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The phrase ‘going rogue’ is used today to describe erratic behaviour — someone
bucking the system, going off script or perhaps off the rails altogether (Sarah
Palin memorably used the phrase as the title of her 2009 memoir). While rogues
are commonly known as lone figures at society’s margins, Ari Friedlander places
them at ‘the discursive center of the English court, capital, and countryside’ (3).
Rogue Sexuality in Early Modern England tells a richly textured story of how rogues
became a recognizable ‘socio-sexual identity’ in early modern England, a collec-
tivity that on one hand comprised a minoritized subpopulation, and on the other
became a universalized (and often tantalizing) possibility lurking within anyone.
This subpopulation was defined by a single fundamental quality: excessive sexu-
ality. Rogues were dangerous because they had sex, and babies, like bunnies.
Friedlander’s brilliant and innovative methodology invites us to go rogue and
be ‘lewd interpreters’ (178), a phrase borrowed from Shakespeare’s Portia. A signal
achievement of Rogue Sexuality is its foregrounding of sexuality as ‘a historical
agent (180), one that effectively produced a social class. Most early modern stud-
ies at the nexus of sexual and social life flow in the opposite direction, explor-
ing how various social vectors like class, gender, and race shape sexual practices
and possibilities. Rogue Sexuality models an exciting and radical sea change that
reshapes our understanding of well-known early modern texts by illustrating how,
for example, a roguish figure like the chaste (and arguably asexual) Moll Cutpurse
became coded as hypersexual. From the lower class Moll to aristocratic figures
in Shakespeare and Milton, Friedlander traces ‘the movement of rogue sexuality
as it bursts out from its subterranean origins and suffuses the elite world above’
(67). Perhaps because of the social and textual scale of its argument, Rogue Sexu-
ality covers a lot of ground, but never sacrifices clarity or precision — quite the
opposite. Whether Friedlander is summarizing Foucault’s account of the develop-
ment of biopolitics (in crystal clear paragraphs I plan to excerpt for my first-year
graduate students) or analyzing the rhetoric of juridical documents with the sharp
eye of a literary critic, he tells the compelling story of the early modern rogue
with elegance and ease. Rogue Sexuality weaves history with theory, legalese with
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poetry, and earlier strands of early modern criticism with more recent ones, all
with remarkable lucidity, balance, and discernment.

The book’s opening chapter, aptly titled ‘Rogue Curious’, sketches the con-
tours of rogue socio-sexual identity as ‘a durable, reproducible discursive category
of personhood’ (31). One of the strengths of this chapter is its sharp analysis of
early modern sexual identity, which Friedlander associates with social plasticity
and mobility rather than its more presentist framing as a static and interiorized
form of selfhood. Here Friedlander focuses on the ‘rogue literature’ of early mod-
ern pamphlets, a genre that frequently employs the framing device of etiology: the
study of the rogue’s individual and collective origins. Alongside origin stories of
individual rogue characters such as the Upright Man and the Kitchen Mort, the
chapter analyzes ‘the etiology of rogues as a collective’ (50). Codifying this group
has a curious universalizing effect — if someone can ‘become’ a rogue, maybe
anyone can become a rogue, including members of the elite classes who identified
with the rogues and whose stories they eagerly consumed.

Rogue pamphlets had a profound influence on literary depictions of gender
and sexual dynamics of early modern elite classes, as the book’s second chapter
on Ben Jonson’s Epicoene makes clear. Friedlander establishes this intertextuality
in Jonson’s deployment of the rogue cross-biting schemes of lower class men and
women. Because female cross-biting partners often relied on sexual tactics to gain
the attentions or affections of an upper class male target, the threat of emascu-
lation loomed large for cross-biting men who became economically dependent
on their partner (sometimes wife). In Epicoene, Friedlander argues that ‘cross-
biting helps us to understand Mistress Epicoene as both a powerful cony-catch-
ing woman and an attractive servant boy’ (73). Acknowledging Jonson’s debts to
rogue literature enables Friedlander to read the play’s ending not as a reveal but an
extension of ‘the erotic and gendered instabilities of rogue sexuality’ (94).

Chapter three turns to a very different set of early modern texts: legal, religious,
and proto-demographic documents that combine to shape early modern biopol-
itics. Although Foucault dates the development of biopolitics to the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries, Friedlander charts early modern anxieties about the
reproductive consequences of rogue sexuality that led to two developments ‘central
to the modern nation state: the poor laws and the emerging science of “political
arithmetic™ (27). Rogue sexuality is an organizing principle of early modern bio-
political tracts, which demonstrate a fear of growing rogue numbers, a moralizing
tone in their distinctions between the deserving and undeserving poor (the latter
of whom are notable for sexual promiscuity), and the creation of subpopulations
that enable the welfare state to favour certain groups over others. This chapter’s
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innovative methodology — its balance of empiricist historical scholarship, Fou-
cauldian theory, and sharp rhetorical analysis — helps us to see that ‘the history of
sexuality and the emergence of bourgeois identity do not develop in straight lines,
but through more sinuous dialectical movements’ (125).

The book’s final two chapters feature a cluster of words — haunting, stalking,
spectres, shadows — that convey the formative influence of rogue sexuality on
the early modern elite classes. In both chapters, Friedlander argues that rogue
sexuality effectively produces the upper class, whether by governing the socio-
sexual identities of elite women (Shakespeare’s Hermione and Perdita in chap-
ter four) or by structuring the companionate marriage that came to define the
seventeenth-century ‘gentry’ (a word that carries over from Frank Sinatra’s ‘Love
and Marriage’ to John Milton’s divorce tracts in chapter five). Chapter four ana-
lyzes Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale through the lens of early modern biopolitics,
demonstrating how the (sexual) bodies of the play’s elite women become sub-
ject to communal regulation. In Hermione’s case, this regulation takes the form
of ‘compurgation’, an early modern ecclesiastical court procedure in which the
defendant relied upon a required number of community members to vouch for
the truth of their testimony. And for Perdita, whose chastity during her courtship
with Florizel becomes in Friedlander’s deft analysis ‘an interpretive crux’ (142) of
the play, the validity of her marriage is up to the judgments of the theatre audi-
ence, whose members act as compurgators in the play’s metatheatrically-charged
penultimate scene.

Chapter five and the book’s coda explore the afterlives of rogue sexuality, first
in the establishment of modern companionate marriage and finally in contem-
porary critical practice. Chapter five makes a persuasive case for ‘a wild rogue
heart beating at the center of Milton’s Christian marriage’ (168), sharpening
our attention to the roguish language in the divorce tracts that shapes roman-
tic and companionate marriage (even as Milton disavows its rogue socio-sexual
origins). In Friedlander’s deft reading, Milton’s accounts of divorce as ‘liberty’
and of marriage as a form of ‘charity’ derive from the rhetoric and structure of
rogue pamphlets, an appropriation that ‘recast(s] the ideal elite marital couple as a
pair of naked, wandering rogues” (169). Not even Milton’s Adam and Eve in this
iconic image are immune to the shaping force of ‘the classed history of sex that
rogue marriage imparts’ (149). This history, as the book’s coda makes clear, is a
constructive, agential force.

The book’s concluding pages lay out four methodological implications of rogue
sexuality: ‘refocusing on the lewd, seeing sex as a historical agent, reassessing the
relationship between identity categories and their queering, and calibrating our
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histories and theories of biopolitics’ (183). To that list, I would add that Rogue Sex-
uality models a methodology that is equally attentive to socio-sexual discourse at
the macro-level and language at its most granular. In the hands of a well-trained,
skillful literary critic like Friedlander, a rogue pamphlet succumbs to ‘bouts of
dizzying alliteration and overstatement (68) that forge connections between
rogue sexuality and animal behaviour, like ‘beastliness’ and ‘begetting’ (54). One
of the readerly pleasures of Rogue Sexuality is the feeling that one’s ears are always
being tuned to the resonances of roguish language, from early modern pronun-
ciations (was Jonson’s title pronounced ‘Epi-cony’? was the popular figure of the
cony pronounced ‘cunny’?), to its echoes in elite literature (where Shakespeare’s
Perdita bears ‘the linguistic trace’ [143] of the rogue Autolycus), all the way down
to its abiding roots in sexuality.



