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‘The problem of the homosexual with venereal disease’ by F. G. Macdonald, a venereologist at
London’s Queen Mary’s Hospital, was published in 1949 in the British Journal of Venereal Diseases,
the forerunner to Sexually Transmitted Infections.[1] While the language Macdonald used to describe
same-sex behaviour: “abnormality”, “troubles”, “the condition”, is a far cry from that which we are
now familiar, it is important to recall that he was writing at a time when homosexuality was regarded
as a felony and would be for some years to come.[2] In this respect, his underlying tone is actually
rather sympathetic and liberal for 1949, including, for example, promoting the use of “less offensive”
terms for men who have sex with men (MSM).

There are interesting parallels to be drawn between Macdonald’s courageous commentary and the
endeavours of Britain’s National Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal), in addition to the
challenge of reliably estimating the population prevalence of same-sex behaviour. Since their
inception in the late 1980s, the Natsal studies have (also) been careful to use non-judgemental and
non-stigmatising language, both in the reporting of findings but in data collection so as to maximise
people’s willingness to report sensitive behaviours.[3] While Macdonald recognised the spectrum,
fluidity, and temporality of sexual behaviour and its distinction from sexual identity, it was only in the
most recent Natsal survey undertaken 2010-12 that participants were asked to report how they
described their sexual identity (in addition to their behaviour).[4,5] This reflects Natsal’s focus -
especially in the initial round of the survey - to capture what people do rather than how they describe
themselves, recognising, as Macdonald did, that sexual identity should not be relied upon to indicate
STI/HIV risk. Macdonald’s insights therefore continue to challenge our thinking as they did in the
1940s.
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