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Introduction

She may be a bag of 
trouble: A short 
history of sex 
education

I had my first sex education class when I was eleven. We piled into 
the classroom and sat down in rows facing a tiny blank screen. We 
were mostly naive and almost entirely bored. When the teacher 
came in she explained that we were about to watch a video of a 
woman giving birth. She reassured us that yes, we might feel a bit 
queasy, but not to worry because it was all very natural and normal 
and besides, this is how we all came into the world. She pressed 
play. Within seconds one of the boys fainted. He slid off his stool 
and crumpled, whimpering, into a mound of oversized blazer on 
the floor. It was terrifying – the perfect contraceptive.

The next (and final) instalment took place when I was 13. In 
this session, the school’s agonised vicar muttered under his breath 
about teen pregnancies, the horrors of AIDS and the very precise 
symptoms of gonorrhoea. After an initial preamble, he opened 
up the ominous black briefcase he had brought along with him. 
Lo and behold, it contained – behind a very thick pane of glass 
– an intriguing selection of small plastic bags, white powders, 
pill packets and green herbs. He awkwardly gestured towards 
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the morning after pill, a bag of cocaine, a diaphragm and a bag of 
weed. The briefcase was slammed shut and we were dismissed.

As I would discover researching for this book, most young 
people in the UK might have some semblance of a sex education 
at school, but school was not where they learned about sex. Some 
might have been taught by religious leaders or family members, 
but the overwhelming majority were left to fend for themselves, 
asking sly questions to friends and older siblings, learning by 
mistake, looking this-and-that up online, and always, always 
finding an excuse to scuttle away when the topic was breached 
by parents. Despite the torments, I presumed that things were 
better than they had been in the past. Surely the awkwardness of 
my school’s vicar was preferable to those vicars of the past – railing 
about sin, blindness and the fiery pits of eternal damnation.

Sex education has changed wildly throughout time and 
continues to vary around the world today. This should come as 
no surprise. The way that sex education comes to be taught – or 
indeed not taught – depends on some pretty central questions. 
Take the very idea of a young person. What does it mean to be 
young? Is it to be innocent? Irrational? Reckless? And what 
even is the role of education? Is it something that should be left 
to parents? Maybe it’s corrupting to teach children about ‘adult’ 
things. And what about sex? What is normal sex? Or good sex? Is it 
for procreation? For spiritual and religious ends? But what about 
non-heterosexual sex? And what about gender? Or marriage?

An American school board member wrote in 1986, ‘There’s an 
old saying that “there are only two things for certain in this world; 
death and taxes,” a third certainly might be added: disagreement 
about sex education.’1 Sex is extremely personal, arguably the 

1 Sherry Martschink, ‘Somewhere, Somehow, Children Must Get an Education in 
Sex,’ News and Courier (Charleston, South Carolina, 2 August 1986); ‘South Carolina 
Sex Education Clippings folder,’ box 250, James T. Sears Papers (Duke University, 
Durham, North Carolina).
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highest form of intimacy of all, but it is also connected to a com-
plicated web of forces outside of the self. From culture, religion, 
class, race, gender, all the way to the randomness of which constit-
uency you grow up in and how much funding your school receives, 
sex is political.

The seeds of sex ed 

Formal sex education as we know it now might not have been 
around for long, but sex education has always existed. Before 
printing presses and even before classrooms were introduced, 
knowledge was transferred between generations by word of 
mouth: through fables, myth and stories. 

Thousands of years ago in parts of what we now call India, 
learning about healthy relationships was considered an essential 
part of moving into adulthood. The Sanskrit Kamasutra, written 
around 400BC, is famed for its practical advice for newly-weds, 
but it also taught that erotic love is only one part of a spiritu-
ally rich and fulfilling adult life.2 One thousand years later, this 
approach prevailed in Hindu communities. Take, for instance, the 
Khajuraho Temple Complex in Northern India, built around 1,000 
years ago for both Hindus and Jains. The temple is covered from 
floor to ceiling with hundreds upon hundreds of erotic carvings; 
of people on their own, in pairs, in groups and even with animals. 
The temple was a place of worship, but also a space for learning. 

Parts of India were so sexually liberal that the swinging sixties 
pale in comparison. So, what happened? Around the time that 
Khajuraho was built, the other side of the world was undergoing 
a revolution in thought. In spite of intense and violent persecu-
tion, a new religion had broken from Judaism and was spreading 
throughout Europe. Through the life of Jesus, it spoke of human 

2 Mallanaga Vatsyayana, Kamasutra (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).
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suffering, of everlasting life, forgiveness and the spiritual 
importance of marriage. 

When the Portuguese set off in search of riches and adventure, 
landing on the shores of West Africa in 1498, they ensured that the 
Christian revolution would be a global revolution. From the 1500s 
to the 1960s, other European powers followed their lead and 
became the largest empire in history. Britain alone has invaded 
almost 90 per cent of countries around the world.3

Europeans obviously do not have a monopoly on violence. 
Japan and Turkey both had their own brutal empires and before 
the invasion of the East India Company in India, the Mughals 
were enormously repressive, killing tens of thousands of people 
in the quest for land. The later Moguls, in particular, also imposed 
extremely conservative values on their population, well before 
the British arrived. However, in the words of British rapper and 
author Akala, ‘the idea of race and white supremacy pioneered in 
eighteenth-century Europe, combined with newly formed nation 
states and industrial technology, took the human capacity for and 
practice of barbarity to levels rarely if ever before seen in history.’4 
This barbarity included imposing a very particular and narrow 
understanding of human nature, and specifically in relation to this 
book, human sexuality. 

Colonial expansion wasn’t just a way to collect wealth and build 
an empire: it was also about changing minds. In the words of Aimé 
Césaire, the Martinique poet and politician, it was a ‘campaign 
to civilise barbarism’, built upon the idea of the ‘overall superior-
ity of Western civilisation over exotic civilisations’.5 Take a look at 

3 Stuart Laycock, All the Countries We’ve Ever Invaded: And the Few We Never Got 
Round To (Stroud: The History Press, 2012). 
4 Akala, Natives: Race and Class in the Ruins of Empire (London: Two Roads Books, 
2018).
5 Aimé Césaire, ‘Discourse on Colonialism,’ translated by Joan Pinkham (New 
York and London: Monthly Review Press, 1972).
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this quote from the travel diary of a German foot soldier from the 
fourteenth century:

In the land of Indian there are men with dog’s heads who talk by 
barking [and] . . . feed by catching birds . . . Others again have 
only one eye in the forehead [. . .] Close to Paradise on the River 
Ganges who eat nothing. For they absorb liquid nourishment 
through a straw and live on the juice of flowers . . . Many have 
such large under lips that they can cover their whole faces with 
them.6

These travellers’ tales became legend. If you were a fourteenth 
century Englishman, how else would you come to learn about 
other cultures around world? While there certainly were many 
racist and fantastical accounts, like the one above, not all explorers 
were so blatantly derogatory. In fact, many were consumed by awe. 

When the British explorer Captain Cook arrived in Tahiti in 
1769, he wrote back home with descriptions of what can only be 
described as a sexual paradise. He spoke of women, more beautiful 
and more willing than anyone you’d meet on the dreary British 
Isles.7 The Tahitian women are depicted just like fruit: readily 
available, exotic and for the enjoyment of European globetrotters. 
Just because the representation is seemingly positive, can we say 
it’s any less objectifying? As we will see throughout the book, these 
radicalised stereotypes of the past still haunt us today.8 

Cook might have marvelled at what he saw as a kind of sexual 
innocence, untainted by Christian shame, but many in the Church 
had a different perspective. Christian missionaries worked closely 

6 E. Newby, The Mitchell Beazley World Atlas of Exploration (London: Mitchell 
Beazley, 1975), 17. 
7 Peter Moore, Endeavour: The Ship and the Attitude that Changed the World 
(London: Chatto & Windus, 2018).
8 Stuart Hall and Bram Gieben, Formations of Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 
1992).
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with colonial powers to spread the word of God. Tens of thousands 
of churches were built around the world where millions of people 
were given free food, clean water and access to safe medical care. 
Nonetheless, at the heart of this mission was a fundamental belief 
in the superiority of Western thought over other traditions, and 
that the use of violence and force to maintain that domination was 
permissible. Within the Church’s teachings were strict ideas about 
sex and marriage, and in an unprecedented move, the Church 
introduced the first global sex education in human history.

Enter the Victorians 

As the nineteenth century rolled in, the Industrial Revolution saw 
that Western countries went through astronomical upheavals. Vic-
torians knew they were living through tumultuous times: ‘We who 
lived before railways were made belong to another world. It was 
only yesterday, but what a gulf between now and then!’ wrote the 
novelist William Thackeray in 1860, ‘we who survive out of the 
ancient world are like Father Noah and his family out of the ark.’9 
With such great technological upheaval, and hundreds of thou-
sands travelling away from small villages towards growing urban 
hubs, we can identify similarities between the Victorian era and 
the present day. Much like today, social values were also in flux. 

Victorians tend to be remembered as fuddy-duddy, sexually 
repressed antiques, but as many historians will tell you, this doesn’t 
quite hold up. Not only was it the birth of smutty pornography, but 
there was just as much pleasure seeking in 1860 as you’d find a 
hundred years later. The population was booming, STI rates were 
through the roof and poverty was pushing increasing numbers 
of women to sex work.10 Major changes to sexuality came from 

9 William M. Thackeray, ‘De Juventute,’ Roundabout Papers and Other Works (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 2014).
10 Matthew Sweet, Inventing the Victorians (London: Faber and Faber, 2002).
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above. The fear that overpopulation would lead to the collapse of 
society was held as fact and the institutions of power – the law, 
the Church, the medical establishment – sharpened their focus on 
sex. It became a matter for public concern, and nowhere more so 
than in the new so-called science of ‘sexology’.

Sexologists set out to define the true nature of human sexuality, 
but their conclusions more or less repeated the same values 
already advocated by society: that heterosexuality is the norm, 
that gender is binary, that women are passive and men are active, 
and masturbation is dangerous. As we will explore throughout the 
book, these values still dominate.

‘She may look clean . . . but’

It wasn’t until World War One that Western governments created 
the first sex education programmes. Take a read of this British 
soldier’s memoir of the war:

There were well over a hundred and fifty men waiting for 
opening time, singing Mademoiselle from Armentiéres and 
other lusty songs. Right on the dot of 6 PM a red lamp over 
the doorway of the brothel was switched on. A roar went up 
from the troops, accompanied by a forward lunge towards the 
entrance . . .11

In the trenches, brothels displayed blue lamps for officers and red 
for other ranks. The red lamps would draw thrumming crowds of 
men, but this was especially true before a major offensive, where 
those soldiers who believed it was their last night alive would 
choose not to spend it alone. Twenty-four hours before the 1915 
Battle of Loos (where 59,247 British soldiers lost their lives) one 

11 George Coppard, With a Machine Gun to Cambrai: The Tale of a Young Tommy in 
Kitchener’s Army 1914–1918 (London: H.M.S.O, 1969), 56
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soldier recalls seeing ‘three hundred men in a queue, all waiting 
their turns to go in the Red Lamp [. . .] I suppose that subcon-
sciously we wanted as much of life as we could get while we still 
had life.’12 Claiming the lives of over 16 million soldiers, World 
War I was deadly, but it also opened the door to an explosion of 
sexually transmitted diseases, or venereal diseases (VD) as they 
were called then. The figures are astonishing: in 1916 one in five 
of every British troop admitted to hospital in France and Belgium 
was due to an STI.13 That also takes into consideration trench foot 
and all other kinds of injuries resulting from conflict.

Frisky soldiers became a great embarrassment to allied govern-
ments so they took action. Condoms were handed out to soldiers 
for free and large chunks of money were allocated to sex education. 
When fresh British soldiers set off for the trenches they were each 
given a letter from the Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener 
reading thus: ‘in this new experience you may find temptations 
both in wine and women. You must entirely resist both.’ In the 
words of one solider, Private Frank Richards: ‘They may as well 
have not been issued for all the notice we took of them.’ 

American soldiers were also given reading material on the front. 
One pamphlet, called When You Go Home – Take This Book With You, 
starts with this: ‘You have won the war against autocracy. The fight 
against venereal diseases – as base a hypocrite, as foul a murderer 
as any Hun [German] – has only just begun!’14 It doesn’t stop there. 
The leaflet concludes that: ‘The only sure way to keep from getting 
clap [gonorrhoea] and syphilis is to keep away from prostitutes or 
other loose women . . . It is not necessary to go with women to 
keep well. All athletes know this. The fact that famous boxers and 

12 www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-25762151 (last accessed 03/2019). 
13 www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-25762151 (last accessed 20/11/2018). 
14 https://archive.org/details/WhenYouGoHome. 
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wrestlers keep away from women while in training proves that a 
man is even stronger when he does not go with them’.15

As these words show, women were blamed for the rise in STIs. 
In the UK, the trope of the whorish, dirty, disease-infected woman 
reared its ugly head when posters were plastered over the walls of 
the country saying things like ‘She May be a Bag of Trouble’ and 
‘She May Look Clean – BUT . . . pick-ups, “good time” girls, pros-
titutes SPREAD SYPHILIS AND GONORRHOEA’. The British 
government took prompt action against women. In 1916, the UK 
made it illegal for sex workers to approach men in uniform. In 
1918, further regulation gave power to the police to medically 
examine any woman they suspected to be a prostitute. Given that 
so many men were killed at war, plunging their wives and family 
back home into poverty, large numbers of women relied on sex 
work as a survival mechanism. In practice the policy meant that 
poor women – or people the police wanted to harass – were pulled 
off the streets and forcibly given a medical examination. This 
misogynist legislation, which was so obviously designed to protect 
men and denigrate women, led to such fierce protests from the 
suffragette movement that it was eventually revoked.16

Missionary presses

The last 100 years have seen sex education programmes becoming 
the norm. However, in the 1920s, they did not always spring from 
the best intentions. 

Much like in India, many pre- and early colonial indigenous 
communities in South Africa viewed sex education as an integral 
part of young people’s entrance into the world. With the arrival 

15 https://archive.org/details/WhenYouGoHome. 
16 S. Buckley, ‘The failure to resolve the problem of venereal disease among the 
troops in Britain during World War I,’ in B. Bond et al. (eds.), War and Society: A 
Yearbook of Military History, vol. 2 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1977), 65–85. 
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of the Dutch and then the British, this changed. In deeply racist 
1920s South African society, white and black inter-racial relation-
ships were viewed as a perversion of the highest degree, and white 
children from settler communities were given the strictest of 
instructions to refrain from any kind of mixing. With this intention 
in mind, the 1920s saw a number of Christian printing presses set 
up, called – without a whiff of irony – ‘missionary presses’. One 
of the most popular educational pamphlets distributed was called 
Facts about Ourselves for Growing Boys and Girls and, unusually for 
its time, it actually encouraged the young white readership to have 
lots of sex. ‘It is your duty’ the author writes, ‘to help your race to 
progress’.17

Back in 1920s London, one in ten people in the capital had 
syphilis and a new government sex education department – who 
happened to be sharing an office with the Eugenics team – had 
produced the UK’s first sex ed pamphlets for school children.18 
Within 20 years, Britain was at war again and facing the same 
problems as they did during World War One. There were concerns 
about ‘lowering moral standards inevitable in war-time’, ‘the 
temptation to seize the pleasure of the moment without regard for 
the future’ and an ‘unfortunate fatalism’.19,20 

During the latter part of the twentieth century, the number of 
young people around the world going to school exploded. By 1985, 
90 per cent of the world’s children had spent at least some part of 

17 Sarah Emily Duff, ‘Let’s talk about sex education: race and shame in South 
Africa,’ https://theconversation.com/lets-talk-about-sex-education-race-and-shame-
in-south-africa-41390 (last accessed 10/09/2018). 
18 Jonathan Zimmerman, Too Hot to Handle (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2015).
19 J. Ewing, ‘Sex education in schools,’ Health Education Journal 2, no. 1 (1944): 
11–18. 
20 M. H. Bennett, ‘Sex beliefs and behaviour,’ Health Education Journal 3, no. 2 
(1945): 84–7. 
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their lives at school.21 This rise coincided with a number of legal 
changes in the West throughout the 1960s. In the UK, the contra-
ceptive pill was legalised; homosexuality decriminalised; abortion 
legalised and the first challenges by trans people addressing gender 
identity were brought to the courts. By 1970, condoms were free 
on the NHS by request, regardless of marital status or age.

These massive changes opened up questions about how to 
support, educate and control the sexuality of future generations 
of young people. It is common for there to be unease talking about 
childhood sexuality, and for many important reasons. However, 
advocates for sex education see it as essential to empower young 
people with the age-appropriate facts. In spite of the general 
trajectory towards global sex education teaching, there have 
always been critics who worry about corrupting ‘innocent minds’. 
This was evident in the case of Sweden, which in 1959 became 
the first country in the world to have compulsory sex ed classes. 
However, there were many in Sweden who feared these changes, 
with some saying that sex education in schools might ‘awaken the 
sleeping bear’. Swedish critics were not alone. It was also during 
this period that Japanese opponents suggested that sex education 
would ‘wake a sleeping child’. In Vietnam critics said that it was 
like ‘showing the way to the deer’ and in Thailand that it was like 
‘showing nuts to the squirrel’.22

In the end it was panic and hasty measures that pushed the 
UK government into implementing the national sex education 
programs that young people, such as myself, had in our childhood. 
It was the devastation caused by the 1980s AIDS epidemic which 
swept like wildfire through the world that sent the nation into 

21 John W. Meyer et al., ‘The World’s Educational Revolution, 1950–1970,’ 
Sociology of Education 50, no. 4 (1977): 244; John W. Meyer, Francisco O. Ramirez, 
and Yasemin Nuhoglu Soysal, ‘World Expansion of Mass Education, 1870–1980,’ 
Sociology of Education 65, no. 2 (1992): 128.
22 Jonathan Zimmerman, Too Hot to Handle (Oxford: Princeton University Press, 
2015).
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panic about deadly sexually transmitted diseases and – fired by the 
British press – creeping homosexuality and moral attack to family 
values. The AIDS crisis forced the UK government to implement 
sex education programmes based on public education, safe sex 
practices and disease prevention. International institutions like 
the UN and the World Health Organisation (WHO) put pressure 
on countries in the Global South to follow suit. 

The 1990s saw another moral panic, but this time around it was 
teen pregnancies. A vicious characterisation of a working-class 
single mother, dependent on welfare benefits emerged. Not unlike 
attitudes towards gay men in the 1980s, this characterisation was 
looming in the background when the Conservative government 
introduced the 1993 Education Act, which stated that all state 
schools had to provide some sort of sex education ‘in such a 
manner as to encourage young people to have regard to moral 
considerations and the value of family life’. Parents had to consent 
to these classes, and there was always an option to pull their 
children out. 

Where are we now?

We land in the present. On 1 March 2017, the UK government ruled 
that come September 2020, sex and relationship education will be 
compulsory in the UK. This is a historic moment in education. 
But question marks remain over what it will look like in practice. 

As we’ve seen, sex education programmes tend to reflect the 
politics of the time. The 1980s saw a huge push from the UK 
government towards universal comprehensive sex ed, but it 
occurred in the midst of a largely homophobic society. It was 
during this period that then Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 
passed a law which explicitly forbade the ‘promotion of homo-
sexuality’ by local councils, preventing schools from teaching 
about any kind of sexuality that wasn’t strictly heterosexual, and 
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promoting so-called ‘family values’. This law was only overturned 
by Labour in 2003. 

In this book, I’ve spoken to people from around the country 
about what kind of sex education they would like. I’ve drawn on 
histories and testimonies, on politics and on culture to try and 
bring the conversation to where we, as young people, want it to be. 
Because despite thousands of years to-ing and fro-ing, all research 
done that actually asks young people what they want from sex 
education says the same thing: that there should be one, that it 
should be honest, age appropriate, taught without embarrassment 
and that it should be relevant.


