
Writing Identity 
Sexologists, Authors and Lesbians in Britain and Germany in the Early 20th Century

What is Sexology?
o Sexology is a field that focuses on sexual science and created 

new categories for understanding sexuality. It began in the 
late nineteenth century and remained relevant until the mid-
twentieth century.

o Some sexologists, like the German Magnus Hirschfeld and the 
British Havelock Ellis, believed that non-normative sexuality 
was completely natural, and they pushed back against the 
theories that it was due to degeneration of the human species.

o Sexologists initially created categories like "invert" which 
denoted a person in the body of one gender whose internal self 
was that of the 'other' gender.

o This categorization evolved into a belief of potential 
intermediaries between the sexes, as seen in the photo above 
(Figure 1).

o Eventually, sexology shifted towards using the terms 
homosexual or lesbian and theorized that sexuality was not 
always tied to specific gender expression. Essentially, one 
could be lesbian and not be masculine presenting or feel like a 
man internally.

Literary Engagement

o Many elites and upper-middle class people in England and Germany 
read sexology texts, including authors such as Virginia Woolf, Vicki 
Baum, Radclyffe Hall and Anna Elisabet Weirauch.

o Anna Elisabet Weirauch wrote Der Skorpion (The Scorpion) in 1921, and the 
woman main character of the novel falls in love with a masculine 
woman (or invert) but she herself does not embrace that terminology, 
veering more towards the later sexological understandings of lesbianism.

o The author Radclyffe Hall and her long-term partner Una Troubridge 
were close contacts of the sexologist Havelock Ellis and read many of 
Magnus Hirschfeld's works.

o Radclyffe Hall wrote The Well of Loneliness in 1928 which is about a 
character who self identifies as an invert after she reads sexological 
books. The novel included a preface written by Havelock Ellis 
emphasizing its "psychological and sociological significance."

Identity Formation

o Der  Skorpion and The Well of Loneliness were each eventually 
published in both German and English.

o Both books were advertised in magazines like  Die Freundin 
(Girlfriend), which catered to a lesbian audience. Some 
magazines  featured  stories of women who found their 
sexual identity and community  through reading the novels.

o Una Troubridge, the partner of the author of The Well of 
Loneliness recorded in her letters that she and Hall received 
"literally thousands of letters" from people who felt the book 
allowed them to understand themselves better. These 
letters are in the UVic Special Collections and have not been 
published on extensively.

o One woman claimed that reading Der Skorpion was "a 
revelation" because she saw herself in the lesbian protagonist.

o Through reading these books many non-elite women  were 
able to access sexological ideas and claim identity for 
themselves. Those claims supported the formation of a 
distinct lesbian subculture and identity which extended 
across national borders.
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Overview
This research explores the extent to which early twentieth century sexology and 
popular literature informed lesbian identity in Germany and Britain. It also 
explores the ways in which these ideas and books functioned transnationally: how 
they  extended beyond borders to create a shared conception of lesbian identity. By 
examining works of sexology, two novels, and the popular reception of those novels 
through magazines and letters, this research has revealed the way women in Britain 
and Germany connected to categories of sexuality and to each other, forming an 
identity that continues to resonate today.
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Figure 1. Wall displaying Hirschfeld's Theory of 
Sexual Intermediaries in his Berlin Institute

Figure 2. The Sexologist 
Havelock Ellis

Figure 3. Cover of 
Der Skorpion

Figure 4. Hall (right) and 
Troubridge (left), 1923

Figure 5.  Una Troubridge 1928 
diary with notes on Hirschfeld

Figure  6. 1929 German Magazine 
that advertised Der Skorpion and The Well

Figure 7. Una Troubridge  1958 letter 
recalling fan-mail for The Well
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