
Is the emergence of modern sexuality a global phenomenon? Sexology and 
Translation examines the shape and shaping of sexual ideas and related sci-
entific practices and cultural representations in parts of Europe, Asia, the 

Middle East, and South America between the late nineteenth century and 
the period leading up to World War II. It brings together historians, literary 
and cultural critics, and translation scholars who explore how the textual 
and real encounters between an international band of writers, reformers, 
and medical doctors shaped ideas about “sex” across the modern world. The 
studies gathered here present original research and fresh conceptual insights 
on the intersections between sexuality and modernity in a range of disciplin-
ary, cultural, and (trans)national contexts. They focus on the translations 
and mistranslations that occurred when bodies and desires were conceptual-
ized in terms of “sex” and uncover hitherto unexplored avenues of exchange 
between different contexts and the key figures that shaped sexual debates 
during the inaugural period of the sexual science, 1880–1930s. While some 
of the chapters reconsider the more familiar European archives of sexology 
to reveal their affective development and debts to a wide range of cultural 
and scientific debates, others explore the development of modern sex re-
search and related cultural and political debates in Russia, China, Japan, 
Egypt, Palestine, and Peru. Individually, these studies present new knowl-
edge about the development of different national and transnational sexolo-
gies and their relationship to each other. Together they provide an important 
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corrective to the pervasive idea that sexuality is a “Western” construct that 
was transmitted around the world.

The collection shows that attention to translation—understood in the 
broadest sense as the dynamic process by which ideas are produced and 
transmitted—offers compelling new insights into how sexual ideas were 
formed in different contexts via a complex process of cultural negotiation. 
The Introduction draws out key findings that emerged out of the dialogue 
between scholars whose chapters examine the development of sexual sci-
ences and discourses across the modern world. It contextualizes the research 
presented in the collection in relation to recent debates about the shape and 
methods of the history of sexuality and in so doing also addresses head-on 
some of the challenges that occur when distinct linguistic, disciplinary, and 
cultural contexts are brought into critical dialogue. Sexology and Translation 
extends understanding of how the intersections between national and trans-
national contexts, as well as the relationship between science and culture 
and discourse and experience, shaped modern sexuality. It substantively 
and theoretically reshapes existing scholarship on the histories of sexuality 
and modernity by demonstrating that the concept of “sexuality” was forged 
across the modern world at the intersections between science and culture via 
an intricate, and sometimes surprising, web of influences, disavowals, and 
allegiances that turned erotic desires, sexual acts, intimate relationships, and 
queer bodies into the contested markers of modernity.

Sexology (Re)Defined

One of the defining questions in critical studies of the formation of modern 
sexuality is what name to give the discursive, cultural, political, and medico-
forensic fields in which sexuality gained shape. This collection uses the term 
“sexology” to describe the formation of a sustained, if not always systematic, 
scientific field of inquiry that emerged in the late nineteenth century and was 
dedicated to studying, theorizing, and sometimes “treating” sexual desires and 
bodies. But the term is also used here and elsewhere, often interchangeably, 
alongside other expressions such as “sexual science” and its Latin equivalent, 
scientia sexualis, as well as “sex research” and “sexual theory.”1 The multiplica-
tion of descriptors, which can also be found within the chapters in this collec-
tion, reflects the fact that the emergence of the modern subject of sex is defined 
by fluid boundaries that frequently blur the distinctions between science and 
culture. Recent research has emphasized this point. In contrast to early studies 
of sexology that focused specifically on its medico-scientific and political con-
texts, a growing body of scholarship is exploring the literary and subcultural 
dimensions of modern sexuality formation to show that “sexology” is as much 
a product of culture as it is a strictly medico-forensic praxis.2
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While the history of sexology can no longer be called an emerging 
field—scholars have, after all, been excavating since at least the 1980s how 
sexuality was constructed, regulated, and lived in the past—it is fair to say 
that our understanding of it has been shaped by American and a selection 
of European perspectives.3 By “us” I here mean primarily critics publishing 
in English and located in Anglo-American universities, although scholars 
based in others regions, especially perhaps in central Europe and Australia, 
have also made significant contributions to the field that has become known 
as the history of sexuality. Broadly speaking, it is fair to say that initially at 
least the history and historiography of sexology focused almost exclusively 
on (central) European and North American contexts.4 The scholarly “redis-
covery of sexology” in these regions, as Rita Felski has noted, “is largely due 
to the emergence of the gay rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s and a 
growing interest in constructing a history and tradition of same-sex desire.”5 
It owes significant intellectual debts to the work of the French philosopher 
Michel Foucault. Foucault, whose three-part series of studies on The History 
of Sexuality, including La volonté de savoir (The Will to Knowledge, 1976), 
L’usage des plaisirs (The Use of Pleasure, 1984), and Le souci de soi (The Care 
of the Self, 1984), made sexuality central to the way in which the construc-
tions of self and its location in modernity are understood.6 Concerned with 
the relationship between power, discourse, and the subject, Foucault argued 
that the formation of a scientia sexualis in the late nineteenth century and the 
related emergence of a new vocabulary of sex (words such as “homosexual-
ity” and “fetishism” were coined at the time) marks a distinct moment in the 
shaping of Western modernity, signaling a shift from religion to science and 
producing a modern sexual subject that is classified according to its desires 
and bodily acts. Rejecting grand narratives about linear progress, Foucault 
developed instead methods of historical research that are concerned with the 
excavation of “hidden” meanings and power structures (a method he called 
“archeology”) and the deconstruction of how ideas and norms have come to 
be established over time (what he called “genealogy”).

These methods have become hugely influential, including in studies that 
address the critical absences in Foucault’s work such as his silence on issues 
of gender and race or his disregard of feelings, experience, and lived real-
ity in historical analysis.7 Only relatively recently, however, have critics also 
confronted what is arguably one of the most problematic yet pervasive fea-
tures of Foucault’s work: the distinction between a predominantly “Eastern” 
(or obsolete Roman) “ars erotica” and the “scientia sexualis” that according 
to Foucault characterizes “Western” modernity.8 Critics such as Naoki Sakai 
have pointed out that in Foucault’s work, “the notion of Western culture 
or its unity is never under suspicion,” noting that his construction of an 
Eastern versus Western sexual binary encourages reductive, and often ste-
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reotypical, perspectives in cultural and historical research.9 Yet what is still 
missing from the growing body of scholarship on the histories of sexuality 
in different parts of the world is a deeper understanding of the compara-
tive, transnational, or global dimensions of modern sexology. Sexology and 
Translation addresses this gap. The studies gathered here track the emer-
gence of sexual discourses and disciplines in different parts of the world, 
1880–1930, expanding the definitions of sexology to include a wide range of 
cultural, scientific, and political phenomena to show that sexuality became 
a defining feature of global modernity.

Sexology across the Modern World: A Global History?

The geopolitical frameworks of modern sexuality are contested. Initially at 
least, histories of sexuality and modernity have tended to be framed specifi-
cally in relation to colonialism, reflecting the fact that both the discipline 
of sexology and the modern concept of sexuality emerged at that moment 
in the late nineteenth century when European colonialism violently ex-
panded in Africa, Asia, and South America. This scholarship has shown 
that in Europe, as Ann Laura Stoler has noted, “the discursive and practical 
field in which nineteenth-century bourgeois sexuality emerged was situated 
on an imperial landscape where the cultural accoutrements of bourgeois 
distinction were partially shaped through contrasts forged in the politics 
and language of race.”10 The work of Stoler and other postcolonial histori-
ans has importantly turned attention to the implication of sexual discourses 
in colonialism to reveal both the racialized constructions of sexuality in 
Europe and the fact that, as Edward Said has influentially noted, a reduc-
tive sexualized deployment of the “Orient” underpins the very construction 
of “Western” civilization itself.11 More recently, postcolonial scholars have 
scrutinized the problematic legacies of colonial conceptions of sexuality and 
their reemergence in contemporary political discourse. Jasbir Puar, for in-
stance, has argued that in the twenty-first century sexual rights discourse 
has become part of the rhetorical arsenal by which certain states declare 
their own modernity and justify attacks on, and the oppression of, other 
peoples and territories.12 At the same time, historians of sexuality have also 
begun to scrutinize the geopolitical frame of debate by turning attention to 
the histories of modern sexuality in different parts of the world including 
India, the country sometimes considered “the birthplace of sexology.”13 A 
new project led by Veronika Fuechtner and Douglas Haynes, for example, 
specifically explores the limits and possibilities of studying a “global history 
of sexuality 1880–1950,” while the proliferating scholarship on the histories 
of sexuality in Asia, Africa, and South America continues to decenter the 
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focus on Europe and North America, which dominated the history and his-
toriography of sexuality in the twentieth century.14

How to discuss sexology in and across different cultural and geopoliti-
cal contexts without either essentializing or overemphasizing differences, 
and without perpetuating racist stereotypes and reductive ideas about the 
outward flow of ideas from a colonial center to its peripheries, remains one 
of the most important questions in debates about sexuality. This line of ques-
tioning is often pursued under the mantle of transnational studies, a concept 
that frames the intersections between gender, sexuality, race, and class in 
a broader global context by emphasizing that the exigencies of capitalism, 
rather than national boundaries, shape the conditions of human existence. 
Elizabeth Povinelli and George Chauncey Jr., writing in the late 1990s about 
what has become known as the “transnational turn” in sexuality studies, 
have defined the concept in terms of critical attention to “the dense, varie-
gated traffic in cultural representations, people, and capital [that] increas-
ingly characterizes the social life of people around the world.”15 Where much 
of the early focus on the transnational was on North American contexts—
a focus that led Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan to observe that while 
“the term transnational can address the asymmetries of the globalization  
process  . . . it has already become so ubiquitous in cultural, literary and 
critical studies that much of its political valence seems to have become 
evacuated”—a recent explosion of scholarship on sexual subcultures and 
the histories of sexuality in Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Caribbean has 
complicated understanding of the transnational frameworks and the inter-
sections between sexuality and modernity in different parts of the world.16 
Recent studies of sexology in Europe and North America have explored 
the complex circuits of exchange by which sexual ideas and politics were 
formed in these contexts.17 New scholarship on the less frequently discussed 
regions of Europe as well as parts of Africa, Asia, and South America in turn 
has excavated diverse histories of sexuality in these regions of the world.18 
Together, these histories offer rich insights into culturally specific histories 
of sexuality and the synchronic emergence of modern sexuality within dif-
ferent national contexts.

Sexology and Translation builds on and expands this research by ex-
ploring how encounters between science and culture, and discourse and 
experience, shaped the emergence of modern sexual discourses and identi-
ties in Austria, China, Egypt, England, France, Germany, Japan, Palestine, 
Peru, and Russia. The collection deliberately uses the formulation across the 
modern world—in place of, say, transnational or global history—to define 
its scope. This is not to deny the usefulness of either of these perspectives 
but to emphasize that how we approach sexuality shapes our understanding 
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of the intersections between local and global contingencies. The studies of 
the emergence of modern sexual discourses in a range of cultural contexts 
gathered here scrutinize the shapes and shaping of modern sexology from 
a range of angles. Some chapters explore how a cross-national flow of ideas 
and people shaped the traditional European centers of sexological research, 
while a chapter on Russia tracks the contested boundaries of Europe and 
their impact on sexological exchange. A cluster of studies on the histories of 
sexology in the Middle East, China, Japan, and Peru in turn examines the 
formation of modern sexual debates on the intersections between indigenous 
and transnational knowledges, thus making clear that the scientia sexualis 
was not only, as Foucault would have it, a Western phenomenon. By bringing 
together studies that track the connections and similarities between sexual-
ity discourses in different cultural and national contexts, the collection pays 
attention to how ideas moved in and across different parts of the globe and 
intersected with culturally specific concerns along the way. It thus addresses 
debates about the national, transnational, and global histories of sexology 
even as it conceptualizes the emergence of a scientia sexualis in terms of 
dynamic movements that demonstrate that there are structural similarities 
in the way “sex” came to be spoken about across different parts of the world 
between the 1880s and the 1930s, a transformative period in history.

Describing this research as history that looks across the modern world 
aligns the collection with the concerns of queer studies. For the word 
“across”—which can be defined in terms such as “not straight,” “askance,” “at 
odds”—resonates with the “traversing” and “twisting” that, in Eve Kosofsky 
Sedgwick’s famous observations, describes the meaning of “queer.”19 Yet the 
collection deliberately uses the expression “across” in place of the critically 
charged “queer” to indicate that while some of the chapters directly engage 
with concepts or methods associated with queer theory (both Chiang and 
Cryle, for instance, trace genealogies, while Bauer considers the affective 
shaping of sexology), all the studies included here move in critical directions 
that run against established narratives about the formations of a sexual sci-
ence and its scope.20 They look in different directions, glancing sideways, 
backward, and ahead as they explore the emergence of modern sexology and 
sexuality discourses.

Translation: A Critical Framework  
for the History of Sexuality

Translation provides a useful framework for discussing the emergence of 
sexual science and discourses in different parts of the world, including in 
terms of distinct cultural histories and their points of contact. Extending 
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Walter Benjamin’s influential conceptualization of translation as the subject 
of cultural contingency, scholars have used the concept specifically to ad-
dress issues of power, subjectivity, and cultural politics.21 Susan Bassnett, in 
the most recent edition of her influential Translation Studies, sums up key 
points of debate when she writes that “the movement of peoples around the 
globe can be seen to mirror the very process of translation itself, for transla-
tion is not just the transfer of texts from one language into another, it is now 
rightly seen as a process of negotiation between texts and between cultures, 
a process during which all kinds of transactions take place mediated by the 
translator.”22 Bassnett’s emphasis on negotiation, transaction, and the role 
of the translator draws together the insights gained by postcolonial critiques 
that have turned to translation to conceptualize the unequal distribution of 
power and its relationship to subjectivity and identity formation, and the 
findings of literary and cultural scholars who have argued that translation 
and translators play a central but often overlooked role in cultural produc-
tion.23 That translation also lends itself specifically to research on the history 
of sexuality is suggested by Naoki Sakai and Jon Solomon’s argument that 
the violent institution of modernity can be understood in terms of a “biopol-
itics of translation.”24 They make the case for a “politically-informed discus-
sion about the production of both social relations and humanistic knowledge 
[especially] in the context of anthropological difference inherited from colo-
nialism,” a discussion that challenges Foucault’s Occidentalism and replaces 
it with a more nuanced understanding of the racialized processes by which 
bodies entered modernity.25

The collection expands the debates about translation to ask new ques-
tions about how bodies and desires came to be apprehended and politicized 
around the turn of the last century. How were sexual ideas formed? In what 
ways did national and transnational concerns shape the emergence of sexol-
ogy in different parts of the modern world? How were the new sexual dis-
courses received? Addressing these questions from a translation perspective 
reflects the historical context in which sexuality emerged. At the moment in 
time when debates about sexuality took hold in scientific, legal, political and 
cultural spheres, many of the experts and lay women and men involved in 
these debates could read more than one language, which enabled the rapid 
transmission and development of sexual writings. Works such as Richard 
von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, for instance, which was a key text 
in the emergence of European medico-forensic sexology, quickly gained in-
fluence in different cultural contexts despite the fact that it took half a dozen 
years before the German text was translated, first into English and soon into 
other languages including Japanese, Dutch, French, Russian, Hungarian, and 
Italian.26 Krafft-Ebing published the first German edition in 1886, revising 
and enlarging it in a total of twelve editions published during his lifetime. 
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It was the tenth German edition that was first translated into English and 
published in the United States; a British edition soon followed that differed 
from the American translation in a number of ways, suggesting that it was 
Anglicized for the British market.27 A number of contributors to this collec-
tion engage with different editions and translations of Psychopathia Sexualis 
and other sexological works. Sometimes they explicitly show that an under-
standing of publication history can offer substantive insights into the history 
of sexuality, while at other times the choice of edition reflects the current 
availabilities of texts. The individual chapters furthermore make clear that 
issues of language, as well as publication history, significantly shaped the 
field as both multilingualism and translation between languages was crucial 
in the development of modern sex research. The linguistic boundaries of 
sexology reflect the ties of modern sexuality to the unequal cultural poli-
tics of colonialism, as in some countries such as Peru the language of the 
colonizer became the language of modern sexuality. But they also indicate 
that sexuality was implicated in complex ways in the political and economic 
transformations of modernity, which enabled cross-cultural collaborations 
and the exchange of knowledges and ideas even as they also reinforced the 
inequalities put in place by colonialism.

While translation thus serves as a framework for analyzing how sexual-
ity traveled across linguistic boundaries, and the politics of this process, it 
can also help to conceptualize the construction of sexual desires and bod-
ies. Many of the studies included here explore specifically how observations 
of the body and its desires were translated into new knowledge formations 
and disciplinary practices. This research addresses one of the fundamental 
questions in the modern history of sexuality: why sexuality? Or, to phrase 
this differently, they consider afresh why erotic desires and sexual acts have 
gained such a prominent role in modern debates about politics, science, 
and individual and collective subject formations. Here attention to transla-
tion extends the focus of analysis beyond same-sex issues and the medico- 
forensic literatures that have become so central to the history and histori-
ography of sexuality. Instead the chapters gathered in the collection explore 
a range of contexts in which sex was discussed. They reveal, for instance, 
that existing conceptions of intimacy such as “love” were transformed at 
the same time as sexual “perversions” entered the modern imagination. By 
focusing on the productive exchange between science, literature, and other 
cultural formations, this research furthermore makes clear that the sexual 
body was a highly problematic construct from the outset, concerned with 
a perceived sexual lack as well as excess, and with heterosexual as well as 
same-sex acts and desires. The collection thus broadens understanding of 
sexology to reveal that the conception of sexuality was tied in complex ways 
to norms about the modern human.
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The diverse critical approaches to sexology and translation gathered here 
share a concern with movement. Looking across the modern world, they 
describe the processes of travel, transfer, transmission, and transformation 
that shape the formation of ideas, knowledges, and disciplinary formations 
and their dissemination and reception. This research challenges critics who 
have argued that bringing together such a proliferation of concepts and 
metaphors under the umbrella term “translation” reductively smooths over 
vital distinctions that exist between them. Instead it shows that translation 
provides a framework for critical debates that would otherwise run along-
side each other. Doris Bachmann-Medick in her assessment of the “trans-
lational turn”—or the use of translation as an analytical concept across the 
humanities—has argued that the critical potential of translation lies in its 
ability to move “right across the disciplines as a new means of knowledge 
and a methodologically reflected analytical category.”28 The collection fol-
lows in her vein, making translation its focal point to bring together re-
search that is methodologically and substantively wide-ranging. The project 
is prompted by the realization that while interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary, 
and cross-disciplinary approaches are feted in contemporary research in the 
humanities and social science, the dialogue between disciplines and fields 
of research is often fraught with the challenges of negotiating disciplinary 
conventions and following one-way trajectories that apply insights gained 
within one academic field to the study of another.

Sexology and Translation thus models a fostering of critical dialogue 
across literary and cultural studies, history, languages, and translation stud-
ies. Approaching the history of sexology from a translation perspective al-
lows the contributors to maintain their disciplinary frameworks but also to 
develop comparative, transnational, and global perspectives. What emerges 
is less a single picture than a rough-edged mosaic of sexual modernity across 
the globe.

Navigating Sexology

The collection brings together studies of modern sexuality in Arabic-, 
Chinese-, English-, French-, German-, Hebrew-, Japanese-, Russian-, and 
Spanish-speaking contexts. They explore a wide range of sexual discourses, 
disciplines, and lives, employing approaches as diverse as Peter Cryle’s close 
intellectual history of the concept of frigidity and Liat Kozma’s social his-
tory of sex research in Egypt and Palestine. Some studies engage in the close 
reading of literary texts (such as Birgit Lang’s study of Sacher-Masoch’s 
novels; Jennifer Fraser’s reading of Peruvian feminist fiction; and James 
Wilper’s analysis of The Intersexes), while others explore sexual subcultures 
(Katie Sutton’s work on the “third sex”; Heike Bauer’s analysis of suicide and  
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homosexual community) or the shaping of sexual science and discourses in 
Britain (as examined by Kate Fisher and Jana Funke), China (the chapters 
by Howard Chiang and Leon Rocha), Japan (analyzed by Michiko Suzuki), 
and Russia (the focus of Brian Baer’s chapter). There are many other ways of 
grouping together this work and pointing out similarities and distinctions 
in approach, subject matter, and the conclusions drawn in these analyses of 
modern sexuality. For instance, given the focus of the collection, it might be 
productive to read the individual chapters in sections that reflect the differ-
ent intellectual and political traditions that have shaped the debates about 
translation as a critical tool—its debts to deconstruction, psychoanalysis, 
postcolonial theory, and linguistics—and that address key critical debates 
about translation: how to deconstruct the meanings and cultural contingen-
cies of texts and ideas (the focus of the studies by Chiang, Cryle, Lang, and 
Wilper); how to conceptualize the relationship between language and sub-
jectivity (explored by Bauer, Fraser, and Sutton); how to articulate the pro-
cesses of, and issues at stake in, cross-cultural encounters (examined here by 
Fisher and Funke, Kozma, Rocha, and Suzuki); and, finally, what the field of 
“translation studies” itself, concerned with the relationship between source 
texts and their translations, adds to historical research (the focus of Baer’s 
chapter). However, the collection is structured in three parts, which, while 
by no means seeking to close down other ways of navigating through the 
material, deliberately aim to draw out the contribution made by the collec-
tion to the history of sexuality.

The three closely connected parts that make up Sexology and Translation 
speak to key debates in the field. Their scope and rationale is explained in 
detail in the section introductions. Briefly, Part I, “Conceptualizations,” 
uses translation to explore key concepts in modern sexual discourse— 
frigidity, Darwinism, subjectivity, inversion—and considers what they can 
tell us about the intersections between scientific and literary culture in the 
shaping of modern sexuality. Part II, “Formations,” which pays particular 
attention to the global networks that shaped modern sexology, discusses 
the translations of sexual ideas and practices into “national” sexologies in 
England, Russia, Egypt, Palestine, and China. And the final Part III, “Dis/
Identifications,” examines how sexological ideas were received by individual 
women and men, who in turn translated them into new political, disciplin-
ary, and subcultural contexts. While there is clearly overlap between these 
sections, this structure nevertheless seeks to draw out the affinities as well 
as the distinctions and, sometimes, the contradictory findings of the diverse 
research gathered here.

Where earlier histories of sexology have focused specifically on same-sex 
histories, this collection finds a broader range of concerns relating to sexol-
ogy as it explores the relationship between science and culture and between 
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experts and “lay” people in the gendered development of modern sexual 
politics. Examining the range of experiences associated with sexuality and 
the political concerns that shape them, the chapters included here make clear 
that sexology was not just the business of men but that feminist activists and 
writers made a significant contribution to the emergence and populariza-
tion of sexual discourse—nowhere more so than in Peru, where, as Jennifer 
Fraser’s chapter shows, feminist fiction rather than science was the primary 
space for the development of sexual ideas. Together, these studies reveal that 
sexual debates were closely tied in to issues of national politics and modern 
state formation, but that a material and conceptual traffic in ideas and people 
equally influenced the development of both national sexologies and transna-
tional sexuality. Such an examination of the global translations of sexuality 
is thus much more than a project of tracing how certain ideas spread from 
a center to the margins. It is a way of asking new questions about the role 
of sexuality in shaping how the human came to be apprehended and politi-
cized around the turn of the century. Sexology and Translation demonstrates 
that sexology was forged out of complex intersections between scientific and 
 cultural debates across the modern world.
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