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Key themes
• Assimilation vs liberation 
• Discourse, representation and naming 
• Subculture, community, intergenerationality 
• Gender and sexuality 
• Importance of the ‘other’ (what is homophobia, really?) 
• Diversity and divisiveness (LGBTQI…)



Words & Naming
• “lesbian” predates both “homosexual” and 

“heterosexual” (1700s onwards) 
• 1869: “homosexual” 
• 1870+: “heterosexual” 

• Didn’t pass into common usage until 1890s 

• ”Gay”: pre-Stonewall subcultural, mainstream 
thereafter 
• “Queer”: reclaimed from late 1980s



• Judeo-Christian concept of sin/sinner 
• Foucault: confession, act/identity (condemn the 

sin, forgive the repentant sinner) 

• Sickness: enlightenment/Victorian cultures of 
science and classification 
• Early Sexology: liberal, naturalising imperative 

• Karl Heinrich Ulrichs – uranism (Germany late 
1860s) 

• Havelock Ellis – inversion (England 1897)  
• Pathology: psychiatric cures (psychotropic 

drugs, aversion therapy), eugenics (Nazi death 
camps, AIDS discourse)

Historical Models: Sin and Sickness



Historical models: social problem
• Pre-1861 buggery punishable by death (range of sexual improprieties) 
• 1861 Offences Against the Person Act reduced penalty to 10 yrs to life 
• 1885 Labouchere Amendment specified nature of “gross indecency” between men, up to 2 yrs hard 

labour 
• 1895 Oscar Wilde sentenced under Labouchere 
• 1921 Labouchere-style amendment proposed for “gross indecency” between women – failed to get thru 

parliament (Lord Desart: “You are going to tell the whole world that there is such an offence, to bring it to the notice of women who have never heard of 
it, never thought of it, never dreamt of it. I think that is a very great mischief.” ) 

• Post WWII tensions between emerging social liberalism of the post-war settlement, and virulence 
of Cold War ideology in which the figure of the treacherous homosexual was critical; 1950s 1k men 
per year imprisoned for gross indecency 

• 1957 Wolfenden Report suggested limited legalisation in context of new discourse of privacy 
• 1967 Sexual Offences Act implemented Wolfenden: legalisation over 21 and in private 
• 1988 Section 28 of Local Govt Act: outlaws promotion of homosexuality as pretended family 

relationship by local authorities 
• 2001 Age of consent equalised, under EU Convention on Human Rights 
• 2003 Section 28 repealed 
• 2004 Civil Partnership Act 
• 2006 Equality Act outlaws discrimination in provision of goods and services



Gay Liberation Front
• GLF formed in London in 1970, following US model, 

and informed by Black Panthers etc. 
• Militant, not assimilationist 
• Specific opposition to liberal concessions of 

Wolfenden 
• Sexuality as agent of revolutionary change for 

everyone 
• GLF advocated: 

• coming out – to friends, family, work, to reverse 
presumption of heterosexuality and allow open expression  

• coming together, solidarity, strength thru community, 
attempt to reverse condition of Wolfenden privacy, being 
cut off 

• recognition of sexism as cornerstone of homophobia  
• Direct action: ‘zapping’ pubs, newspaper offices etc



• AIDS as a ”gay plague” 
• Right wing social policies on family, children 
• Right wing attack on local govt, specifically “loony 

left” councils that ensured provision for l&g and BME 
• 1987 ACT-UP formed in New York 
• 1989 ACT-UP London 
• 1990 Queer Nation in US, Outrage! in UK 
• Queer politics revived GLF in terms of: 

• Diverse coalitions: “rainbow” 
• Direct action 
• Non-assimilationism

Queer and AIDS



What happened next?
James Penney:  
identity politics has been exploited by ideologies of liberal 
democracy and multinational capital that have offered 
fragmented identity groups important concessions, thereby 
forcing us  
‘to abandon ambitious agendas for social change as the price 
paid for the defence of hard-fought victories on the terrain of 
race, gender and sexuality’  
(After Queer Theory, 2014: 51)




