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Introduction 

These are the facts: throughout history human beings have had sex. Sexual culture did not, as Philip Larkin wrote, begin ‘in 1963’. It has always been a celebrated, needed, wanted and desired part of what it means to be human. Our ancestors have worried about sex, and attempted to regulate sex since the dawn of time. So much of our popular understanding of the role sex has played in our historic lives has been drawn from the records of those who have seen sex as a universal experience that must be controlled. Like it or not, we all exist within a sexual culture. It is both individual and shared, unique to ourselves and intrinsically influenced by our experiences with others. We are fed cultural messages surrounding sex first in the home, then school, from our friends and wider society. In the past, our disconnected communities attempted to self-regulate their cultural messages surrounding sex. As those communities expanded, the governance of sexual behaviour became as important to control as taxes, and so our legal and religious systems have always reflected our innate need to define, understand and regulate sex.

The study of our historic sexual culture has long been the dominion of scientists, sociologists and anthropologists, whose work requires order, statistics, boundaries and clinical analysis. When the founding father of sexology, Heinrich Kaan, published Psychopathia Sexualis in 1844, it was the first attempt by any scholar to study what might be considered normal or abnormal in human sexual behaviour. Kaan set out not only to produce a semblence of order to the wild and untamable landscape that is our sexuality, but to prove that sex occurs not only in the physicality of our bodies, but also in our minds. He argued that sexual identities are formed not only by our physical state, but also from our imagination. He was the first person to attempt to unpick that stunningly human aspect of sexual behaviour and identity – free will. To understand that who we love and how we desire is not biologically determined or binary. Since the late 1890s, scholarship on the subject has continued to be driven by the ideas and attitudes of the study of the mind. From Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s declaration that ‘woman … has but little sensual desire’ in 1886 to Freud’s examination of sexuality, the world of psychiatry and psychoanalysis has taken over our understanding of human sexual interaction. The emergence of the field of sexology – slowly from the mid-nineteenth century, to its explosive twentieth-century statisticians such as Marie Stopes, Alfred Kinsey, William Masters and Virginia Johnson – has given us a unique window into many aspects of human sexuality, but it has also pathologised us, and demanded we fit our sexuality into prescribed boxes, to be monitored and understood in the name of science and medicine. 

So what have we learned about sex from the sexologists? Masturbation has always gained a great deal of attention, with self-pleasure having been a target for both religious and secular authorities alike, long before the sexologists showed up. From the eighteenth-century horror of the sin of ‘onanism’ to the invention of Kellogg’s Cornflakes in the early twentieth century, many early sexologists attempted to expose the supposed dangers of this sexual act, legitimising their studies by conforming to long held sociological beliefs. But, if we step outside of the worlds of science and medicine, Church and State, and look at the reality of ordinary people’s sexual culture, we find a very different world to the one scientists and sexologists, Church or State, identified. This clash between private attitudes to sex, and public medical or governmental disapproval has been a constant battleground for the sexologists who have tried to reconcile the realities of private experience to the traditional doctrine of public morality. 

For many of those who attempted these early studies of sex, their own sexual lives guided and informed their studies. Fresh from the annulment of her marriage in 1914 – due to her husband’s inability to consummate their union – Marie Stopes kept a detailed table of her own feelings of sexual arousal when alone, which she titled ‘Tabulation of Symptoms of Sexual Excitement in Solitude’. Raging from a low libido when she is ‘fearfully tired and overworked’, to peaks in orgasmic activity during ‘tenderness in kissing’ or ‘a desire to be held tightly around the waist’, this simple document gives us a unique example of female sexual desire, at a time when our cultural history has traditionally believed sex was not something women actively engaged with. Our understanding of sexual relationships since the 1930s has been guided by these giants, yet as W.H. Auden wrote in his In Memory of Sigmund Freud, these voices have become ‘a whole climate of opinion, under whom we conduct our different lives’.1 Our cultural understanding of the sex act since the early twentieth century has been heavily reliant on the constructs of the late nineteenth century with its patholgising and fixation on deviance, and yet often devoid of the history of ordinary people. Historians compile data in much the same way as scientists and sexologists, but our conclusions leave room for one thing – the reality of humanity. It is wild and uncontrolled, it defies expectations. ‘Everyone was writing up their sexual experiences,’ recorded Anaïs Nin in 1941. ‘… Invented, overheard, researched from Krafft-Ebing and medical books. We had comical conversations. We told a story and the rest of us had to decide whether it was true or false. Or plausible … The homosexuals wrote as if they were women. The timid ones wrote about orgies. The frigid ones about frenzied fulfilment. The most poetic ones indulged in pure beastiality and the purest ones in perversions.’2

This book is an attempt to showcase a different view of our history. Because when you strip away the moral, religious and scientific approaches to sex, you are left with one thing: culture. And the history of our sexual culture tells a very different story to the one you might be expecting. Sex, as an experience, is indefinable, and as you will see, there is nothing new, or modern about the sexual culture we live in today. People have always loved the opposite sex. People have loved their own sex. They have loved both their own sex and the opposite sex, and those without a binary sexual definition. We have always recorded the existences of citizens who have felt their physical body – their genitals, their bodily organs – has forced them to appear as the wrong sex; and some people have felt they are more masculine or feminine, in contrary to what they are told should be their experience as a man or a woman, without the belief or feelings that their body is wrong, but simply that their nature is different. Today, this is something we define as ‘gender non-conforming’. 

Sexual culture, to me, means anything that encompasses a sexual act, idea, definition or portrayal. It is in the pamphlet wars between the seventeenth-century ‘She-Quacks’ of London, fighting for their right to sell cures for sexually transmitted diseases in the pages of the Old Bailey Proceedings; it is in the coded diaries of Anne Lister, lesbian and writer, in the early nineteenth century; it is in the dramatic love affair of Heloise and Abelard, and the protests of sex workers in the 1970s for recognition. This book is built on the public and private records of those who have lived and loved before us. It is an attempt to reset the narrative, to change the our cultural memory that portrays sex as something our ancestors were ashamed of, to show that in reality, sex has always been at the forefront of our lives.

Writing in the 1880s, the man previously identified as the Father of Sexology (given that he showed no imagination and borrowed Kaan’s title of Psychopathia Sexualis) Ricahrd von Krafft-Ebbing, declared, ‘Love must always have a sensual element, i.e. the desire to possess the beloved object, to be united with it and fulfil the laws of nature. But when merely the body of the person of the opposite sex is the object of love, when satisfaction of sensual pleasure is the sole object, without desire to possess the soul and enjoy mutual communion, love is not genuine.’3

Our history of our sexual culture has not been genuine. It has lacked the understanding that our ancestors gloried in sexual connection, and fought to celebrate sex against the doctrines of Church and State. And while this book is by no means a complete history of our sexual culture – that would be impossible – what it is, is an attempt to change your mind; to remove misconceptions and beliefs about the past that damage our understanding of sexual culture today. Understanding the lives of our ancestors, their passions and their desires, is a fundamental necessity to understanding the problems in our own sexual culture, and, perhaps, even finding a way to resolve them.
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