THE HISTORY OF SEXUALITY

The history of sexuality has attracted the interest of more and more
historians 1n recent years, but research in this field has proven
difficult with results emerging slowly. Much energy has been
expended on problems of terminology — and not without reason, if
we are to avoid the danger of using modern sexological termin-
ology in an anachronistic way. This especially holds for words like
‘homosexuality’, ‘lesbianism’, and ‘transsexuality’, which not only
have no early synonyms, but include meanings and connotations
which simply did not exist at the time.

Furthermore, historians disagree on general trends in the history
of sexuality. Some sketch a process of increasing prudery from the
end of the Middle Ages that eventually led to an ‘antisexual
syndrome’ in the nineteenth century.” Others describe a swing
from repression in the seventeenth century to permissiveness in the
eighteenth century and back to repression i1n the nineteenth
century.’

Research into the history of sexuality has until recently concen-
trated on 1deas and attitudes. The works of Vern Bullough serve as
examples. The sources for this kind of study are mostly printed
works, often by physicians or clergymen, and incidental remarks of
the less-than-representative' male members of the upper strata of
the population.” But in the last ten or fifteen years, the study of the
practice of sexuality and the use of archival sources have become
more important. Peter Laslett and others have proven the
significance for this subject of quantitative demographic research.”
Lawrence Stone tried to reconstruct sexual practices with the help
of diaries. Jean-Louis Flandrin and G.R. Quaife made use of
judicial archives to study sexual life, the former for France, the
latter for England.” All these historians concentrate on the pre-
industrial period.

The study of sexual practices, especially of the common people,
has proven the most difficult subject of all. Sources are scarce and

47



43 The Tradition of Female Transvestism

often pose problems of interpretation. As yet, no generally
accepted picture exists. An intriguing aspect of lower-class sexual
life in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Western Europe 1s the
fact that men and women did not marry before their mid- to late
twenties, whereas illegitimacy rates were fairly low. Does that
mean that young people lived chaste lives in the ten years from
puberty to marriage? Flandrin denies this, and points to the
alternatives of masturbation, petting, and for men the visiting of
prostitutes. Edward Shorter, on the other hand, considers 1t more
likely that young people demonstrated very strict behaviour, at
least until the second half of the eighteenth century.’

Our knowledge of sexual attitudes and practices of the lower
classes in the Dutch Republic is very limited, but archival evidence
suggests that there existed a strong repugnance among most people
for any practices which diverged from the ‘normal’ manner of
sexual contact between men and women. In the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, freedom of choice of sexual partner, tolerance
of pre-marital sexual contact among betrothed persons and
outspokenness concerning sexual matters and sexual pleasures are
found, but among the same people there was a genuine abhorrence
of undressing, variations of sexual positions, and especially of
sodomy. Prudery increased in the eighteenth century; for example,
we came across horrified lower-class prostitutes who refused sexual
acts like manual masturbation and fellatio, requested by upper-

class clients, who would have had no difficulties persuading higher
class courtesans.’

An 1mportant characteristic of the sexual mentality of this
period was the fact that the heterosexual genital sexual act, face to
face, between a married couple was the absolute standard of sexual
behaviour. Furthermore, human sexuality was seen as purely
phallocentric. There was, all in all, a sharp distinction between
normal’ and ‘abnormal’, or rather permitted and forbidden
sexual behaviour, a distinction the church and the law courts also
upheld. We will see that this greatly influenced the female cross-
dressers and how they were treated.

Not only historians, but also biologists, physicians, psychologists
and sociologists have paid much attention to the subject of
sexuality in recent years. They usually make a distinction between
biological sex, indicated by ‘sex’, and socio-cultural sex, indicated
by ‘gender’. One’s sex is determined by physical characteristics;
one’s gender 1s determined by clothing, behaviour, speech and all
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4. Title-page from a play (1739) about
Kenau Simons Hasselaar, the sixteenth-
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miterdam , ¢

Amsterdam. The book was
published immediately after her death

years in
and subsequent discovery in 1743. The

‘Claartje’, a woman who worked as a
stable-boy and coachman for twelve
book, however, granted her a happy

J

A

end, and depicted her alive and married

to a rich gentleman.
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French Geneviéve Prémoy, who as i S e
‘Chevalier Balthazar’ was decorated il i de.
and was admitted in the order of
St. Louis by Louis XIV.

. Hlustration from a biography of the i _q_r.........m...........;.....;.;........., .‘;..;.;.'@?:;W‘m
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