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Editors’ Note

Many of the writings of individual sexologists or other primary materials
which are referred to in the following chapters appear in a companion
volume, Sexology Uncensored: The Documents of Sexual Science edited
by Lucy Bland and Laura Doan (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998).
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Introduction

Rita Felski

To speak of sexology is surely to invoke an obsolete science and a vanished
world. The term brings to mind sepia-tinted images of earnest Victorian
scholars labouring over lists of sexual perversions with the taxonomical
zeal of an entomologist examining insects. Who would claim to be a sex-
ologist nowadays? One of the effects of the Freudian revolution was to
erect a seemingly impenetrable barrier between the modern view of sexual-
ity as an enigmatic and often labile psychic field rooted in unconscious
desires, and the work of nineteenth-century sexologists such as Richard
von Krafft-Ebing and Havelock Ellis, with its emphasis on the physiologi-
cal and congenital roots of human erotic preferences. The awkward
circumlocutions, the passages of dry Latin prose, the strange, defunct, ne-
ologisms — ‘invert’, ‘Urning,’ ‘eonism’ ~ all seem to confirm the anachro-
nism of sexology, its remoteness from our current interests and concerns.

One of the achievements of Michel Foucault was to dissolve this barrier
between a Victorian and a post-Freudian culture by revealing the essential
continuity between them. We share with the Victorians, Foucault argues,
the conviction that sexuality holds the key to our identity. While the nine-
teenth century was punitive of many forms of sexual expression and our
own time prides itself on its more permissive and tolerant attitudes, the
two eras are united in the belief that sexual identity constitutes the truth
of the self. The Victorians, in spite of their famous pudeur, were in fact
constantly talking about sex. In Foucault’s powerful revision of cultural
history, sexuality was redefined as a central category of modernity, a key
to understanding the way in which individuals have come to view them-
selves as modern subjects.!
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In one sense, the point may seem obvious. Sexuality has long served as
a touchstone for individuals anxious to diagnose the decadent or progres-
sive nature of the modern age. From flappers to women in mini-skirts,
from moral panic about female cyclists to moral panic about teenage sexu-
ality, from images of inverts to images of people with AIDS, hopes, anxi-
eties and fantasies about sex have informed cultural attitudes towards the
pleasures and dangers of modern life. Indeed, sex has often been identi-
fied as a distinctively modern problem by those harbouring nostalgic fan-
tasies of an earlier, more innocent era. Yet paradoxically, sex has also
been seen as a primitive, atavistic need, fundamentally at odds with the
necessary constraints and deferred gratifications of modernity. This view
was to receive powerful support from Freud’s conception of an eternal,
tragic struggle between our innermost drives and the requirements of civi-
lization, between the opposed demands of the pleasure principle and the
reality principle. Thus while sexual desires could be unnaturally stimu-
lated by such modern inventions as the cinema, or new forms of transpor-
tation, or the dangerous proximity of bodies in modern cities, sexuality
itself was deemed ahistorical and asocial, an archaic impulse welling up
from the dark realms of the unconscious.

For Foucault, however, this way of thinking about sex is itself distinc-
tively modern. The Freudian view of sex was to be understood not as an
explanation but rather as a symptom, yet another example of modern
society’s preoccupation with the sexual and its compulsive creation of
discourses about sex. Viewed in this light, Freud’s status as a pioneering
genius in the field of psychoanalysis suffered a significant setback. Rather
than the founding father of a radical new field, Freud became simply one
more contributor, albeit a highly influential one, to a long history of scien-
tific discourses about sex that had begun with the sexologists. It was they,
in fact, who had coined many of the analytical terms — homosexuality,
heterosexuality, sadism, masochism — still in use today. Nineteenth-cen-
tury theories of bodies, emotions and desires came to acquire new impor-
tance in understanding modernity’s preoccupation with the sexual.

Foucault’s history of the rise of sexual science, however, is intention-
ally a history without agents. New discourses of sexuality emerged in
nineteenth-century Europe, creating such types as the hysterical woman,
the masturbating child, the homosexual and the Malthusian couple. In
turn, we are led to believe, new identities were created by these discourses;
individuals recognized themselves in the impersonal, medical descriptions
of the sexologists and took on these sexual identities as their own. What is
missing from Foucault’s version is any substantive account of the messy
and complicated interaction, conflict and negotiation between the dis-
courses of sexual science, other aspects of nineteenth-century culture and
the experiential realities of human subjects. How influential or marginal a
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field was sexology and how much power did sexologists wield? Did they
simply impose forms of sexual classification on their patients, or were
their findings significantly altered by their interactions with these patients?
How much impact did the often inaccessible works of sexology actually
have on popular attitudes to sex in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries? To what extent were the findings of sexology accepted or re-
jected in other areas such as art, journalism or the law?

These and other questions are taken up in the chapters that follow,
which contribute to the current debate on sexology a much-needed den-
sity of historical and cultural detail. This historical richness in turn mili-
tates against any hasty conclusions about the social and political meanings
of sexology, which could be used to support a variety of different social
and ideological agendas. It is surely as unwise to reduce sexology to a
repressive disciplinary apparatus for the administration of psyches as it is
to underwrite the self-description of sexologists as heroic pioneers aiding
the cause of human progress. While the nineteenth century has often been
targeted by scholars eager to show their radical credentials by engaging in
generalized denunciations of a repressive Western modernity (in turn
counterposed to a supposedly more enlightened postmodernism), there is
a growing sense of the profound complexities and internal contradictions
within the modern era. Undoubtedly, the power and privilege accorded to
ideas such as science, reason and progress shaped the parameters of what
could be thought at given historical moments, but the interpretation and
use of such ideas followed varied and sometimes surprising paths. No-
where is this more evident than in the field of sexology and its reception.

Thus the focus of the present volume is not simply the work of famous
sexologists but the cultural context and impact of such work. The distinc-
tion is important: ideas are not transmitted smoothly and seamlessly from
the printed page to the social domain, but are often profoundly altered in
the process. As Roy Porter and Lesley Hall note, ‘the relationship be-
tween sexual advice literature and the uses made of it is not self-evident
but requires to be historically reconstructed’.? Several chapters in this vol-
ume engage in such processes of reconstruction. Lucy Bland and Laura
Doan, for example, examine the recourse to sexological ideas about lesbi-
anism in the dual contexts of parliamentary legal debate and a famous
libel trial. Judy Greenway considers the reception of Otto Weininger in
England, as exemplified in the contradictory responses to his notorious
Sex and Character. And Chris Waters looks at the uses of sexology in
criminological and psychiatric discourses and institutions in interwar Brit-
ain. The rationale underlying this volume’s British focus brings a much-
needed specificity to the discussion of the cultural impact of sexology; a
science whose prestige and influence varied markedly in different coun-
tries.
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While Sexology in Culture concentrates on a particular historical pe-
riod (1890-1940) and national context, it includes a broad range of ana-
lytical perspectives. Readers will find examples of most of the approaches
associated with the current renaissance of interest in sexology. The most
visible of these include feminist and gay and lesbian scholarship, but there
is also exciting work being done on the racial dimensions of sexology and
on its relevance to contemporary debates about transsexuality and
transgenderism. It may be helpful, then, to present a brief overview of the
central issues addressed in this recent research.

The rediscovery of sexology is largely due to the emergence of the gay
rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s and a growing interest in con-
structing a history and tradition of same-sex desire. The late nineteenth
century was clearly a crucial period in the creation of a homosexual iden-
tity, as the legal and medical discourses of the period sought to redefine the
homosexual as a distinctive kind of person. Sexuality was no longer simply
a question of particular acts, but was expressed in appearance, personality
and even bodily structure. Sexologists such as Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Krafft-
Ebing and Ellis were to play an important role in developing new concep-
tions of same-sex desire. The vocabulary of morality and religion ceded
ground to the discourse of science; homosexuality was redefined as an in-
born condition, a medical aberration rather than a form of sin.?

The social and political ramifications of the medical model of homo-
sexuality were varied; while it could encourage a pathologization of same-
sex desire, it was also used to justify pleas for greater social tolerance
towards ‘inverts’ and campaigns for legal reform. Ellis, furthermore, dif-
fered from many of his European counterparts in explicitly rejecting the
vocabulary of degeneration, insisting that homosexuality should be seen
as a harmless physiological variation rather than a neuropathic taint. Sexual
Inversion sought to normalize male homosexuality by rendering it accept-
able to a wider audience, downplaying its association with effeminacy
and anxiously stressing the rarity of anal intercourse as a sexual practice.
In his detailed analysis of this work and its collaborative origins, Joseph
Bristow’s chapter explores the tensions between John Addington Symonds’s
historical and cultural approach to homosexuality and Ellis’s own em-
phasis on the primacy of heredity and biology.

Of course, the same political and cultural movements that inspired a
resurgence of interest in sexology have also brought into being a very
different sexual politics. The whole project of normalizing homosexuality
has been called into question by several waves of gay, lesbian and queer
theory. The case against liberal toleration is perhaps most vehemently
made by Leo Bersani in his account of the transgressive, profoundly anti-
social implications of male same-sex desire. Furthermore, the sexological
belief that heterosexuality is the unproblematic biological norm against
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which deviations are to be measured has been called into question by
recent accounts of heterosexuality as a historical and cultural invention.*

In this regard, some gay theorists have found in the work of Freud a
potentially more radical theory of sexuality, as embodied in the idea of
polymorphous perversity and Freud’s recognition of the social factors shap-
ing the development of human sexuality. Yet, as Chris Waters suggests in
this volume, the popular dissemination of Freudian ideas was not neces-
sarily beneficial; against sexology’s insistence on the innateness of inver-
sion, Freudianism encouraged a view of the homosexual as a victim of
arrested development and hence as potentially amenable to treatment.
Suzanne Raitt also compares the legacy of Freud and the sexologists at
the former’s expense. In spite of their risqué reputations, writers such as
Ellis and Edward Carpenter emphasized love rather than sex in their de-
scriptions of inversion, presenting an often idealized account of the power
of the emotions. By contrast, Freudian theory was to pave the way for a
much more reductive account of romantic love as little more than a quasi-
pathological symptom.

Feminist responses to sexology have been shaped by feminism’s more
general critique of male-defined forms of sexuality and the policing of
women’s bodies and psyches by male medical experts. Questioning the
view that discourses of sexual freedom necessarily serve women’s inter-
ests, female scholars have pointed to the dubious and often misogynistic
portrayals of female sexuality in the work of male sexologists. This work
in turn fed into a larger nineteenth-century field of ‘sexual science’ prem-
ised upon evolutionary arguments about women’s distinctive and inferior
biological nature, their sexual passivity and the inescapability of their
maternal destiny. Thus the birth of sexology has been identified by schol-
ars such as Sheila Jeffreys as part of the backlash against women’s grow-
ing autonomy and independence, as exemplified in suffragette campaigns
for social and sexual purity.’

Lesbian scholars, in particular, have noted the detrimental influence of
sexology on attitudes to female same-sex love. Whereas intimacy between
women was long held to be a natural expression of female friendship,
sexology encouraged a new perception of such relations as morbid and
perverse. As lesbianism had never been declared illegal in England, there
was no legal advantage for women in the new stress on congenital abnor-
mality. Female sexual pathology, moreover, was almost invariably linked
to gender pathology. While Ellis challenged the stereotype of the effemi-
nate homosexual, he concurred with other sexologists in portraying the
lesbian as a gruff, often grotesque, mannish figure. Yet this image of the
mannish lesbian was also to take on new resonances in the 1920s and
1930s, as it was appropriated and redeployed by women to express their
own discomfort with conventional sexual categories.®
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Recent feminist research has further complicated the politics of sexol-
ogy. Without denying sexology’s male-dominated structure, scholars note
that figures such as Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter held relatively
progressive views on women’s rights and that sexologists were often mar-
ginal figures rather than representatives of an all-powerful medical estab-
lishment. Questioning the claim that the interests of suffragettes and
sexologists were invariably in conflict, they have examined the various
social and political interrelations between these two groups. ‘All kinds of
feminists in this period,’ notes Lucy Bland, ‘including those highly critical
of male sexuality, drew on sexology. They did so selectively as part of
their own project: the exploration of what sex meant and could mean for
women and men.’” In this volume Lesley Hall provides one example of
such selective usage, showing how two well-known women, Marie Stopes
and Stella Browne, made different, by no means uncritical appropriations
of sexology to articulate what they considered to be women’s experiences
and concerns. Alison Oram describes an alternative tradition of radical
sexual theory associated with the feminist journal Urania, whose critiques
of gender duality and interest in cross-dressing uncannily foreshadow many
contemporary concerns.

Lesbian and gay scholars have frequently assumed that sexual inver-
sion, a key concept of sexology, is more or less synonymous with homo-
sexuality. References to masculine women and to female souls trapped in
male bodies have been read as stumbling if inaccurate attempts to talk
about same-sex desire at a time when desire was invariably interpreted
through the prism of gender, so that women who desired women were
presumed to be necessarily masculine and male homosexuals feminine.
Such an interpretation, Jay Prosser argues in this volume and in more
detail in his book Second Skins, is inaccurate and misleading. While the
sexological concept of the invert clearly included some types of homo-
sexuality, the term embraced a much wider range of transgender identifi-
cations, including clearly recognizable instances of a powerful and
ineradicable desire to ‘change sex’. The discourse of sexology was to play
an important historical role in the recognition of the transsexual subject
and the consequent development of medical and surgical aids to gender
reassignment. Against social constructionist views of gender as simply an
effect of discourse, Prosser’s account of transsexuality suggests that at
least some forms of gender identification may have a biological and mate-
rial dimension and a stubborn intractability that contemporary theory
has yet to acknowledge.®

Finally, there is growing interest amongst cultural critics in the complex
interactions between attitudes to gender and sexuality and the new im-
portance accorded to the influential if indeterminate notion of race in the
nineteenth century.” Several of the following chapters explore this issue by
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examining the connections between discourses of sexual pathology and
conceptions of race, nation and the primitive. Siobhan Somerville exam-
ines the relations between scientific discourses of race and emerging mod-
els of homosexuality in the fin de siécle. Both, she argues, drew upon
similar interpretative techniques, seeking to transform the body into a
legible text by isolating and classifying physiological markers of differ-
ence. Carolyn Burdett considers the ways in which the ostensibly empiri-
cal, rational discourse of sexual science, specifically eugenics, was
powerfully imbricated with a Romantic discourse of the nation indebted
to the tradition of German idealism. Finally, Jane Caplan’s investigation
of the history of the tattooed woman reveals the importance of concep-
tions of the primitive and exotic to the emerging disciplines of criminol-
ogy and sexual science.

Part of the fascination of sexology undoubtedly lies in its ambition to
provide a comprehensive classification of sexual behaviour. Inevitably, such
an attempt could hardly hope to succeed. ‘Subjects are never simply
coterminous with categories’, as Merl Storr reminds us in her investiga-
tion of sexology’s difficulty in coming to terms with what we would now
call bisexuality. Yet our own preoccupation with such investigative projects
has intensified rather than decreased, as ever more media attention is de-
voted to sexual surveys, sexual confessions and other documentary sources
of what people do, want to do, or refuse to do in bed. While the domain
once covered by sexology has now splintered into various, largely uncon-
nected fields — reproductive biology, psychoanalysis and psychotherapy,
manuals of sexual advice and sexual techniques — our culture still largely
endorses Havelock Ellis’s conviction that sex is ‘the central problem of
life’.'° Sexology in Culture provides an illuminating introduction to some
of the major historical sources of that view.
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