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Introduction

This book asks a simple, difficult question: how have people who desired and loved
those of the same sex found ways to build lives together? The answers unfold across
millennia and around the globe—in poems and police ledgers, monasteries and
marketplaces, dance halls and refugee camps. Rather than treating queer history as a
march of laws or a catalog of identities, Queer Affections traces the textures of
intimacy: the gestures that signaled affection, the codes that opened doors, the
rooms—public or private—where companionship, sex, care, and commitment took
root. It is a history of relationships as social facts and political possibilities.

The phrase “same-sex” is both necessary and inadequate. It allows us to track
prohibitions and recognitions that coalesce around gendered bodies; it also risks
retrofitting modern labels onto people who understood themselves differently.
Throughout, | use period- and place-specific terms when possible, and | foreground
practices over categories. The people in these pages are lovers, friends, spouses in
everything but name, ballroom mothers and house children, shipmates and fellow
pilgrims, parishioners and poets. They remind us that desire is never lived in isolation:
it is mediated by kinship, class, race, religion, and regime.

Criminalization has been a steady drumbeat in this story, but so too has ingenuity.
From late antique ascetic pairings to early modern port-city subcultures, from
romantic friendships that sheltered affection within respectability to urban bar worlds
policed yet persistent, people developed strategies to sustain intimacy under threat.
They cultivated networks—of neighbors who looked the other way, of clergy who
counseled mercy, of doctors who quietly revised diagnoses, of activists who named a
collective “we.” These networks made possible everyday acts of care: nursing a
partner in illness, sharing wages in a one-room flat, burying the beloved with dignity
when law or family refused.

Legal battles emerge here not as distant scaffolding but as forces that reached into
bedrooms and kitchens. Sodomy statutes, medical classifications, and marriage laws
codified whose intimacies counted; protests, court cases, and legislative reforms
reshaped those boundaries. Yet legality rarely mapped neatly onto lived experience.
Decriminalization did not automatically grant safety; marriage did not end the need for
chosen kin. The law could be a shield, a sword, or a silence. By following couples,
circles, and communities, we see how people negotiated the state while refusing to let
it define the full meaning of their bonds.

The twentieth century’s crises—fascism, world wars, authoritarian purges, and the
AIDS epidemic—were also crucibles of solidarity. Mobilizations around care work,
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mutual aid, and public health transformed grief into activism and intimacy into
infrastructure. The chapters that follow explore how hospital bedside vigils
reorganized politics, how clandestine newsletters built publics across borders, and how
cultural production—novels, films, songs—reshaped what audiences could imagine as
love. They also attend to uneven geographies: the interplay of metropolitan visibility
and rural resilience; the postcolonial legacies that entwine homophobia with empire;
the ways migration, asylum, and borders structure who gets to live and love openly.

Sources for this history are scattered and partial. Archival fragments—arrest records,
marriage petitions, diaries with torn pages—sit alongside oral histories and
ethnographies. Reading them requires ethical care: to avoid sensationalism, to honor
privacy, and to refuse the impulse to redeem the past only insofar as it prefigures the
present. This book balances narrative and analysis, pairing close readings of intimate
lives with attention to institutions: churches and courts, barracks and boarding houses,
workplaces and welfare systems. It moves comparatively, without erasing difference,
to illuminate recurring dilemmas—discretion versus visibility, respectability versus
defiance—and the creative answers people forged.

Finally, Queer Affections argues that intimacy is political not because it is always
public, but because it redistributes care. When two people combine resources, when
houses become homes for many, when ceremonies—Ilegal or not—bind lives together,
they model forms of belonging that exceed the state. The future chapters trace how
these forms have been challenged and defended, stigmatized and celebrated. In
telling this story, | invite readers to see queer history not only as a chronicle of
repression and rights but as an archive of ingenuity: a long experiment in making a life
with and for one another, against the odds and in the open.
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CHAPTER ONE: Before Categories: Ancient Affections
in Mesopotamia and Egypt

The earliest histories of same-sex intimacy live in the gaps of what was recorded. We
have no stone tablets titled “A Guide to Loving Your Friend,” no papyrus scrolls that
set out rules for desire between people of the same sex. Instead, we find fragments:
legal codes that mention acts between men, love poetry that can be read in more than
one way, tomb reliefs that show two men holding hands, and administrative records
that hint at households structured by something other than a husband and wife. The
challenge is to read these traces without imposing modern labels, but also without
erasing the tenderness or transgression they might contain. What emerges is a picture
of possibility and constraint, of affection expressed through friendship, ritual, and
sometimes sex, under regimes where kinship and law defined the boundaries of
intimacy.

In ancient Mesopotamia, law codes articulated norms about sex and marriage with
blunt specificity. The Code of Hammurabi, compiled in the eighteenth century BCE,
addresses marriage, adultery, and inheritance, but it is another Mesopotamian text,
the Middle Assyrian Laws, that explicitly mentions sex between men. A clause
prescribes a punishment for a man who has sex with another man, suggesting that
such acts were seen as disruptive to social order, at least by the state. The legal
language is sparse and ambiguous; we do not know how often cases were prosecuted,
nor whether the law was enforced uniformly across cities and centuries. Yet the very
existence of such a rule tells us that same-sex acts were legible to the state and that
they mattered enough to be codified.

Legal prohibition does not equal lived absence. Mesopotamian society was hierarchical
and patriarchal, but it also contained spaces where male intimacy could be expressed.
Temple cults employed gender-variant personnel, including the gala priests of Inanna,
who were associated with a distinct gender role and a mournful, intimate form of
speech. While the primary purpose of such figures was ritual, their presence
complicates any neat separation between gender and sexuality. Likewise,
administrative texts from the city of Ugarit and Neo-Assyrian correspondence list
households and property without always mapping neatly onto a nuclear family model.
In these gaps, we can glimpse the variety of domestic arrangements that may have
sheltered affection between same-sex partners, even if those partners were not
recognized as a family unit.

Love poetry from Mesopotamia offers another window. The Songs of Inanna celebrate
her relationships with both male and female lovers, and the erotic intensity of these
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hymns does not distinguish between types of desire in the way modern categories do.
Rather, they depict desire as a force that binds people to each other and to the divine.
Some lines address a female lover in language that blends worship with sensual
praise, situating same-sex desire within a cosmic frame. While these poems are
religious and often ritualized, they show that affection between women could be
expressed with the same fervor as heterosexual love. The boundary between the
sacred and the erotic is thin, and intimacy becomes a pathway to divine favor.

Two famous Mesopotamian figures, Gilgamesh and Enkidu, embody a relationship that
modern readers often interpret as romantic. Their bond, forged in battle and grief, is
described with the language of deep companionship: “When Enkidu died, Gilgamesh
wept bitterly and lay down, refusing to rise.” Their story contains no explicit sexual
scene, yet the intensity of Gilgamesh’s mourning and his subsequent quest for
immortality have led many to read their connection as more than friendship. Whether
we call it love or brotherhood, the narrative shows that male intimacy could be central
to a hero’s life, shaping his choices and his sense of self. It is a reminder that intimacy
is not always sexual, and that its emotional power can be as transformative as any
physical act.

Tomb art provides visual evidence of male intimacy. A relief from the city of Mari
shows two men holding hands, a gesture that in many contexts signaled affection or
alliance. Similar images appear in other Mesopotamian sites, often in funerary
settings, where the closeness of the figures suggests a bond that the deceased wished
to carry into the afterlife. While the interpretation of such scenes is debated—some
scholars see them as expressions of friendship, others as ritualized pairs—what is
clear is that physical closeness between men could be commemorated publicly, at
least in certain contexts. The presence of these images in tombs indicates that the
relationship was significant enough to be recorded in stone.

Mesopotamian attitudes toward women who loved women are harder to recover.
Sources are dominated by male perspectives, and women'’s voices are muted in
administrative records and legal codes. Yet the Songs of Inanna show that female
desire could be celebrated, even if it was framed within a religious and poetic
tradition. In a culture where temple service was a major social institution, women who
lived together in religious communities may have formed intimate bonds, though we
cannot assume that all such relationships were sexual. The evidence is suggestive
rather than conclusive, pointing to the need for cautious reading and an openness to
the possibilities that existed beneath the surface of official texts.

The legal and social landscape of Mesopotamia was not uniform across time or place.
The Assyrian and Babylonian codes differ in their emphases, and the thresholds for
punishment varied with status and context. Elite men may have faced different
consequences than those from lower classes, and temple personnel occupied a
distinct sphere governed by religious rules. This variability suggests that same-sex

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

intimacy was not simply suppressed or tolerated in a blanket way; rather, it was
regulated within a complex system of kinship, property, and ritual. The result is a
mosaic in which some gestures could be displayed and others concealed, depending
on circumstance.

Turning to ancient Egypt, the picture becomes both more intimate and more
ambiguous. The famous tale of Khnumhotep and Niankhkhnum, two men buried
together in a tomb at Saqqara, has sparked considerable debate. The tomb’s reliefs
show the men embracing, and the inscription describes them as “joined in life and in
death.” Some Egyptologists interpret this as evidence of a same-sex partnership,
arguing that the physical closeness and shared burial indicate a bond beyond
friendship. Others caution that the men could be brothers or that the imagery reflects
a ritual embrace. What is certain is that their tomb presents a vision of male intimacy
that is both public and eternal, a claim to togetherness carved in stone.

The tomb’s design reinforces the men’s unity. They are depicted in poses typical of
married couples, and their names are intertwined in the inscription. The presence of
children in the tomb complicates the interpretation, but it does not necessarily rule out
a romantic relationship; families in ancient Egypt were diverse, and step-parenting or
adoption were common. The argument about Khnumhotep and Niankhkhnum is not
only about sex; it is about recognition. The tomb elevates their bond to a level usually
reserved for spouses, suggesting that their companionship carried social and religious
weight. Whether they were lovers or not, the visual and textual choices make an
argument for their inseparability.

Egyptian love poetry, much of it from the New Kingdom, celebrates desire in lush,
sensual language. The poems speak of longing, touch, and the pleasures of union, and
while most address opposite-sex lovers, the collection’s anonymity and the fluidity of
pronouns allow for multiple readings. Some verses could plausibly be directed to a
friend or to a woman, and the imagery of fragrance, flowers, and wine does not always
specify the gender of the beloved. This ambiguity may be deliberate, a way of
preserving the privacy of the poet’s feelings, or it may reflect a broader culture in
which the expression of love was not strictly categorized by the sex of the
participants.

Religion and ritual offered sanctioned spaces for intimacy between women. The
“chantress of Amun” and other temple roles put women in close daily contact, and the
solidarity of temple life could foster bonds that were emotionally intense and perhaps
physically intimate. The erotic imagery associated with the goddess Hathor, who
presided over love and music, also hints at the cultural acceptance of female desire.
While we cannot assume that all temple relationships were sexual, the social
structures of these institutions provided a framework within which women could build
lives together, supported by the community and under the protection of divine
patronage.
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Magic and medicine reveal further dimensions. Medical papyri include recipes for love
potions and spells aimed at attracting a desired person, sometimes without specifying
gender. These texts show that Egyptians understood love as a force that could be
influenced through ritual and pharmacology, and that desire itself was a domain of
expertise. Whether used to woo a same-sex or opposite-sex partner, such practices
indicate that intimacy was something people actively sought to cultivate, not merely
accept. The spells’ effectiveness aside, they tell us that desire—same-sex or
otherwise—was part of everyday life, addressed by practitioners alongside ailments
and misfortunes.

Egyptian law was less explicit than Mesopotamian codes about same-sex acts, and no
surviving legal text addresses sex between men or women with the directness of the
Assyrian laws. This silence may reflect different legal traditions or different priorities; it
does not prove tolerance or condemnation. Egypt’'s emphasis on kinship, inheritance,
and the continuity of the family line shaped the boundaries of recognized
relationships, and sexual acts that did not threaten those structures may have been
less visible to the state. Yet daily life in a bustling Nile valley settlement likely
contained a range of intimacies, some of which were framed as friendship, some as
ritual, and some as private pleasures.

Egyptian art also provides clues. Scenes of two women holding hands or embracing
appear in funerary contexts, echoing the Mesopotamian imagery and suggesting that
affection between women was commemorated in ways similar to male bonds. The
absence of explicit sexual imagery does not mean absence of intimacy; Egyptian art
often idealized relationships and avoided graphic detail. The choice to show closeness
in stone is itself significant, a statement about the importance of companionship in the
journey to the afterlife. As with the male couples, we cannot know the precise nature
of these relationships, but we can see that they mattered.

The Nile valley’s geography and trade networks meant that cultural influences flowed
both ways. Contacts with Mesopotamia, the Levant, and Nubia introduced different
norms and legal ideas, and Egypt’s empire at times encompassed regions with diverse
traditions. This cross-pollination likely affected how intimacy was understood and
regulated, though it is difficult to trace specific changes. What is clear is that Eqgypt’s
social world was not isolated; its legal and cultural frameworks were shaped by
interactions with neighboring societies, and ideas about sex and kinship could travel
with merchants, soldiers, and diplomats.

Household composition in Egypt was flexible. Extended families often lived together,
and property could pass through women as well as men. Adoption was common, and it
was not unusual for a childless couple to adopt a younger relative to secure lineage.
Within this fluid system, same-sex companions could have found a place, particularly if
they contributed economically or supported each other in ritual roles. The lack of legal
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recognition for such partnerships does not mean they did not exist; it means they had
to be accommodated within the existing structures of kinship and property.

An important limitation in reconstructing these histories is the scarcity of women’s
voices. While Egyptian love poetry includes female perspectives, and temple roles
gave women public presence, most surviving records were produced by or for men.
This imbalance means we know more about male intimacy, and it risks obscuring the
experiences of women who loved women. The available evidence hints at
possibilities—in temples, in poetry, in images—but it does not allow firm conclusions.
This is a reminder to treat the archive as a partial map, not a complete picture.

Another complication is the question of terminology. The people who built the tombs
at Saqgara and composed the hymns to Inanna did not think of themselves as
“homosexual” or “straight.” They may have used metaphors of friendship, kinship,
devotion, or erotic longing, but not the binary categories that structure modern
identity. Recognizing this does not mean erasing the significance of their relationships;
it means paying attention to how they understood themselves and were understood
by others. Affection between people of the same sex existed, but it did so within
cultural frameworks that shaped its meaning in ways we cannot fully recover.

Archaeology adds texture. Household layouts in Egypt and Mesopotamia often
included separate sleeping quarters for children and servants, and spaces for
entertaining guests. In larger homes, the presence of multiple chambers and
courtyards suggests that privacy could be achieved, even in dense urban settings.
Same-sex couples, if they existed, may have shared space in ways that looked like
siblings or friends to outsiders, while functioning as domestic partners internally. The
material record does not answer the question of how they labeled themselves, but it
shows that there were places where intimacy could be enacted and sheltered.

Trade and migration introduce further nuance. Merchants moving along the Euphrates
or the Nile carried not only goods but habits, stories, and sometimes lovers. In port
cities and border towns, norms could be more fluid, and strangers might form bonds
that were less constrained by local kinship rules. While we lack diaries that describe
such relationships in detail, the pattern of movement suggests opportunities for
intimacy that crossed cultural lines, including between people of the same sex. These
encounters, though fleeting, were part of the social landscape.

In both regions, the regulation of sex was tied to property and lineage. Laws that
punished certain acts were less concerned with private morality than with the stability
of inheritance and the authority of husbands and fathers. From this perspective, same-
sex intimacy could be tolerated or ignored when it did not threaten those structures,
and harshly punished when it did. This helps explain why some acts were criminalized
while others were simply absent from legal codes; the state’s interest lay in controlling
the household, not policing all expressions of desire.
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Temple and palace institutions also offered relative insulation. Within these spheres,
gender roles were often rigid, but the rules were different from those governing
ordinary households. Priestesses, musicians, and scribes lived in communities where
closeness was part of daily work, and where bonds between colleagues could blur into
intimacy. The very fact that ritual required touch, song, and shared space meant that
the boundaries between public ceremony and private feeling were permeable.

Poetry’s ambiguity is a recurring theme. Egyptian love songs and Mesopotamian
hymns often address the beloved in terms of beauty, fragrance, and longing, without
always specifying gender. This may be an aesthetic choice, or it may reflect a social
reality in which lovers were sometimes described in ways that protected their
identities. For historians, this ambiguity is both frustrating and revealing. It shows that
same-sex affection existed within a broader spectrum of love and that people found
ways to speak about desire without pinning it to a category.

The tombs of Khnumhotep and Niankhkhnum, the reliefs of hand-holding men from
Mari, the temple roles of gender-variant priests, and the lines of love poetry all point
to a complex world where intimacy took many forms. The legal texts remind us that
not all forms were accepted, and that the state could wield punishment when it saw a
threat to household order. Together, these sources depict a social landscape in which
affection between people of the same sex was present, sometimes celebrated,
sometimes ignored, and sometimes condemned.

To understand these ancient lives, we must resist the urge to label them and instead
ask how their relationships functioned within their own terms. Did they share
property? Did they live together? Were they recognized by their communities? The
answers vary across time and place, and they are often partial. What is clear is that
same-sex intimacy is not a modern invention; it appears in the earliest written records
we have, embedded in law, ritual, art, and poetry. It is a thread woven through the
fabric of ancient societies, visible enough to be regulated, significant enough to be
commemorated, and resilient enough to persist in the shadows and the light.
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