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Masturbation, excessive venery and psychoses: the history
of a theory in psychiatry
by Yasuo OKADA

In the pre-Restoration Japanese culture, sexual behavior had not been supressed as it had in
Western civilization. Although excessive venery was deemed harmful both to body and to mind, mas-
turbation was considered neither sinful, nor harmful. The “Ukiyo-e” pictures vividly depicted sexual
behavior and the sexual organs. After the Meiji Restoration, Western popular sexual science was intro-
duced, and many books on sexual science were published. These books were called “Zéokaki-mono”
(“Zokaki”—genital organs, “mono”-books). These taught people that masturbation was very harmful to
the body and especially, to the mind. It was said that with the appearance of the “Zokaki-mono”,
“Ukiyo-e” disappeared. These words well expressed the change in people’s attitudes toward sexual
behavior.

Textbooks on psychiatry also explained, after Western psychiatrists, the theory that masturbation
was a very important cause of mental and nervous disorders. But Japanese psychiatrists were not eager
to study the relationship between masturbation and mental disorders. The theory gradually lost its
power, and after the Second World War it was completely abandoned.
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