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1

Introduction
Robert M. Buffington

Ithough questions about sex and sexuality preoccupy almost everyone
these days, we are offered few intellectual strategies for incorporating
our concerns and obsessions into a larger historical context. This is espe-
cially true when historical perspective takes on global proportions. In the
contemporary world, our own sexuality and our sense of the sexualities of
others color all aspects of contemporary life, from interpersonal relations
to foreign affairs. We literally cannot imagine our world or make sense of
our place in it without referencing sexuality. Those of us who write and
teach history thus have an obligation to help our readers and students
understand how sexuality “works”—to help them understand how our
most intimate concerns intersect with complex global and historical proc-
esses. This obligation (which is also a pleasure) is the driving force behind
A Global History of Sexuality. To that end, the book seeks to provide not a
titillating catalog of past sexual practices (although sex is clearly an impor-
tant part of our story) but rather an accessible synthesis of the best recent
research into what sexuality has meant across the past three centuries in
the everyday lives of individuals; in the imagined communities formed
by the powerful bonds of shared religion, ethnicity, language, and national
citizenship; and on the turbulent global stage of cultural encounter, impe-
rialist expansion, transnational migration, and international commerce.
Humans have obsessed about sex and it implications for reproduction,
morality, intimacy, social stability, and so on since the beginning of the
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2 Robert M. Buffington

historical era (and certainly long before that), but the history of sexuality—
as a recognizable subfield of the discipline of history—is relatively recent.
This is not to suggest that until the late twentieth century scholars had
avoided the subject out of academic prudishness, fear of ridicule, lack of
interest, or because they considered it trivial. Indeed, an influential genera-
tion of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century (mostly) European “sex-
ologists” went to great lengths to collect and synthesize everything they
could find on past and present human sexual attitudes and behaviors. Some
scholars used this impressive body of historical evidence to demonstrate
considerable variations in human sexual expression across time and across
cultures—at times with the worthy goal of promoting greater understand-
ing and tolerance of sexual difference in their own societies and at other
times in order to articulate racist colonial norms that justified and rein-
forced social inequalities. Despite their efforts to document human sexual
diversity, early sexologists had little interest in analyzing the particular
historical and social conditions that had produced these diverse expres-
sions (Phillips and Reay 2002, p. 13; Cocks and Houlbrook 2005, p. 4).
Moreover, the rising tide of psychoanalytic thought, especially founding
father Sigmund Freud’s insistence on ascribing sexual behavior to universal
human “drives” and “taboos” that transcended cultural and historical dif-
ferences, further discouraged scholarly inquiry into the historical particu-
larities of human sexuality.'

Throughout the 1960s and afterward, most scholars in the social sciences
and humanities—anthropologists, sociologists, historians, literary critics,
etc.—followed the lead of sexologists (collecting examples of sexual cus-
toms) or psychologists (finding evidence of universal drives and taboos) or
some combination of the two approaches. Although studies of sexuality per
se remained marginalized in many disciplines, anthropologist Kath Weston
argues that:

from the beginning, assumptions about sexuality infused social science con-
cepts such as normality, evolution, progress, organization, development and
change. Likewise, judgments about sexuality remain deeply embedded in the
history of scholarly explanations for who acquires power, who deserves it,
and who gets to keep it. The same can be said for a multitude of theories
about cognition, reciprocity, gender, race, and many other stock concepts in
social science. (Weston 1998, p. 20)

Although historians typically operate at the humanistic edge of the social sci-
ences, in this instance, their reliance on the “sexuality infused social science
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concepts” identified by Weston for the social sciences in general supports
a similar interpretation of their work.

By the early 1970s, the intellectual tide had begun to turn as “social
constructionists” such as philosopher-historian Michel Foucault developed
compelling critiques of “essentialist” notions of human sexuality and noted
its central role in producing and maintaining social inequalities of power
and privilege. Social constructionist critics rejected the essentialist idea

that beating at the centre of [the varieties of sexual experience]| was a core
of natural sexuality, varying in incidence and power, no doubt, as a result of
chance historical factors, the weight of moral and physical repression, the
patterns of kinship, and so on, but nevertheless basically unchanging in
biological and psychological essence. (Weeks 2000, p. 30)

Instead, they insisted that human sexuality at any given moment in time
was the product of distinct and changeable social circumstances, especially
discourses around sexuality, which determined the “nature” of all sexual
experience. This emphatic rejection of an essential human sexual nature
had political repercussions, including for sexual rights advocates who
feared that the denial of the natural roots of sexual differences would
undermine their efforts to promote sexual variation as “normal” and thus
worthy of protection rather than persecution (through efforts to reprogram
homosexuals for example). And some scholars objected to what they con-
sidered an unwarranted denial of biological factors in sexuality, arguing
that basic sexual orientations such as hetero, homo, and bisexuality, firmly
grounded in human biology, have characterized all societies, albeit under
different names (Cocks and Holbrook 2005, pp. 9-10).

In response to these objections, sexuality scholars (including historians)
have begun to challenge the sharp binary that characterized the essentialist—
social constructionist debate, arguing that the physiological aspects of
human sexuality shape its social construction and vice versa in a continual
spiral between natural influences on one hand and cultural influences on
the other. Nonetheless, most historians of sexuality would agree that social
constructionist scholarship on human sexuality provided the intellectual
foundation for most subsequent histories of sexuality and for its recogni-
tion as a viable, important, and vibrant subdiscipline of history. While the
authors included in this book have gone to considerable trouble to avoid a
doctrinaire approach to the subject—as the very different histories of sexu-
ality reflected in each chapter will attest—we are still deeply indebted to
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the work of social constructionists. In his 2000 book, Making Sexual
History, historian-sociologist Jeffrey Weeks summarized the basic elements
of a social constructionist approach with “five broad categories of social
relations, which are both constructed around and in turn shape and reshape
sex and gender relations”™:

First, there are the kinship and family systems that place individuals in
relationship to one another, and constitute them as human subjects with
varying needs and desires, conscious and unconscious. Second, there are the
economic and social organizations that shape social relations, statuses and
class divisions, and provide the preconditions and ultimate limits for the
organization of sexual life. Third, there are the changing patterns of social
regulation and organization, formal and informal, legal and moral, populist
and professional, religious and secular, unintended consequences as well
as organized and planned responses. Fourth, there are changing forms of
political interest and concern, power and policies. Finally, there are the
cultures of resistance which give rise to oppositional subcultures, alternative
forms of knowledge and social and sexual movements. (Weeks 2000, p. 132)

Nearly fifteen years later, these five general categories of social relations
continue to ground most histories of sexuality, including those in this book.

What distinguishes this present volume from previous histories of sexu-
ality is its synthetic approach to the global history of sexuality. By and large,
the most influential histories of sexuality that have come out in recent
years have focused—as Foucault did—on the West, defined as beginning
with Greco-Roman antiquity and continuing to the present day. Many of
those histories have taken even more narrow regional, national, and local
approaches. Other parts of the world have sometimes entered the historical
frame as Western attitudes toward sexuality spread through imperial con-
quest. And edited volumes of scholarly essays that include non-Western
case studies in the history of sexuality have appeared with increasing fre-
quency. Still, we believe that this book represents the first attempt to
produce a truly global history of sexuality in the modern era aimed prima-
rily at a general audience.

Writing a global history of sexuality that would be accessible to a general
readership involved making choices, some of them quite complicated. One
of the most difficult to resolve was the book’s title. Given the breadth of
the subject matter, the decision to avoid the authoritative “the” in favor
of the more modest (and truthful) “a” was simple. Everyone involved in
this project has struggled mightily to synthesize and frame the material as
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clearly and conscientiously as possible, but none of us would contend that
our respective chapters or this book as whole represent the global history
of sexuality.

If the decision to write a global history was easy, decisions about the rest
of the title were more tricky. Our collective debt to The History of Sexuality:
Volume 1, philosopher and historian Michel Foucault’s (1978) seminal
study of sexuality in modern Western societies, will be obvious to fellow
academics, and is openly acknowledged in several chapters. So it made
sense to add “global” to his famous title both as an act of homage and to
point out the difference between our project and his. But the debt runs
deeper than a borrowed title. Like Foucault, we have taken the eighteenth-
century rise of the nation-state in the “West” and elsewhere as our starting
point—even through Foucault himself went on to write histories of sexual-
ity in ancient Greece and Rome, and despite convincing arguments from
fellow historians for including the histories of premodern sexualities
(Foucault 1998, 1990; Canaday 2009, pp. 1253-4).

The obvious reason to start with the eighteenth century was to keep
things manageable in terms of length for our readers and in terms of con-
ceptual framework for our authors. Less obvious to those unacquainted
with Foucault’s periodization, but crucial to the conceptualization of this
book, is the profound sea change in the meanings ascribed to sexual behav-
ior that occurred, especially but not exclusively in the “West,” during this
period. In The History of Sexuality, Foucault illustrates this radical shift
with an apparently innocuous anecdote about a simple-minded French
farmhand who is arrested by local authorities on reports that “he had
obtained a few caresses from a little girl, just as he had done before and
seen done by the village urchins round about him.” In answer to the rhe-
torical question “What is the significant thing about this story?” Foucault
responds:

The pettiness of it all, the fact that this everyday occurrence in the life of
village sexuality, these inconsequential bucolic pleasures, could become,
from a certain time, the object not only of a collective intolerance but of a
judicial action, a medical intervention, a careful clinical examination, and
an entire theoretical elaboration. (Foucault 1978, p. 31)

The chapters that follow, then, explore in different ways and in different
contexts (individual, cultural, institutional, etc.) “a constant optimization
and an increasing valorization of the discourse of sex . . . meant to yield
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multiple effects of displacement, intensification, reorientation, and modifi-
cation of desire itself]” a process that began in earnest in the eighteenth
century and has yet to run its course (Foucault 1978, p. 23).

In sum, beginning sometime in the eighteenth century in the “West” and
occurring at different times and in different ways in other parts of the
world, the formation of the “modern” nation-state, in particular new
notions of national belonging and citizenship, led to an increased focus on
sex that produced what Foucault calls “multiple effects” Societies became
structured in large part through sexual and intimate norms, which were
not everywhere and always the same yet almost invariably privileged sexu-
ality channeled into childbearing within male-female marriage among the
dominant group while generating continually changing specifications of
“perversions” and dangers against which society had to guard. The radical
shift theorized by Foucault, with its “constant optimization and . . . increas-
ing valorization of the discourse of sex,” has meant that in modern times
concerns about sexuality have become central to apparently nonsexual
domains of social life (displacement), become more acute in all domains
of social life (intensification), taken on new meanings (reorientation), and
changed the ways in which we experience desire (modification). As anthro-
pologist Gayle Rubin points out, sex “at any given time and place” has
always been in some sense political, “but there are also historical periods
in which sexuality is more sharply contested and more overtly politicized”
than others (Rubin 1984, p. 267). Our premise is that the eighteenth century
marks the beginning of just such a historical period—and so our story
starts there. At the same time, the production of sexuality in the West was
inseparable from European colonial projects in Africa, Asia, and the Middle
East. Anthropologist Ann Stoler reminds us that imperial governance
required “natural” social categories such as colonizer/colonized, European/
non-European, white/nonwhite, categories that were secured, contested,
and remade “through forms of sexual control” that linked colonial projects
with nation building at home (Stoler 2002, pp. 42-7).

With regard to the booKk title, the most difficult decision of all involved
the apparently innocuous word “global” In recent years, scholars have hotly
debated the proper term for histories that “break out of the nation-state or
singular states as the category of analysis, and . .. eschew the ethnocentrism
that once characterized the writing of history in the West” (Bayly et al.
2006, pp. 1441-2). That debate has produced at least five viable candidates—
comparative, international, world, global, and transnational history—each
of which has taken on different methodological and ideological connota-



