue of romantic friendships and 

eroticism at girls‟ boarding schools, even including an appendix on the subject by an anonymous 

female psychologist —the only authority, by the way, cited anonymously or pseudonymously in 

the entire work (Ellis 1905, v).  Nonetheless, he thanked her publicly for supporting him during 

his attempts to publish his frequently-controversial studies on sexuality, and wrote after her death 

that “…in all the world there is no place so filled by manifold joyous activities of life, intimately 

mixed with the deepest experiences, of the woman who shared by my side the same glad 

receptivity to its loveliness and all whose pains and sorrows my heart partook of” (Ellis 1939, 

634).  

The world of nineteenth century socialist intellectuals like Carpenter and the Ellises, 

while challenging to Victorian European ideals of gender roles and married life, was not entirely 

unproblematic from a modern sociological viewpoint. Many social activists of the time—

including the Ellises and their ally and American correspondent, birth control activist Margaret 

Sanger—sought (in Havelock Ellis‟s words) “rational methods of eugenics, as specifically 

demanded in an age like our own, when the unfit have been given a better chance of reproduction 

than they have ever been given in any other age” (H. Ellis 1910, 585). While eugenics is often 

associated with racial control and genocide, as seen on a horrific scale in Nazi Germany and 

forced sterilization programs worldwide, it is unclear how the Ellises defined “fitness” in their 

work. In many instances, although they appeared to have attempted to distance issues of race and 



class from their analysis, the Ellises‟ snobbery and privilege is unavoidable. In The New Horizon 

in Love and Life, Edith Ellis defends homosexuality on the grounds that same gender-loving 

individuals, while “unfit” to have children, frequently contribute to society in other ways: 

I am not speaking of the imbecile or the feeble-minded, but of those whose mentality is often vigorous and 

exceptional, and who have original powers of a high order. These “peculiar people” are often ostracised 

(sic.) when recognised (sic.), and are often as much bewildered about themselves as specialists are about 

them. What has a eugenist to say to a class of people definitely in our midst who are, from the point of view 

of Eugenics, unfit to propagate and who appear to the casual observer mere freaks of nature? 

From a eugenist‟s point of view, persons unfitted to have a child should be encouraged to devote their 

energies to those ends which indirectly aid the higher development, whether it be in the fields of art, 

science, or religion. In this way, through the understanding of their nature and their limitations, and also 

through comprehension of the varied needs of a complex society, from a eugenist‟s point of view these 

persons might doubly bless what, otherwise, they might curse, the future generation (E. Ellis, 56-57).  

 

Nor were the Ellises the only “experts” torn between private and professional 

perspectives on homosexuality. Edward Carpenter, a poet and philosopher by training who wrote 

extensively on “intermediate types” among non-European cultures, obscured his personal 

feelings on the subject (as well as his own homosexuality) by ending his study with a vague 

conclusion in which he does not suggest any “modern social implications” of his findings 

(Carpenter 1914, 173-74). His study in “the intermediate sex” in Western society is more radical, 

devoting a lengthy chapter to “The Place of the Uranian in Society” (Carpenter 1912, 100); 

however, this is presented as a socialist appeal to creating a fairer world, not as a reflection of 

personal experiences (although, one wonders if some negative response to this earlier work led 

Carpenter to tone down his social message in 1914).  When he finally does aim to discuss his 

own life in detail, Carpenter‟s memoirs describe all his works (regardless of content) as being 

part of a larger socialist goal:  

These mental and social changes and movements and many others which are all around us waiting for 

recognition, will clearly, when they ripen, constitute a revolution in human life deeper and more far-

reaching than any which we know of belonging to historical times. (Carpenter 1916 ). 



Concerns about the suitability of his work for publication, of course, were well-founded, 

and Carpenter‟s memoirs detail how much of his more radical socialist works (regardless of 

sexual content) were self-published during the 1890s, when Oscar Wilde‟s indecency trails had 

both authors and publishers worried about violated obscenity laws (Carpenter 1916, 196). 

Wilde‟s writings on relationships between men had been used as evidence against him in court, 

and one can see why many works on taboo subjects had to either mask or blur any radical social 

messages about gender and sexuality.  

Nonetheless, Carpenter could be considered fortunate for not coming under too much 

public scrutiny for his choice of topics, a fact that could be more symbolic of his personal 

privileges (both male- and class-based) and relative physical seclusion from critics than of 

changing social norms in late Victorian Britain. His primary opponent in both public activism 

and private life appears to have been M.D. O‟Brien, a neighbor who published a pamphlet 

entitled Socialism and Infamy: the Homogenic or Comrade Love Exposed, in which he asked “Is 

the infamy which is said to have brought destruction upon Sodom and Gomorrah likely to bring 

in one form or another anything less than destruction upon the trade of Sheffield?” (Robb, 105; 

Rowbotham and Weeks, 88-89). However, neither O‟Brien nor anyone else seemed to have 

taken legal action against Carpenter and his partner, George Merrill. In fact, most of Carpenter‟s 

friends (including Edith Ellis and the novelist E.M. Forster) appear to have been thoroughly 

supportive of their relationship. Ellis praised Carpenter‟s ideal interpretation of love for being 

“far enough removed from the conventional idea of absorption, possession, almost feudalistic 

tyranny” in her study Three Modern Seers, which compared Carpenter‟s work to that of 

Nietzsche and surgeon James Hinton (E. Ellis 1910, 221).  



 In many ways, Carpenter‟s position as a scholar and man of letters allowed him to write 

about gender, sexuality, and women‟s experiences in ways not open to others of the time, a fact 

of which he was not completely unaware, however much he may have wanted to eschew class 

and sexual boundaries. In his Memoirs, Carpenter mentions that his book on women‟s sexuality, 

Love’s Coming of Age, “ought of course…to have been written by a woman” (Carpenter 1916; 

197). Ultimately, however, even this work was limited in scope and detail; concern over the 

Oscar Wilde trials and the earlier censorship of his works on homosexuality forced Carpenter to 

cut from the book all references to same-gender love (Weeks and Rowbotham, 88).  

Perhaps, like the anonymous doctor cited by Havelock Ellis for her work on lesbians in 

British and Continental boarding schools, Carpenter‟s female friends knew the increased social 

hostility that would be directed at a woman who spoke out against sexual norms (or, in many 

cases, who spoke out about sexuality at all). European and American proponents of free love 

rarely mentioned male or female homosexuality explicitly—although they might, as Dora Forster 

does in her brief pamphlet Sex Radicalism (which, incidentally, contains an epilogue by 

Carpenter)—conveniently avoid gendered pronouns in a discussion of “home partnership” 

(Forster, 47).  

The free love movement (of which both Forster and Carpenter, along with many other 

socialists of their day, belonged) as it applied to heterosexual men and women was controversial 

enough, so avoiding direct mention of homosexual relationships might a way to avoid too much 

attention from the censors and other authorities. Extending the literary notion of lesbian coding 

to activist writings, this (possibly) deliberate ambiguity with regard to the gender of individuals 

in a relationship might be viewed as a deliberate method that would allow already-suspect 

materials to at least reach an audience. Although it impossible to know how many activists in the 



free love movement may have been simultaneously fighting for acceptance of their own sexual 

identities, further examination into this topic might lead to a richer understanding into the 

beginnings of a gay and lesbian movement in the English-speaking world.  

In Germany, where the publishing of medical and legal theories on sexuality was not so 

restricted—although homosexual acts between men remained illegal—activism around what 

today would be called LGBT rights developed not out of  philosophy and socialism but from the 

medical community in Berlin, due in large part to the efforts of Magnus Hirschfeld. He was 

active in political work for much of his career, circulating petitions against Paragraph 175, the 

statute in the German penal code criminalizing male homosexuality.  

Although he wrote on a variety of topics—including regional views on sex and sexuality, 

transgender rights, and racism—Hirschfeld‟s most well known work remains his major 

sexological study, The Homosexuality of Men and Women (1922, translated into English by 

Michael Lombardi-Nash in 2000). This work was praised by Havelock Ellis as “the most precise, 

detailed, and comprehensive ... work which has yet appeared on the subject” (H. Ellis in 

Sengoopta 1998, 448). Ellis was particularly familiar with German sexological books and 

publications, as many of his works came out in German editions before British publishers would 

release them. Hirschfeld also viewed sexuality as heavily influenced by “specific sex fluids,” or 

hormones (what he called “andrin” and “gynaecin,” as opposed to a “neuropathic disorder” (M 

Hirschfeld 2000, 438, 441).  

From Hirschfeld‟s perspective, this viewpoint allowed for a construction of 

homosexuality (as well as bisexual, transgender and intersex identities, although these last two 

words were invented after his time) that explained the existence of varied forms of sexuality 



without making certain identities “mental conditions.” In order to better classify and understand 

sexual and gender identities, he made use of a wide variety of terms and categories (many of 

which, like the words “Uranism” and “transvestism,” we invented by Hirschfeld himself). This 

served multiple purposes; namely, it allowed his audience (primarily other doctors) to have 

names for conditions and experiences described by their patients, gave what we now call 

LGBTQ individuals a sense of community, and suggested that the “issue” of sexuality was far 

greater than laws banning “unnatural and indecent sex” would suggest (Hirschfeld 2000, 70; 

1991, 18; cited in Robb, 190). 

His work on transgender individuals (published in English in 1991 as Transvestites: The 

Erotic Drive to Cross-Dress), while now considered outdated in its terminology, scientific 

explanations,  and gender pronouns, was one of the first case studies to treat the transgender 

experience respectfully and as something often (but not always) separate from homosexuality or 

bisexuality. Although he continually strove for some sort of scientific explanation for sexual 

behaviors and identities (as seen in the Scientific Humanitarian Committee‟s motto, “Through 

Science to Justice”), his study of transgender experiences begins with a far different motto—

“There are more emotions and phenomena than words” (Hirschfeld 1991, 17). In all areas of his 

work, Hirschfeld also was not afraid to criticize many of his contemporaries in the field of 

psychology for basing their examinations of “variant” sexuality solely on research done in 

prisons and mental institutions. Indeed, much of his writings are primarily concerned with how 

normal most sexual identities and activities are in the general population (Hirschfeld 2000, 24). 

This was also a long-standing feature of his political and social activism.  

The Scientific Humanitarian Committee, founded in 1897 to petition the Reichstag to 

repeal Paragraph 175, also provided social support for members (of all genders), circulated 



questionnaires and brochures to educate the general public about sexuality, and staged mass 

protests at police stations and courthouses, making it one of the first modern LGBT rights 

organizations in the Western world. One of Hirschfeld‟s more daring campaigns was to 

encourage one thousand gay men to meet at police stations across Berlin and demand to be 

arrested—an idea not publicly carried out (Robb, 189). His Institute for the Sexual Sciences also 

provided services for individuals facing blackmail for their sexual orientation, information on 

reproductive issues for women, marriage counseling, and aid to transgender people seeking to 

live publicly as a sex other than the one they were assigned at birth (Robb, 188-189). Hirschfeld 

even co-wrote and appeared in a 1919 silent film, Anders als die Andern, as part of his campaign 

to overturn Paragraph 175. In the film, Hirschfeld appears as himself, a doctor who tells the main 

character and his sister that homosexuality should not be considered a mental disease, and ought 

to be decriminalized by the German government. (Different from the Others 1919).  

Unfortunately for the movement, despite some success working with other political 

groups (including unions and feminist organizations) to raise awareness of issues surrounding 

gender and sexuality in Germany, Hirschfeld and the Committee never succeeded in their 

campaign to decriminalize homosexuality. His political positions often made him unpopular with 

fellow sexologists, who considered his preoccupation with legal and social matters “unscientific” 

and outside the realm of medicine. Far more damaging to the Committee‟s goals, however, was 

the rise of the Nazi movement throughout Germany. Hirschfeld himself was physically attacked 

and severely beaten after a 1919 lecture in Munich, after which he “had an opportunity of 

reading his own obituary” (Hirschfeld 1936, 320). While on a tour in 1933 to promote his 

research and study global perspectives on sexual behavior and identity, Hirschfeld was informed 

that the Nazis had burned the Institute‟s library. He finished his tour, but never returned to 



Germany, and died in France in 1935. During the lecture tours he conducted in the final years of 

his life, Hirschfeld wrote widely on the subject of sexuality in different parts of the world; his 

observations were published in America as Men and Women: The World Journey of a Sexologist. 

In this book, one sees a bit of Hirschfeld‟s arguments against eugenics and racism—perspectives 

perhaps influenced by the racial discrimination Hirschfeld himself had faced in Berlin as a 

Jewish man (Robb, 193). Although his perspective was still obviously that of a European man 

traveling to “exotic” locales, Hirschfeld remained critical of the influence European and 

American ideas and institutions had on other nations: 

According to recent statistics there are 1469 Roman Catholic and 5171 Protestant missionaries in China. 

One often encounters them on the train, on shipboard, and in many other places. Undoubtedly they deserve 

credit for their splendid activity in founding and running hospitals (including some for lepers), orphanages, 

schools, universities, and many other places of asylum and of learning, but what remains doubtful is 

whether the Christian faith and spirit would make the Chinese any happier or better than they are as 

“heathens” (Hirschfeld 1935, 53). 

 

 While nearly all of Hirschfeld‟s biological theories on gender and sexuality have been 

disproved, his case studies and efforts to understand homophobia, transphobia and widespread 

social oppression are valuable. Unlike many early psychologists, Hirschfeld also spoke out 

against the eugenics movement, and wrote a book on racism from a sexological standpoint—

possibly the first time the word “racism” was used in a European language to describe racial 

prejudice and oppression (Fredrickson 2002, 162). In this work, he seeks to debunk notions of 

racial hierarchy and supremacy on the grounds that “the same tunes, stories of the same passions, 

sufferings, and difficulties, come from persons belonging to all races” (Hirschfeld, in Doan and 

Bland 1998, 229).   

What can these early activists and ethicists tell us today about LGBTQ experiences and 

activism? Although the social conditions many of them lived and worked in are changed or 



eliminated, the social structures which continue to promote heterosexism and cissexism are still 

here. How can individuals interested in challenging these social norms in the twenty-first century 

learn from these successes and failures in their own work? One of the most constant threads in 

many of the works I examined was an inclusive community—or the lack thereof, in many cases. 

Race and class continue to be important and divisive issues in LGBTQ activism, as seen in 

feminist, transgender and anti-racist critiques of the recent “It Gets Better” campaign 

spearheaded by sex columnist Dan Savage and the Trevor Project. In the first “It Gets Better” 

video, Savage and his partner Terry discuss their lives and how they dealt with high school 

bullying; however, many commentators have noted that Savage does not question his own racial, 

cisgender, or class privilege in discussing how things “got better” for him. In the words of one 

blogger, Jason Tseng: 

It's this kind of self-congratulatory back-patting that the gay community is so want to do that I question: the 

notion that the gay community has it all figured out; that gay folk are so morally, culturally, and politically 

superior to the backwater, cousin-marrying, neanderthals of small town America; that once you leave high 

school and become a full member of the gay community, you will be accepted with open arms and you too 

will get to go out dancing every night and gossip about your latest fling over mimosas at Sunday brunch 

(Tseng 2010),. 

 

 It is important to note that, frankly, the “gay community” doesn‟t “have it all figured 

out,” and that plenty of individuals—be it on a racial, class or gender basis—are excluded from 

queer spaces on a regular basis. As I hope to have demonstrated with my summary and analysis 

of the works of Symonds, Carpenter, the Ellises, and Hirschfeld, this is nothing new. Even in 

places that made a concerted effort to be open to all interested people—the Scientific 

Humanitarian Committee—faced severe backlash and public scrutiny when it began allowing 

women to attend and participate in meetings (Robb, 189). One of the most important thing 

current activists and theorists could do to become aware of how pervasive exclusionary ideas and 



practices are is to read about the ways in which certain groups within the “LGBTQ community” 

have historically been exploited and/or oppressed by their fellow members. Symonds‟s accounts 

of visiting prostitutes and the Ellises‟ promotion of eugenics might seem alien to us today, but 

what exactly are LGBTQ activists and organizations doing to address issues of poverty and class 

worldwide?  How often do issues of LGBTQ equality get framed as primarily white, middle 

class problems? 

 Another issue present in early gender and sexual activism, particularly within the works 

of sexologists, is terminology—namely, who has the power (and the right) to decide what terms 

are appropriate for what groups? Many of this early terminology—including the words 

“homosexual” and “transvestite”—were created by medical professionals to describe certain sets 

of behaviors, experiences, and (later) identities. In many cases, these professionals were 

describing something they observed, rather than what they themselves experienced; as 

transgender activist Leslie Feinberg puts it, “We didn‟t choose these words. They don‟t fit all of 

us. It‟s hard to fight oppression without a name connoting pride, a language that honors us” 

(Feinberg 2006, 206). Although the sexologists contributed a great deal to helping large numbers 

of individuals (like Symonds) realize that they were not alone in their desires and experiences, 

what happens when the words to describe a person‟s identity simply do not exist? The acronym 

“LGBTQ”—even with the shifting meanings and fluidity implied by the term “queer”—does not 

fit everyone seeking a place in that community, and the “alphabet soup” version, LGBTQQIAA, 

is rarely spelled out in full. Even this longer acronym has been criticized by some activists for 

continuing to value medical terminology over human experience. Labels can also be limiting, 

excluding those who do not feel a specific term fits their experiences and identity. The term 

“lesbian,” for example, is generally used to describe women who connect emotionally, 



romantically, and sexually with other women—but who gets to define the meaning of “woman”? 

In an essay on exclusionism in lesbian and “women-only” spaces, Deke Law summed up hir 

feelings towards gender and sexual equality in progressive spaces as follows: 

How can this be true? The expression of my sexual self has been and continues to be informed by my class, 

my gender, my politics, my location, and my relationships with other sexual beings. It is constructed, as 

best I can tell. This does not lend itself to a single definition. Anyway, who gets to decide? (Law, 144) 

 

 For a movement still fighting external oppression and exclusion, questioning the very 

labels and boundaries we ourselves continue to place on identity and experience seems to be a 

valuable place to start questioning internal oppressions. After all, “there are more emotions and 

phenomena than words” (Hirschfeld 1991, 17).  
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