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Richard Carlile is remembered as an early nineteenth-century radical, although not for his 

contribution on sex and love. M.L. Bush has now changed this. The story began at an 

antiquarian book fair, where he happened to find a collection of Richard Carlile's weekly journal 

The Republican, which Carlile had started in 1819 in response to the Peterloo massacre, at which 

he had been present. In this journal, as elsewhere, he attacked aristocracy, God, Church and 

Crown. Being a devotee of Richard Carlile - probably for 'the uncompromising stand he was 

always prepared to take against authority, coupled with a rare talent for making it appear 

absurdly unjust, oppressive and corrupt'  (p. 3) - Bush bought the book. In it, he found an essay 

that astonished him. It was What is Love?, written in 1825. What Bush found is an intriguing 

part of the history of the lust balance - that is, the history of the dominant social code (ideals and 

practices) regarding the relationship between the longing for sexual gratification and the longing 

for enduring intimacy (Wouters, 1999). In this book, Bush provides us with annotated reprints of 

this part of Carlile's work and with an analysis of its making and impact. It is an intriguing book. 

 Carlile, a former tinsmith from Devon, after 1817 became a bookseller, publisher and 

journalist. He wrote the essay What is Love? when he, then the country's leading atheist, was 

imprisoned for blasphemy. In 1826, he published his essay as 'a little pocket book', entitled 

Every Woman's Book, or What is Love? Thus he provided a radical alternative to the most 

popular sex manual of the time, in which proper sex was presented as exclusively a matrimonial 

activity devoted to reproduction (p. 1). Bush writes that the book is neglected, which must be an 

understatement because Carlile's little book was practically forgotten. 

 In its time, the book was rejected by the establishment as immoral and obscene. Yet it 

sold well. Already in its first year, four editions were published. According to Carlile, 10,000 

copies had been sold prior to 1828, when he first used a stereotype. In the 1830s, at least two 

further editions used the text of this stereotype, one being published in 1834 and another one in 



 
 

  

1838.  

 Among the reasons for the book's original popularity, the fact that it was the first book in 

English to specify methods of contraception certainly stands out. As the century advanced, this 

reason gained importance. Carlile's own perception of the book also changed in this direction; 

from 1829 onwards, in discussing its purpose, he came to play down the issue of love and to 

emphasise contraception, particularly 'the sponge' (pp. 106/7). And in 1892, when the book was 

published once again, it was offered to the public as a birth-control tract via a preface suggesting 

that, whilst the advice on contraception was useful, the instructions on love were best ignored. 

 M.L. Bush tends to reverse this emphasis. He claims it to be the first progressive 

philosophy of sex (in English) and a neglected key text in the transformation of society's attitude 

towards sex. And indeed, there is reason enough to call the book progressive. In the early 

nineteenth century, it was radical, and even today it still is progressive in many respects. 

Although Every Woman's Book condemns all forms of sex but copulation between men and 

women, yet today, most of the ideas on love appear to be sensible, moral and progressive. In one 

of Bush's formulations, the general message of Carlile's book is this: 

What is required is a new attitude to physical love - secular, open, celebratory and 

hedonistic, rather than Christian, clandestine, condemnatory and prim - which would 

allow sex to be discussed as if it were a normal and natural appetite, practised on an 

equal footing by men and women (since both have the same sexual appetite), and 

exercised in accordance with mutual attraction rather than marriage. (p. 9) 

However, Carlile is not advocating 'free love' as indiscriminate intercourse. His emphasis on 

mutual attraction, equality, and mutual consent brings him to propose what we would now call 

serial monogamy: strong feelings for each other legitimise sex. Thus, his book advocates a 

balance between sex and love that many people today would agree with (van der Vliet, 1990; 

Brugman et al., 1995). In this sense, 'history' seems to have caught up with Carlile. He shares 

principal points of departure with us, particularly mutual attraction, equality and mutual consent. 

Here is a sketch of how Carlile worked them out, using many of his formulations. 

 In contrast to the then dominant view of human beings as God's creatures, Carlile departs 

from a view on human beings as inescapably animals, 'no matter how advanced'. The 

implication is that sex is natural and that 'physical love' is confined far too strongly by a 'system 

of constraint': 'Our social arrangements are very much opposed to our physical wants as animals, 

and I look at the nature of this passion as something of more importance than the social 

arrangement' (p. 169). Bush concludes: 'Long before Darwin, Carlile emphasised the basic 



 
 

  

animality of mankind. Long before Freud, he posited a theory of repression'  (p. 141). This 

theory of repression is based upon the distinction between 'love as physical and moral: physical, 

as relating to the animal passions; moral, as relating to consanguinity, friendship, and all the 

social ties' (p. 87). 'Moral love is wholly, or very nearly so, an operation of the imagination, upon 

the passion and gratification of physical love' (p. 187). Thus, in Carlile's view of the lust balance, 

love is fundamentally physical: 'mutual desire should, at every period of life, constitute the 

practical part or the gratification of love' (p. 88). In accordance with this principle of mutual 

attraction, a marriage comes to an end if mutual desire has faded; therefore, 'mutual consent 

should be of itself sufficient for divorce without further reasons' (p. 152). Sex or physical love is 

not only promoted as a normal and natural appetite, but also as healthy and healing, as greatly 

improving the condition as well as the beauty of the whole body of the people. By regarding sex 

as a virtue, Carlile created a sex-centred system of morality, establishing physical love rather 

than religion as the basis of morality. In this spirit, he introduced the concept of "sexual 

religion", that is, an appreciation of sex as a pure, moral and sacred act that deserved to be 

treated with the reverence and openness appropriate to a religious matter (p. 142). 

 Another important point of departure - a possible reason for the book's popularity then, 

but certainly for the impression of contemporaneity it gives us today - is its emphasis on equality 

and mutual consent. Today, for increasing numbers of people this implies that whatever 

consenting adults do, is well done. In 1825, Carlile came close to this view by writing about 

sexual intercourse that: 'in no shape whatever as a simple act by mutual consent, can I conceive 

it to be disgusting or obscene' (p. 161). He admired 'the Jewish mode of betrothing for a year on 

trial ' (p. 61). Whether before marriage, in marriage or after marriage, 'mutual love should reign 

in equality' (p. 109). 'If love now exists prior to marriage', he wrote, 'the existing system is 

sufficient to destroy instead of preserving it; for instead of uniting, the compulsory law, or in 

other words the physical law, expels the moral law of union' (p. 153). 'Marriage among us', he 

wrote, 'is a system of degradation and slavery and consequently of much discomfort' (p. 94). 

I am not for treating women as the mere breeding machines for the human race and men 

as the directing lords of the aggregate machinery. There is no kind of equality more 

desirably advantageous for the welfare of the human race than an equality of the sexes. 

(p. 109) 

In an attempt to assimilate this equality into the Radical Reformers' programme, which equated 

universal with male suffrage, he raised the poignant question 'Do mice go to the cat for security?' 

(p. 132). 



 
 

  

 To Carlile (as well as to most present-day readers), mutual consent and equality in the 

pursuit of love (had to) go hand in hand with openness: 'I was convinced, and am convinced, that 

love will not be placed on its most chaste and most pleasing footing until the subject be 

generally discussed between the sexes' (p. 165). Lack of openness, in Carlile's view, leads to 

social hypocrisy: 'The present system of constraint does no more, in the majority of instances, 

than make hypocrites or open enemies' (p. 78).  

So great is the social hypocrisy upon the subject of love that females will only converse 

frankly about it ... secretly among themselves. Not a word of sincerity ever drops from 

them about it in the presence of a male or in a mixed company of males and females... If 

we could really get the sincere confessions of an old maid, we should have the narrative 

of a series of pains and sympathies that would fully justify my publication ... It is a 

subject on which our females, under their present bad system of education, think they 

cannot afford to be honest. (p. 170) 

 Here, Carlile implies that a better system of education would bring more openness and 

equality, thus expressing a rather idealistic view, as if ideas and thinking would mainly 

determine the extent to which openness and equality materialise. To my surprise, Bush shares a 

similar idealism. Although I agree with him that Carlile's book is a neglected key text, for which 

view he has provided us with rich information on its making and impact, this is where I differ 

from Bush's interpretation. He sees in Carlile's work a 'philosophy of sex', which 'filtered 

through a succession of bestselling sex manuals ... to achieve eventually the conversion of 

society to a liberal and secular view of sex' (p. vii). Thus, 'sexual thought as it developed' (p. viii) 

is seen almost exclusively as an ongoing learning process, allowing Bush to draw a straight line 

from the question Carlile first raised - namely, 'what is love?' - to the one that was eventually 

attempted to answer in the twentieth-century manuals focusing on techniques: "how best to 

make love?" Carlile did not even mention orgasm, foreplay or positions. To Bush, the first 

question 'inevitably led to' the other, and 'the general outcome was an obsession with sex' (p. 

145/6). According to him, this 'inevitable' unilinear historical development seems to follow from 

the nature of sexuality as discovered by Carlile and successors like George Drysdale, Havelock 

Ellis, Edward Carpenter, Marie Stopes and Sigmund Freud, and as spread to an increasingly 

large public of followers with the help of charismatic 'wordlords'. This view is already implicitly 

presented on the first page of his book, where Bush writes that Carlile's sex manual 'naïvely' 

assumed that, 'by removing the Christian restraints upon sexual intercourse, the loving couple 

could achieve sexual salvation just like that' (p. 1). At the end of his section on the impact of 



 
 

  

Every Woman's Book, this view is made more explicit: Carlile and his followers are depicted as 

naïve because they ignored the question 'how best to make love?' According to Bush, they 

apparently expected that, once sex was liberated from the constraints of Church and state 

(marriage), sexual satisfaction would automatically follow. 

 This attribution (or even projection?) of naïveté onto Carlile seems unjustified.  To me, it 

is like supposing that slaves (or their spokesmen) who ignore the question 'how to best make use 

of freedom?' naïvely assume that freedom could bring social salvation to the races just like that. 

On this supposition Bush builds another one, namely, that this 'naïve' expectation necessarily 

'gave way to the anxious realisation' that 'sexual bliss' could not be attained so simply. This 

realisation, he writes, intensified the obsession with sex, 'originally generated by an ingrained 

conflict between a new appreciation of sex as the ultimate virtue and its traditional 

condemnation as the ultimate sin'. To continue my comparison, this seems to me like saying that 

the abolition of slavery gave way to the anxious realisation that the social bliss of equal race 

relationships could not be attained so simply and that this realisation gave way to an intensified 

obsession with freedom. My point is that describing a history of ideas, whether on the nature of 

sexuality or on the nature of freedom, is too limited an enterprise if their social context is 

neglected. These ideas are socially defined (or constructed). This means that neither the history 

of sexuality (social definitions, codes, ideals and practices) nor the history of freedom can be 

well understood without a relational view, that is, without taking developments in the 

relationships between the sexes and the classes into account. Bush, however, dismisses this view 

explicitly; he writes:  

Probably the major force in the propagation of the new philosophy, at this pioneering 

stage, was not social change but Carlile himself and the party he commanded in the 

country by virtue of his moral stand against the establishment, his martyrdom behind 

bars, and his ability to identify stirring issues. Like Cobbett, Owen and Hunt, he became 

a sort of 'warlord' or 'wordlord' ... exercising power and influence thanks to the loyalty of 

an extensive following. (p. 141) 

 Accordingly, Bush ends his comments on the impact of Carlile's book on a polemical note: 

'Rather than the work of an erected bourgeoisie as Foucault rather suggests, then, this obsession 

was the long-term consequence of Carlile's philosophy of sex, its success in gaining a general 

social acceptance and its incapacity to fulfil the expectations it raised' (p. 146). 

 To the explicit dismissal of the importance of the rise of the bourgeoisie for 

understanding the history of sexuality, or, for that matter, of developments in the relationships 



 
 

  

between the classes, Bush adds an implicit dismissal: he disregards the balance of power 

between the sexes. Yet, how could Carlile's 'philosophy of love' ever have materialised without 

the emancipation of women? That was and is a necessary condition. Without a fair degree of 

equality between the sexes, to give in to mutual attraction will remain dangerous: soon mutual 

consent will be lacking or absent. Bush, however, focuses predominantly upon individuals - 

from whatever group, class or sex - who act as thinkers, 'wordlords' and followers. Of course 

these individuals are important, and of course the history of the lust balance is also a learning 

process, but the importance of these individuals as well as the course and pace of this particular 

learning process cannot be appreciated well - and even much less explained - outside the context 

of broader social and psychic processes. To put it simply: 'history' could only catch up with 

Carlile because social and psychic developments allowed his main points of departure - mutual 

attraction, equality, mutual consent and, in addition, an effective contraceptive ('the pill') - to 

become generally accepted. 

 Bush attributes 'the wide popularity the book enjoyed among women' (p. 131) to:  

Carlile's concern for their health; his awareness of their sexual desires and needs; his 

keenness to prevent their exploitation and abuse; his hostility to the traditional forms of 

family constraint (i.e. abortion and infanticide) on the grounds that they were physically 

harmful and mentally disturbing; his preference for a contraceptive which left the matter 

in their hands; his emphasis on mutual and durable sexual relationships based on 

partnership rather than subjection; the opportunities he deliberately sought to allow the 

unmarried women the chance to participate in sexual intercourse, if she so wished - all 

this gave his work a poignant female appeal. (p. 132) 

However, all these good reasons for women to feel warmly about the book's message do not 

change the fact that Carlile was rowing against the current of an on-going Victorian attempt 'to 

control the place of sex in marriage ... by urging the desexualization of love and the 

desensualization of sex' (Seidman, 1991: 7). No matter how appealing Carlile's ideas may have 

been to women, the nineteenth century's main stream of social change went in the opposite 

direction and resulted in a lust-dominated sexuality for men and a complementary (romantic) 

love or relationship-dominated sexuality for women. The romanticization and idealisation of 

love also implied that sexual intercourse was increasingly defined as his 'right' and her 'marital 

duty'.  

 The Victorian ideal of a highly elevated marital happiness was an ideal of the rising 

bourgeoisie. In contrast to the aristocracy, their social existence heavily depended upon 



 
 

  

contracts, which in turn depended upon a reputation of being financially solvent and morally 

solid. Moral solidity included the sexual sphere, and it seemed inconceivable how any bourgeois 

man could possibly create the solid impression of being able to live up to his contracts if he 

couldn't even keep his wife under control and his family in order. In comparison with the 

aristocracy, the bourgeois control of the dangers of sexuality rested more strongly on the wife's 

obedience to her husband, and on (other kinds of) social control such as chaperonage. This 

inequality between the sexes prevented mutual attraction in Carlile's sense from having much 

chance. Until the 1920s, the social control of chaperonage (and its inherent inequality) was taken 

for granted; there was little or no faith in self-control.
1
 

 Bush emphasises the large sale of Carlile's book in the first years, but he disregards the 

decline of this 'success' from the 1840s onward. He is concerned mostly with the long direct line 

of 'filtering through'; the question why Carlile's 'philosophy of love' took so long to 'filter 

through' is answered merely in suggestive ways, like: 'Rather than taking society by storm, the 

book came up against a lot of prejudice' (p. 138). In polemicizing against 'the genesis and appeal 

of Carlile's principle of love ... as "the manifestation of the development of a distinct radical 

'middling-class' consciousness"', Bush writes that 'the majority of the middling group' may have 

been 'liberal in political outlook but obdurately wedded to the traditional sexual code' (p. 140). 

By writing about this code as traditional, Bush conceals the fact that, in the nineteenth century, 

that code was in the process of becoming more dominant and formalised. Moreover, he could 

have added that most women from the upper and middle classes also orientated themselves 

increasingly by that code. Particularly from the 1830s onward, these women not only came to 

run and organise the social sphere of Society but also to function as its gatekeepers. The 

transition from the English eighteenth-century courtesy-book genre to the nineteenth-century 

etiquette-book genre illustrates this change (Wouters, 1995). It signifies a declining importance 

of aristocracy and their centres of power, that is, courts. Authors of courtesy books, like Chester-

field, were aristocrats, thus familiar with courts and the lifestyle cultivated and appreciated 

within them. Whereas the courtesy genre was dominated by men, the whole etiquette genre was 

(and is) dominated by women, both as authors and as readers (Curtin, 1987: 40ff). This reflects 

the widening sphere of opportunities that middle-class women enjoyed in the nineteenth century: 

the opportunities of the drawing room, not those of the wider society. 'It was in the sociability of 

the "lady" - that is, the woman who toiled neither in the home nor the marketplace - that the 

etiquette book found its characteristic, though not exclusive, subject matter' (Curtin, 1985: 419). 

On the connection between rising middle classes and rising opportunities for women, Leonore 



 
 

  

Davidoff has written: 

Society in the nineteenth century, especially in England, did become formalised. One 

way of formalising a social institution is to use specialised personnel to carry out its 

functions. In nineteenth-century England upper- and middle-class women were used to 

maintain the fabric of Society, as semi-official leaders but also as arbiters of social 

acceptance or rejection. (Davidoff, 1973: 16) 

At the same time, 'respectable' women and young girls were confined to the domain of their 

home and Society (or its functional equivalent among other social strata)
2
: 'The only "safe" 

contacts they would have outside the home were with a few selected other girls, clergymen, or in 

the context of small-scale charity work, particularly teaching in Sunday schools' (Davidoff, 

1973: 51). Thus, while the rise and formalization of Society and the Season may have widened 

the opportunity structure for women, it also restricted them severely. Therefore, the balance of 

power between the sexes remained far too uneven for Carlile's conception of the lust balance to 

possibly have been more than a utopian dream. 

 Moreover, until nearly the end of the nineteenth century, the whole direction of social 

change was against it. Particularly from the second part of the nineteenth century onwards, 

Western regimes of state, family and personality have gained strength, resulting in (among other 

things) sizeable police forces, legally determined power of family heads, and the formation of 

what David Riesman has called an inner-directed personality. This type of personality is 

characterised by an 'inner compass' of reflexes and rather fixed habits, functioning as a 'second 

nature'. A vigorous and unquestioned state monopoly of power thus ran in tandem with an 

equally inviolable paternal authority within families and an equally unquestioned reign of the 

personality over individual impulses and emotions. The latter came to be increasingly controlled 

via the more or less automatically functioning counter-impulses of an authoritarian conscience 

(Elias, 1991), which implied that everything that came to be defined as 'dangerous' or 

'unacceptable' was to be nipped in the bud, particularly in children. The pedagogical regime did 

not excel in confidentiality and intimacy. Children growing up in such authoritarian 

relationships, usually developed an authoritarian conscience, with a strong penchant for order 

and regularity, cleanliness and neatness (Waldhoff, 1995; Wouters, 1998). Righteous life started, 

so to speak, with a straight parting of the hair and it demanded a 'stiff upper lip'. Negligence in 

these matters indicated an inclination towards dissoluteness; without rigorous control, 'first 

nature' might run wild. This expresses a fear that is typical of the long-term process of 

formalisation.  



 
 

  

 In the twentieth century, a process of informalisation has become dominant (Wouters 

1986, 1998). However, only since the 1960s, have relationships between family members 

rapidly lost their rigidity and hierarchical aloofness as they became attuned to a more flexible 

and varied social traffic. Commanding and presenting children with established decisions came 

to be seen as plainly dangerous. Anxious acceptance of authority - 'you obey because I tell you' - 

is then perceived as a symptom of blind submissiveness, estranging children from their own 

feelings. Affective investments by parents in their children mounted and family ties gained in 

confidentiality, intimacy and intensity. In a more equal and affectionate regime, parents (and 

others) rely more strongly and compellingly on affection and reflection, thus teaching their 

children to direct themselves more according to their own conscience and reflections than simply 

to obey the external constraints of adults. 

 These changes in family regime ran in tandem with changes in the regimes of state and 

personality. In each of these three regimes, relationships came to be more equal, open, flowing 

and flexible. On the level of the personality, an authoritarian conscience made way for a 

conscience attuned to more equal, flowing and flexible relationships. As a psychic authority, 

conscience lost much of its more or less automatic ascendancy - a transition from conscience to 

consciousness. At the same time, the conglomeration of political and administrative authorities 

opened up as contacts became more flowing, just like the relationships between them and their 

supporters became less hierarchical and open. This development would have been impossible 

without the far-reaching integration of social classes and women into society. These more equal 

and flowing relationships in the political, social and economic domains were extended over the 

domains of education, upbringing and personality, allowing for more flowing and less formal 

regimes and for an 'emancipation of emotions' - many emotions re-entered both consciousness 

and public discussion. Thus, the processes of integration of lower classes and women within the 

social structure and of 'lower' or 'animalic' impulses and emotions within personality structures 

have provided the necessary conditions for Carlile's points of departure to become practicable 

and widely accepted.  
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Notes 
 

1 In the early 1960s an author of an etiquette book sighs: 'Boy meets girl and girl meets boy in so 

many different ways that it would be quite impossible to enumerate them' (Bolton, 1961: 15). 

This impossibility became taken for granted to the extent that in later years this thought is no 

longer expressed, whereas before that time, enumerating the various ways of meeting was 

quite normal procedure.  

2 Carlile's radical attack on aristocracy, God, Church and Crown did not include a rejection of 

respectablity; he rather advocated a contra-hierarchy of respect. In Bush's formulation: 'like 

Place, another ex-artisan, he was caught up with the idea of respectability. What he very 

much desired was for certain working-class ways, notably the practice of sexual intercourse 

without the prior blessing of a priest, to be acknowledged as a virtue, not condemned as a 

vice' (p. 45). 


