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In our Western civilization, attempts at a rational and systematic study of human sexual behavior date back at least to the ancient Greeks.  Indeed, physicians like Hippocrates and the philosophers Plato and Aristotle can be claimed as the legitimate forefathers of sex research, since they made extensive observations and offered the first elaborate theories regarding sexual responses and dysfunctions, reproduction and contraception, abortion, sex legislation, and sexual ethics.  In imperial Rome, Greek physicians like Soranus and Galen further advanced and systematized ancient sexual knowledge.  Their work, in turn, prompted later Islamic scholars to devote a great deal of attention to sexual questions. These studies, originally written in Arabic, were translated and introduced into medieval Europe.  Together with re-edited Greek and Roman manuscripts, they became standard texts at newly established medical schools and stimulated a rebirth of anatomical research in the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries.  The names of Fallopio (Fallopian tubes), de Graaf (Graafian follicles), Berthelsen (Bartholin's glands) and Cowper (Cowper's glands) recall, even today, the first flowering of modern anatomy and remain associated with the then newly discovered parts of human sexual anatomy.  The Age of Enlightenment ushered in a vigorous and increasingly secularized discussion of sexual ethics and produced the first programs of public and private sex education as well as new classifications and documentations of sexual behavior.  In the 19th century, new concerns about overpopulation, sexual psychopathy and degeneracy gave rise to the concept of "sexuality" and led to intensified efforts on many fronts to get a firmer intellectual grasp on a subject matter that rapidly seemed to grow ever more complex.  Biological, medical, historical, and anthropological research by von Baer, Darwin, Mendel, Kaan, Morel, Magnan, Charcot, Westphal, Burton, Morgan, Mantegazza, Westermarck, Krafft-Ebing, Schrenck-Notzing, and others, laid the foundations of sex research in the modern, more specific sense.  Finally, at the turn of the 20th century, the pioneering work of Havelock Ellis, Sigmund Freud, and Iwan Bloch established the investigation of sexual problems as a legitimate endeavor in its own right. 

The concept of a special scientific and scholarly effort devoted to the understanding of sex was first proposed by the Berlin dermatologist Iwan Bloch (1872-1922), who also coined the new term for it: Sexualwissenschaft.  The term was first translated as "sexual science," but this is somewhat misleading, since the German Wissenschaft comprises both the natural sciences and the humanities.  The translation as "sexology" is therefore preferable, because the Greek root logos, which is part of the word, traditionally refers to all powers of reason and therefore to any rational study, to organized knowledge of any kind.  Thus, the Latin-Greek hybrid "sexology" simply refers to the theoretical study of sex, just as the German original.  In this sense, Iwan Bloch may be rightfully called the father of sexology (or Sexualwissenschaft). 

The modern concept of sexology (i.e. the theoretical study of sex or scientia sexualis) is, of course, to be distinguished from the older concept of erotology (i.e. the practical study of lovemaking or ars amatoria).  Erotological writings like Vatsayana's Kama Sutra and other Hindu love manuals, indeed even recent Western counterparts like van de Velde's Ideal Marriage or Comfort's Joy of Sex want to guide the reader to subjective experiences.  They are, in a popular phrase, "how-to books."  Sexological writings, in contrast, want to convey objective insight.  In this general sense, therefore, the term "sexological" can also be applied retroactively to older Western literature, such as Hippocrates' On Semen or Schurig's Gynaecologia Historica-Medica. 

The purely theoretical study of sex had, several decades before Bloch, entered a new phase of concentration and specialization.  l9th-century medicine, elaborating a theme it inherited from the Age of Enlightenment, began to concern itself more and more with the bizarre, dangerous, and supposedly unhealthy aspects of sex.  As early as 1843, the Russian physician Heinrich Kaan, in his book Psychopathia Sexualis, offered a classification of sexual mental diseases, a method that was adapted, greatly expanded and refined over forty years later by von Krafft-Ebing in another book of the same title.  Indeed, this pre-sexological era of modern sex research was almost exclusively devoted to the study of people believed to be sick.  The sexual manifestations of their sickness were carefully listed and, as a rule, ascribed to degeneration. 

A broadening of this view could come only from outside medicine and biology as they were then understood.  Indeed, as the work of Iwan Bloch demonstrates, it eventually came from two hitherto neglected sources-history and anthropology.  Bloch, a man of enormous erudition, who spoke several languages and possessed a personal library of 40,000 volumes, knew from his readings that many supposedly pathological and degenerate sexual behaviors had always existed in many parts of the globe and among both "primitive" and civilized peoples.  Therefore, he gradually came to the conclusion that the medical view of sexual behavior was shortsighted and needed to be corrected by historical and anthropological research.  He began to see the "sexual psychopathies" as timeless and universal manifestations of the human condition and finally, in the first years of our century, attacked the notion of sexual degeneration in a seminal study. 

In his monumental study Das Sexualleben Unserer Zeit (The Sexual Life of our Time, 1907), Iwan Bloch offered this programmatic statement: 

The author of the present work...is...convinced that the purely medical consideration of the sexual life, although it must always constitute the nucleus of sexual science, is yet incapable of doing full justice to the many-sided relationships between the sexual and all the other provinces of human life. To do justice to the whole importance of love in the life of the individual and in that of society, and in relation to the evolution of human civilization, this particular branch of inquiry must be treated in its proper subordination as a part of the general "science of mankind," which is constituted by a union of all other sciences -- of general biology, anthropology and ethnology, philosophy and psychology, the history of literature, and the entire history of civilization.

Having thus mapped out the territory, Bloch proceeded to conquer it. His enormous erudition allowed him to continue: 

In so far as so comprehensive a mode of treatment is possible to one individual, the author has endeavored, in his investigation of the sexual life, to do justice to all these widely divergent points of view, in order to facilitate a comprehensive and objective consideration of all the relevant problems... Hitherto there has existed no single comprehensive treatise on the whole of the sexual life... The time is indeed fully ripe for an attempt to sift... the enormous mass of available material, and to present the result from a centralized standpoint.

This new, centralized standpoint was that of the sexologist, and it soon came to be shared by others. 

Bloch's new concept and his new term were eagerly embraced by admiring colleagues, and thus, only one year later in 1908, Magnus Hirschfeld was able to edit the first journal for sexology, the Zeitschrift Fur Sexualwissenschaft.  With this important publication, sexology was formally launched and quickly developed into a thriving academic endeavor. 

Sexology Since World War II

After the Second World War, sexology experienced a renaissance in America through the efforts of Alfred C. Kinsey.  His training and experience as a zoologist made him well suited for the task of taking a large-scale, strictly empirical survey of actual sexual behavior in the United States.  With their two monumental studies, the so-called Kinsey Reports (Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 1948, and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, 1953), Kinsey and his co-authors made a new, significant, and non-medical contribution to sex research.  Moreover, it could honestly be called sexological in the sense demanded by Bloch, because it was the result of interdisciplinary teamwork.  As Kinsey himself made clear in the "Historical Introduction" to the first volume: 

Throughout the nine years of study, many hours have been spent in consultation with specialists outside this staff, particularly in the following fields: Anatomy, animal behavior, anthropology, astronomy (statistical), biology, child development, criminal law, endocrinology, general physiology, genetics, gynecology, human physiology, institutional management, law enforcement, marriage counseling, medicine (various branches), military authorities, neurology, obstetrics, penology, psychiatry, psychoanalysis, psychology (general), psychology (clinical), psychology (experimental), public health, public opinion polls, sex education, social work, sociology, statistics, urology, venereal disease.

Kinsey further explained that he did not expect future sex research to remain restricted to this preliminary list.  He therefore offered a broad outline of a basic sexological library, which, in his opinion, had to cover at least all of the following fields: 

Biology, psychology, sociology, anthropology, medicine, marriage counseling, child development, personnel programs, public opinion surveying, radio programs, philosophy, ethics, religion, education, history, law, law enforcement, literature, arts, and erotica. 

As one can see, Kinsey's interests ranged wide, and indeed he succeeded in amassing a substantial library and collection along the lines he had indicated.  Unfortunately, with his untimely death in 1956, and with the loss of previous financial support, his ambitious research programs for the future had to be curtailed drastically.  Since then, The Kinsey Institute, under the directorship of Paul H. Gebhard (1956-1982) continued its work on a reduced scale.  Recently (1982), the directorship has been taken over by June M. Reinisch. 

In the last few decades scientific attention has again shifted to medical and physiological studies.  Mainly under the impact of two other pathbreaking books, Human Sexual Response (1966) and Human Sexual Inadequacy (1970) by William H. Masters and Virginia Johnson, researchers have concentrated on treating the sexual dysfunctions of the individual (or at most, the couple).  As a result, the social and historical dimensions of sex have largely been neglected. 

Thus, in the public mind, sexology is today often associated with "sex therapy," a medical, paramedical, or quasi-medical enterprise.  This perception is, of course, wrong about both sexology in general and sex therapy in particular.  After all, the latter is, to a large extent, no longer based on a medical model, but rather on various learning models of human behavior.  Consequently, many sex therapists are not members of the medical profession, and the people they treat are no longer called patients, but clients.  Nevertheless, there are still strong tendencies on the part of many therapists and researchers to borrow respectability from the medical establishment and to reintegrate sexology into medical schools as a specialty for physicians. 

However, its own historical development tells us that sexology, properly understood, cannot grow on this narrow basis.  The exploration and manipulation of physical and psychological responses is, at best, a sexological side issue.  The holy aura of "therapy" should not blind us to the dangers of uncritical, a-historical specialization.  

Indeed, we must realize that the academic dominance of a purely medical sexology would be a throwback to Victorian times, in spite of its increased technological sophistication.  We deceive ourselves if we expect significant progress in understanding human sexuality by putting our faith in the mindless collection of more "data" or in the refinement of therapeutic techniques.  Rather, the study of sex must first gain a critical consciousness of its own origin and historical role.  After all, "human sexuality" or "sexual behavior" and similar constructs which now figure as the "objects" of sexology, are not concrete, finite, and clear-cut entities that can be touched, weighed, or measured.  Instead, the are concepts which were developed in the course of a continuing larger historical process.  All the key words, phrases, expressions, and concepts of modern sexology were unknown to the classical writers of the past.  "Sexuality," "homosexuality," "sexual behavior," "sex drive," "sexual response," "sexual dysfunction," -- none of these terms can be found in the Bible, in Homer, Aristotle, Dante, Shakespeare, Voltaire, or Goethe.  Neither would the American Founding Fathers have understood them.  Indeed, even today the exact meaning of these concepts remains unclear to the extent that their historical origin remains unexamined.  This becomes immediately obvious when one looks for their definition in dictionaries, encyclopedias, or professional textbooks.  The current definitions are either tautological or carry a whole system of unquestioned, but unwarranted assumptions.  These assumptions, in turn, can be understood only on the basis of a historical analysis.  In short, the study of sex is, above all, a study of ideas, and, as it turns out, very often the study of foolish ideas.  Sexology is therefore mainly Ideologiekritik, or the critical examination of ideologies. 

Fortunately, there are some counter-forces which try to rectify the present sexological imbalance, and which seek to reconnect sexology with its long and honorable lost tradition.  An important and meaningful link to the past has been the reconvening of World Congresses of Sexology in Paris (1974), Montreal (1976), Rome (1978), Mexico City (1979), Jerusalem (1981), and Washington (1983).  These congresses have, once again, taken up the work originally started by Hirschfeld and Moll. 

Furthermore, several European universities (Prague, Hamburg, Frankfurt, and Leuven [Belgium]) now have departments of sexology, and in the United States there are a number of undergraduate and graduate Human Sexuality Programs.  In San Francisco, a sexological graduate school, The Institute for Advanced Study of Human Sexuality, even awards academic degrees specifically in sexology. 

Still, the goal envisioned by Ellis, Freud, Bloch, Hirschfeld, Moll, Marcuse and other sexological pioneers has not nearly been approached, much less reached everywhere.  As sex research advances, the variety of goals and methods in a multitude of disciplines itself creates a problem of correlation and evaluation.  The loss of perspective is therefore a constant threat.  In other words, Bloch's sexological "centralized standpoint" is more important than ever. 
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