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This article explores how rumors of monarchical sodomy at the turn of the eighteenth century
became entangled with newly emerging conceptions of the nation and nationalized space.
After the 1688 Revolution in England, accusations of the king’s sodomy increasingly mobilize ter-
ritorial rather than theological understandings of sodomy’s danger, transforming sodomy’s terror
from a satanic threat to the Christian kingdom to a national threat to the English nation. While
historical studies on the territorialization of sovereignty often focus on structural transformations
to the state, these accounts rarely attend to transformations in political feeling. This article shows
how a novel discourse of national sodomy helped unsettle long-standing attachments to the king
as the embodiment of sovereign power. Moreover, this article methodologically innovates the
study of state sovereignty by attending to conceptual problems of political attachment through
the study of an affectively loaded concept such as sodomy.

During the tumultuous decade inaugurated by the English Parliament’s radical
break in 1688 with long-standing principles of hereditary succession, in what has
been described as the first modern revolution,' an anonymous author decided to
republish the account of a rape and sodomy trial that had taken place almost sev-
enty years prior. The new preface that introduced the 1699 edition of the Tryal and
Condemnation of Mervin, Lord Audely of Castlehaven, at Westminster, April the 5th
1631 explains the reason for revisiting the trial at the dawn of a new century as
follows:

I thought it could not more oblige the Publick, than ... to publish it at this
Juncture, that by Reading the Sin, so Tragically Delineated in its Horrid
Shape, and ugly Visage, by the Grave and Learned Sages of the Law, and in
the Death of a Noble Peer, other Men might be terrify’d, and scar’d from
those Sins that are attended with nothing but Infamy and Death in this
World, and Eternal Damnation in the next.

'Steven Pincus, 1688: The First Modern Revolution (New Haven, 2011).
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Seeing that the “Sin of Buggery ... now Reign among our English Debauche’s,” the
anonymous author forces public attention to the dangers of sodomy by “Reading the
Sin” and tracking its consequences: “Death in this World, and Eternal Damnation in
the next.”” That this reading might instil fear and terrify men into living differently
suggests a belief in sodomy’s affective power, that unnamed force the author wishes
to generate when conjuring sodomy’s terror. Considering that sodomy was not, as
Cynthia Herrup notes, a central theme in the trial’s initial accounts and only became
“the narrative’s pivot in the 1690s,”” what terrible promise did this discourse of sod-
omy offer and why did “this Juncture” of the politically volatile 1690s compel its
invocation? Less than two years following the republication of Castlehaven’s trial,
Parliament passed the 1701 Act of Settlement, a monumental piece of legislation
that barred Catholics from the English throne and all foreigners from official posi-
tions of power below the Crown. Alongside the old criterion of religion, nationality
seems to have become a new condition for political membership. In little over a dec-
ade, then, English politics had radically altered, and sodomy appears to have been just
the right kind of terror this moment demanded.

This article explores how circulating rumors of monarchical sodomy at the turn
of the eighteenth century became entangled with newly emerging conceptions of
the nation and nationalized space. I analyze rumors of sodomy not as a category
of truth and identity (was X homosexual?), but rather as a category of politics
that concerns questions of authority and attachment to the body politic.* After
the 1688 Revolution, accusations of the sovereign’s sodomy increasingly mobilize
spatial and territorial rather than theological understandings of sodomy’s danger
—rendering sodomy’s terror from a satanic threat to the Christian kingdom to a
public threat to the English nation. Focusing attention on affect, I show how this
emergent discourse of national sodomy works to disrupt entrenched feelings of loy-
alty and allegiance to the monarch. Nationally inflected rumors of the king’s sod-
omy, I argue, help unsettle political attachment to monarchical rule, turning
subjects away from the king’s body and towards the national body politic.

Despite ongoing debate on the particular elements that characterize “the nation,”
many theorists generally agree that a defining feature of the nation is the idea of a
distinct and bounded territorialized collective with a political claim to territorial
self-determination.” “Modern states, nations and nationalism,” James Anderson
argues, “are all territorial in that they explicitly claim, and are based on, particular
geographical territories, as distinct from merely occupying geographical spaces.”®
While many individuals have historically been aware of themselves as part of a

*Mervyn Touchet Castlehaven, Tryal and Condemnation of Mervin, Lord Audely of Castlehaven, at
Westminster, April the 5th 1631 (London, 1699), preface.

3Cynthia Herrup, A House in Gross Disorder: Sex, Law, and the 2nd Earl of Castlehaven (Oxford, 1999), xv.

“See Lisa Moore and Lara Rodriguez, “Identities without Bodies: The New Sexuality Studies,” in Monica
Casper and Paisley Currah, eds., Corpus: An Interdisciplinary Reader on Bodies and Knowledge (London,
2011), 109-26. For a recent study on sodomy’s politics that does not center identity see Charles
Upchurch, “Beyond the Law”: The Politics of Ending the Death Penalty for Sodomy (Philadelphia, 2021).

®See, for instance, Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of
Nationalism (New York, 2006), 7; David Miller, On Nationality (Oxford, 1997), 27.

James Anderson, “Nationalism and Geography,” in Anderson, ed., The Rise of the Modern State
(Brighton, 1986), 115-42, at 117, original emphasis.
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distinct group, which they might call a “people” or “nation,” nationalists identify
nations with certain bounded territories and put forward the political claim that
sovereignty over a particular territory can only be exercised by members of the
nation with which the territory is identified. Though the sovereignty of the modern
nation-state is a territorial sovereignty, the two have become so entwined in our
political imaginary that social scientists commonly define sovereignty through ter-
ritory.” Yet territorial conceptions of sovereignty are, as intellectual historians have
noted, relatively novel in the history of political rule.* How do we account for the
territorialization and, ultimately, nationalization of modern sovereignty?

Historical explanations commonly focus on structural transformations to the
state, highlighting some combination of developments in law, bureaucracy, warfare,
and tax collection. In Perry Anderson’s account, for instance, the incorporation of
Roman law alongside institutional innovations, such as the formation of standing
armies and centralized bureaucracies, gave rise to the absolutist state as a territorial
entity.” Others point to the financial revolution of the mid-seventeenth century,
where the monarch’s personal authority diminished with the growth of new sys-
tems of public credit and debt.'’ Though they account for territorial developments
in state institutions, these explanations do not attend to transformations in political
feeling; that is, shifting attachments from the king to the nation. After all, for cen-
turies people pledged loyalty to rulers who did not originate from the same territory
as the ruled. Such foreign lineage was even a point of pride, as James Howell writes
in 1661 of the newly restored monarchy of Charles II: “this King bears in his veines
not onely that bloud [of the House of Denmark], but also the blouds of all the great
Princes of Christendom, being nearly linked to the House of Bourbon and France,
to the House of Austria, and consequently to the Emperour, and Spaine.”'' How
did we enter an era of national sovereignty, where many people now find such “for-
eign” rule contrary to the principle of self-determination?

Understanding the historical sedimentation of national sovereignty requires
attending to the changing nature of political feeling, and in particular to the affect-
ive investment in the state as a limited and bounded space. As such, the literature
on nationalism occupies a central place in the historiography of modern sover-
eignty. One enduring appeal of Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities is
the extent to which he broached this question of how nationalism commands
“such profound emotional legitimacy.”'* “[I]t is doubtful,” he writes, “whether
either social change or transformed consciousness, in themselves, do much to
explain the attachment that people feel for the inventions of their imaginations.”"?

’On the tendency to conflate nation and state see Lowell Barrington, “Nation” and ‘Nationalism’: The
Misuse of Key Concepts in Political Science,” PS: Political Science and Politics 30/4 (1997), 712-16.

8Jean Elshtain, Sovereignty: God, State, and Self (New York, 2008).

°Perry Anderson, Lineages of the Absolutist State (London, 2013).

1P, G. M. Dickson, The Financial Revolution in England: A Study in the Development of Public Credit,
1688-1756 (London, 1967); John Miller, The Glorious Revolution (New York, 1983); Michael Braddick,
State Formation in Early Modern England c.1500-1700 (Cambridge, 2000), 264.

"James Howell, Divers Historicall Discourses of the Late Popular Insurrections in Great Britain and
Ireland Tending All, to the Asserting of the Truth, in Vindication of Their Majesties (London, 1661), 403.

'2Anderson, Imagined Communities, 4.

PIbid., 141, original emphasis.
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Spurred by the turn to affect in recent decades, scholars of nationalism have
devoted increased attention to feeling as a constitutive force mediating attachments
to the nation-state.'* Situated within the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, how-
ever, these studies take place within an already formed global terrain of nation-
states. We have yet to locate and identify the role of affect in the pivotal transition
from monarchical to national forms of sovereignty in the eighteenth century. The
challenge is not only to explain how people become attached to a spatial under-
standing of the body politic, but also to account for the displacement of centuries-
long investments in and loyalties to the personal rule of monarchs. Focusing on the
affective domain of politics, therefore, this article attends to the unmaking of this
prior allegiance to monarchical rule.

Given the imbrication of the theological and the political in early modern
Europe, discussions of nationalism’s emergence on the world-historical stage
often point to shifts from religiously to nationally mediated understandings of
the state. In “Western Europe,” Anderson writes, “the eighteenth century marks
not only the dawn of the age of nationalism but the dusk of religious modes of
thought.”"” While nationalism by no means supplanted theology, and the contours
of their relationship remain subject to debate, the eighteenth century marks a cer-
tain frame shift in conceptions of sovereignty.'® Where (Christian) religious dis-
courses figure their communities as potentially coterminous with humanity,
nationalist discourses reject this universalism in favor of the particularity of the
territorial state. In other words, the historical emergence of the idea of the nation
necessitated a turn from universal to spatially bounded visions of political rule.

While many researchers have explored various transformations in the theo-
logical structure of sovereignty in Western Europe during the eighteenth century,
this scholarship has largely overlooked the question of sodomy. Historically, sod-
omy had the distinction of being the satanic antithesis of the biblical injunction
to be “fruitful and multiply” (Genesis 1:28). Given the centrality in medieval
Christianity of the divine command to reproduce, sodomy signified the danger
of “the erotic without connection to reproduction,” and as such represented the
“unsurpassed example of divine retribution.”’” A sin that all people could theoret-
ically commit due to humanity’s corrupt nature, terms such as “buggery” or “sod-
omy” could apply to various forms of nonreproductively oriented sex, such as anal,
oral, and bestial.'® In Protestant England, where Catholicism “was an anti-religion,
a perfectly symmetrical negative image of true Christianity,” sodomy was “an arche-
typically popish sin ... since it involved the abuse of natural faculties and impulses

"“Lauren Berlant, The Queen of America Goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship
(Durham, NC, 1997); Lila Abu-Lughod, Dramas of Nationhood: The Politics of Television in Egypt
(Chicago, 2004); Jasbir Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham, NC,
2007); Joseph Masco, The Theater of Operations: National Security Affect from the Cold War to the War
on Terror (Durham, NC, 2014).

15Anderson, Imagined Communities, 11.

'°0On the complex schism between politics and theology see Claude Lefort, “The Permanence of the
Theologico-political?”, in Lefort, Democracy and Political Theory (Cambridge, 1988), 213-55.

"Mark Jordan, The Invention of Sodomy in Christian Theology (Chicago, 1997), 176, 32.

"¥Caroline Bingham, “Seventeenth-Century Attitudes toward Deviant Sex,” Journal of Interdisciplinary
History 1/3 (1971), 447-68; Alan Bray, Homosexuality in Renaissance England (London, 1982), 14-18.
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for unnatural ends.”"® Given this overlap between politics and theology, sodomy
was not a matter of “private” concern. As Edward Coke declared, sodomy was
“Crimen laesae Majestatis"—high treason against the sovereign, whether “King
Celestial or Terrestrial.”*® An eminently political problem, therefore, sodomy
poses a fertile ground for studying shifting investments in relations of political rule.

This article thus joins work by a handful of scholars studying the relationship
between sexuality and national belonging.*' In centering sodomy, however, I depart
from analysis concerning homo-/heterosexuality and already existing nationalism to
investigate the constitutive fear of sodomy in forming attachments to the emergent
idea of the nation. Sodomy—that “utterly confused category,” as Michel Foucault
famously remarked—does not signify homosexuality, with its psychological,
lifestyle-oriented, identity-conscious, and communitarian elements.”” Historically
prior to the conceptual development of homosexuality, sodomy was a far more
broadly reaching category, “designating religious blasphemy, political sedition, and
even satanic activities including demonism, shamanism, and witchcraft.”*> Given
this range of signification, analysis must attend to how sodomy acquires its intelligible
meaning not only from associated terms in a particular text, but also diachronically
from a history of politico-theological terror. “Sodomy” is a mobile term, and so atten-
tion to the semiotic background that constitutes its intelligibility will illuminate how
changes in the discourse of sodomy emerge alongside and with changes in sover-
eignty’s meaning. Tracing sodomy’s semiotic modifications while attending to its
affective force will thus highlight the generative power of the discourse of sodomy
to transform political attachments.**

By following the specter of sodomy in early modern England, this article shows
how a national framework of political power emerges at the turn of the eighteenth
century in one Western European country. Attention to the sin of sodomy reveals

“Peter Lake, “Anti-popery: The Structure of a Prejudice,” in Richard Cust and Ann Hughes, eds.,
Conflict in Early Stuart England: Studies in Religion and Politics 1603-1642 (London, 1989), 72-106, at
73, 75.

2°Edward Coke, Twelfth Part of the Reports (London, 1656), 37.

*In addition to Berlant, Queen of America; and Puar, Terrorist Assemblages; see George Mosse,
Nationalism and Sexuality: Respectability and Abnormal Sexuality in Modern Europe (New York, 1985);
Lisa Duggan, “The New Homonormativity: The Sexual Politics of Neoliberalism,” in Russ Castronovo
and Dana Nelson, eds., Materializing Democracy: Toward a Revitalized Cultural Politics (Durham, NC,
2002), 175-94; Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris Sommer, and Patricia Yaeger, eds., Nationalisms and
Sexualities (New York, 1992); Margot Canaday, The Straight State: Sexuality and Citizenship in
Twentieth-Century America (Princeton, 2011); Cynthia Weber, Queer International Relations:
Sovereignty, Sexuality and the Will to Knowledge (Oxford, 2016).

*Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, An Introduction (New York, 1978), 101.

BGeorge Rousseau, “The Pursuit of Homosexuality in the Eighteenth Century: ‘Utterly Confused
Category’ and/or Rich Repository?”, in Robert Maccubbin, ed., 'Tis Nature’s Fault: Unauthorized
Sexuality during the Enlightenment (Cambridge, 1985), 132-68, at 136. Cf. John Marshall, John Locke,
Toleration, and Early Enlightenment Culture: Religious Intolerance and Arguments for Religious
Toleration in Early Modern and “Early Enlightenment” Europe (Cambridge, 2006), 212-43, 286;
H. G. Cocks, Visions of Sodom: Religion, Homoerotic Desire, and the End of the World in England,
¢.1550-1850 (Chicago, 2017), 12-24, 237.

?4Or at least what writers believed to be the generative power of sodomy’s threat. Whether they succeeded
in altering attachments is a separate question. See Lisa Wedeen, “Conceptualizing Culture: Possibilities for
Political Science,” APSR 96/4 (2002), 713-28. I address some of these concerns below.
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how this new framework partly incorporates but also displaces a prior theological
regime of authority. Examining a diverse archive of sodomy rumors spanning non-
jurors, Tories, and Whigs, I show how changes in the discourse of sodomy had the
effect of elaborating a novel image of the nation that transcends party lines. By
highlighting the central role that gender and sexuality play in refiguring and trans-
forming political authority, this article also puts forward methodological innova-
tions for the study of sovereignty. I argue that changing frames of interpreting
the illicit practices of the king’s body shape how subjects make sense of the relation-
ship between the king’s natural body and the royal body politic and reveal shifting
investments in and attachments to different figurations of sovereign power.
Focusing on an affectively loaded concept such as sodomy brings to light the con-
ceptual problem of political attachment and shows how attachments can be altered
in fundamental ways. The historiography of nationalism often aims to provide us
with a better understanding of what moves people to feel as one united national
body, but this literature rarely asks the question of how prior political loyalties to
the monarch were negated in order to make space for new investments in the
nation.”> Consequently, we have a weaker grasp of why individuals tied to dynastic
rulers for centuries would suddenly give up these allegiances. As this article demon-
strates, highlighting sodomy and its affective power sheds new light on the momen-
tous shift in political attachments from the physical body of the king to the
territorial body of the nation as the site of state sovereignty.

Monarchical and territorial attachments

Whereas birthplace suggests a “natural” or taken-for-granted site of political alle-
giance in the modern territorial state, in the premodern world physical location
did not define one’s political horizon. In the feudal order, Hendrick Spruyt argues,
“territory was not determinative of identity and loyalty.”*® Rather, sovereignties
were split between personal bonds to lords and competing universal claims of
the Church and the Holy Roman Empire over the Christian community of believ-
ers. In the feudal organizational structure, sovereignty entailed “rule over people
rather than land.”*” Even as monarchies became increasingly territorially bounded,
rulers still “claimed full authority over all inhabitants of the territory” rather than
over the territory as such.”® By the end of the Thirty Years War (1648), as Hans
Morgenthau argues, “sovereignty as supreme power over a certain territory was a
political fact, signifying the victory of the territorial princes over the universal
authority of emperor and pope, on the one hand, and over the particularistic aspira-
tions of the feudal barons, on the other.”*® From the perspective of subjects, then,

*>A notable exception is Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French Revolution (Berkley, 1992).
Unlike Hunt, I do not employ a psychoanalytic framework of the collective unconscious. I argue that efforts
to reimagine the state took place through explicit discourses rather than below their conscious but cloaked
surface.

*Hendrik Spruyt, The Sovereign State and Its Competitors (Princeton, 1994), 35.

7Ibid., 40.

285askia Sassen, Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton, 2006), 45.

*’Hans Morgenthau, “The Problem of Sovereignty Reconsidered,” Columbia Law Review 48/3 (1948),
341-65, at 341, added emphasis.
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allegiance was owed not to the increasingly defined territories of the kingdom but
rather to the monarch whose territories they inhabited.

In early modern England, political allegiance did not mean devotion to an
abstract entity like “the nation.” Rather, fidelity to the body politic meant quite lit-
erally loyalty to the material body of the king. A subject’s allegiance to the monarch
in his or her flesh signified their commitment to the divine and metaphysical Royal
Body of the kingdom, which was, as Ernst Kantorowicz famously argued, incorpo-
rated in the king’s organic body.”® Given the unification of the body natural and
body politic in the person of the king, courtiers competed to gain proximity to
the king, since intimacy with the king’s natural body facilitated a courtier’s ability
to influence the body politic.’’ The most coveted positions at the English court
were those offices that dealt with the intimacy of the king’s bodily maintenance,
such as the grooms/ladies of the bedchamber, who aided in the monarch’s dressing,
or the groom of the stool, who assisted in the king’s defecation and controlled his
signature and money. Given this loyalty to the body politic through the king’s
organic body, we need to explain the loosening and unraveling of subjects’ fidelity
to the royal body and its corporeal sovereignty in order to account for their
reinvestment in the territorial sovereignty of the nation.

Though any world-historical dating serves as a metonym for transformations
that both precede and exceed a singular year, 1701 represents a pivot point in
the history of sovereignty. Following the death of the Duke of Gloucester and
next heir to the throne in 1700, Parliament passed what has been described as
“the most significant statute in English history.”** The 1701 Act of Settlement guar-
anteed the throne’s continuity to a Protestant line by legislating that any Catholic
be “for ever uncapable to inherit, possess, or enjoy the crown and government of
this realm.”” Passing over the Catholic James Francis Stuart, the Act stipulated
that the crown should succeed to “princess Anne of Denmark,” but given the
death of her only surviving child, it should succeed to “Sophia, electress and dutch-
ess dowager of Hanover,” and “the heirs of her body, being Protestant.”** Although
Jacobitism remained a threat throughout the century, the 1701 Act marked a
momentous juridical break in the monarchy’s history by barring Catholics from
legally inheriting the throne.

Between the English James, Danish Anne, and Dutch-born Hanoverian Sophia,
the struggle over succession tracked theological and not national concerns. Yet
occluded by a strictly religious focus is the Act’s role in juridically consolidating

**Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology (Princeton, 1957).

*1See David Starkey, “Intimacy and Innovation: the Rise of the Privy Chamber, 1485-1547,” in David
Starkey, D. A. L. Morgan, John Murphy, Pam Wright, Neil Cuddy, and Kevin Sharpe., eds., The English
Court: From the Wars of the Roses to the Civil War (London, 1987), 71-118; Neil Cuddy, “The Revival
of the Entourage: the Bedchamber of James I, 1603-1625,” in ibid., 173-225; and Kevin Sharpe, “The
Image of Virtue: the Court and Household of Charles I, 1625-1642,” in ibid., 226-60.

], Naamani Tarkow, “The Significance of the Act of Settlement in the Evolution of English
Democracy,” Political Science Quarterly 58/4 (1943), 537-61, at 561.

**Danby Pickering, The Statutes at Large, from the Eighth Year of King William III to the Second Year of
Queen Anne, vol. 10 (Cambridge, 1764), 357.

*Ibid., 357, 358-9.
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emergent fantasies of the nation. Alongside prohibiting Catholics to the throne, the
1701 Act excluded all foreigners from formal political power:

No person born out of the Kingdom of England, Scotland, or Ireland, or the
Dominions thereunto belonging (although he be naturalised or made a denizen,
except such as are born of English parents) shall be capable to be of the privy coun-
cil, or a member of either house of parliament, or to enjoy any office or place of
trust, either civil or military, or to have any grant of lands, tenements, or heredita-
ment from the crown, to himself or to any other or others in trust for him.”’

Any person born outside the British Kingdom, even those who became part of it via
naturalization, were now barred from holding political office, from sitting in
Parliament or privy council, and from receiving land from the Crown. Although
the monarch could still be foreign-born, all other political members of the body
politic could not. A split thus appears to have emerged between the monarch
and the rest of the state, as proximity to the nation’s borders rather than the
king’s body marked the threshold for participating in the state.

The 1701 Act was not the first time that Parliament limited the rights of foreign-
ers, however. The 1544 Act for the Marriage of Queen Mary to Philip of Spain
(1. Mar. Sess. 3 c. 2) stipulated that Philip “shall not promote, admit, or receive to
any office, administration or benefice in the said realm of England, and the dominions
thereunto belonging, any stranger or person not born under the dominion and sub-
jection of the said most noble queen of England.””° Although the Marriage Act
appears at first to prohibit foreigners in much the same way as the Act of
Settlement, the “stranger” of 1544 is not the foreign national of 1701. The 1544
Marriage Act excludes from office any person “not born under” the queen’s dominion
and subjection, and so a “stranger” is someone who owes political allegiance to a for-
eign monarch, not to a foreign nation. As Edward Coke put it in 1608, “no man will
affirm, that England itself, taking it for the continent thereof, doth owe any ligeance or
faith, or that any faith or ligeance should be due to it: but it manifestly appeareth, that
the ligeance or faith of the subject is proprium quarto modo to the King.”*” In con-
trast, the 1701 Act excludes any person “born out of the Kingdom,” highlighting for-
eign territory and not foreign monarchs as the category of inclusion. The 1701 Act
thus signals a change in understandings of sovereign allegiance, as it was no longer
the king but place of birth that served as the site of loyalty and allegiance.

Although the end of the eighteenth century often serves as a more common
starting point to herald the nation’s arrival, in recent decades historians such as
Steve Pincus have argued that conditions in late seventeenth-century England
were ripe for emerging ideas of the nation.’® A burgeoning press, a national and
accessible postal system, and a growing public sphere of coffeehouses and clubs

**Ibid., 359-60.

36George Adams and H. Stephens, eds., Select Document of English Constitutional History (New York,
1901), 286.

*Sir Edward Coke, The Reports of Sir Edward Coke, Knt. in Thirteen Parts, vol. 4 (London, 1826), 20.

38Steve Pincus, “To Protect English Liberties: The English Nationalist Revolution of 1688-1689,” in Tony
Claydon and Ian McBridge, eds., Protestantism and National Identity: Britain and Ireland (Cambridge,
1998), 75-104; Pincus, 1688, 210, 294-348; Anderson, “Nationalism and Geography,” 125-6.
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provided the conditions in which anonymous strangers could imagine themselves
as a community within a bounded and limited space.”” The same year as the Act
of Settlement’s passage, Daniel Defoe remarked on the novelty of English concern
with foreigners. A response to John Tutchin’s The Foreigner (1700), Defoe’s The
True Born Englishman notes “Tis worth observing, that we ne’er complain’d / of
foreigners” until there arose a fascination with the bizarre subject called the True
Englishman.** By 1738, Bolingbroke wrote confidently that “the spring from
which this legal reverence [for governors] ... arises is national, not personal.”*'

Though categorically targeting foreigners, the 1701 Act did not emerge from
concerns about foreigners as an abstract category. Rather, as historians have
noted, the article excluding foreigners “was clearly a result of the jealousy with
which William’s foreign favorites were regarded,” and in particular two men,
William Bentinck, Earl of Portland, and Arnold van Keppel, Earl of Albemarle.*?
Both favorites received considerable tracts of land from the king, enjoyed civil and pol-
itical office, and were elevated into peerage, which enabled them to take seats in the
House of Lords—all of which the Act of Settlement barred to foreigners. Notably,
both men were also the primary subjects of sodomy rumors concerning the king.

Given that political sovereignty was vested in the king’s body, sexual slander
against the king and those who had intimate access to his body could express pol-
itical critiques of the monarchy’s organization of authority and power. As Curtis
Perry argues, the “discourse of corrupt favoritism is this period’s most important
unofficial vehicle for exploring constitutional unease concerning the nature and
limits of personal monarchy.”** To what extent did rumors of sodomy fuel feelings
of animosity towards these foreign favorites and motivate politicians to pass the Act
of Settlement barring foreigners from participating in the official politics of the
state? What is the relationship between the discourse of sodomy, its affective
power, and the constellation of ideas and laws shaping the nascent English nation?
Unfortunately, these sodomy accusations have rarely received serious scholarly
attention, and where the topic does arise, discussion often centers on whether
the king was really a homosexual.** Concerned with questions of identity, then,
the political implications of these sodomy rumors have gone unremarked.
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For the European aristocrats of the seventeenth century, illicit sex was something
of an open secret. As long as they kept their houses in order, the nobility largely
tolerated the sexual escapades of its more libertine members, who were by no
means limited solely to “heterosexual” pursuits.*> At the royal courts, pathways
for patronage and favoritism frequently involved eroticized forms of submission
to superiors.46 Sexual scandals, sometimes involving kings and queens, were there-
fore a common feature of court life.*” Accordingly, the pressing historiographical
question is not whether sex did or did not take place, but rather why the question
of sex becomes a relevant and urgent matter at this particular juncture. I do not
seek to settle the rumors concerning the king’s sodomy, as if to reveal the truth
of the king’s sexuality. What requires explanation is not the act of having sex but
its meaning: when and under what conditions does sex become figured as a polit-
ically relevant problem in the first place?

The sovereignty crisis of 1688

In November 1688, William of Orange landed in England, ousted James II from his
seat of power, and was soon thereafter installed as a joint sovereign with his wife,
Mary. The reign of hereditary monarchy seemed to be in crisis, as Parliament avow-
edly broke with principles of hereditary succession by electing a new ruler.*®
Debates raged over the proper language to use regarding the throne: was it
“usurped” by William or “abdicated” by James?*’ Many argued that in deciding
who should be king, it was Parliament that now occupied political power.
England, they claimed, had given up its hereditary tradition in favor of democ-
racy.”’ Far from being just a change of kings, the revolution sparked a crisis in
the principles of government.

As a part of this tumultuous event, different visions of political power competed
to capture the newly disjointed feelings of allegiance. There were not simply oppos-
ing accounts of who should be sovereign (James, William, or Parliament), but also
conflicting visions of how to conceive of sovereignty altogether, whether
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theological-universal or nationally bounded. There emerged on the one hand theo-
logical discourses that portrayed William as God’s warrior in a Protestant crusade
against Catholicism, and on the other hand nationalist discourses that figured
William as protecting the English nation from a tyrannical monarch (whether
James II or Louis XIV).>" While debate on whether 1688 was a religious or nation-
alist affair largely centers attention on Williamite propaganda, there also circulated
antimonarchical discourses that contested the court’s overall claims to be the source
of sovereign power.”” I argue that critics of the court articulated an idea of the
nation that, in contrast to Williamite propagandists, did not portray William as
its protector and in fact challenged the dynastic model of political power altogether.

In this anti-court terrain of conflict, sodomy served as a key political metaphor
to give conceptual meaning and emotional force to the nascent idea of the English
nation. Long figured as an unnatural and illicit form of penetration, sodomy was a
symbolically available and affectively rich metaphor to signify threats to a territori-
ally bounded body politic.”> While the Whigs are more often identified as articu-
lating burgeoning ideas of nationalism against their Tory rivals, who are usually
considered adherents to classic conceptions of embodied royal sovereignty, atten-
tion to sodomy accusations against the king reveals a nationalist discourse in
anti-Williamite literature. Though targeting William, this archive is not simply
Jacobite propaganda. As Esther Mijers and David Onnekink note, “William’s
enemies are still largely dismissed as ‘Jacobites’, without actually identifying or dif-
ferentiating between the members of this group.”>* The majority of the texts I ana-
lyze circulated anonymously in manuscript form, and the two published accounts I
examine (“The Coronation Ballad” and “The Foreigners”) both led to the arrest of
their authors. Though primarily anonymous, this archive contains texts from non-
jurors, Tories, and even Whigs. This political range reveals how nationalist por-
trayals of courtly sodomy could originate across the political spectrum.
Moreover, this archive conceptually expands Toryism as a political category by
showing how non-Jacobite Tories took up and transformed critiques of the mon-
archy often associated with the Whigs. By tracing the discursive shifts in sodomy
attacks against the king and his court, I show how a diverse set of texts help trans-
form affective investments in the body politic and give new meaning to the category
of sodomy. I argue that sodomy and sovereignty are co-constitutive. Discourses of
sodomy alter understandings of political power as struggles over sovereignty recon-
figure the kinds of political threat that sodomy can present.

*10n religious defenses see Claydon, Godly Revolution; Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation 1707~
1837 (New Haven, 1992), Ch. 1; Craig Rose, England in the 1690s: Revolution, Religion, and War (Oxford,
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(Ithaca, 1999), 182-210; Pincus, 1688, 210, 294-5, 322-49.

2See, for example, “State of the Parties,” in William Cameron, ed., Poems on Affairs of State: Augustan
Satirical Verse, 1660-1714, vol. 5 (New Haven, 1971), 160; Mark Goldie and Clare Jackson, “Williamite
Tyranny and the Whig Jacobites,” in Esther Mijers and David Onnekink, eds., Redefining William III:
The Impact of the King-Stadholder in International Context (Burlington, 2007), 194.

53Common law defined sodomy as anal penetration “res in re.” Cocks, Visions of Sodom, 108-16.
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Rumors of sodomy

With the emergence of new forms of literary production in the seventeenth century,
the circulation of libel and rumors by the latter half of the century occurred “at a
rate and intensity that was completely unprecedented.””> Rumors of sodomy about
William and his favorites frequently found textual expression in satires that not
only mocked the king but sometimes went so far as to ridicule the whole structure
of favoritism organizing relations of patronage at court. Contemptuous laughter
against the king for the illicit activities he conducted with the royal body threatened
to deflate feelings of reverence for the king and unravel the affective relations of
obedience and attachment to the royal body politic that the court sought to instill
in its subjects.”® As such, jurists identified satirical libels against the king as sedi-
tious for undermining the respect owed to persons of state, and authors and pub-
lishers frequently faced arrest for producing such material.””

Whatever their truth, rumors about the king’s sodomy did not need to be accur-
ate to affect the communities in which they circulated. Indeed, rumors often derive
their power not from the truth of their claims but rather from the fact of their cir-
culation.”® While traveling to The Hague, Portland confessed that he “was thunder-
struck” when he heard the “malicious gossip” spreading throughout the city and the
army: the “kindness which your Majesty has for a young man, and the way in which
you seem to authorize his liberties and impertinences make the world say things
that I am ashamed to hear.” Although Portland believed “it was the malicious in
England who fabricated these things” and that William was “far removed” from
such rumors, he was taken aback at the reach they had acquired. These accusations,
Portland finally admitted, “made my life unbearable”’—so unbearable that he felt
compelled to leave the king’s inner circle.”” Portland’s departure from the intimate
relations of favoritism reveals how rumors can affect their recipients and impel
action regardless of their truth status or their recipients’ subjective belief.
Whether and how Portland acknowledged these rumors in his public actions is,
politically speaking, of greater concern than his personal knowledge about them.
The political question this archive poses, therefore, is not whether the rumors
are true, but rather, what do they do? How do rumors of the king’s sodomy affect
subjects’ attachments not only to William as sovereign but to an entire structure of
sovereignty more generally?

Whether and how sodomy rumors trouble relations of attachment to a particular
king or to kingship as such depends on the meaning that discourses of sodomy
accrue as they circulate throughout the kingdom. In the following sections, I
chart two genres of sodomy accusations, which I call ungodly sodomy and national
sodomy. The first (ungodly sodomy) is an older genre that targets particular kings
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Morton, eds., The Power of Laughter and Satire in Early Modern Britain (Woodbridge, 2017), 1-26.
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Rumor in the Age of Revolutions,” William and Mary Quarterly 71/3 (2014), 401-24; James C. Scott,
Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven, 1990), 144-8.
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and their courts but does not trouble the larger theological structure of monarchical
sovereignty. The second genre (national sodomy) takes hold in the context of the
1688 Revolution and plays a critical role in disrupting the relationship of the
king’s two bodies by producing new national figurations of sovereignty and the
affective attachments that sustain them. While the exact audiences of these genres
are difficult to identify, the following texts document a larger oral culture of gossip
circulating not only in the aristocratic world of the court but also in the army, tav-
ern, and social club. The ubiquity of these rumors points to shared ways of render-
ing sodomy intelligible. As such, they provide a snapshot of the dominant
grammars through which diverse subjects made sense of the lingering rumors con-
cerning their king’s sodomy.

Ungodly sodomy

This section explores a cluster of sodomy rumors that together make up the first
genre of accusation I call ungodly sodomy. What distinguishes ungodly sodomy
from national sodomy, which I explore in the next section, is the use of imagery
that disfigures and animalizes the sodomite’s body and associates it with witchcraft
or devilry. Unlike national sodomy, this genre of rumor depicts the sodomitical
body not as a nationally foreign body hailing from outside England but as an
unnatural body originating from hell. Ungodly sodomy thus draws its affective
power from association with theological signifiers of the beastly, monstrous, and
deformed. Exemplary of this discourse is a poem titled “The Coronation Ballad,
11th April 1689,” written by the nonjuring priest Ralph Gray, who was sentenced
to the pillory for its publication.®

Descended he is from an Orange tree,

But if I can read his destiny,

He'll once more descend from another tree.
A dainty fine King indeed ...

He has gotten in part the shape of a man

But more of a monkey deny it who can;

He has the tread of a goose and the legs of a swan
A dainty fine King indeed ...

A carcass supported by a rotten stump,

Plastered about the back and the rump,

Put all together ’tis a hopeful lump
A dainty fine King indeed ...
He is not qualified for his wife

Because of the cruel midwife’s knife,

Yet buggering of Benting doth please to the life.
A dainty fine King indeed ...

An unnatural beast to his father and uncle;

A churl to his wife without e’er a pintle [penis];

®Ralph Gray, “Coronation Ballad, 11th April 1689,” in Cameron, Poems on Affairs of State, 41-4,
emphasis added. On Gray’s punishment see ibid., 39.
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But escuse me in this for I hate to dissemble
A dainty fine King indeed ...
Then may the confusion they hither have brought us
Always attend them until it hath wrought us
To bring back great James as loyalty taught us.
Our gracious good King again.

Playing on the double entendre of Bentinck with the word “bent,” suggesting
unnatural (and unstraight) sexual proclivities,”’ the ballad openly accuses
William of sodomy: “buggering of Benting doth please to the life.” Immediately
before, the poem suggests the king’s castration by the “midwife’s knife,” thus evacu-
ating William of political virility.*> Together, these images of buggery and impo-
tence contribute to the poem’s overall figuration of William as a deformed man:
a “carcass,” “lump,” and “rotten stump.” Elsewhere, he is reduced to his basest bio-
logical functions: “At Crowning the Orange the juice flew out. / They that like not
the smell, let them hold their snout.” While proponents of the doctrine of the king’s
two bodies argued that “the Body politic wipes away every imperfection of the other
[natural] Body,”®> “The Coronation Ballad” remains within this logic but reverses
its terms. In exaggerating the king’s biological failures, the ballad renders the king’s
natural body so grotesque that it overwhelms and undermines his body politic.

Moving beyond these biological failures, the ballad suggests that William’s body
is anything but natural. Resembling “more of a monkey” with “the head of a goose
and the legs of a swan,” the king is a chaotic chimera. Portrayed as “an unnatural
beast,” the royal body inverts the kingdom’s natural order. Not simply un-sovereign
but anti-sovereign, Wil