
c
a

m
il

l
e

 n
u

r
k

a

deviance, desire and  
the pursuit of perfection

Female 
Genital 

Cosmetic 
Surgery



Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery



Camille Nurka

Female Genital 
Cosmetic Surgery

Deviance, Desire and the Pursuit of Perfection



Camille Nurka
Mount Waverley
VIC, Australia

ISBN 978-3-319-96489-8  ISBN 978-3-319-96490-4 (eBook)
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4

Library of Congress Control Number: 2018950505

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s) 2019
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the 
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights 
of translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction 
on microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and 
retrieval, electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology 
now known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this 
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are 
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and 
information in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. 
Neither the publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, express or implied, 
with respect to the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have 
been made. The publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 
maps and institutional affiliations.

Cover design by Fatima Jamadar

This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature 
Switzerland AG 
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland



For Alison Jones and Joan Jones



vii

Acknowledgements

Never enough thanks go to Zora Simic—for everything—but especially 
her many years of friendship, deep and insightful critique, and intellec-
tual companionship. Her History of Sexuality subject, which I had the 
pleasure to teach, in many ways shaped this book. Zora, I could not have 
conceived, researched or written this book without you.

Jane ‘eugenics girl’ Carey for her dear friendship and fine work on 
eugenics, birth control, class and race, which has been absolutely indis-
pensable to the development of my thinking about female sexuality in 
this book.

Special thanks go to my friend and renegade feminist artist Margaret 
‘Mayhem’ Mayhew for her marvellous palimpsest ‘pornogami’ vulva 
cover artwork. I am deeply honoured that you said yes. Thank you to 
Palgrave designer Fatima Jamadar for designing the best cover an author 
could ask for.

Warm thanks to Christiane Kühling for her careful translations of 
Stratz, for checking my French translations, and helping me clarify the 
confusing and tortuous logic of eugenics theory. And a big thank you to 
Bettina Roesler for introducing us.

Victoria Reeve for her insightful and much-needed structural edit of 
Chapter 5 when my deadline was fast approaching.

Dirk Baltzly, who helped me out with investigating the Ancient Greek 
terms discussed in Chapter 2. Dirk, I hope I got the etymologies right.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_2


viii   ACKNoWLEDGEMENTS

The librarians at Monash University Rare Books Collection, who did a 
wonderful job scanning images of vulvas for me. Thank you, Daniel, Mia 
and Stephen.

My editors, Kyra Saniewski and Mary Al-Sayed, who kicked my butt 
into gear.

My cousin Bethany Jones, for caring as passionately about this topic 
as I do. I couldn’t have asked for a better or more exciting writing part-
nership in the Vulvatalk research project. Thanks also to the women who 
took part in the Vulvatalk project and spoke honestly to us about their 
genitals.

Maree Pardy for being the best boss in the world (I’m not a boss, 
she says!), but also, and more importantly, for her friendship, intellectual 
mentorship and generally saving my life when I had no direction.

Shakira Hussein for being an awesome friend and co-author, making 
me laugh, and helping me think through the FGM/FGCS distinction.

Jane Lydon and Penny Edmonds for their enthusiastic support of this 
book, sage suggestions, mentorship and willingness to accept me as a his-
torian. I love you! xx

Natalie Kamber for her unfaltering friendship and support, for being 
inspirational and brilliant, for our many animated conversations, and for 
borrowing books on my behalf when I had no university library access. (I 
expect this book to be on Ezra’s extensive reading list).

Jennifer Dixon for her medical expertise, reading early chapter drafts, 
introducing me to experts in the field, and sharing insightful thoughts 
about the science of sex.

Daisy Little for introducing me to lots of fabulous stories and art-
works dedicated to vulva love. And also for the cupcakes!

Malice Black for being the kind of gracious interviewer who puts a 
nervous academic at ease in front of a TV camera, and Andy McNamara 
for inviting me on Bent TV to talk about labiaplasty. If only I could have 
used your wonderful title FGCS: A Great Work of Cliterature.

David J. Vaughan for your interest and enthusiastic encouragement—
it has meant a lot to me. I’m so glad I found your blog.

My wonderful friends, who have tirelessly put up with me talking 
about vulvas at dinner parties, lunches, brunches and barbeques:

The Melbourne crew and Hivesters: Naomi Grant, you are a wonder-
ful reader and I am thankful for your intelligent editorial advice, always. 
Andrew Eaton, Sharon Crabb, Kerryn Herman, Rhys ‘Potato’ Tate, 
Maree & Phoebes, Leanne Morton, Polly, Minna & Quill Sorenson, 



ACKNoWLEDGEMENTS   ix

Gemma King, Anneliese Gillard, Sarah Jansen, Ange & Sonj Meyer, Mel 
Kells, Nadine Tier, Emma Dallas and Catherine Alizzi. Angela White for 
her informed and informative thoughts about porn.

The Sydney crew: Dave & Lee, Suzanne Ballard, Georgina, Gerard, 
Relz & Will Rummery, Michelle Christie, Ben Skidmore, Anada Jones, 
Anthony D’Ettore, Taels & Quinn, Kat Gaffney, Jack, Tom & Charlie 
Jacobson, Julia & Dean, Rhiannon Treasure-Brand, Ed Roy, Lucy 
Norman, Ben Peterson, Jasmine Stanton, Nadia Cameron, Belinda 
Norman, Clarissa & Grant, Mariella & John, Katherine & Mark.

The academic crew: Elspeth Probyn, Linnell Secomb & Susan 
Goodwin for their formative feminist intellectual mentorship, the indom-
itable Sarah Casey for being her outrageous self and creating FEMBoS, 
Adam Eldridge, Meredith Jones, Anthea Taylor, Tereza Hendl, Kate 
Gleeson, Andrew Hickey, Lisa Slater, Meredith Nash, Kyja Noack-
Lundberg, Renee Middlemost, Clare Corbould, Carolyn Stevens, 
Hannah Forsythe, Alexis Harley, Justine McGill, Elaine Kelly, Sharon 
Crozier-De Rosa, Monika Dryburgh, Erica Rose Millar, Tanya Serisier, 
Cath Kevin, Tim Jones, Kath Albury, Jayne Persian, Gayelene Carbis, 
Kathleen Fallon, and especially Zoo for hir sharp mind and alerting me 
to the vulva beauty contest among many other useful news stories.

The UWS crew: Maria Angel for introducing me to feminist the-
ory, Simon Campbell, Lisa Martin, Jason Whatt, Megan Casey and Ken 
Vimpany (no longer with us).

My two sets of parents, Alison & Serge, Vytas & Maz, who always 
believed in my writing and gave me the tools (books and a brain) to do 
it well. Mum, I cannot ever thank you enough for your unwavering love 
and encouragement, and providing a beautiful, quiet space to write. My 
awesome brother Marty and cheeky sister-in-law Becky—I hope Indie 
and Noah will grow up knowing that there are many types of genitalia 
that come in every shape and size! I wish my grandma had lived to see 
this book published (though I have no idea what she would have made 
of it!). Shout-out to the extended family—thanks for the many lively 
Christmas-dinner conversations.

Malcolm Connell, without whom this book would never have been 
written. Your generosity, support and love are without limit. Thank you 
for being uniquely you and for loving all of me just the way I am.



xi

contents

1 Introduction: Perfectible Sex  1

2 Ancient Anatomies  29

3 Galen’s Nymphs  53

4 The Colonial Race Sciences  83

5 Sexual Anthropometry  125

6 Deviant Desires  159

7 Desiring Normality  199

8 Conclusion: DIY Sex  243

Afterword  257

Index  261

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_8


xiii

list of figures

Fig. 2.1 Vesalius’s interpretation of Galenic genital anatomy, with 
womb, vagina and vulva depicted as a penis. Andreas Vesalius, 
De humani corporis fabrica (Basileae: Joannis oporini, 1543). 
Courtesy Wellcome Library, London  33

Fig. 4.1 Various illustrations of the ‘Tablier des femmes Hotentotes’. 
François Péron and Charles Alexandre Lesueur, ‘observations 
sur le tablier des femmes hottentotes’ [observations on the 
Hottentot Apron], Bulletin de la Société Zoölogique de France 
8 (1883). Courtesy Biodiversity Heritage Library. Digitised  
by Smithsonian Libraries  93

Fig. 4.2 ‘According to E. v. Baelz, the external genitalia of the 
Japanese women are not aesthetically pleasing to European 
eyes, either in form or colour; and this is specially the case 
in the aristocratic type.’ Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max 
Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, 
Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological 
Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 
quote p. 322; fig. p. 317. Courtesy Matheson Library, 
Monash University, Melbourne  102

Fig. 4.3 ‘The illustration shows clearly the formation frequent  
among the yellow races, i.e., the slightest possible devel-
opment of the outer labia and a strong protuberance of 
the inner.’ Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels and Paul 
Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, Woman: An 
Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological Compendium, 



xiv   LIST oF FIGURES

vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), quote p. 322; 
fig. p. 318. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash University, 
Melbourne  103

Fig. 4.4 Blonde European. Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels and 
Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, Woman: An 
Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological Compendium, 
vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 172. Courtesy 
Matheson Library, Monash University, Melbourne  104

Fig. 4.5 European Brunette. Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels 
and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, 
Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological 
Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 
176. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash University, 
Melbourne  105

Fig. 4.6 Samoan Woman. Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels and 
Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, Woman: An 
Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological Compendium, 
vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 192. Courtesy 
Matheson Library, Monash University, Melbourne  106

Fig. 4.7 Women from Bornu and Darfur. Hermann Heinrich 
Ploss, Max Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric 
John Dingwall, Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and 
Anthropological Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William 
Heinemann, 1935), 200. Courtesy Matheson Library, 
Monash University, Melbourne  107

Fig. 4.8 Japanese woman with elongated nymphae. Hermann 
Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. 
Eric John Dingwall, Woman: An Historical Gynaecological 
and Anthropological Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William 
Heinemann, 1935), 329. Courtesy Matheson Library, 
Monash University, Melbourne  108

Fig. 4.9 Two Bushwomen. Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max Bartels  
and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, 
Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological 
Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 
332. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash University, 
Melbourne  109

Fig. 4.10 The normal vulva with legs closed. Hermann Heinrich  
Ploss, Max Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans.  
Eric John Dingwall, Woman: An Historical Gynaecological  
and Anthropological Compendium, vol. 1 (London:  
William Heinemann, 1935), 6. Courtesy Matheson Library, 
Monash University, Melbourne  110



LIST oF FIGURES   xv

Fig. 4.11 Anterior view of the vulva before puberty. Hermann Heinrich 
Ploss, Max Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric 
John Dingwall, Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and 
Anthropological Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William 
Heinemann, 1935), 318. Courtesy Matheson Library,  
Monash University, Melbourne  111

Fig. 4.12 Young Hottentot girl. Hermann Heinrich Ploss, Max 
Bartels and Paul Bartels, ed. and trans. Eric John Dingwall, 
Woman: An Historical Gynaecological and Anthropological 
Compendium, vol. 1 (London: William Heinemann, 1935), 
323. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash University, 
Melbourne  112

Fig. 5.1 ‘Regular type, normal, good proportions. Female  
of 19 years; Nulliparous. Height: 1 m 57. Weight: 52 kgs. 
300. Front View: Note that the pubis is situated at  
mid-height, and that the height of the body is equal to 7 ½ 
times that of the head. Rear View: Note that the width  
of the shoulders is greater than the width of the hips.’ Félix 
Jayle, La Gynécologie. Tome 1: L’Anatomie Morphologique 
de la Femme (Paris: Masson & Cie., 1918), 105. Courtesy 
Matheson Library, Monash University, Melbourne  132

Fig. 5.2 ‘The Normal vulva, in the standing position. Female 25 years 
old (the pubic hair has been cut).’ Félix Jayle, La Gynécologie. 
Tome 1: L’Anatomie Morphologique de la Femme  
(Paris: Masson & Cie., 1918), 340. Courtesy Matheson 
Library, Monash University, Melbourne  137

Fig. 5.3 The membraniform type. Félix Jayle, La Gynécologie. Tome 
1: L’Anatomie Morphologique de la Femme (Paris: Masson 
& Cie., 1918), 367. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash 
University, Melbourne  138

Fig. 5.4 The short type. Félix Jayle, La Gynécologie. Tome 1: 
L’Anatomie Morphologique de la Femme (Paris: Masson  
& Cie., 1918), 366. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash 
University, Melbourne  140

Fig. 5.5 The aliform type. Félix Jayle, La Gynécologie. Tome 1: 
L’Anatomie Morphologique de la Femme (Paris: Masson  
& Cie., 1918), 368. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash 
University, Melbourne  141

Fig. 5.6 The hypertrophic type. Félix Jayle, La Gynécologie. Tome 
1: L’Anatomie Morphologique de la Femme (Paris: Masson 
& Cie., 1918), 370. Courtesy Matheson Library, Monash 
University, Melbourne  142



xvi   LIST oF FIGURES

Fig. 5.7 Frontispiece from Edmond Perrier and René Verneau, La 
femme. Dans la nature, dans les moeurs, dans la légende, dans 
la société, book 1 (Paris: Bong & Cie, 1908). Courtesy BIU 
Santé, Paris  144

Fig. 6.1 Plate XXX, ‘Hypertrophy of the Labia Minora’. Morton 
Monroe Eaton, A Treatise on the Medical and Surgical  
Diseases of Women, with Their Homeopathic Treatment  
(New York and Philadelphia: Boericke & Tafel, 1880). 
Courtesy Internet Archive, San Francisco  169

Fig. 6.2 ‘Emmet’s Curved Scissors’. An illustration of the surgical 
scissors used to excise the nymphae. Morton Monroe Eaton, 
A Treatise on the Medical and Surgical Diseases of Women,  
with Their Homeopathic Treatment (New York and 
Philadelphia: Boericke & Tafel, 1880), 726. Courtesy  
Internet Archive, San Francisco  170

Fig. 7.1 An example of a ‘botched’ labiaplasty and surgical  
correction. Before and after photos. Stefan Gress, Aesthetic 
and Functional Labiaplasty (Munich: Springer, 2017), 93. 
Permission Springer Nature  228

Fig. 7.2 Digital image of the ‘ideal’ vulva and diagram of the  
subdivisions of the hypertrophied labia minora. Stefan  
Gress, Aesthetic and Functional Labiaplasty (Munich: 
Springer, 2017), 26. Permission Springer Nature  229

Fig. 8.1 Toilet graffiti at the Villa Neukölln bar, Berlin.  
Photographer: Tereza Hendl, 2017. Reproduced  
with permission from Tereza Hendl  250



1

In 2015, I came across an online education resource for Australian youth 
called Somazone. Created by the Australian Drug Foundation, it was set 
up as a safe space for young people to ask questions about mental health, 
depression, sex, sexuality, relationships, bullying, abuse, drugs and 
alcohol. Sadly, this education resource no longer exists.1 I had discov-
ered this site in the course of my research on cosmetic labiaplasty. What 
caught my attention was an anxious question posed by a young woman 
about her labia minora:

OK, so 16 is the age to experiment, hey. And it’s natural to fool around 
with your boyfriend if you’re both ready to let yourselves explore each oth-
er’s bodies. Well there lies my problem.

I haven’t told anybody. I am a reasonably popular girl who attracts lots of 
guy’s attention. So I don’t have a problem with guys, or with my body, so 
everyone thinks.

I am slim and petite but yet I don’t want to let anyone near me for fear of 
humiliation that my lower region isn’t attractive or appealing. I am ready 
to have some fun experimenting but I am very ashamed because my labia 
sticks out and I do not want to be hurt or teased.

I hope someone out there understands what I mean. I want to get a labi-
oplasty but I don’t want my parents to find out and don’t know wether  
I have to be over 18. I feel guilty not loving my whole body.2

CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Perfectible Sex

© The Author(s) 2019 
C. Nurka, Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_1

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-96490-4_1&domain=pdf


2  C. NURKA

There are two kinds of painful emotion being expressed here: one is 
shame and the other is guilt over feeling ashamed. While she worries that 
a potential sexual partner might find her vagina ugly, she also worries 
that her body shame is unwarranted or illegitimate. The post prompted 
a litany of comments by respondents relieved to have the opportunity 
to express similar feelings of embarrassment, dislike, discomfort, dis-
gust, paranoia, abnormality and unhappiness. But it also generated many 
body-positive responses from both women and men who reassured her 
that she was normal and that labia were sexy. These responses, in a safe 
and moderated online environment, led one commenter to say: ‘I feel so 
much better reading about this … I have large ones too and didn’t like 
them but now i’m startin to feel better about them and now i know i’m 
normal =].’3

Somazone was a public health initiative, but not all sex education 
sites are responsible or ethical. For instance, RealSelf is an online forum 
that provides information for prospective clients about cosmetic surgery, 
where surgeons respond to women’s queries about their bodies as a way 
to generate business. One query-poster from Florida asks: ‘Is it normal 
for it to lol [look] this way. I’ve been scared to have any sexual relation-
ships because I’m think guys will find it unattractive and I was wonder-
ing if I should get surgery?’4 While one surgeon responds by reassuring 
her that her labia are normal, he nonetheless suggests that ‘there is a 
trend to have less prominent labia’ and that for women who are troubled 
by their labia, ‘a certain surgical procedure exists to help to correct this 
problem and restore their femininity’.5

What is salient here is the prevalence of a shared sense of sexual 
shame and fears of abnormality in the anxious and unhappy stories 
posted by contemporary women about their genitals. The anxiety of 
inhabiting an abnormal femininity and the fear of heterosexual inade-
quacy are strikingly present in the accounts of genital shame given by 
women enquiring about labiaplasty in online forums such as Somazone 
and RealSelf. These women are likely to find their fears confirmed in 
the diagnosis of a spurious gynaecological condition known as ‘hyper-
trophy of the labia minora’, which simply means that the labia are large 
in size. I call this ‘diagnosis’ spurious because labia minora that bear no 
signs of malignant organic disorder other than that they are long are 
not diseased. ‘Hypertrophy’ is a denotative description of a structure 
and not a clinical pathology, even though it is often presented as a med-
ical diagnosis.


	Acknowledgements
	Contents
	List of Figures
	Chapter 1 Introduction: Perfectible Sex
	What Is Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery?
	Feminist Criticism
	A Political Problem
	Historicising Female Genital Cosmetic Surgery
	Chapters

	Chapter 2 Ancient Anatomies
	Same but Different
	Female Disease in Hippocrates
	Ambiguous Anatomies
	Aristotle and the Logos of Sex
	Making Sex Visible
	Conclusion

	Chapter 3 Galen’s Nymphs
	The First Case of Hypertrophy
	The Rediscovery of the Clitoris
	Vesalius and the Missing Clitoris
	The Nymphae Discovered
	Defining Difference
	Defining Ab/Normality
	Conclusion

	Chapter 4 The Colonial Race Sciences
	Origins of the Hottentot Apron
	Sketching Sarah Baartman
	Charles Alexandre Lesueur and the Construction of an Archetype
	The Other Sex
	The Difference Between Women
	Disposition or Disease?
	Conclusion

	Chapter 5 Sexual Anthropometry
	The Normal and the Beautiful
	Approaching Normality
	The Normal Vulva
	Jayle’s Eugenics
	Heredity and Beauty
	Conclusion

	Chapter 6 Deviant Desires
	An Acquired Deformity
	Masturbators and Nymphomaniacs
	That Faithful Mirror
	The Conjugal Vulva
	Masturbators and Lesbians
	The Sex Variant Study
	The Kinsey Revolution
	Conclusion

	Chapter 7 Desiring Normality
	What Is Fantasy?
	A Dream Come True
	Correcting Ambiguity
	Good Medicine and Bad Mutilation
	Becoming Better, Becoming Posthuman
	Conclusion

	Chapter 8 Conclusion: DIY Sex
	Feminist Imaginaries

	Afterword
	Index

