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Preface




Sexuality is a basic feature of human life. Gender, sexual and romantic attraction, sexual excitement, and sexual desire and fantasies all move in various degrees through our daily awareness. However, despite this pervasiveness, there is much disagreement surrounding the nature of things sexual. This disagreement is one of the things that makes the study of sexuality fascinating. For if sexuality is such a basic feature of our lives, then it is puzzling that people have such divergent views about what it involves. Something being fundamental to human life or being regularly in our awareness seems to imply that everybody should know about it. But then how can people disagree so strongly? Further, not only are the views divergent, but they are often emotionally charged and tenaciously held.




It is difficult to say why exactly this disparity of views and high emotional investment should be the case. But one likely reason is that sexuality is a deeply personal topic. Early in life people become aware that there is something crucial about being one sex rather than another, that something about the genitals—those parts of the body that make us the sex we are—means they not to be exposed or publicly touched, and that sexual interaction is strangely taboo and something to be hidden and not discussed openly. Further, the prescriptions and innuendos that convey such messages are typically permeated with moralistic and religious overtones. Even sex education, which typically is both too little and too late, does not seem to change this basic picture.




Much of this, it would seem, provides fertile ground for people coming up furtively with their own ideas, while at the same time making it difficult for them to see through the infused moralistic and religious elements that might determine their views. And scholars, of course, are not immune to this. Such a state of affairs can easily lead to all sorts of views about sexuality while at the same time tying them to anxieties, guilt, and other emotional elements.




This does not mean that all points of discrepancy can be traced back to such concerns. For there are, of course, legitimate intellectual disagreements. There are, for example, different theoretical approaches, different ways of interpreting the data, and so on. But even here it is not difficult to discern the uneasiness or moralistic apprehensions that at least partially drive the view being put forward.




The reason I am drawing attention to all of this is simply by way of preparation for the polemic nature of the essays that follow. This book contains a series of interrelated essays, each of which deals with a central topic in human sexuality. Within each essay I present and argue for my own view on a particular issue, but do so in the wake of critiques aimed at other views. For the person coming to these sorts of discussions for the first time, it might well be perplexing to find that there could be such a basic disparity of views. I hope, however, that the points just made might throw some light on this.




I start off this series of discussions in the first essay by looking at the nature of gender. One of the reasons for the disagreements here, I feel, has to do with the fact that in English we have two words, namely “sex” or “gender,” that have senses that are used interchangeably but which some people feel refer to different phenomena, or at least which they want to refer to different phenomena. People arguing for this try to redefine “gender” exclusively in terms of something like cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity. I reject this view, along with the more radical position that cultural expectations for men and women are not separable from physiology, showing the confusions that such positions involve. I criticize the attempt to define gender in terms of gender identity, along with the attempt to define gender identity in terms of gender role behaviour, showing how both these attempts are based on inconsistencies. I then look at what the phenomenon of transsexualism can bring to the discussion of gender.




From the meaning of “gender” I turn to the erotic meaning of the sexual positions. For it is just in these interactions that the meaning of gender comes to expression. But what is the purpose of there being different sexual positions? The human use of a variety of positions stands in stark contrast to most other species that typically employ only one position. Some scholars have argued that their purpose is to display various interpersonal attitudes, for example, dominance and submission, while others have suggested they are a means for achieving effective sexual stimulation.




Although these elements are frequently attributed to a sexual position, they are not erotic meanings in themselves. For positions engaged in for these reasons are not engaged in for erotic reasons. Through an analysis of the Kāma Sūtra I argue that the meaning of “desirously entering into each other” is what remains once the interpersonal orientation and other meanings have been removed.




But if the meaning of desirously entering into each other is the erotic meaning behind the sexual positions, where does this desire come from? This is the question I turn to in Essay 3. Some scholars attempt to explain sexual desire by claiming that it is biologically driven. A common position here is that sex hormones play a necessary causal role. Yet, as I try to show, the evidence for this is inadequate. With males the loss of sexual desire following hormonal changes can easily be explained in terms of social stigmas that are attached to the physiological situation. Concerning females, the relevance of sex hormones here is even more unclear. Research with non-human primates, I argue, supports this view of the non-essential relation of sex hormones to sexual desire.




I then present a phenomenology or experiential account of sex hormones, showing a possible non-essential relation between sex hormones and sexual desire. This suggests that sexual desire has its origin in the meanings we give our biology and not in our biology itself.




Scholars who reject the biological view of sexual desire often argue that sexual desire is socially constructed, a view I explore in Essay 4. There is, however, little agreement surrounding the nature of social constructionism. Various disparate accounts are often not clearly distinguished. Similarly problems are found with Foucault, who fails to support his claim that sexual desire is a social construction. Difficulties also appear in the scripting theory of sexual desire, a theory that is commonly applauded as thoroughgoing a social constructionism. This is because there is much inconsistency involved in the theory’s application of theatrical metaphors to everyday life.




I present an alternative phenomenological view that sexual desire has its origin in existential features of human awareness. In this view sexual desire arises simply because we are aware of both our own gender and the genders of others. Here our gender is something that presents itself in awareness as being in need of completion. Sexual desire, then, is the desire for the mutual baring and caressing of bodies, for it is through this baring and caressing we come to experience the completion we yearn for.




There are, however, different degrees of social constructionism about sexual desire. One such degree is the view that the direction or orientation of sexual desire is socially constructed. A well-known account of this view is presented by the social anthropologist Gilbert Herdt. Herdt bases his position on his fieldwork with the Sambia tribe of the Eastern Highlands of Papua New Guinea. Yet a close reading of Herdt’s work makes it clear that his data do not support his social constructionist conclusions.




The aspect of Sambia sexual culture on which Herdt focuses is the culturally prescribed period of male homosexuality which takes place prior to the Sambia male’s heterosexual marriage. Sambia practice here involves young boys coerced into performing fellatio on older boys. The reason for this is the Sambia belief that young boys need to ingest sperm in order to mature into strong men. Herdt claims that the existence of the prescribed period of homosexual practice followed by heterosexual marriage shows that the direction of sexual desire is socially constructed.




The problem, however, is that nothing in his data suggests that either the younger or older boys engage in the homosexual acts because of homosexual desire. It is well established that people of one sexual orientation can sexually interact and even have orgasms with someone of the undesired gender. They do this through the use of fantasy. Herdt, however, completely ignores this possibility and instead uses biased language to make it look like homosexual desires are behind the behaviour.




In Essay 6 I move from the topic of the direction of sexual desire to that of the amount of sexual desire or its expression in sexual activity. A common idea here is that there such a thing as “too much” sexual activity. Such an idea, I point out, has roots in moral and religious fundamentalism like that displayed by the mediaeval Christian thinker Augustine. I reject this idea by examining a study that claims to have discovered what counts as excessive levels of sexual behaviour. Niklas Långström and R. Karl Hanson, the authors of this study, claim that any rate of sexual behaviour over the 90th percentile of their sample constitutes a disorder.




However, as I show, they fail to demonstrate that the “undesirable features” correlated with high levels of sexual behaviour are in fact a result of the sexual behaviour. Rather it seems that the levels of sexual behaviour in these instances are themselves the results of the undesirable features. Further, high levels of sexual behaviour are only correlated with such features in “impersonal” sex for men, not impersonal sex for women or in “personal” sex for men or women within a romantic relationship. This strongly suggests that there is no such thing as excessive levels of sexual behaviour in itself.




From here I turn the focus to a particular and atypical case of sexual desire, showing how this too is best understood as the desire for mutual baring and caressing. The particular instance I focus on in Essay 7 is a case study of a subject who has age dysphoria, that is a deep desire to be a different age In this case the subject longs to be an infant. This desire is intimately wedded with sexual desires such that the subject is sexually aroused at the idea of being a baby, has masturbates to fantasies about being a baby, and seeks out women sexual partners who will mother him. Here I argue that the subject’s age dysphoria is tied to sexual desire because the desire is not simply to be a baby, but rather to be bared and caressed like a baby by a “mummy.”




In the final essay I return to the issue of the biological basis of sexual desire. Here, however, my concern is not with biological mechanisms like the ebb and flow of sex hormones, but rather with the evolutionary development of a core sexual feature of our bodies. This is the feature of hairless skin or nakedness. Throughout these essays I have pointed to the desire for mutual baring and caressing. What is bared and caressed is just naked skin. Therefore naked skin is a crucial component in sexual desire. But how is it we came to develop naked skin? This is a significant question because all other primates have thick coats of body hair. So it seems that human beings must have lost their body hair for some evolutionary reason.




In this essay I criticize various theories and present what I call the “naked love theory.” This theory locates the origin of human hairlessness in the ancestral mother–infant relationship. In this view, hairlessness is ultimately the adaptive consequence of bipedalism. Because of bipedalism, ancestral infants lost their prehensile feet and thus lost the ability to grasp the mother’s fur with their feet, as do other primate infants. Early bipedal mothers were thus under pressure to carry the infant. Therefore infants survived only if mothers had a strong desire to hold them. Because of the pleasure of skin-to-skin contact, the desire to hold the infant would have been stronger in mothers possessing a hairless mutation that enabled them to give birth to hairless infants. The hairlessness that began to appear in this context of maternal selection was, I argue, then reinforced by sexual selection in the male–female sexual relationship. This is because a hairless sexual partner would have enabled the hairless individual to recreate the pleasure of skin-to-skin contact in the mother–infant relationship. This theory then helps to explain the evolutionary origins of romantic love, showing how it is intimately connected to sexual desire.




The ideas in this book were developed in discussions through the years with more people than I would be able to mention here. I owe, however, a special thanks to Gary Heathcote for his helpful comments on Essay 8 and to Elizabeth Edenberg and Ross Hughes for their helpful comments on Essay 1. I should also say that versions of Essays 3 and 4 were previously published as “Sex Hormones and Sexual Desire” and “Social Constructionism and Sexual Desire” in the Journal for the Theory of Social Behaviour. Similarly, versions of Essays 5 and 6 were previously published as “Sambia Sexual Culture: Essays from the Field. By Gilbert Herdt,” “The Heterosexual/Homosexual Distinction: A Reply to McConaghy,” and “No Such Thing as Excessive Levels of Sexual Behavior” in Archives of Sexual Behavior. Finally, a version of Essay 8 was previously published as “Naked Love: The Evolution of Human Hairlessness” in Biological Theory. I therefore thank the respective publishers Wiley-Blackwell and Springer for permission to reprint this material here.
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Sex and Gender




Human sexuality is intimately tied to our awareness of the features of being a male or female. Yet, despite the significance of sexuality in our lives, the question of what constitutes such features is surrounded by difficulties. One problem has to do with the fact that in English we have two words, namely, “sex” or “gender,” which have senses that are plainly used interchangeably but which some people feel refer to different phenomena, or at least which they feel should refer to different phenomena. My feeling is that although there might be a sense in which “gender” refers to phenomena that are often related to but not the same as biological sex, there is also a definite sense in which it is generally accepted as being a synonym for “sex.”




There are, of course, different senses of both words, senses in which neither of them refers to biological sex or related phenomena and in which neither of them can be used in place of the other. The word “gender,” for example, is also used as a technical term in grammar in a way in which the word “sex” is not. Likewise, the word “sex” is used in ways that the word “gender” is not, as, for example, in the sentence “They had sex two times yesterday.” It would make no sense to say, “They had gender two times yesterday.”




However, when used in the sense of referring to being a biological male or female, it seems “gender” and “sex” can be and frequently are used synonymously. Thus, someone might ask about the infant’s sex or about its gender, or the police might ask about the suspect’s sex or about the suspect’s gender, or a form may ask us to indicate our sex or to indicate our gender. In each case the terms “sex” and “gender” are being used to refer to the same thing, namely, to a person’s maleness or femaleness. A recent example I saw of this synonymy was in the security section of an airport. To the side where searches were conducted a sign said, “Please let us know if you wish to be searched by a person of your own gender.” Here the word is referring to the sex of the person to be searched.




Although these sorts of considerations are overtly linguistic considerations about the meanings of terms, they are not solely linguistic. This is because an examination of the language used surrounding a particular phenomenon will often reveal how we understand that phenomenon. Because of this, the discovery of linguistic confusions will also often reveal a confused understanding of the phenomenon that the language is meant to capture. It is in this way that I hope the exploration of the meaning of these terms will help us to get a better understanding of the nature or metaphysics of gender.




Now, the question of what constitutes the sex that both of the terms “gender” and “sex” are here referring to is a complex one. There are, for example, chromosomes, hormones, anatomy, along with other biological features and complex relations between these. However, the decisive features, I would argue, are the genitals. That is, what determines an individual’s sex are the genitals the person has. This view, which I have argued for elsewhere and so will not repeat my arguments here, thus implies that a person’s gender, in the sense that I am discussing here, is likewise determined by the person’s genitals.[1] In other words, if the genitals are what determines sex, and if gender in the sense that I am discussing means the same thing as sex, then the genitals are also what determines gender in this sense. Thus, one is a male because one has male genitals, and one is a female because one has female genitals.




None of this, however, should be taken to imply that there are only two forms of sex or gender. Or, to put it another way, none of this implies that all persons are either male or female. There are, as is well known, persons who have an intersexual condition that renders them neither clearly male nor clearly female. Such a person’s intersexual state is determined, significantly enough, by having genitals that are neither clearly male nor clearly female. The genitals of an intersexed person are thus said to be ambiguous. The sex or gender of an intersexed individual can therefore also be seen to be ambiguous.




There are also, however, intersexual conditions where the external genitals are not ambiguous. In such conditions there is rather a lack of consistency between the sex chromosomes, internal anatomy, and the appearance of the external genitals. For example, in the intersexual condition known as androgen insensitivity syndrome, the individual has male sex chromosomes, but, because of a developmental disorder, has female external genitals. Because of their female genitals, persons with this condition will tend to be seen by both others and themselves, as a female. Indeed, an individual with this condition can be unaware that she has the condition and so have no doubts about seeing herself as being fully female. This again shows the importance of the genitals in determining how we think about sex and thus about gender in the sense of “sex.” A condition that raises similar questions is that of transsexualism. I will come to this shortly.




Despite the synonymy of the terms “sex,” and this sense of “gender” some people have claimed that there is no sense in which they are synonyms. Thus, in a much cited work, Susanne J. Kessler and Wendy McKenna say that, in contrast to the word “sex” which refers to biological features, “the term ‘gender’ has traditionally been used to designate psychological, social, and cultural aspects of maleness and femaleness.”[2] They are thus making a historical claim about how in fact people have used the word “gender”




Their claim, however, does not sit well with the fact that as early as 1783 Hugh Blair, a principle figure in the enlightenment at Edinburgh, stated that “gender, being founded on the distinction of the two sexes, it is plain, that, in a proper sense, it can only find place in the names of living creatures, which admit of the distinction of male and female.”[3] Here is a statement by a thinker in the early modern tradition that gender refers to the sex of animals who can be classified as male or female. It is worth noting that the work in which Blair makes this statement was immensely popular and went through 132 editions up to 1911. This use of “gender,” differs little, I feel, from its everyday modern usage. It thus seems that, traditionally, there is a clear sense in which the word “gender” refers to sex, and not to ideas like “psychological, social and cultural aspects of maleness and femaleness.”




Further, Kessler and McKenna themselves, only a few lines later, call their own claim into question by saying, “gender is a word which, until very recently, was rarely used by people in everyday life, and even in technical writings the two terms are often used interchangeably and confusingly.” One cannot help but wonder how a word that only came into everyday use recently, can have a “traditional” use. It might be thought that the traditional use that Kessler and McKenna are referring to is a traditional technical use, rather than traditional everyday use, but Kessler and McKenna themselves exclude this possibility. For they say that even in technical writings the terms in question are frequently used “interchangeably and confusingly.” However, the fact that the word “gender” is, even in technical writings, often used interchangeably and confusingly with the word “sex” suggests that the word “gender” does have a sense that is interchangeable with “sex,” and that any confusion here is merely the result of a failure to realize this.




It is important to see that I am not here arguing that the traditional use of the term “gender” shows that there is no important distinction between the terms “sex” and “gender.” Rather, I am showing that Kessler and McKenna’s own historical argument about the traditional use of “gender” is fallacious.




None of this means that the word “gender” refers exclusively to sex, for there has been much scholarly discussion over the last few decades that has focused on the relations between sex and psychological and social elements. In these discussions the term “gender” has begun to acquire a further meaning, a meaning which is said to contain these elements in various ways. But this in no way implies that there is not an important and everyday sense of the word “gender” that is synonymous with the word “sex.” Nor does it show that people are somehow wrong to use “gender” in its everyday sense. It does not show, for example, that the airport officials have made a mistake in using the word “gender” to refer to the maleness or femaleness of the person to conduct a personal search.




One response to the awareness that it is acceptable to use “gender” in its normal sense where it means “sex”—a response motivated by the desire that it should not be acceptable—is to argue that a useful distinction can be made by redefining them to refer to separate things. One of the first people to put forward this view was Rhoda Unger. She argues that since there is apparent confusion between the biological and social properties of sex, many problems could be resolved by using the term “gender” to refer to the social properties of sex. She implies that the term “sex” should be used to refer to the biological properties of sex.[4]




More recently, Hillary Lips has given a clearer statement of this view, saying, that for those who followed it, “sex was used to refer to a person’s biological maleness or femaleness, gender to the nonphysiological aspects of being male or female—the cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity.”[5] This distinction seemed to be useful, says Lips, because it pointed to the fact that many female–male differences in behaviour are not biologically based. Lips herself does not accept the suggestion, claiming merely that cultural expectations for men and women are not separable from male and female physiology.




Unfortunately, she offers no arguments to support her claim. This is unfortunate because her claim seems obviously false and therefore is in much need of support. Although there are ways in which cultural expectations for men and women are connected to their physiology—a culture, for example, might expect women, but not men, to get pregnant—there are also ways in which culture and physiology are plainly separable. For example, women will normally develop breasts and men will normally produce sperm regardless of whether their culture would expect them to or not.




A more extreme version of the view that cultural expectations for men and women are not separable from male and female physiology is given by Judith Butler. Butler’s position, which seems widely popular, is given in her claim that “there is no recourse to a body that has not always already been interpreted by cultural meanings; hence, sex could not qualify as a prediscursive anatomical facticity.”[6]




But what does this mean? It sounds like Butler is trying to say we can never know if a particular body is biologically male or female because our perceptions of the sexually determining features of the human body are always interpreted through “cultural meanings.”




One need not look too far, however, to see the problems that such an account brings with it. For what this means is that if one were to view a naked man and a naked woman standing beside each other, and even thoroughly examine what one thinks are their physical bodies, one would have no way of knowing which was the biological man and which was the biological woman. For even though one might think one is examining physical bodies, one has no actual knowledge of these bodies and is really just examining “cultural meanings.” And because there are no essential relations between a physical body and the “cultural meanings” it has, then a biological man could just as easily have a vaginal examine as a biological woman. This is because the examining gynaecologist has no recourse to a woman’s “prediscursive anatomical faciticity,” and although the gynaecologist might think she is examining the woman’s physical vagina, she is really just examining interpretations of “cultural meanings” (whatever that might mean). Since it is not “anatomical facticity” she is examining, then it is not necessary that the person she is examining has, as a matter of anatomical fact(icity), a vagina. The gynaecologist could therefore just as easily perform a vaginal exam on a biological man (whatever that might mean).




Further, if there is no access to “to a body that has not always already been interpreted by cultural meanings,” then not only does sex not qualify as a “prediscursive anatomical facticity,” but the body itself does not qualify. Consequently, not only could one not tell the difference between a biological man and a biological woman, but one could not tell the difference between a human body and a lamp post. For unless we have recourse to a human body’s prediscursive bodily facticity and a lamp post’s prediscursive metallurgical facticity, then in each case all we perceive are cultural meanings, never the actual body or the actual lamp post. And since cultural meanings have no essential connection to the inaccessible thing that they are supposedly meanings about, then we could never tell the difference between such things. In such a situation one might well end up having a conversation with a lamp post while mistakenly thinking it was a person. These considerations should be enough to show the confusion inherent in such a view.




Returning now to the redefinition suggestion, it is clear that this will also generate problems. For to define “gender” exclusively in this way is to try to ride roughshod over a perfectly normal and widely accepted use of the term. We do not, for example, say that a biological male is of the female gender, even if he behaves according to cultural expectations for femininity. For “female gender,” in its ordinary usage, means “biological female sex,” and a biological male cannot be of the biological female sex. And this remains true, I should repeat, even though there are intersexual cases in which a person’s gender is ambiguous. For in such cases we do not have a man who is also a biological female, or a woman who is also a biological male. Rather, what we have is a person whose gender is ambiguous and thus neither fully a biological male nor fully a biological female. This is what the term “intersexual” means. Such a person may identify with being a man or a woman, but that is another matter and one that I will come to shortly.




Further, as Blair points out, the term “gender” here is applicable not just to human beings, but to any living creatures which admit of the distinction between male and female. Consequently, to redefine gender to mean exclusively cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity would be to make it inapplicable to non-human animals. Thus, unless one wants to allow that cows and bulls have cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity, we would no longer be able to refer to the gender of oxen.




Moreover, although it is clearly useful to make a distinction between biological maleness or femaleness and cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity, it seems not useful to try to force the word “gender” to stand exclusively for the cultural expectations half of the distinction.




One reason for this is that the meaning of a word cannot be legislated. Consequently, even if a group of scholars were to proclaim that the word “gender” was from now on exclusively to mean “expectations for femininity or masculinity,” it is doubtful that this would be enough to make the hundreds of millions of other English language users toe the line. That is, a large majority of people would probably continue to use the word in its established way. Even the scholars themselves would not be immune from inadvertently using the word in the established way. This could lead to all sorts of misunderstandings. For example, someone who is discussing sex might, because of the new exclusive definition, begin to think that he or she was instead discussing cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity. A good instance of this can already be seen in Lynn Chancer and Beverly Watkins’ account of the definition of gender. According to these scholars,






Many introductory Women Studies classes begin with a simple but solid sociological approach, differentiating “sex” and “gender” to clarify the meaning of each. “Sex” is said to refer primarily to anatomical distinctions between women and men at birth; it is a term of biology, of physiology, that is arguably neutral ... Gender, on the other hand refers to interpretations that have been socially constructed to skew the arguably “neutral” facts of gender in one evaluative direction or another.[7]







They then say that the most likely thing that people ask about when they hear a baby has been born is not how much it weighs or if it is healthy, but rather they will ask if it is a boy or a girl. “This suggests,” they tell us, “that gender takes on ... a ‘primary status’; it trumps all other possible observations one could make about a given social phenomenon.”[8]




Here we see that despite their using the “simple but solid” approach of defining “sex” to refer to anatomy and “gender” to refer to socially constructed interpretations, Chancer and Watkins themselves confuse the two. When people ask about whether an infant is a boy or a girl, they are asking a biological question, just as asking about the weight or health of the infant is to ask biological questions. Thus this question, according to their own definition, is a question about the infant’s sex, not about its gender. But if the question is about sex, why do they say the fact that people ask this question suggests that “gender” takes on a primary status? On Chancer and Watkins’ own account, gender has nothing to do with this question. And why do they then state that the question trumps all other observations that could be made about a “social phenomenon?” The question about the infant’s sex is about a biological phenomenon, not a social phenomenon or socially constructed interpretations. Chancer and Watkins have started out discussing sex but ended up thinking they were instead discussing cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity. One can only have sympathy for the students in the courses using this simple but solid approach.




In the same way, someone who starts using “gender” to refer exclusively to cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity might, because of the prevalence of the established meaning, get the mistaken idea that discussions about cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity somehow have implications about sex.




Something like this, I suspect, is what is already going on with the popular proclamation that gender is culturally constructed. This assertion is often made as though it were supposed to be saying something about gender in the ordinary sense of male or female, that is, as though it were saying that maleness and femaleness are culturally constructed. But when one reads further it usually becomes clear that “gender” is here being understood to mean something like cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity. But if this is what is going on, then the assertion that gender is culturally constructed is little more than a tautology. For here “gender” just means “cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity.” Thus, saying that gender is culturally constructed is the same as saying that the cultural expectations for femininity or masculinity are culturally constructed, which says next to nothing.




This assertion about gender and cultural construction is one that seems to have its roots in a misunderstanding of Simon de Beauvoir’s celebrated claim that “one is not born, but rather becomes a woman.” The problem appears to be that many people have taken this claim literally rather than seeing it within its context. But if one wants to takes this claim literally, then it too is a tautology. Of course one is not born a woman (femme in Beauvoir’s French), for a woman is, by definition, an adult female, and adults are, by definition, not born: only infants are born. Not noticing this tautology, and taking it slightly less literally, one might be led to think Beauvoir is saying that a person becomes a woman through some form of social construction, not through biology, that is, through birth.




Reading further, however, makes it clear that Beauvoir does not mean this to be taken literally in either way. For in the very next line what she says is that it is culture or “civilization as a whole,” as she puts it, that “determines the figure that the human female presents in society.”[9] So what Beauvoir is claiming here is not that culture constructs or civilization determines whether someone is a woman—that is, an adult of the female gender—but rather that culture determines the figure the human female presents in society. In other words, a person of the female gender is female regardless of what culture does. Culture’s role is merely to determine how someone who is already female presents herself as a female to society.



[1] Giles, 2004.



[2] Kessler and McKenna, 1978, p. 7.



[3] Blair, 1783, p. 144.



[4] Unger, 1979.



[5] Lips, 2007, p. 4.



[6] Butler, 2002, p. 8.



[7] Chancer and Watkins, 2006, p. 18.



[8] Chancer and Watkins, 2006, p. 19.



[9] Beauvoir, 1949, p. 267.




      

    

  
    
      

Gender Identity




It is significant to note that the way in which someone presents himself or herself to society as either a male or female is something that is often referred to as a gender or sex role. These terms are also frequently used to refer to cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity. Such expectations are expectations for men and women to engage in the roles or behaviours that a culture traditionally associates with men or women. This is another reason why it seems unhelpful to try to redefine gender to mean such expectations. For with the term “gender role” we already have such a term. It is also a useful term because, in containing the term “gender,” it shows clearly that the idea of a gender role is different from, though related to, the idea of gender. That is, cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity are different from, though related to, gender.




Nevertheless, various scholars have argued not just that gender is the same thing as such expectations, but that gender also contains the idea of gender identity. There is, however, a lack of clarity attending this further notion. As Anne Lawrence puts it, gender identity is “a slippery, imprecisely defined concept with a variety of possible meanings.”[10] It is also, I would add, unclear just how it is supposed to be related to gender. For example, in one widely accepted account of gender identity, John Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt define it as “the sameness, unity, and persistence of one’s individuality as male, female or ambivalent, in greater or lesser degree, especially as it is experienced in self-awareness and behavior; gender identity is the private experience of gender role, and gender role is the public expression of gender identity.”[11]




But this is problematic on several points. First, one wants to ask: what does it mean to speak about one’s “individuality as male, female or ambivalent?” Were we to say, for example, that someone has “individuality” as an artist it would normally be understood to mean that she is distinct from other artists or has her own special artistic style. But this does not seem to be what Money and Ehrhardt want to say about individuality as a male, female, or ambivalent. For they are not speaking of anyone in particular or saying that any particular person has his or her own distinctiveness as male, female, or ambivalent. Rather, they seem to be giving a general definition.




But then what could they mean? One possible answer is that here “individuality as a male, female, or ambivalent” simply refers to the fact of being male, female, or ambivalent. But the fact of being a male or a female is quite a different sort of fact from the fact of being ambivalent. For being male or female does not have much to do with being in a specific psychological state: “Is it a boy or a girl?” or “Was the suspect a man or woman?” hardly seem to be questions about an infant’s or suspect’s specific psychological state. Being ambivalent, however, is a psychological state. That is, to be ambivalent is to be in a state of conflicting emotions or thoughts over something. In Money and Ehrhardt’s definition these conflicting emotions are, I suppose, meant to be about being male or female. Thus, a male who has conflicting emotions about being a male might be said to be ambivalent about being a male.




But if this is how the idea of ambivalence is here to be understood, then obviously it is not something independent from being male or female. On the contrary, it relies on the idea that one is a male or female in the first place. For the only way that one can be ambivalent about being a male is if one is a male. Consequently, it is unclear why Money and Ehrhardt refer to ambivalence in their definition, disjoining it from male and female as if it represented a third and distinct category. Here they seem to be confusing the fact of being male or female with feelings about being male or female.




It might be thought that the way out of this comes in the next part of the definition where they say that gender identity refers to this individuality “especially as it is experienced in self-awareness and behavior,” for here they are no longer referring merely to the fact of being male or female but also to the experience of this fact. Although this part of the definition now seems to enable us to distinguish gender identity from gender, it also means that gender identity is more complex than gender itself. In this case gender identity is made up of both gender (the fact of being male or female) and the experience of that fact. Perhaps here is where the idea of ambivalence is meant to fit in. Consequently, far from helping to explain gender, gender identity presupposes it.




Things become even more confused when in the final part of the definition we are told that “gender identity is the private experience of gender role, and gender role is the public expression of gender identity.” Here gender identity is not even something that has “especially” to do with experience, but is now said to be wholly a matter of private experience. And, to make matters worse, the fact of being male, female, or ambivalent completely drops out of the definition and it is now asserted that gender identity is the experience of one’s “gender role.”




Now, although the concept of gender role is, as I said, usually taken to refer to behaviour roles that a culture traditionally associates with each gender, here it is said to be a public expression of a private experience, a definition that makes no reference to cultural roles and that clearly need make no such reference. For one may publicly express the private experience of one’s gender in a way that has nothing to do with culturally prescribed roles. But this leaves us with little more than a circular definition: to understand what gender role is we must first understand what gender identity is, but to understand what gender identity is we must first understand what gender role is.




A way around this problem might seem to be found in Butler’s account of gender identity. This is because Butler rejects the distinction between gender role and gender identity. Reformulating Nietzsche’s claim that there is no doer behind the doing, Butler asserts, “There is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results.”[12] Nietzsche’s claim, of course, offers no support for Butler’s. This is because Nietzsche assertion is a rejection the idea of a substantial self that operates as a cause behind actions and experiences. He is not rejecting the idea of experience itself. Butler, however, seems to be rejecting the idea of the experience of identity. What she appears to be saying is that gender identity has nothing to do with private experiences of public expressions, rather it simply is the expressions.




This account, unfortunately, faces the same difficulties as does the philosophical behaviourism on which it is based. The behaviourist thesis is that there are no conscious experiences behind the behavioural expressions of those states and, consequently, that conscious experiences are really just behaviour. The problem with this is that people can easily pretend to be in a specific conscious state. For example, someone who is in pain can pretend not to be in pain by choosing not to display any pain behaviour. Behaviourists deal with this problem by arguing that dispositions to show the behaviour in the appropriate circumstances, and not just actual behaviour, are also relevant. Consequently, even though someone in pain can pretend not to be, she still has the disposition to show pain behaviour when, for example, she has no reasons to keep up the pretence.




Few people, however, especially someone in pain, seem convinced by such an account. For conscious experiences present themselves to us in ways that are plainly more than behaviour. Intense pain has a raw horribleness to it that has little essential connection to the behaviour that expresses it or dispositions to express it.




The same could be said about this view of gender identity. A person can easily have the private experience of identifying with one gender and yet only express the behaviour of the other gender. Perhaps he or she has deep conflicts, embarrassment, or guilt over the private experience and so seeks to keep it hidden. On this account one would have to say that a woman, for example, who expresses only feminine behaviour but has the private experience of strongly identifying with being a man, nevertheless has a feminine gender identity. This leads to the peculiar state of affairs where a person’s gender identity is always, by definition, congruent with his or her behaviour.




As a consequence, the idea of gender identity can no longer be used to explain the idea of gender dysphoria or the state of being intensely unhappy with one’s sex. Or rather, it can only be used to explain those instances where someone’s public expression of masculinity or femininity is congruent with his or her sex. Or it might be felt suitable for a woman who likes to dress and act masculine or a man who likes to dress and act feminine. For such an account still allows them to assert they have a cross-gender identity. But in cases of a hidden gender identity like the one just mentioned—where the person keeps her sense of being a different sex private—then there is no incongruence. Yet in such cases there clearly is something could be called gender dysphoria, an experiential state which can be a crucial component of transsexualism. But it is unclear how gender dysphoria here could then be explained.




A more promising account is given by Richard F. Docter. According to Docter, gender identity can be thought of as






the organized perceptions of oneself as masculine or feminine. A sense of gender identity is therefore a totally subjective-experiential matter. What counts is how one perceives oneself and this is a phenomenological matter. Although gender identity may be inferred from behaviour, to some extent, this is not always the case. It is useful to think of gender identity as multidimensional—as encompassing potential feelings and evaluations having both masculine and feminine qualities rather than as a point along a gender continuum.[13]







The advances of this account over both Money and Ehrhardt’s and Butler’s are obvious. First, Docter does not confuse notions about having a gender with the private experience of having a gender. Secondly, he makes it clear that gender identity is an experiential matter. Thirdly, and connected with this, in his definition he avoids using the terms “male” and “female” and refers instead to “masculine” and “feminine.” Although these terms also have a vagueness about them, at least it is plain that they do not necessarily refer to the male and female genders. For it is no contradiction to say that a person of the male gender experiences himself as feminine or a person of the female gender experiences herself as masculine. Using these terms allows Docter to keep his account consistently within the experiential realm. Fourthly, and consistent with his experiential approach, Docter allows that a person’s gender identity might not be expressed in his or her public behaviour. That is, a male, for example, might feel himself to be feminine, but nevertheless, and for any number of reasons, continue to behave in a masculine way. Such a person could be said to have a feminine gender identity even though he was of the male gender and displayed masculine behaviour. Further, on this account it is possible for a male or female to have a mixed sense of femininity and masculinity.




With this, however, it is now evident that gender identity has little to do with a person’s actual gender. That is, having a specific gender identity—a subjective perception of oneself as masculine or feminine—has no bearing on whether one is male or female.



[10] Lawrence, 2011, p. 652.



[11] Money and Ehrhardt, 1972, p. 4.
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Gender and Transsexualism




Although this conclusion seems obvious, it might be felt that it is challenged by the condition of transsexualism. Although there is some disagreement what the term refers to, the American Psychological Association says it is a condition that fits within the broader category of transgenderism. It suggests that while “transgenderism” refers to a broad range of gender non-conformity, “the term transsexual refers to people whose gender identity is different from their assigned sex. Often, transsexual people alter or wish to alter their bodies through hormones, surgery, and other means to make their bodies as congruent as possible with their gender identities.”[14]




This account suggests why transsexualism might challenge the idea gender identity has little to do with a person’s actual gender. For in many cases it is more than mere subjective perception. In such cases it also involves changes, or at least persistent desires for changes, to the transsexual’s biology and sexual anatomy.




There are, however, problems with this view. Not only does it fail to mention gender dysphoria, which is often seen to be part of the transsexual condition, but also the sense of incongruent identity mentioned seems not to be universally held or at least not universally deep-rooted among transsexuals. For example, in the case of male-to-female transsexuals—biological men who desire to be women—there are those who maintain their male sense of identity but are sexually aroused by the idea of having a female body. Such men are typically sexually attracted to women and are thus heterosexual relative to natal sex. If there is a sense of feminine gender identity in such cases, Lawrence, herself a transsexual, argues that it is more of an epiphenomenon than a deep-rooted sense of identity. This form of transsexualism, which is called autogynephilia[15] and means “love of oneself as a woman,” is characterized by Lawrence as “men trapped in men’s bodies.”[16]




This suggests that that transsexuals are not exclusively “people whose gender identity is different from their assigned sex.” And of course, the American Psychological Association is not saying that all transsexual people who wish to thus alter their bodies in this way are doing so because of their gender identities. But the fact that it omits any reference to other motivations does imply that it sees it as being the only reason.




With male-to-female transsexuals who are homosexual relative to natal sex, gender identity seems to play more of a role. The same seems to be true of female-to-male transsexuals, the majority of whom seem to be homosexual relative to natal sex, though there is less evidence here.[17] With these transsexuals cross-gender behaviour and identification tends to appear earlier in life. However, even in these cases it is not at all clear why merely identifying with another gender should be enough to make that person into the gender he or she identifies with. We do not accept, for example, that an emaciated person with an anorexic condition is obese simply because she identifies with being obese or that an adult who identifies with being an infant is thereby an infant.




It is significant to note that in this last-mentioned case, which I will discuss in Essay 6, the individual suffers from what I call age dysphoria, a condition that has parallels to gender dysphoria. In gender dysphoria, the individual is deeply unhappy with being the gender he or she is, longs to be the other gender, and even identifies with the other gender. In age dysphoria, the individual is deeply unhappy with being the age he or she is, longs to be another age, typically that of a child, and even identifies with being the age that he or she longs to be. Few people, however, seem willing to accept that an adult who has this sense of identity with an infant is thereby a real infant.




Or, to go one step further, consider the case of people known as “otherkins” who deeply identify with being a particular animal. Many people with this condition say their identification is merely “spiritual,” but some experience it as an actual identity. Such persons are aware that they have a human body but frequently feel themselves to be, say, “a fox trapped in a human body.” Thus, here we have “species dysphoria” and “species identity” with another species. In some cases otherkins will even have surgery in an attempt to resemble more closely the animal they identify with.[18] Even so, it seems few people would be willing to accept such a person really is, say, a fox, bat, or horse. But if simply identifying with a particular animal is not enough to make a person into the animal, why should simply identifying with a female be enough to make a person into a female?




One argument here, given by Talia Mae Bettcher, is that it all depends on the context or the larger question of the gendered vision of the world we are committed to. Thus, if we are committed to the context in which someone who identifies as a woman is a woman, despite the fact that the person has a male body and genitals, then that person is a woman.




But as Bettcher herself puts it, this sounds much like saying “Of course you’re a teapot, if by ‘teapot’ we mean ‘human being.’ And of course you’re a woman, if by ‘woman’ we mean ‘man who lives as a woman.’” Although such claims seem little more than a semantic sleight of hand, Bettcher assures us that this move “is no verbal trick but tracks a difference between cultural practices of gender and the relation of these practices to the interpretation of the body and self-presentation.”[19]




What this line of argument comes down to, it seems, is a contextually or culturally relative view of truth. It is much the same argument that Peter Winch and others use to justify religious and superstitious claims.[20] According to this view, religious claims, like “God exists” or superstitious claims like “Witchcraft made me do it” can only be said to be true or false when assessed from within the culture in which the claims are made. Likewise, claims such as “I am a woman” can only be said to be true or false when assessed from within the culture (or sub-culture) in which they are made.




This view, however, is plagued with difficulties. What, for example, happens when opposing views are held within the same culture? In Western culture there are those who believe that God exists and those who do not believe that God exists. So how do we assess the truth of such a claim from within our culture? The answer to this is exceedingly unclear. Likewise, in “trans-culture,” as Bettcher calls it, there are transsexuals who believe that male-to-female transsexuals are real women and there are male-to-female transsexuals who do not believe this. For example, Jenny Roberts, a male-to-female transsexual, says, “As M to F transsexuals, we can never be real women. However distasteful we may find it, and however hard some transsexuals may argue against it, the inescapable fact is that we’ve grown up with gender privilege ... We don’t know what it’s like to grow up as a girl in a male dominated society, we’ll never experience women’s puberty and menopause, we can’t conjure up the social experience of growing up female.”[21] Here too, then, there is a similar problem of deciding on the truth of the claim that male-to-female transsexuals are women.




However, the more serious difficulty with this sort of relativism is that it ultimately contradicts itself. For to claim that all truth is relative to the culture or context in which the truth claims are made is to assert something that is supposed to be universally true independently of any cultural context. That is, it is on par with saying, “It is a universal truth that there is no such thing as universal truth,” which is a contradiction.




Transsexualism presents more of a challenge, it would seem, in those cases where there are actual hormonal and surgical alterations to the transsexual’s biology and sexual anatomy. For in such cases the genitals of the transsexual can come to resemble the genitals of the gender the transsexual identifies with or desires to be. And the genitals, as I have argued elsewhere, are the basis of gender. Here, then, the question becomes “Are male genitals that have been surgically reconstructed to resemble female genitals actual female genitals, or are they merely partial male genitals that have been surgically reshaped? Or are they even genitals at all?” The way one answers this question would seem to be based on how much importance one places on the history or temporal development of the genitals in question.




Taking one position it could be argued that the essential thing is the resemblance the genitals have to female genitals, not their development. But one could reject this view. In the quote just given, for example, Roberts argues for the importance of social and biological development in determining whether someone is a woman. Implicit in this view is the idea of the importance of the biological development of the genitals. Focusing on just this point one could argue that male genitals that have been surgically reconstructed to resemble female genitals are not female genitals. For female genitals cannot once have been male genitals.




Adjudicating between these views, however, is not easy. This is because in one way the history of an object might have little bearing on its nature. One could imagine, for example, a science-fiction-like case in which a perfectly functioning and full-grown human being with a female body and genitals was suddenly created out of various molecules by an advanced machine. In such an instance the individual would, simply by virtue of her body, have a strong claim to being a woman. It is in this sort of case the resemblance argument would seem to be the decisive criterion.




But this is not what happens with the sex reassignment surgery undergone by a transsexual. In this case it is a pre-existing person of one gender who has his or her genitals surgically altered to resemble the genitals of the other gender. Here there is a bodily continuity that ties together the pre- and post-operative body. Because of this bodily continuity the male-to-female transsexual’s body is the body of, as Roberts puts it, an “ex-man.” And, therefore the genitals are “ex-male” genitals. This fact seems to weaken the claim that they are real female genitals, and therefore that the bearer of the genitals is a real female. Or at least it creates a doubt that is not present in the case of a biological female. Nevertheless, even if one wants to accept that the transsexual’s post-operative genitals are real genitals of the other gender, and therefore the post-operative transsexual is real member of the other gender, then this would also prove my point, namely, that it is the genitals and not gender identity that are the bases of gender.




One of the concerns about entertaining the conclusion that the transsexual might not really be a member of the gender he or she desires to be is that some people feel it implies that a transsexual should not be afforded the full rights of that gender. Thus, someone might feel that the fact that a male-to-female transsexual is not a real woman implies that she should not be allowed to use women’s toilets, while also legitimating other forms of discrimination.




This of course is an ethical or political concern rather than linguistic or metaphysical one, and so is not a relevant critique of the arguments I have made. Nevertheless, I hasten to point out that there is no reason why there should be any such implication. The whole idea of specific gender rights or of distinct men’s and women’s toilets, for example, is an anachronism tied to traditional gender segregation and stereotypes that serves no good purpose anyway. In the Scandinavian university where I teach there are no distinct men’s and women’s toilets. Further, I can see no reason why a person’s gender should have any legal or discriminatory implications. And just as there is no good reason why a person’s race should be mentioned on his or her birth certificate or passport, so there is no good reason why a person’s gender need be mentioned. Therefore, rather than argue that transsexuals should be able to have their gender changed on their birth certificate—which implies there is some good reason for having gender noted on a birth certificate—the real non-discriminatory position would be to argue that gender has no place on anyone’s birth certificate.




It is worthwhile to note here that those who argue that male-to-female transsexuals, but not other biological men, should be allowed into women’s toilets are actually working to support gender stereotypes and a gender-segregated society. And the same is true for those who demand that female-to-male transsexuals should have access to men’s toilets or facilities, but at the same time feel that other biological women should not have such access. In these cases it seems that the person holding such a position is actually happy with gender stereotypes and segregation. It is just that he or she wants transsexuals to be stereotyped and segregated with the gender they desire to be.




The conclusion is then that transsexualism does not represent a problem for the view that gender in its everyday sense of sex has nothing to do with gender identity. Nor does it show that gender in the same sense means something other than sex or that gender is not based on the genitals. There is a more specialized uncommon sense of gender which means something like cultural expectations for masculinity and femininity, but this does not show that gender in its normal sense has anything to do with such expectations.
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2. The Erotic Meaning of the Sexual Positions




      

    

  
    
      

The Sexual Positions




That gender plays a foundational role in human existence is obvious to anyone who cares to observe how people interact with each other. In all cultures the gender that a person has will deeply affect how that person understands himself or herself and how other people relate to that person. But why should this be the case? Why should someone’s gender be of such vast importance to both the person herself and to other people? The answer, it seems, is not because of any essential property of gender itself, but rather because of gender’s central place in both sexual desire and sexual interaction. This is because it is another person’s gender that constitutes a core element in our desire to interact sexually with that person. For the heterosexual person it is the opposite gender that plays this role, while for the homosexual person it is the same gender. For the bisexual person both genders play this role.




The question of how exactly gender does this is something I shall explore in Essay 4. For now what I want to look at is the sexual interaction itself, or rather a principal feature of sexual interaction. This is the feature of the sexual position. This is a principal feature because when people engage in sexual interaction each of them must necessarily place himself or herself in a physical position that relates to his or her partner’s physical position. My interest, however, is not so much the physical positions themselves, but rather the meanings we attribute to them. For it is in the erotic meanings, as I shall call them, that we can see the object of sexual desire and thus the purpose of sexual interaction when engaged in because of such desire.




What then is a sexual position? Although, as just mentioned, it is a position used in sexual interaction, in its more common use “sexual position” or “sex position” refers more specifically to a position used by two persons during sexual intercourse. This is why sexual positions are also sometimes referred to as coital or intercourse positions. There are of course numerous forms of sexual interaction that do not involve coitus, both heterosexual and homosexual, and each of these will also involve a sexual position. Also, there are sexual positions that involve more than two people. For three or four people can just as easily have sex as two people. However, because of space considerations I will focus on the two-person intercourse positions. It is also the positions for sexual intercourse that have received most attention in the sexological literature. Much of the discussion, though, will also be relevant to other forms of sexual interaction.




One of the fascinating things about human sexual intercourse is that there are several such positions that can be used. This stands in strong contrast to non-human animals who tend to use only one position. For example, in The Mirror of Coitus, a Spanish sex manual dating from the 15th century, five main positions with 26 variants are given.




But why is it there are several positions? Unfortunately, The Mirror of Coitus gives no reason but simply lists them. One common reply, however, is that the existence of different positions enables people to have variety in their sex life. As one account of the different sexual positions puts it, with “that need to have sex comes the urge to have a bit of variety. Fortunately, there are plenty of different configurations you and your partner can try out.”[22] Yet despite the wide variety of positions available it seems that people tend to alternate between two to three different positions.[23] If variety were the principal reason, then it would seem that people would be using much more than two or three positions.




Another view is that different positions contain certain physical qualities that enable people to engage in various degrees of physical control or exertion during sexual intercourse. This seems to be the view that is often put forward in human sexuality textbooks. Thus, in university textbooks meant for courses with titles like “human sexuality” or “the psychology of human sexuality” a list of the various sexual positions—supplemented with drawings—is often given. In one such textbook four primary positions (along with minor variations) are given. These are the man-on-top position (the man and woman lying face to face with the woman on her back), the woman-on-top position (both lying face to face, or the woman sitting, with the man on his back), the lateral-entry position (both lying on one side and facing each other), and the rear-entry position (the woman on her hands and knees with the man kneeling behind her).




This same textbook says, “In the woman-on-top intercourse position, the female can control the angle, rate, and depth of penile penetration.” It is further said that, in this position, when the woman is sitting, both partners’ hands are free to stimulate each other. We are also told that “In the lateral-entry position, or side-to-side intercourse, neither partner supports their body weight. During pregnancy, illness, or convalescence this alignment is more comfortable and less strenuous than many other intercourse positions.”[24]




All of this is of course true. The problem, however, is that the discussion makes it sound like these simple physical qualities, detached from any meaning they might have, are the only or at least the main reasons for choosing one position over the others. Yet if one considers the sexual positions it should be obvious that these sorts of qualities are but minor elements when seen in light of the meanings that the qualities have for people in a sexual encounter. But what are these meanings?




One such meaning, which obviously plays a role in the choice of positions, is what might be called their interpersonal-orientation meaning. This is something that is suggested by William Simon and John H. Gagnon in their “scripting theory” view of human sexuality, which I examine more fully in Essay 4.[25] According to this view, the primary role of the sexual positions is to express or communicate various interpersonal orientations or attitudes. Thus, in the man-on-top position it might be felt that the man primarily expresses his dominance over the woman and the woman, by being on the bottom, primarily expresses her submission to the man. Simon de Beauvoir, for example, refers to the man-on-top position as the “posture of defeat” for the woman.[26]




This, however, should not be interpreted as saying that each sexual position carries a definite or intrinsic interpersonal-orientation meaning, that it will always mean the same thing to everyone who uses it, or even that it will always mean the same thing to the same person. The meaning here will depend on how the participant chooses, for whatever reason, to perceive the interaction. Thus, rather than seeing the man-on-top position as an expression of her own submission, a woman might see the opening of her legs in this position as carrying the meaning of giving, acceptance, or caring. Similarly, rather than perceiving this position as being a form of dominance, the man might see his being on top of the woman as being an expression of his being nurtured by the woman, much as an infant is nurtured while lying on the breast of its mother.




Therefore, interpersonal-orientation meanings are what the individual participant attributes to the sexual position as an interpersonal orientation towards his or her partner. They are not inherent in the interaction but are rather individual interpretations that can vary according to the individual doing the interpretation.




Clearly, these sorts of meanings are present in the various sexual positions. But in themselves such meanings are not essentially sexual or erotic. They make reference to interpersonal attitudes that, in addition to appearing in sexual interactions, can also exist in numerous expressions that have little relation to sexual interaction. Consequently, they convey different ways in which one person can relate to another even without the persons engaging in a sexual position. That is, one person can related to another in a dominant, submissive, giving, or nurturing manner without sexually interacting with that person. A sexual position, however, if done for sexual reasons, is an interaction that would express a meaning beyond these purely interpersonal-orientation meanings. That is, it would also express an erotic meaning. (The term “erotic” is perhaps better here that the term “sexual,” since it seems to carry the connotation of desire in a way “sexual” does not.)



[22] AskMen Editors, 2013.
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The Idea of an Erotic Meaning




But how does one distinguish between a person engaging in a sexual position for sexual reasons and a person engaging in a sexual position for the purpose of expressing a non-erotic, interpersonal-orientation meaning? One way of doing this is to see that if a person uses a particular sexual position solely for the purpose of expressing an interpersonal-orientation meaning, then obviously the position lacks or at least has little erotic meaning for that person.




It is important to note, however, that there is nothing in the nature of a sexual position that implies it must have only one sort of meaning for the person involved. In other words, a sexual position may have both interpersonal-orientation and erotic meanings. A person may, for example, be using a particular position to express both a non-erotic, interpersonal-orientation meaning like submission and also an erotic meaning. Indeed, it is likely that most sexual positions carry an array of meanings, both erotic and non-erotic, for the participants. To discover the erotic meaning of the position, then, one must be able to disengage the non-erotic meanings from the erotic meaning.




But to do this, one must first be clear about what it is that enables a sexual position to express an erotic meaning. One way of achieving this is to try to locate the sexual element that is absent when a sexual position is engaged in for the purpose of expressing a non-erotic meaning. Thus, if we consider a man who is, for example, engaging in the man-on-top position primarily for the purpose of putting the woman in the “posture of defeat,” what is conspicuously absent from or only minimally present in this interaction is the man’s sexual desire. That is, the desire that has led him to choose this position is primarily the desire for expressing dominance. The erotic meaning of a sexual position, then, would be present when the desire that has led a person to choose the position is primarily sexual desire or, in other words, the desire for sexual interaction for its own sake.[27]




As I shall argue in the next essay, the object of sexual desire is the mutual baring and caressing of naked bodies. Consequently, sexual interaction for its own sake is sexual interaction engaged in for the purpose of a mutual baring and caressing of naked bodies. Now, although this enables one to distinguish between instances of the sexual positions that have erotic meaning and those that do not, it does not enable one to distinguish between the erotic meanings that attend the different sexual positions. Distinguishing between the non-erotic meanings here is easy enough because in each case there is a different desire that leads to the adoption of the position. Thus, in order to express hostility, the participant engages in a position that the participant feels best expresses hostility, while in order to express acceptance the participant uses a position that he or she feels best expresses acceptance. The positions carry their different meanings according to the different desires that lie behind their adoption. But in the case of the erotic meanings of the different positions, it seems that in each instance it is the same desire, namely sexual desire, that lies behind the use of each position. So how is it then that the different meanings are attached to the different positions?




Various answers here are possible. One such answer is to reject the idea that the different positions have different erotic meanings. One could claim that once the non-erotic meanings are removed the different sexual positions essentially express the same meaning, which is, it could be argued, simply the desire for sexual interaction. In order to get specific sexual positions (that is, types of sexual activity) desired, one must bring in other non-sexual desires, such as the desires for dominance, submission, acceptance, privacy, and so on. Once these desires are brought into the picture, then and only then can the different positions be seen to have different meanings. These different meanings are interpersonal-orientation meanings.




Another possible answer is to claim that once the interpersonal-orientation meanings are removed, all one is left with are the physical qualities of each position. In this case, one has the freedom of movement for the woman in the woman-on-top position, the ease and non-exertion for both partners in the side-by-side position, the stimulating of the woman’s posterior vaginal wall in the rear-entry position, and so on. These physical qualities, it could then be argued, are all that remain once the interpersonal-orientation meanings are removed. As a result it is these qualities alone that constitute the reason for engaging in one position rather than another.




The problem with both these replies is that they fail to account for the sexual dimension of the sexual positions. This dimension, I want to argue, is what gives the sexual positions, indeed all sexual interactions, their erotic or sexually exciting features. This dimension is not present in the purely interpersonal-orientation or the purely physical qualities of freedom of movement, degree of exertion, or some such thing. Consequently, if a sexual position has an erotic meaning, then that meaning must be derived from something other than an interpersonal orientation or the physical qualities just mentioned.



[27] Giles, 2004.




      

    

  
    
      

Erotic Meaning in the Kāma Sūtra




One way to locate the erotic meanings of the sexual positions is suggested by a discussion of these positions in the Kāma Sūtra. The Kāma Sūtra is an ancient Indian treatise on various aspects of romantic love and sexuality. In this book the author, Vātsyāyana, discusses the different aspects and techniques of sexual interaction. Like The Mirror of Coitus he also lists different sexual positions. And like modern sexuality text books he is also interested in the physical features of the sexual positions. His main concern here, however, is in having partners with discrepant sizes of genitals achieve a harmonious joining in sexual intercourse. He thus describes positions in which a woman with a shallow vagina can accommodate a man with a large penis, a man with a small penis can adequately penetrate a woman with a deep vagina, and so on.




However, in addition to both listing sexual positions and the physical considerations, he also describes various positions in terms of other meanings, meanings that do not seem to be primarily ones of interpersonal orientation in the senses just mentioned.




Consider Vātsyāyana’s following description:






Four embraces are used while making love: the ‘twining vine’, ‘climbing the tree’, ‘rice-and-sesame’, and ‘milk and water’. As a vine twines around a great dammar tree, so she twines around him and bends his face down to her to kiss him. Or, raising it up again, she pants gently, rests on him, and gazes at him with love for a while. This is the ‘twining vine’. She steps on his foot with her foot, places her other foot on his thigh or wraps her leg around him, with one arm gripping his back and the other bending down his shoulder, and panting gently, moaning a little, she tries to climb him to kiss him. This is called ‘climbing the tree’. These two embraces are done standing up. Lying on a bed, their thighs entangled and arms entangled, they embrace so tightly that they seem to be wrestling against one another. This is ‘rice-and-sesame’. Blind with passion, oblivious to pain or injury, they embrace as if they would enter one another; she may be on his lap, seated facing him, or on a bed. This is called ‘milk-and-water.’[28]







To see what is going on here, it is important to note two basic features of this description. First, each position described is given a descriptive metaphorical name and, secondly, the descriptions represent a progression. That is, Vātsyāyana is not just randomly listing different positions, but is placing them in a definite order.




But what is the nature of the progression? The answer to this is given by comparing the different metaphors. Thus in each metaphor two things are referred to which are blended together in various degrees. In the first position the metaphor is of a vine and something it twines around, in the second it is of a tree and something that climbs it, in the third it is of rice and sesame, and in the fourth it is of milk and water.




What is immediately evident here is that, for the most part, each subsequent metaphor represents a higher degree of blending of the two elements than the previous metaphor. The reason I say “for the most part” is because it is perhaps not so evident that a vine which twines around a tree is less blended with the tree than is something that climbs the tree. However, if we compare a situation in which a vine merely twins around a tree with one in which the vine both twines around and climbs the tree, then it is evident that in the second situation the vine is more blended with the tree than it is in the second. Of course, Vātsyāyana does not mention a vine in the second metaphor, but the fact that he refers to the woman and man as a vine and tree in the first metaphor, and the man as a tree in the second metaphor, suggests that here too the woman—who is climbing the tree—plays the role of the vine.




In the third metaphor the two elements, rice and sesame, are even more blended than in the case of the vine and tree. Here the grains of rice and sesame seeds, when they are mixed, are scattered throughout each other. They are, however, still discernible beside each other. But with water and milk, the fourth metaphor, the mixing is such that the two elements have lost their distinctness and are here no longer discernible as independent entities. Here the two elements are fully blended.




It is evident, therefore, that Vātsyāyana wants to say the same thing about the sexual positions that each metaphor is used to describe. That is, he wants to say that each subsequent position he describes involves a higher degree of blending of the man and woman, both physically and experientially. In the first position the woman twines around the man and bends his face down to kiss him while gently panting or she rests on him while gazing at him. This resting on him is the first step in physical and experiential closeness. Gazing at him is the act of visually penetrating him while having him visually penetrate her. It can be seen as the visual equivalent of mutual physical penetration. Her panting is not only a sign of her sexual excitement, but also a way of taking his scent and breath into her.




In the second position she puts her foot on his and begins to climb him while at the same time wrapping a leg and arm around him and pulling his shoulder down towards her. In addition to panting, she also begins to moan. Here the degree of blending is more advanced than in the first position because here, in addition to wrapping around the man she is also climbing him. Further, in the first “twining vine” position her panting is followed by resting and gazing at the man, whereas in the “climbing the tree” position her panting is followed by moaning. And even though the act of gazing can be seen as a form of visually penetrating and thus merging with the other person, in another way it also suggests the experience of distinctness from what is being gazed at. Moaning, on the other hand, seems to suggest the experience of a more complete merging. This is because moaning is typically done spontaneously without conscious thought. It thus indicates a loss of self-awareness and thus of the self–other distinction.




There is also the fact that in the first position the woman finds time to rest (which is why she is able to gaze), while in the second position, there is no resting; only panting and moaning. This points to the woman’s rising excitement of taking the man into her. This further indicates a gradual loss of the experience of the distinction between herself and the man.




This progression continues into the next position. Here the woman and man are now lying down with thighs and arms entangled in a tight embrace. This points to yet a further degree of merging. In the earlier positions it was just one partner that was twining or wrapping around the other: now both are entangled. In addition, they are both here embracing tightly, something which can also be seen as pressing into and thus blending with each other. This loss of the sense of separation is underlined by the fact that in this position the participants are now lying down in an embrace. For to remain standing would suggest a sense of control that Vātsyāyana implies is now fading. We are further told that the embrace is so tight that they seem to be wrestling against one another. Now, although wrestling can be seen as an attempt to separate oneself from another person, it is also something in which each combatant is pressing into the other from many directions at once. That this is the sense that Vātsyāyana has in mind is evident not only from the metaphor of “rice-and-sesame” that is used to describe this position, but also from the description of the final position.




What is interesting about Vātsyāyana’s description here is that the actual physical position seems to lose importance when compared with the experiential state of the participants. For here we are first given an account of their psychological states—“Blind with passion, oblivious to pain or injury”—and only subsequently told that “she may be on his lap, seated facing him, or on a bed.” In addition, as the psychological states suggest, normal self-awareness seems well lost. Finally, and most significantly, Vātsyāyana says, “they embrace as if they would enter one another”; that is, the embrace displays the desire to (that is, “as if they would”) enter into each other.




This remark is significant because it can be seen as the state that all of the positions he describes have been striving towards and thus purposely achieving in various forms and various degrees. Therefore, each of the sexual positions that Vātsyāyana gives can be seen as a rung in a ladder that leads to the participants’ experience of entering into each other. Thus, the “twining vine” is the first step in moving towards another person in order to enter into and be entered into by that person. “Climbing the tree” approaches this goal to a further degree, as does “rice-and-sesame” in yet a deeper way. With the “milk-and-water” position the blending is complete.




Consequently, this experience of desirously entering into each other is something that each of these sexual positions shares in common to various degrees. Plainly, however, it is not just the four positions given by Vātsyāyana that share this feature; for there are numerous other positions that will also share it in varying degrees, including the man-on-top, woman-on-top, side-by-side, and rear-entry positions, plus all their variations. Vātsyāyana’s positions are merely illustrative examples of the degrees which this feature can take. His examples are no doubt of sexual positions that were popular in India at the time.




Such positions are probably, to varying degrees, culturally determined. Carol Marks, for example, argues that in ancient Rome the woman-on-top position, in both its facing-towards and facing-away-from the man varieties, was the most common position,[29] whereas Kinsey and his co-workers marvelled at the nearly exclusive use of the man-on-top position that was the hallmark of heterosexual sexual life in America in the 1950s.[30] The man-on-top missionary position still seems to be the most common for long term-couples. But in one recent large survey, although the most preferred position by women was the man-on-top “missionary” position (30.9%), it was only slightly more preferred than the rear-entry “doggy” position (27.5%). The reverse was true for men.[31]



[28] Vātsyāyana, 2000, pp. 40–41.



[29] Marks, 1987.



[30] Kinsey et al., 1953.



[31] Drucker, 2015.




      

    

  
    
      

Desirously Entering into Each Other




Despite possible cultural reasons for the adoption of certain positions, if done for sexual reasons, they all nevertheless share the feature of the participants’ experience of desiring to enter into each other. And it is precisely this experience that gives the erotic and sexually exciting features, and thus the erotic meaning, to the sexual positions. This is why the woman in Vātsyāyana’s examples becomes more and more sexually excited with each progressive position: from gazing, to panting, to moaning, to both partners being blind with passion. For with each position she finds herself entering her partner more and more while simularly being entered into by her partner. This erotic meaning of “entering into each other” is what remains once the interpersonal-orientation meanings have been disengaged.




What distinguishes the positions in terms of erotic meaning, then, is the degree to and manner in which this experience of entering into each other is achieved. To see how this works, however, it is important not to equate the idea of “entering” with the idea of the penis penetrating the vagina. This is frequently an important feature of the experience of entering and being entered and people, both men and women, often prefer a position because of the depth of penile penetration they feel it allows. Thus, one man describing what he likes about the rear-entry position says, “It feels like I’m going deeper.”[32] Similarly, a woman states, “I really like doggy-style ... I enjoy deep penetration, and this position sure does that.”[33]




But it is not the sole aspect of the idea here of entering in a sexual position. This is because the idea of entering into each other carries with it the idea that not only is the man entering into the woman, but the woman is also entering into the man. This is possible because the penis’ penetration of the vagina is only one form of the experience of entering into or being entered by another body. One can also have the experience of entering into or being entered into in oral sex, deep kissing, biting, finger sucking, and in numerous other sexual practices. Indeed, the simple mutual caressing of a naked body by another naked body can give rise to the sensation of each person entering into the other. Because of this it can be that sexual intercourse is also experienced by the participants as the woman entering into the man.[34]




Thus, one woman says that what she particularly likes about the man-on-top “missionary” position is that “You’ve got constant skin-on-skin contact and can feel every inch of each other with your hands.”[35] She does not elaborate on this point. But it is in just such mutual caressing through constant skin-to-skin contact that a sense of entering into and being entered by one’s partner can easily occur. It seems likely, therefore, that at least one of the things she enjoys about this sort of contact is the sense of entering and being entered into that it gives rise to. She also refers to the partners being able to feel every inch of each other with their hands in this position. Here too we have a mutual caressing of naked bodies, which in turn can similarly lead to a sense of interpenetration of bodies. Both of her comments—constant skin-on-skin contact and hands over every part of each other’s bodies—refer also to the manner in which the entering into each other is experienced. For as she describes this position there is no particular point of contact through which the mutual entering seems to take place. Rather, the position as she experiences it is a global one in which the constant and numerous points of contact would seem to facilitate a diffuse and overall sense of merging.




Therefore, what is crucial here is not the actual physical entering, but the experience of such an entering, what might be called the experiential entering. This is something that may or may not take place in the physical joining of bodies. This is why even a physical quality like the depth of penile penetration, which was mentioned above, does not in itself necessarily carry an erotic meaning. Penile penetration can be engaged in for numerous non-sexual reasons, as, for example, when the desire behind the penetration is primarily to express an interpersonal-orientation meaning. The psychoanalyst Wilhelm Reich, for example, refers to men who see penetration as a form of aggression and see their penises as a stabbing instrument to be used against the woman.[36] Therefore, such penetration only carries an erotic meaning for the participant if he or she experiences it as desirously entering another body or being thus entered into by another body.




Here we also see how the meaning of “desirously entering into each other” serves to distinguish the erotic meanings of the different positions. For in the different positions a person can experience himself or herself as entering or being entered into in various degrees and in various ways by the other person. In each case, sofar as it is experienced as an entering into, it will be perceived as two bodies that merge into and partake of each other by crossing over each other’s boundaries. However, the manner in and degree to which the crossing over takes place will alter fundamentally according to how one organizes it in awareness. In this way the sexual position as an element in the participants’ awareness is best understood as an interpenetrating two-body Gestalt. This is because the configuration of a particular sexual position is more than the sum of its parts: at any one moment it can be viewed in numerous distinct ways.




To take an example, let us consider the woman-on-top position. In this position, with the woman sitting and facing the man, the woman can perceive herself as being entered from below as she envelopes the man’s erection with her vagina. Here she also straddles the man and, if she engages in pelvic thrusting, may have a sense of sucking the man’s pelvic region up into herself. Because of the minimal bodily contact in this position—with contact being typically limited to the genitals, lower pelvic region and the inside of the thighs—the woman might be able more easily to focus her awareness on the genital enveloping that is taking place. In this case she could well experience the position as offering a moment of being deeply entered into, underlined with a sense of gradually drawing the man’s body up into hers. Because, however, of the limited body contact, the manner of her being entered into could easily be sensed as being sharply focused on the point of physical entry, namely, her vagina. This stands in clear contrast to the woman just mentioned and her preference for the man-on-top position. In that case the experience of the manner of desirously entering into each other seems to have no particular point of focus. It is simply spread out over the entire body.




However, in the example of the woman-on-top position, despite the deepness of the penetration, the man’s face in this position nevertheless exists at a distance from the woman’s face. For another woman, or the same woman at another time, this distance over which she must gaze in order to have eye contact with the man might easily serve to create an element of distance in the experience of bodily penetration. (This might be one of the reasons why some women who prefer the woman-on-top position prefer it when they are facing away from the man.) Also kissing or embracing, which seem typically expressions of intimacy and which are often involved in sexual intercourse, are not possible in this position. To kiss or embrace her partner the woman must—partially, at least—abandon this position and lean forward to have her face and upper body come in contact with the man’s. This, along with the fact that she has to maintain enough control to remain sitting upright (if she is to continue in this position) might serve to lessen the sense of deepness and completeness of the experience of being entered.




Further, even though the minimal bodily contact in this position might allow some women to focus more easily on the erotic meaning of absorbing her partner into her, other aspects of this position might work against this awareness. As one woman says, “I know girl-on-top is supposed to be ah-mazing .... But, as much as I hate to admit it, I’m too insecure to really enjoy myself that way. I’m thinking, am I going at the right pace? Do I look funny when I lean down? Are those my knees popping? I like missionary because it makes me feel more secure and lets me concentrate on how everything feels.”[37] Although it is unclear, it is possible that the phrase “how everything feels” refers to the same sort of more global experience mention by the woman referred to earlier who also preferred the missionary position.




With this it should be clear that there is no erotic meaning that could be said to be intrinsic to a sexual position. For the erotic meaning of each position will depend on how the participants at each moment interpret the experience. Further, it will not even be true that the experience of the highest degree of entering into or being entered by one’s partner will be the goal of each person’s enactment of a sexual position. For it may well be that what is desired in a particular instance by a particular person is only a minimal degree of entering or being entered. Nevertheless, sofar as the sexual position chosen carries an erotic meaning, that meaning will have do to with the experience of entering into each other.



[32] Gueren, 2014.
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3. Sex Hormones and Sexual Desire




      

    

  
    
      

The Biological View of Sexual Desire




Having established that sexual desire lies at the basis of why gender is of such importance to us, it is natural to raise the question of why human beings have sexual desire. This is a question that has been answered in various ways by different scholars. Those taking a biological approach to human sexuality typically argue for a biological basis for sexual desire. They point to findings that are meant to show that sexual desire has its origins in specific biological processes and, consequently, that without these processes there would be no sexual desire. In other words, certain biological processes are necessary, though not sufficient, for the existence of sexual desire. In this essay I shall argue that such a biologically based view of human sexual desire is ill-founded and not supported by the data. This does not mean, however, that the biological processes in question have no relation to sexual desire, but only that their role is inessential and, consequently, that human sexual desire is not dependent in any fundamental sense on such biological processes. I will then offer a phenomenological or experiential account of the contingent relation these processes have to sexual desire.




Before I approach this topic, however, it will be helpful to get clear about what is meant by the term “sexual desire.” This is because there are several phenomena that are related to but nevertheless distinct from sexual desire and which, as a result, can be easily confused with sexual desire. These phenomena include sexual arousal and other physiological sexual processes like vaginal lubrication, erection of the penis, or the rapid muscular contractions of orgasm. If processes like these are not clearly distinguished from sexual desire, or mistakenly thought to be the essence of sexual desire, difficulties will appear. One can, for example, run the risk of thinking that because a biological process is essential for, say, sexual arousal or a physiological sexual event, it must consequently be essential for sexual desire.




But what are the reasons for drawing a distinction between sexual desire and these other sexual phenomena? The answer is that any of these phenomena can occur in the absence of sexual desire. Thus, genital stimulation, for example, can lead to the physiological events of sexual arousal, vaginal lubrication, erection, or even orgasm, without the person experiencing sexual desire.[38] This fact is the basis of Helen Singer Kaplan’s model of the sexual process that explains sexual desire as an independent element in the process.[39] Further, although sexual desire can also lead to physiological sexual responses, sexual desire frequently takes place without these accompanying responses.[40] Consequently, sexual desire is distinct from such biological events.




What, then, is sexual desire? One answer is that sexual desire is an experience and thus must be understood in terms of the structure of awareness. I elsewhere propose such a view, arguing that sexual desire is the experience of desire for the mutual baring and caressing of bodies (as physical expressions of mutual vulnerability and care), which may or may not involve the genitals, and which may involve a real, symbolic, or fantasized other person. Here the gender of the other person’s body—be it the same or a different gender—is seen phenomenologically to complete the sense of gender that one has of one’s own body, that is, to fill an experiential void or emptiness that lies at the heart of the experience of gender. In heterosexual desire it is the opposite gender that is felt to give a sense of completion to this emptiness, while in homosexual desire it is the same gender that is felt to do this. For bisexual desire it can be either. This is a view that I shall present more fully in the next essay.




This answer, however, still leaves open the question of why human beings experience such a desire. This is because proponents of competing explanations of the origin of sexual desire, such as social constructionism, the biological view, and the phenomenological view could easily agree that sexual desire is an experience, but then go on to disagree about how this experience has its genesis. Social constructionists might argue that the experience of sexual desire is something that culture has somehow constructed and placed within us. The phenomenological view, however, is that sexual desire is an existential need that has its origins in the experience of the incompleteness of gender. I shall consider both of these views in the next essay, rejecting social constructionism and arguing for the phenomenological. For now I turn to the biological view.




Scholars with a biological view of human sexuality often draw a distinction between what has been called ultimate and proximate causes.[41] Ultimate causes refer to the evolutionary history of a behaviour or experience, which can be seen as the “ultimate cause” of a present behaviour or experience. On the other hand, proximate causes refer to the evolutionary biological structures or processes that biologically-orientated scholars believe assume an essential role in the immediate causes of a present behaviour or experience.




Although scholars giving a biological account of the nature of sexual desire are keen to explain the ultimate or evolutionary history of sexual desire,[42] it is plain that for any biological theory to be viable one must also be able to give an account of the proximate causes of sexual desire. That is, one must be able to point to the biological structures or processes that play a necessary role in the cause of the experience of sexual desire. This does not mean scholars who attempt to do this discount the role of non-biological elements in sexual desire, or that biological elements are sufficient for sexual desire, but only that they see certain biological factors as having a decisive role in the experience of sexual desire.




But what are the biological factors that are thought to play such a part in sexual desire? The most common answer given is sex hormones, that is, the biochemical secretions that are primarily responsible for the development and maintenance of the biological sex characteristics—both the sex organs and internal reproductive systems, and the secondary sex characteristics. These classes of hormones, namely progesterone, oestrogen, and androgen, are produced mainly by the testes in the male or the ovaries in the female. Sex hormones are clearly related to biological aspects of human sexuality, and even to sexual behaviour in non-human animals. This has made several biologically-orientated researchers feel that the actions of sex hormones might also explain the existence of human sexual desire. This does not imply, however, that environmental stimuli are not seen to play a part in the appearance of sexual desire,[43] but only that the presence of sex hormones are necessary for sexual desire to take place. This is a position that is widely held.[44]




One view of how this works is that sex hormones act directly on the central nervous system to cause and maintain sexual desire.[45] Another is they act on genital sensory receptors or afferent pathways to the central nervous system to lower the threshold for genital sensation. This leads to the activation of these receptors, which then directly gives rise to sexual desire.[46]




Although it is androgen in particular that is thought to play a role, even in females,[47] some researchers suggest that, in the female, progesterone and oestrogen might also be circuitously involved. It might be that, in some situations, progesterone and oestrogen allow androgen to have an effect by them subsiding to low levels of concentration.[48] Again, it is generally allowed that the higher order functions of the brain can heavily moderate the action of sex hormones.[49] In other words, although sex hormones are necessary for sexual desire, they are not sufficient. Because of this, non-biological factors can easily influence or override a hormone’s effect—such as when a person motivated by sexual desire to approach another person, perceives the desired person to be rejecting his or her advances, which is why sex hormones are not sufficient for the existence of sexual desire.




This is why some researchers prefer to say that hormones do not cause behaviour, but rather alter the probabilities that a behaviour will take place in a certain situation.[50] This, however, does not go against the view that such hormones are still a necessary component for the experience of sexual desire. Many researchers allow that the presence of sex hormones is not sufficient for sexual desire, while still maintaining that their presence is necessary. Ganz and Greendale, for example, claim that “a large body of evolving information about sexual functioning (and dysfunction) suggests that these hormones [i.e., ovarian sex hormones] may be necessary but not sufficient to overcome disorders of desire [i.e., loss of desire] and arousal in women.”[51] This view is succinctly stated by Rako who, discussing women and sexual desire, says, “sexual desire is influenced by many factors—relational, situational, psychological, and physical”, and yet, “whatever other factors may be playing in a woman’s loss of interest in making love, without adequate testosterone [an androgen], sexual desire simply cannot exist.”[52]
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Sex Hormones and Male Sexual Desire




What, then, is the evidence for this view? Let us start by having a look at the relation between sex hormones and sexual desire in the male. While arguing for the necessary role that hormones play in sexual desire, John Bancroft says, “an adult male’s continued interest in sex depends on his having a normal level of circulating testosterone. If an otherwise normal male has his testosterone lowered by testicular suppressive drugs, he experiences a decline in sexual interest, which returns when the process is reversed.”[53] The same thing occurs when testosterone levels decline due to testicular impairment. In this situation, we are told, males experience a lowering of both sexual interest and the ability to ejaculate. Further, spontaneous nocturnal erections come and go according to whether testosterone is withdrawn or replaced.[54] All of this, it is claimed, clearly shows that testosterone is necessary for normal levels of sexual desire, a term that he uses interchangeably with the term “sexual interest”.




But do these findings really support this conclusion? Several points count against such a claim. First, it should be seen that the findings concerning the decline of nocturnal erections tell us nothing about the effects of testosterone withdrawal on sexual desire. They only tell us about the effects of testosterone withdrawal on nocturnal erections. Nothing indicates that sexual desire has been affected by the withdrawal of testosterone, especially since there is no obvious connection between a man’s ability to have sexual desire and his ability to have nocturnal erections. The physiology of nocturnal erections is poorly understood and nocturnal erections, which seem to have a relation to REM sleep might well be a physiological reaction that has little to do with sexual desire.[55] Further, even if nocturnal erections were caused by, say, sexual desire experienced while dreaming, this does not mean that the disappearance of nocturnal erections indicates the disappearance of sexual desire while dreaming. The question remains an open one and more research is needed. Still, it seems just as plausible that the withdrawal of testosterone has merely hindered the ability to have erections, not the ability to have sexual desire.




In different cases of erectile failure it can well be that the man has sexual desire but that other factors, like anxiety or biological problems, interfere with his ability to have or maintain an erection.[56] If erectile failure in such cases need not indicate a loss of sexual desire, it seems the same would hold in this case. That is, a decrease in nocturnal erections need not imply the man has a decrease in sexual desire.




Secondly, the same research that Bancroft cites to support his claim about the reduction of sexual desire as a response to testicular suppressive drugs also shows that, in addition to being related to a decline in sexual desire, such drugs are further related to a “marked decrease in the frequency of spontaneous erections” along with “a strong trend towards decreased ability to maintain an erection during intercourse.”[57] But if this is true, might it not be the decreased ability to have erections—along with the meaning assigned by the man to this decreased ability—that is essentially responsible for the decline in sexual desire? This is also a plausible account. In this view, testosterone levels are only incidentally involved (so far as they lead to a decreased ability to have erections). The crucial factor is the meaning this decreased ability has for the man.




This interpretation is suggested by the fact that the reduced ability to have or maintain an erection or to ejaculate, especially during sexual intercourse, is a powerful social stigma. A man with this sort of erectile or ejaculatory dysfunction is typically seen to be unmasculine or unvirile. It causes a man considerable distress, loss of self-esteem, and adversely affects his relationships, which is probably one of the reasons why the drug sildenafil, with its ability to help cause and maintain erections, has been so popular.[58] It seems likely, therefore, that many males afflicted in this way would be uncomfortable in a sexual situation and so prefer to avoid sexual interactions, especially if their partners also showed discomfort or displeasure under such circumstances.




Someone in this situation who was aware of his erectile or ejaculatory problems and was thus avoiding sexual encounters could easily begin to feel he has lost his sexual desire. This much follows from Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance.[59] Most males, it seems, would find it a dissonant situation to experience sexual desire while at the same time having erection problems and avoiding sexual interaction. If one has sexual desire—the reasoning might go—then it seems one should neither have trouble having erections nor avoid sexual encounters. One way to dissipate the cognitive dissonance generated would be to attempt to suppress or deny one’s sexual desire, or at least the awareness of one’s sexual desire.




Further, it appears likely that a man in this situation would also prefer to avoid activities that might lead to sexual intercourse, or at least those activities that might be taken by the woman to imply that the man is interested in sexual intercourse. This would explain Bagetell et al.’s findings that there was also a decline in kissing and fondling subsequent to the withdrawal of testosterone.[60] This is because if a man engages in the kissing and fondling of a woman, the woman could, depending on the circumstances, easily interpret this as a display of the man’s desire to proceed to sexual intercourse. But if the woman were then to act on the man’s seeming advances and invite him to have sexual intercourse with her, the man would be left in the humiliating position of not being able to follow through on an offer that he seemed to be courting, an offer that she would probably expect him to accept. This is because an erection is necessary for effective sexual intercourse.




In such a state of affairs it might seem wiser for the man to avoid kissing and fondling or any other behaviour that might be taken as an indication of his desire for sexual intercourse. In this interpretation, then, the lowering of sexual desire is a combined result of the lowered ability to have erections and ejaculations, a perception of the social stigma attached to such reduced abilities, and a desire to avoid this stigma. Here, the withdrawal of sex hormones, which causes the decrease in erections and capacity for ejaculation, plays no essential role in the lowering of sexual desire. This is because it is not essential that the man perceives or responds to the social stigma in this way. If he were unconcerned about the social stigma, or had a partner that was unconcerned, then despite the lowering of sex hormone levels, he might well persist in having sexual desire. He may have difficulty engaging in sexual intercourse, but that is another matter.




This conclusion is strongly supported by what is known about the sexual desires and sexual activities of eunuchs. Eunuchs are males who have been castrated (that is, had their testicles removed) and thus suffer a state of permanent testosterone deficiency. The practice of castration was carried out in numerous cultures; from Rome, Byzantium, to different Islamic societies and ancient China. In many of these cultures eunuchs were employed as harem attendants or guards. The castration was done to keep the attendants or guards from sexually interacting with the women or getting the women pregnant.




However, although the state of castration may have stopped eunuchs from impregnating their women charges, it did not stop them from having sexual desire towards the women or from having sexual intercourse with them. As Michael Aucoin and Richard Wassersug have shown, there is much evidence that such harem eunuchs continued to have sexual desire and were sexually active with the women.[61] The mediaeval Islamic writer Bayhaî, for example, tells us that “the eunuchs have a strong lust for and an amazing attraction to women.”[62] Thus, says Ayalon, in mediaeval Islamic culture “sexual relations of various forms with eunuchs were very common, as it seems, everywhere. The eunuchs did not lose their sexual desire, either as active or passive partners.”[63]




Some contemporary scholars have disputed these claims, but the evidence clearly suggests that eunuchs did have sexual desire. Ringrose, for example, says of eunuchs “most, but not all, of them lost all interest in sexual activity.”[64] Unfortunately, she cites no sources to back up her claim, a claim which goes against numerous mediaeval sources.[65] Further, Ringrose herself points out that Chinese and Islamic cultures “frowned upon expressions of sexual pleasure of any kind between women of the court and their servants, making total ablation [removal of not just the testicles but also the penis] necessary.”[66] This shows that simple removal of the testicles was not enough to quash “expressions of sexual pleasure” and stop the eunuch from having sexual intercourse with his female charges. And of course the removal of the penis did not get rid of sexual desire; it only got rid of the possibility of expressing that desire through sexual intercourse. As Aucoin and Wassersug say, the totally ablated eunuch still had his hands and mouth through which he could express his sexual desires.




One could always protest that the sexual desire that eunuchs feel may not be the same sort of sexual desire that the intact testosterone-sufficient male feels. There is, however, no evidence to support such a view, a view that seems little more than a last minute attempt to deny the evidence that eunuchs can have “real” sexual desire.




Also, not only did eunuchs maintain their sexual desire, but they were even sexually desired by women. The writings of Gahiz, for example, present eunuchs as being sexually desired by women because they were slow to ejaculate and carried no risk of impregnating their partners.[67] Similarly, Bayhaqî says, “one of the merits of the eunuch is that the woman is attracted to him because he is safer and she covets him because he is forbidden to her and because she is secure from having a child [from him]”[68] This shows that far from being stigmatized, a eunuch might even be sexually desired.




But why then is it that testosterone-deprived males in these pre-modern cultures continued to have sexual desire, whereas various modern studies purport to show that androgen deprived males have no sexual desire?[69] The answer, as I have suggested, has do with social rather than biological factors. If a man is sexually desired because of his testosterone-deprived state, as many eunuchs in earlier times were, then being slow to ejaculate, or slow to have an erection, which is part of the testosterone-deprived state, need not be seen by the man as a stigma. Consequently, there is no need for him to try to suppress his sexual desire or avoid sexual activities. What all of this suggests is that a male’s sexual desire is not dependent on sex hormone levels in any fundamental way.
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Sex Hormones and Female Sexual Desire




Concerning females, several scholars have also argued for the essential role of sex hormones in sexual behaviour and desire. Thus Bartlik and Kaplan claim that “for a woman to live with inadequate levels of testosterone is no small matter. For many it means the complete inability to experience sexual desire, sexual fantasy, arousal and/or orgasm.” “Female sexuality without testosterone,” they say “is a house without a foundation.”[70] Yet an examination of the evidence shows that with females the relevance of sex hormones in sexual behaviour and experience is even more unclear than it is with males. When the situations that involve a fluctuation in a woman’s sex hormones are studied in order to observe for any changes in sexual desire, the results are typically inconsistent.




Thus, although some women seem to have increased sexual desire when they are ovulating or reduced sexual desire when they are menstruating, many more notice no such change in their sexual desire or experience different changes.[71] In addition, although some women seem to lose sexual desire when taking oral contraceptives (drugs that decrease testosterone levels),[72] other women plainly experience no change in their sexual desire or even have heightened sexual desire. Likewise, breast-feeding, which is also related to changing levels of sex hormones, has no consistent effect on a woman’s levels of sexual desire. As we shall see, while some women who breast-feed appear to display a decline in sexual desire, others do not. A similar picture holds for women undergoing menopause, another situation in which women display a variation in levels of sex hormones. Again, some women seem to feel a decline in sexual desire while others do not.[73]




Further, in each of these cases where there is a change in sexual desire, several non-hormonal explanations are readily available. This is not to say that the non-hormonal explanations must be the correct ones—further research is needed to establish that—but only that their plausibility means we are not compelled to accept the hormonal explanation. The rise in sexual desire that some women experience during ovulation might be explained by certain events associated with ovulation that help to focus a woman’s awareness on her pelvic and genital region during ovulation. Many women experience lower abdominal discomfort or sensations during the time of ovulation or, again, many women notice a vaginal discharge (cervical mucous) during ovulation.[74] These events direct the woman’s attention to her genitals and so could be precursors to a rise in sexual desire. As I have argued in The Nature of Sexual Desire, genital stimulation—and, with women, deeper stimulations of the uterus and related organs—whether from internal or external sources, can readily lead to the beginnings of sexual arousal, which in turn can give rise to sexual desire. I shall explore this view later in this essay when I present a phenomenological account of the working of sex hormones.




Similarly, the decline in sexual desire that some women experience when menstruating is quite explicable in terms of feelings of disgust that some people associate with menstruation and having sexual contact during menstruation.[75] All of this agrees with Hedricks’ review of the literature concerning female sexual activity across the menstrual cycle.[76] Here she concludes that it is social rather than endocrine factors that are most likely to contribute to the variance of psychological states across the female menstrual cycle. In the case of the effects of oral contraceptives on sexual behaviour there are also several non-hormonal explanations available. For the woman who seems to lose sexual desire it might simply be that the presence of an abnormal endocrinological situation makes her feel unwell, a situation that puts her off desiring sexual activity. Or again, a woman might be ambivalent about taking oral contraceptives. Even though she does not want to get pregnant and thus takes her contraceptives, perhaps she also has religious or moral feelings that go against the use of contraceptives. Or perhaps she is strongly aware of the health risks involved in the use of oral contraceptives. In such situations it is understandable that the resulting feelings of guilt, disappointment, or concern might work to mitigate her feelings of desire.




On the other hand, a woman might not respond negatively to the altered endocrinology caused by oral contraceptives. She might also see the use of oral contraceptives as being a path to freedom from the fear of unwanted pregnancy. Perhaps she also sees the health risks, but sees them as being minor compared to all the risks involved in an unwanted pregnancy. In this situation the woman might well experience no change in her sexual desire or even a release from anxieties surrounding sexual intercourse and so experience a heightening of sexual desire.




Here we have explanations for the various responses to oral contraceptives that have nothing to do with hormonal fluctuations but instead have to do with the attachment of meaning to the act of taking oral contraceptives.




In the same way, it is understandable that, for some women, the physiological activity involved in breast-feeding, the associated sore breasts, being kept awake for night breast-feeding—not to mention all the other tasks of motherhood—might, through exhaustion, take its toll on the desire to engage in sexual activity. Rowland et al., for example, found that out of 181 new mothers who were currently breast-feeding, 167 had not yet resumed sexual intercourse. When asked why, the answer “being too tired” (given by 16.8%) was the second most common, preceded only by “lack of interest” (given by 18.6%) (215 different reasons were given, with 54 subjects giving more than one reason.) And even the answer “lack of interest” might well be simply an expression of being too tired; for it is very understandable that one lacks interest when one is too tired. The other most common answers were “being afraid of intercourse being painful” (16.8%), “physician told them not to” (15.6%), and “thinking they should wait 6 weeks” (14.4%), not that they had no sexual desire.[77]




Further, it is important to note that Hyde et al.’s study[78] on sexuality during pregnancy and the postpartum year does not, as Bancroft[79] claims, support the view that there tends to be decline in sexual interest in women who breast-feed. Although this research found that women who were breast-feeding were less likely to engage in sexual intercourse than those who were not breastfeeding, there was no difference between the two groups for their likelihood to engage in masturbation, fellatio, or cunnilingus. This strongly suggests that sexual desire remains fully intact during breast-feeding; for masturbation, fellatio, or cunnilingus are also usually expressions of sexual desire. Consequently, what is affected is simply the incidence of sexual intercourse.




And this is understandable: for breast-feeding is associated with the suppression of oestrogen, a hormone that functions to maintain the vaginal lining and lubrication.[80] As a result, sexual intercourse will tend to be more uncomfortable for breast-feeding women than for those who do not breastfeed, and breast-feeding women may thus tend to avoid sexual intercourse. This is suggested in Rowland et al.’s study where in the third most common reason for breast-feeding women avoiding sexual intercourse is “being afraid of intercourse being painful.”[81] But avoiding sexual intercourse for this reason has nothing to do with a decline in sexual desire.




Similar difficulties can be found with the view that, during menopause a decline in sex hormones leads to a decline in sexual desire. One problem is that there is evidence to suggest that apparent declines in sexual desire at this time in a woman’s life are more related to age than to menopausal status.[82] Though here, it should be noted, it is likely that any such decline has more to do more with the increase in health problems often associated with aging—and with the medications used to treat such problems—than with aging itself.[83]




Moreover, even in those instances of declining sexual desire that do appear to be a response to menopause, nothing forces us to see this as being dependent on the fluctuation of hormones. Since many women see menstruation and fertility as a fundamental aspect of their femininity,[84] it is clear that many women, and men too, interpret menopause as a loss of a woman’s femininity, youth, and sexual desirability, rather than as, say, freedom from having to use menstrual products or freedom from the fear of unwanted pregnancy.




With such meanings looming in a woman’s and her sexual partner’s awareness, a woman might well experience a decline of sexual desire. For again, if a woman sees her own sexual desire as being connected to her femininity, youth, and sexual desirability, as many women clearly do, then it is a cognitively dissonant situation to think one has maintained the former while losing the latter. One way to reduce the dissonance here would be for the woman to try to convince herself that she no longer has sexual desire.




A couple of often-cited studies that seem to go against this view of menopause are those by Barbara Sherwin and her co-workers, researchers who examined the effects of surgically induced menopause and hormone replacement. In one double-blind study Sherwin et al. randomly assigned surgically menopausal women (women whose menopause was artificially induced by hysterectomy) into one of three hormone replacement groups: one group receiving oestrogen and androgen, one receiving androgen alone, one receiving oestrogen alone, and one receiving a placebo. They also had a control group, namely women with hysterectomies who received neither replacement hormones nor placebo. They then measured each groups’ sexual functioning, which they defined as level of sexual desire, number of sexual fantasies, level of arousal during intercourse, frequency of intercourse, and frequency of orgasm. The results, they claimed, showed that exogenous androgen increased the intensity of sexual desire and arousal, and the frequency of sexual fantasies, but not sexual intercourse or orgasm.[85]




This study, however, is flawed in several ways. First, all the subjects were women who had recently undergone traumatic sexual surgery. This is a problem because, as de Marquiegui and Huish argue, disfiguring operations on a woman’s reproductive organs (or face, breasts, or genitals), frequently have a damaging effect on her sexuality.[86] This makes the subjects into an unrepresentative group.




Secondly, subjects in the control group were both significantly younger than the rest of the subjects and also all had their ovaries intact (Several of the subjects in the other groups had their ovaries removed.) This introduces a significant difference between the control and treatment subjects. These factors severely confound the results rendering their interpretation and generalizability problematic.




Thirdly, various results were found that went contrary to the hypotheses. Thus, although the testosterone levels of each the treatment groups were expected to fall during a one month placebo phase of the study, for some inexplicable reason the testosterone levels for the oestrogen–androgen group did not fall.




Fourthly, although the authors claim that the “androgenic effects on sexual desire, arousal, and fantasy” increased with the time since surgery, this also happened for the control group, which received no replacement androgen. This suggests that time since surgery was also a confounding variable. These findings make it difficult to draw any clear interpretation of the study.




In another study Sherwin and Gelfand took women who had also undergone hysterectomies, including the removal of both ovaries, and divided them into groups that received no treatment, oestrogen replacement, or oestrogen–testosterone replacement. Of these, only the oestrogen–testosterone group showed an increase in sexual desire, as they also did in sexual fantasies, arousal, intercourse, and orgasms. These results were again interpreted as showing that testosterone increases, among other things, sexual desire.[87]




Here too, however, there are various problems. Again, the subjects were women who have been traumatized through sexual surgery. Also, not only were the subjects not randomly assigned into their groups but, further, the study does not seem to be double blind. That is, it appears that the researchers knew which group was receiving testosterone and, also, that the subjects in each group knew if they were receiving testosterone.




This creates an experimental bias because testosterone has a mystique as a “powerful sex hormone” and even as an aphrodisiac. Germaine Greer, for example, in her popular book The Change: Women, Aging, and Menopause, warns about the administration of testosterone to perimenopausal women since it “will bring about an instant increase in genital sensitivity” that, with single women, “can only lead into dangerous and compromising situations or humiliating bouts of masturbation.”[88] She also sees the administration of testosterone to women as an attempt to tailor women’s sexuality to men’s and refers to testosterone as a “male hormone,” a view that seems to be held by many women: findings indicate that 95% of women in North America do not know that a woman’s body normally produces testosterone.[89] These finding were, however, from 1999. Still, my impression is that popular knowledge on this has not changed drastically since then.




It is very possible, therefore, that an expectancy for increased sexual functioning could easily have affected both the researchers’ treatment of the subjects and the subjects’ responses (Compare, for example, Wilson and Lawson’s study where male subjects showed increased sexual arousal to viewing erotic films simply because they believed [falsely] they had ingested alcohol—another drug that is popularly, though mistakenly, believed to be a stimulant of sexual desire.)[90]




Most importantly, although in both these studies Sherwin and her co-workers imply that testosterone was the immediate common cause for the increase in all the variables studied, nothing in their results requires this interpretation. For the design of their study does not enable them to rule out other possible causal relations. It is quite possible that although the testosterone might have caused an increase in physiological arousal, it was an awareness of and meaning attached to the heightened arousal that led to the increase in sexual desire and the other behaviours. Again, an awareness of the bodily and especially genital changes during the sexual process might well lead to an increase in sexual desire. It is important to remember that, as mentioned earlier, sexual physiological arousal and sexual desire are distinct phenomena and that the former can easily occur without the later.




Finally, even if the administered testosterone were somehow causally responsible for the subjects’ increased sexual desire, this does not show that naturally occurring testosterone levels have any relation to sexual desire in women. In a large study of over 1,000 randomly selected women between 18 and 75 years old, Davis et al. found that naturally occurring testosterone levels had no correlation with a woman’s sexual desire, arousal, pleasure, orgasmic ability, or sexual self-image.[91]




This gives even more credibility to the non-hormonal explanations that are readily available to account for such cases of fluctuation in female sexual desire, fluctuations that, it must be remembered, occur in only a portion of women. Such considerations raise a large question mark over what research has shown us about female sexual desire having its origins in the ebb and flow of sex hormones.




Moreover, the fact that females show a less clear relation between levels of sex hormones and levels of sexual desire is just what one would expect if my interpretation of the male response to fluctuating sex hormone levels is correct. There I suggested that a lowering of male sexual desire might well be a result of both the inability to have or maintain erections or to ejaculate and concerns about the social stigmas attached to such inabilities. If this is what is happening in the male situation, then it seems likely that a similar account, with due alteration of details, could be applied to the female situation. Here too, what sex hormones are necessary for are sexual physiological responses, not sexual desire.




Yet, in the female, there are no obvious physiological events upon which she depends in order to engage adequately in sexual intercourse. That is, although a male’s ability to have what is seen as successful sexual intercourse is dependent on his ability to have erections and to ejaculate, there are no similar physiological requirements upon which the female’s ability depends. Even though the physiological events of vaginal engorgement and lubrication can facilitate a woman’s ability to have and enjoy intercourse, they are far from necessary: the vagina can be penetrated whether or not it is engorged and the vagina is often sufficiently lubricated without sexually induced lubrication, or saliva or an artificial lubricant can be used. And, what is more significant, the non-occurrence of such vaginal changes is not obvious to her sexual partner in the way that his lack of erection or ejaculation is obvious to her.[92]




In addition, and even more importantly, there is little social stigma attached to a female who fails to display such physiological events, especially when we compare it to the stigma attached to the male who lacks the ability to become erect or ejaculate. And this lack of stigma is quite explicable, for not only will the male find it difficult to know if these events have taken place in the female (and thus find it difficult to know when to stigmatize her) but, further, her ability to satisfy him in sexual intercourse does not depend on these events. This would give him little reason to stigmatize her. It is true that there is some stigma attached to the non-orgasmic or “frigid” woman, but again, whether or not a woman has had an orgasm is something her partner cannot typically know, especially if she does not want him to know—which is probably at least one of the reasons why women report pretending to have orgasms much more than men do.[93]




This means, then, that there are no obvious hormone-dependent events that take place in female sexual activity or biology that females can expect to be stigmatized for not having. Consequently, a woman with reduced levels of sex hormones need not avoid sexual interactions for fear of being humiliated or stigmatized. This further means that there is no reason for her, as there is for the male, to show a reduction of sexual desire as a result of the awareness that her physiological situation prevents her from engaging in sexual intercourse and satisfying her partner.




Such an account makes it fairly clear why females show more variation in a hormone-related lowering of sexual desire than males do; for being largely free from concerns about social stigmas over their sexual physiological functioning, womens’ individual differences are given more scope for expression. As with the male, one is able to give an account that does not require the assumption that sex hormones are necessary for the existence of sexual desire.
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Sex Hormones and Animals




At this point someone will probably want to object that findings from animal studies paint a different picture of the role of sex hormones. With non-human mammals, it might be claimed; the crucial role of sex hormones in giving rise to both sexual behaviour and sexual desire has been well established. Consequently, it could be argued, even though there may be variation in the apparent effects of sex hormones on different people, and even though there may be other non-hormonal explanations for such effects, the fact that sex hormones play a necessary role in the sexual behaviour and desire of non-human mammals makes it likely that they also play such a role in human sexual desire.




The problem, however, is that the category “mammalian species” is a vast one, with some species being phylogenically close to us, and others being phylogenically remote from us. Plainly, it is those species phylogenically closest to us whose behaviour is the most relevant here. These species are the non-human anthropoid primates, namely the apes and monkeys. Significantly, it is just with these species that sexual behaviour and desire seems least dependent on sex hormones.




For example, several studies of castrated non-human anthropoid males, in both confined and free-ranging populations, show that these animals are unique among non-human mammals in being able to continue to show not only sexual interest, but also sexual activity after castration.[94] It is true that sexual interest and activity in these cases tend to be reduced, but not always. Loy, for example, observed a free-ranging male rhesus monkey who, seven years after being castrated, was still mounting and penetrating females, and even showing the characteristic ejaculatory pause associated with the intact male’s ejaculation.[95] This anthropoid ability to continue to show sexual interest after castration contrasts starkly with the primate group that is phylogenically furthest removed from human beings, namely the prosimians (lemurs, lorisines, and tarsiers). Here castration seems to kill male sexual desire and activity.[96]




Likewise, it is clear that with non-human anthropoid females, sexual receptivity (female acceptance of male initiation of sexual behaviour) and proceptivity (female initiation of sexual behaviour), are far less tied to the ovarian cycle than is the case with prosimian females, whose ovarian cycles, unlike the anthropoids, show no menstruation. The bonobo or pigmy chimpanzee, for example, is the most sexually active of the non-human primates, with sexual behaviour being shown frequently in numerous situations. Although the female tends to be more attractive to the male when she exhibits her monthly hormone-induced genital swelling, a female will show both receptivity and proceptivity at any time during her menstrual cycle.[97] For example, female bonobos frequently will offer sexual intercourse to males (and genital–genital rubbing to other females) in exchange for food, to become integrated into a group, or simply for the enjoyment of it.




Some scholars feel that bonobo behaviour here is probably much like the sexual behaviour of our pre-human ancestors.[98] Again, this is very different from prosimian behaviour. With the ruffed lemurs, for example, the female refuses any attempted mounts by males until a short period of oestrus during the annual mating season. Here she is receptive to males for only six to eight hours.[99]




But why this difference between the two types of primates? The answer, I would argue, is that it has to do with differences in the complexity of awareness. Anthropoid self-perceptual, interpretive, and cognitive abilities are much more complex than those of prosimians. Chimpanzees and orangutans, for example, are able to recognize themselves in a mirror; prosimians are not.[100] In this view, the sexual desire of non-human anthropoids is tied to awareness in a way that the sexual desire of prosimians is not. Anthropoid sexual desire is thus not fully dependent on hormones in the way that prosimian sexual desire is. Since human beings show an even greater complexity of awareness than do non-human anthropoids, it is only reasonable to assume that human sexual desire will be even less dependent on hormones than is the sexual desire of the other anthropoids.




That human sexual desire operates in a distinct way from the more hormone-dependent sexuality of the other primates is also suggested by the existence of the atypical sexual variations, for example, exhibitionism, voyeurism, fetishism, sadomasochism, and necrophilia. Nothing resembling these human sexual desires can be found in any of the non-human primates.[101] And this is true even for such primates who have had abnormal or abusive upbringings; something the primatologist Dixson feels accounts for atypical sexual desires in human beings.




The likely explanation for this difference is that human sexual desire involves a complex ability to create a system of associative and symbolic meanings that is only rudimentary in other primate’s sexual desire. It is this complexity of awareness that enables the atypical sexual variations to appear in human beings.




The overall conclusion, then, can only be that research on the relation between sex hormones and sexual desire has failed to provide any solid evidence that sexual desire is, in any fundamental sense, dependent on the fluctuations of sex hormones. This in turn shows that, since the actions of sex hormones seem the most likely candidate for a biological mechanism that gives rise to the experience of sexual desire, there is little convincing evidence that sexual desire has its basis in our biology.
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The Phenomenology of Sex Hormones




None of this means, however, that sex hormones bear no relation to sexual desire, but only that they bear no essential role. But what other sort of relation could there be between sex hormones and sexual desire? I mentioned earlier that sexual desire can be roused by stimulation of the erotogenic zones, and especially the sex organs. Given that sex hormones primarily target the genitals and reproductive system, a possible relation is suggested by considering Freud’s idea of what he calls the three sources of excitation. According to Freud the sexual apparatus can be set in motion from three sources: excitations of the erotogenic zones from something in the external world, excitations by the interior of the body, or by excitations caused by fantasy.[102] Because some people might be worried by a reference to Freud here, it is perhaps worthwhile to point out that this view that was borrowed by Masters and Johnson and re-named as exteroceptive, proprioceptive, and psychological stimulations.[103]




What Freud is saying is that sexual desire can be roused in three different ways, none of which is necessary but each of which can be sufficient. That is, sexual desire can be roused by merely receiving stimulation from one of these three sources. An example of the first source of excitation would be a caress on an erotically sensitive area of the body by the hand of an attractive member of the desired gender. Perhaps not only the touch, but also the sight, sound, smell, and taste of a desired person should be included in this category; for these are also ways in which something in the external world excites sexual desire. An example of excitation by fantasy could be imagining a romantic or sexual interaction with a person who one finds sexually attractive.[104]




But what about excitations by the interior of the body? Here, I should like to suggest, is where sex hormones have their non-essential relation to sexual desire. That is, sex hormones are one of the sources of excitations by the interior of the body that may or may not lead to sexual desire. Others such sources include muscle tension and movements, and vasocongestion. However, excitations caused by sex hormones are not necessary for sexual desire. This is because, first, they are only one form of excitation from the interior of the body and, secondly, interior excitations are only one of the factors that can lead to sexual desire.




But how then do they lead to sexual desire? The answer, it is clear, will not have to do with biological mechanisms of sex hormones, but rather with the phenomenology of their excitations. That is, the way in which they might lead to sexual desire will depend on the way in which the excitations are dealt with in a person’s awareness. This, of course, is a matter for empirical investigation and so should be addressed by phenomenological research. I want to propose a way in which these excitations might relate to sexual desire, and so indicate a possible route for phenomenological investigation.




Sex hormones would seem to play a role in sexual desire because of sensory receptors in the genitals. These are both a main erotogenic zone and are sensitive to the fluctuations of sex hormones. Receptors in the breasts—also typical erotogenic zones in women—are likewise sensitive to fluctuations of sex hormones, namely oestrogen.[105] As Davidson et al. suggest, sex hormones might operate by acting on such receptors or by lowering the threshold for genital sensation.[106] In either case sex hormones work to increase genital excitations. This increase in excitations, I would argue, enters awareness by directing attention to the genitals. In this way, either new sensations or sensations that might have slipped by full awareness before—the pressure of clothing, the rhythmic movement of the legs, and the pulsation of blood vessels—now move forward to situate themselves in clear view before awareness.




In doing so, however, these genital sensations do not proclaim themselves to be elements essentially imbued with erotic meaning. Rather, they enter awareness undeciphered, calling upon awareness to organize them in terms of a specific meaning. This is not to say that in their initial presentation to awareness that they are devoid of meaning, but only that in the moment they appear diverse meanings are already competing to be assigned to them. It is in this state of shifting meanings that they present themselves to awareness as being in need of a specific meaning. In this situation they may either be given or denied an erotic meaning.




This, of course, is just what happens in the case of excitations from objects in the external world. These too are open to the acceptance of diverse meanings. The fact that genital excitations from external objects need not lead to sexual desire is evident from what goes on in medically-based genital exams. Although such exams cause genital stimulation, they do not usually lead to the patient’s having sexual desire. This, however, remains a possibility.[107] And just as external excitation of the genitals may or may not lead to sexual desire, so too the interior stimulation of these receptors by sex hormones may or may not lead to sexual desire.




Still, there is a basic difference between excitations caused by external objects and those caused by the interior of the body. In the former case our awareness typically senses not only the excitations themselves, but also the external object that is their cause. Thus, for example, in being caressed by the hand of a person I am sexually attracted to, what I am aware of is not only the excitations on or tingling under the skin where I am caressed, but also the hand (and the body to which it belongs) that is doing the caressing. These are not experienced distinctly, but are rather experienced as a unified and inter-woven system in which the hand seems to fuse with my body, penetrating below my skin to mingle with the sensations it has caused. This is precisely what happens, though on a larger scale, in the phenomenology of sexual intercourse. Here, through the penetration of intercourse, both bodies seem to pour into and fuse with each other, giving rise to the experience of an interpenetrating two-body Gestalt.[108]




Things, however, are different with excitations whose origin is the interior of the body. Here there is typically no external object that awareness senses and attempts to associate causally with the bodily sensations. That is, excitations from the interior of the body are left to present themselves alone to awareness. But in presenting themselves alone such excitations are disposed to take on numerous and diverse meanings, none of which need be erotic. This is because there is no external object (for example, a sexually attractive person) that helps to enforce the erotic meaning of the internal excitations. Of course, even excitations caused by the caress of a sexually attractive person need not be construed in an erotic way. But in this case, it seems that an erotic construal is much more likely than in this latter case. Awareness here is filled with an excitation whose erotic meaning seems to press itself in on awareness from several directions at once.




For example, in the moment of a caress on an erotogenic zone of my body by someone I find attractive, not only do I experience the excitations caused by the physical contact but, typically, I also experience the sight, sound, smell, and maybe even taste of the attractive person. If sex hormones are also released in this instance, then not only am I infiltrated with excitations caused from the exterior of my body, but also with those from the interior of the body. There is, so to speak, a double barrage of excitations on the body.




What then happens when excitations from the interior of the body appear alone in awareness? I would argue that just what meaning they are given will depend both on the situation in which they are experienced and also on the dispositions of the person undergoing them. It seems likely that a person in an obviously sexual situation—for example, waiting on one’s sexual partner in order to have sexual intercourse—will tend to interpret increased genital sensitivity or excitations, which are the physiological effects of sex hormones, as being related to sexual desire. However, a person experiencing a similar increase in genital sensitivity in a typically non-sexual situation—for example, waiting in a queue at the bank—will tend less to interpret the excitations in a sexual way. Perhaps the excitations will even be ignored. This much seems consistent with attribution theory.[109]




A similar point can be made with a person’s dispositions. For example, Kaplan—and Vātsyāyana long before her—distinguishes persons in terms of their degrees of sexual desire, with some being high in sexual desire, some being low, and some being on a gradient of degrees in between. A person’s placing here can also be situationally specific, for example, he or she might be low in sexual desire because of a lack of attraction to his or her partner.[110] With increased genital sensitivity it seems probable that a person with a high degree of sexual desire will be more disposed than someone with a low degree to see the excitations as being related to sexual desire.




Likewise, some people may be more sensitive to context than others. Thus, in the right context, namely a clearly sexual one they might not be affected much by a decline in internal excitations. Someone else, however, might be less sensitive and so be more dependent on excitations from the interior of the body. In the same way, it is understandable that someone with a high degree of sexual desire might not respond to the decline of sex hormones in the way that someone would with a low degree of sexual desire. In the case of the person with a high degree of sexual desire internal excitations could serve to heighten his or her desire but not play a very important role. Consequently, a decline in the internal excitation would not have much of an effect on his or her sexual desire. In this case, excitations from the external world and fantasy could be more than enough to set his or her desire in motion. A person with low sexual desire, however, could well find that the lowered amount of internal excitations is enough to herald a decline in his or her already weak desires.




That personal dispositions or sensitivity might play a role here is suggested by what we know about another apparent relation between hormones and experience. Premenstrual syndrome—a syndrome in which a woman shows mood swings at particular times in her menstrual cycle—seems to be related to fluctuations in oestrogen or progesterone levels. However, only women with a history of menstrual cycle-related mood disorder show any change in mood according to such hormone fluctuations.[111] Consequently, whether or not a fluctuation in these hormones leads to a change in moods depends entirely on the dispositions of the woman having the fluctuations.




These possible effects of sex hormones on sexual desire (through the awareness of internal excitations), must be seen within the context of a wider account of multiple influences on sexual desire. There are numerous personal and social factors that could also play roles here. The internal excitations caused by sex hormones are thus but one more factor that may or may not affect sexual desire.




One of the things that make the biological view about sexual desire attractive is that it firmly ties sexual desire to our bodily nature. This is attractive because it underlines the essential connection between sexuality and the body. And plainly, a crucial element in sexual desire is the body; for it is the mutual baring and caressing of bodies that is the decisive object of sexual desire.[112] Yet, one can easily acknowledge this essential role of the body in sexual desire without accepting the biological view, namely the view that sexual desire has its origins in the biological processes of the body. This is because the body is an element in sexual desire only by virtue of the meaning we bestow upon it.
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4. Social Constructionism and Sexual Desire




      

    

  
    
      

The Social Constructionist Model of Sexuality




Many scholars who reject biological essentialism about sexual desire argue instead that sexual desire is somehow culturally or socially constructed. Such a view of sexual desire is based on a more general theory of human existence known as cultural or social constructionism. According to this theory, most if not all aspects of human behaviour and experience are constructed by the culture in which they exist.




In this essay, however, I shall argue that social constructionist accounts of sexual desire are, like biological essentialist accounts, fundamentally flawed and hence that they too are unable to explain sexual desire. This will, no doubt, seem a bewildering conclusion for most scholars working in this area. This is because these two positions are often seen to be not only mutually exclusive but also jointly exhaustive. That is, many people think that these are the only two possible explanations for where sexual desire comes from: either it is biologically based or culturally based (or perhaps a mixture of the two). This is just the nature versus nurture dichotomy applied to the question of sexual desire. There is, however, as I shall try to show, a third alternative. This alternative, which I call the phenomenological view, explains sexual desire as having its origin in the nature of the awareness of our gendered human condition. But before I come to this alternative explanation, let us have a look at the social constructionist account.




We can start by noting that, as Stevi Jackson, Juliet Richters, Carol S. Vance, and others have pointed out, there is little agreement surrounding the exact nature of social constructionism or which theories are to be counted as social constructionist.[113] A measure of order has been placed on the situation by Vance, who, discussing anthropology and sexuality, first contrasts social constructionism with what she calls the cultural influence model and then points to the varying degrees of social constructionist theories.




The cultural influence model, says Vance, “recognizes variations in the occurrence of sexual behaviour and in cultural attitudes which encourage or restrict behaviour, but not in the meaning of the behaviour itself.” Social constructionist models, on the other hand, “all reject trans-historical and transcultural definitions of sexuality and suggest instead that sexuality is mediated by historical and cultural factors.”[114]




This common basis for social constructionist models finds varying degrees of expression. Thus, concerning social constructionist views of sexual desire, Vance suggests there is a minimal view where the social construction is seen to involve merely the meaning of the desire or behaviour which it motivates. In this view sexual desire itself exists independently of social constructions. According to a stronger but still moderate view, however, it is not just the meaning of sexual desire that is socially constructed, but also the directions which the desire takes. Here, sexual orientation is also seen to be something which is constructed or decided by culture.




In the most radical view, says Vance, “there is no essential, undifferentiated sexual ‘impulse,’ or ‘sex drive,’ or ‘lust,’ which resides in the body due to physiological functioning and sensation. Sexual desire, then, is itself only constructed by culture and history from the energies and capacities of the body.”[115] In other words, sexual desire only comes into existence, and takes the particular form it has, because culture and “history” have dictated it should be so.




Unfortunately, Vance herself creates some problems with her classification. It is not clear, for example, how the cultural influence model fundamentally differs from the two non-radical views of social constructionism. Vance tells us that while the social constructionist models recognize variations in the meaning of a behaviour, the cultural influence model does not. But the only attempt to explain what she means by this purported aspect of the cultural influence model comes in her claim that when scholars investigating a culture report on “the presence or absence of ‘homosexuality’ or ‘sexual permissiveness’, they engage in a spurious translation from sexual act or behaviour to sexual meaning and identity.”[116]




But I fail to see how to report on the presence of homosexuality in a culture is to engage in a translation of the meaning of the behaviour. For simply to report that homosexual acts occur within a culture is not to say anything about the meaning such acts have for the participants or for the culture. In one culture such acts may be considered shameful or deviant, while in another they may be considered essential for biological development. Merely to report the presence of such acts says nothing about their meaning. Such reporting can thus hardly be considered a “spurious translation” of their meaning.




There are also further problems with Vance’s attempt to distinguish between the so-called cultural influence model and her account of the two weaker versions of social constructionism. These become evident when she tries to argue that some investigators mistakenly think that the cultural influence and social constructionist models are compatible. Here, she says, “some have assimilated terms or phrases (like ‘social constructionism’ or ‘cultural constructionism’) in their work, yet their analytic frames still contain many unexamined essentialist elements.”[117]




But on her own account the two weaker views of social constructionism also contain “essentialist elements.” It is only with the radical view of social constructionism that all such elements are supposed to have disappeared—which is why it is inconsistent for her to assert, in the same breath, that “all [social constructionist models] reject trans-historical and transcultural definitions of sexuality.” For plainly the minimal and moderate views, with their essentialist elements, do not make such a wholesale rejection.




Because of all this I do not not feel that the two weaker views are properly called social constructionist views of sexual desire. For the core object under investigation here—namely sexual desire—is not itself, according to these views, a social construct. It is therefore misleading, if not simply wrong, to say they are social constructionist views of sexual desire.




This view is in agreement with Jacobsen’s claim that “social constructionism need not deny biological realities; more plausibly, it often contends that what qualifies as sexual desire emerges only after our biological urges are subject to socialization.”[118] The important thing to see here is that in making this assertion about social constructionism and sexual desire, Jacobsen is not qualifying his claim by using the term “radical social constructionism.” Rather he is simply making a statement about unqualified social constructionism and sexual desire. A corollary of this would be that if someone holds the view that sexual desire is there independently of the process of social construction, then that view is not accurately called a social constructionist view of sexual desire. This does not imply, however, that scholars holding the radical view hold it consistently. Many self-proclaimed social constructionists are not even clear about which of the supposed degrees of social constructionism they are arguing for. Thus it is common enough to find scholars presenting what looks like the radical view, only to find the evidence they adduce for such a view to be little more than evidence for something like the minimal view.




A good example here can be found in Jackson’s work where we are told that:






sexuality is not definable as a fixed object of analysis. It encompasses all those acts, desires, identities, and relationships understood as in some sense erotic—but the erotic itself is a fluid concept. What is deemed erotic varies across cultures, historical eras and social contexts; what one person finds erotic another might find distasteful, morally unacceptable, or simply boring; the enactment of one person’s erotic desires can entail coercive acts towards others (who experience those acts as anything but erotic). What is erotic, and hence sexual, depends on what is defined as such, by whom, in specific social contexts—hence the very definition of the sexual is a social act.[119]







The confusion here should be obvious. For although we are told that sexuality is not definable as a fixed object and that what is sexual is simply decided by a social definition—which is the radical view of social constructionism—the evidence given for these claims is only evidence for the minimal view. For the fact that people have different sexual tastes, or respond with moral indignation to other persons’ sexual tastes, does not show that erotic or sexual desire does not exist independently of social definitions. It shows only that different cultures, historical eras, or people assign different meanings to different types of sexual desires.




This is obvious from the fact that seeing a sexual desire as being distasteful, morally unacceptable, or boring is perfectly compatible with still seeing it as being a sexual desire. To find someone else’s sexual desire distasteful is not to redefine it as not being a sexual desire; it is merely to see it as a sexual desire that one personally finds distasteful. Indeed, it is not uncommon for people to find their own sexual desires distasteful or morally unacceptable.[120] This does not somehow magically turn their sexual desires into non-sexual desires.
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Foucault’s Transformation of Desire




Much of the problem here can be traced back to Michel Foucault, a thinker whose work is frequently cited as supporting the social constructionist view of sexuality.[121] Tiefer, for example, asserts that “sexuality is created, not just shaped, within the sociocultural movement,” while citing Foucault approvingly[122] (see also Jackson; Kimmel; Seidman).[123] The difficulty is that Foucault’s work is itself deeply confused. For although he wants to argue that social and historical forces do not simply modify or direct sexual desire but actually create and constitute it, his arguments depend on the idea that sexual desire is something that exists independently of such forces. That is, he too relies on something like the minimal view even though he tries to put forward the radical view. This is probably because, as Morrow suggests, “Foucault at some level is aware of the danger of an anti-realist stance [that is, the radical view] for his own views ... Like probably all social constructionists he smuggles realist assumptions into his account in order to remain viable.”[124]




Thus, although Foucault’s premises contain numerous claims about how various historical and cultural factors affect sexual desire, his basic arguments clearly imply that sexual desire has an existence independent of cultural diktats. Here culture is something that merely gets us to discourse about or modify sexual desire, not something that creates or constitutes it. Thus, in arguing that Western history involved an “incitement to discourse” concerning all things sexual, Foucault says that in the seventeenth century “an imperative was established: not only will you confess to acts contravening the law, but you will seek to transform your desire, your every desire into discourse.”[125]




But to transform desire in this way is not to create it. Indeed, in order to transform desire into discourse, there must first be a desire there to transform. Likewise, Foucault says, “This is the essential thing: that Western man has been drawn for three centuries to the task of telling everything concerning his sex ... and that this carefully analytical discourse was meant to yield multiple effects of displacement, intensification, reorientation, and modification of desire Itself.”[126] But again, “desire itself” is something that exists independently of these multiple effects. In order for a modification of desire to occur, there must first be a desire there to be modified.




All of this is explicit in Foucault’s discussion of what he calls the repressive hypothesis and scientia sexualis. However, when he begins to discuss the relation of sexual desire to power (power being something society wields through the beliefs and actions of its members), he then suggests that power and sexual desire are linked in a complex and primary way. He attempts to support this by saying:






Power is essentially what dictates its law to sex. Which means first of all that sex is placed by power in a binary system: licit and illicit, permitted and forbidden. Secondly, power prescribes an “order” for sex that operates at the same time as a form of intelligibility; sex is to be deciphered on the basis of it relation to the law. And finally, power acts by laying down the rule: power’s hold on sex is maintained through language, or rather through the act of discourse it creates, from the very fact that it is articulated, a rule of law.[127]







After making these remarks, Foucault then begins to discuss sexual desire as though he has somehow shown that it is not merely modified by social power, but is rather constituted by such power. Thus a few pages later he suddenly announces that “the law constitutes desire.”[128] But where does this conclusion come from? Nothing of what he says earlier shows that sexual desire is, in any fundamental sense, created or constituted by cultural prescriptions. All he has given evidence for is something resembling the minimal view of social constructionism. It might well be that, as he mentions in his first point, culture uses its power to dictate which sex acts or desires are to be considered “permitted and forbidden”, but this is entirely compatible with sexual desire having its origins independently of such diktats.




Again, it looks as though sexual desires must first exist in order for culture to decide which acts are to be permitted and which are to be forbidden. The same is true concerning Foucault’s second point: to decipher sex or sexual desire in terms of its relation to the law there must be something there to be deciphered in the first place. Of course, such prescriptions or deciphering might well influence sexual desire in various ways. But this is a non-radical view of social constructionism, not the purported radical one. His final point is merely about how power works (through the act of discourse it creates), and therefore says nothing about the origin of sexual desire itself.




Because of this, and because of the central role that Foucault plays in social constructionist thinking, it is understandable that social constructionist theorizing is plagued with difficulties.
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Scripts without a Scriptwriter




The extent of the difficulties here becomes even more noteworthy when it is seen that similar problems can be found in the writings of two other major social contructionists who work in the area of sexuality. The persons I have in mind are Simon and Gagnon.[129] These scholars are important thinkers here because their account of what they call “scripting theory” is heavily relied upon by numerous other sexual theorists who see themselves as being, in some sense, radical social constructionists (for example, Kimmel; Seidman).[130] Such thinkers employ scripting theory as the principal way of explaining how various aspects of sexuality are socially constructed.




But why is scripting theory so popular with social constructionists? This is probably because in scripting theory we get one of the few attempts to spell out the mechanism through which culture does not merely give meaning to or direct our sexual desires and behaviours, but actually creates them. It is true that many of those taking the weaker views of social constructionism also use scripting theory, but I think that Jackson is right when she says that “Gagnon and Simon’s position is thoroughly anti-essentialist.”[131] This is also the view taken by Richter, who calls their position “a thorough-going social constructionist position.”[132]




Simon and Gagnon’s position is therefore an expression of the radical view, what I am calling social constructionism proper. In their view, the way in which sexual desire is created is through the mechanism of employing scripts. Simon and Gagnon tell us that “Scripts are essentially a metaphor for conceptualizing the production of behaviour within social life.”[133] For behaviour to occur, they say, something resembling scripting must occur at three different levels, namely cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and intrapersonal scripts.




Cultural scenarios, they tell us, are “the instructional guides that exist at the level of collective life.” All institutions and institutionalized arrangements can be seen as the systems that dictate these scenarios. Such “guides,” however, are not always predictive of an individual’s behaviour and are too abstract to be consistently applicable. It is therefore necessary to invoke the further notion of interpersonal scripts. At this level scripts refer to the individual’s “improvisation and tinkering” that is often necessary to apply the abstract scenario to the concrete situation.




The possibility of and sometimes necessity for creating such improvisational scripts, say Simon and Gagnon, transforms the individual from being a mere actor into being a “partial scriptwriter.”[134] When, however, complexities become rife at the cultural scenario level, then, we are told, interpersonal scripting, which is inadequate to deal with the demands placed on the person, is supplemented by intrapersonal scripting; that is, by an “internal rehearsal” of other possible outcomes. This “internal dialogue” then creates a distinct version of the self and, consequently, the “private world of wishes and desires that are experienced as originating in the deepest recesses of the self must be bound to social life.”




Turning to the idea of sexual scripts, Simon and Gagnon say, “the very concept of the scripting of sexual behaviour implies a rejection of the idea that the sexual represents a very special, if not unique quality of motivation.”[135] (Although Simon and Gagnon use the term “the sexual” generally to refer, as far as I can see, to various sexual phenomena, they seem mainly to use it to refer to sexual behaviour and sexual desire or motivation.) Sexual behaviour or desire only becomes significant if it is socially defined as significant. Although a person’s own experiences might give sexual behaviour or desire significance, any divergence from the prevailing cultural scenarios will “tend to be limited by a universe largely created by such cultural scenarios.” Simon and Gagnon conclude that “the motivation to perceive and respond in sexual terms, then, needs to be determined exclusively by what is essential to a given setting.” And what is essential will be determined by those cultural scenarios that deal with sexual phenomena:






Such cultural scenarios not only specify appropriate objects, aims, and desirable qualities of self-other relations but also instruct in times, places, sequences of gesture and utterance and, among the most important, what the actor and his or her coparticipants (real or imagined) are assumed to be feeling; qualities of instruction that make most of us far more committed and rehearsed at the time of our initial sexual encounters than most of us realize.[136]







One peculiar aspect about this theory is that it rests entirely on a metaphor; namely the metaphor of scripts written by a playwright. That is, the metaphor is not just one that is used briefly to illustrate a point; rather it is the very substance of the theory. Thus the ideas of scripts, actors, roles, rehearsals, performances, improvising, entrances, exits, staging, and numerous other concepts from the theatrical world are continually used throughout Simon and Gagnon’s account as ways of explaining why people have the desires they do and behave the way they do.




Unfortunately, however, the scripting metaphor, upon which the entire theory turns, only applies in a vague and incomplete way to the phenomena that it is meant to explain. Consequently, since the theory is nothing more than an application of the scripting metaphor, it offers only a vague and incomplete—and therefore inadequate—explanation of what it is meant to explain.




To see this, one need simply note that although the theory presents persons in everyday life as though they were actors acting out various scripts, there are crucial differences between a person in everyday life and an actor on stage reciting his script. For one thing, actors lead distinct lives from the roles they present on stage or before the camera. For example, in the film Repulsion the lead character Carol Ledoux slowly goes mad and slashes someone to death with a razor. However, Catherine Deneuve, the actress who plays Carol Ledoux, has not, as far as I know, gone mad or slashed anyone to death with a razor. Therefore, Catherine Deneuve lives a life distinct from that of her role as Carol Ledoux.




On scripting theory, however, there is no person who is distinct from his or her role. There is no one who, like the real actor, at last finishes his or her role and gets off the stage. (The idea of a “social self” that is created out of its social roles, an idea which comes essentially from William James and G. H. Mead, is one which I have elsewhere rejected as untenable.[137]) That scripting theory does not recognize a person who is distinct from the roles being played is what one would expect. If the theory did admit of a person who was no longer acting out a script, there would be a dimension of human existence—an extremely significant one at that—to which scripting theory could no longer apply. And if this were the case, then the idea that human behaviour and desires could be adequately accounted for by notions like cultural scenarios and interpersonal and intrapersonal scripting would be false. But just because scripting theory does not admit of someone who exists behind his or her roles, it cannot be a metaphor of real scripting. For what happens in real scripting, scripting as it is carried out in the world of drama, is that there is someone—an actor—who has a life that is distinct from the role he is playing.




This is not to say that people in everyday life do not sometimes behave as though they were acting, but only that in attempting to reduce every moment of human existence to “something resembling scripting” Simon and Gagnon have cut their theory free from the very concept upon which it is based. This might all be well and good if it were not for the fact that in doing so they have also cut it free from making any sense. For the concept of scripts and acting fundamentally depends upon the idea that there is a difference between the person and the stage character the person is portraying. If either of these elements is removed—the person or the stage character—then what we are left with cannot plausibly be referred to as scripts or acting or even a metaphor of scripts or acting.




Even in the case where we say that someone in everyday life (rather than in the theatrical world) is acting, we still mean—and must mean for our claim to make sense—that there is some sort of difference between the person and the behaviour he is displaying. This is captured in our saying, as we often do in such cases, that the person is not being himself, is being false or affected, is putting on a show, or some such thing. However, once it is denied that there are two distinct entities here, then the concept of acting or performing a script can no longer be intelligibly applied. It should also be noted that the idea of there being an entity that is behind or is distinct from the role being played does not imply the existence a persisting and immutable self, but only that behind the acting-like behaviour there is a distinct awareness which is not reducible to the awareness portrayed in the behaviour.[138]




Such is the obviousness of this problem that, despite their claims about the non-existence of a self or person behind the roles being played, Simon and Gagnon are themselves compelled to introduce just such an entity. This is the entity that does the “tinkering” with the cultural scenarios in order to create interpersonal scripts and therefore is himself or herself a “partial scriptwriter”. For in being a scriptwriter (and it is irrelevant here whether he is a partial or full scriptwriter) the person is no longer acting out a script but is rather creating one. And here we thus have a dimension of human existence—the writing of a script—where a person’s thoughts, desires, and behaviour take place outside the realm of scripts, and consequently a dimension of human existence for which scripting theory can no longer account.




Of course, Simon and Gagnon might try to claim that the person’s act of scriptwriting is also itself scripted. But what kind of script could this be? It could not be a script of a cultural scenario; for the scriptwriting here is undertaken precisely because cultural scenarios, being too abstract, are no longer applicable. It could not be an interpersonal script; for interpersonal scripts require that the person performing them is himself partially responsible for writing them. And if the act of partial scriptwriting is itself scripted, and the person involved in the partial scriptwriting is also responsible for the scripting of the act of partial scriptwriting, then we have an infinite regress where each scripting of the previous script requires a further scriptwriting, and so on ad infinitum.




The only remaining option would be that the partial scriptwriting of the interpersonal script is itself scripted at the level of intrapersonal scripting. But this will not do either, because by its very definition intrapersonal scripting only takes place when interpersonal scripting is inadequate to deal with the demands placed on the person. That is, intrapersonal scripting is a response to the failure of interpersonal scripting, not an element in its creation.




Simon and Gagnon’s awareness that the idea of “partial scriptwriter” is a spanner in the works of their theory becomes evident when, in turning to sexual scripts, they tell us that although a person might display deviations from prevailing cultural scenarios (that is, partial scriptwriting), any divergence here will “tend to be limited by a universe largely created by such cultural scenarios”. For with this it is clear that they hope to deal with the contradiction at the heart of their theory by removing even more of the person’s own contribution to his own desires. Here the person is no longer merely a “partial scriptwriter”, but now a “limited partial scriptwriter”.




But this manoeuvre is of no help; because just as it does not matter whether the person is a partial rather than a full scriptwriter, likewise it does not matter whether the person is a partial rather than a limited partial scriptwriter. In each case there still exists a person or awareness behind the scripts whose actions or desires—no matter how limited or partial they are—cannot be fully explained by the idea of scripting.




Again, Simon and Gagnon seem aware of this continued inconsistency in their account and so at last are forced to contradict their earlier claims and, forgetting about the limited partial scriptwriter, assert that the motivation to think and act in sexual terms is “determined exclusively by what is essential to a given setting” (emphasis added), and that what is essential will be determined by sexual cultural scenarios that “not only specify appropriate objects, aims, and desirable qualities of self-other relations but also instruct in times, places, sequences of gesture and utterance” and so on. But this goes completely against their own idea that cultural scenarios are, by themselves, inadequate to explain human actions.




The main problem, then, seems to be that Simon and Gagnon want it both ways: in one way they want cultural scenarios to explain all human desires and behaviour, but in another way they want to be true to the facts and allow that cultural scenarios cannot explain everything. As a result, they are compelled to introduce the ideas of interpersonal and intrapersonal scripting that are supposed to enable divergence from cultural scenarios because they are “written” (partially) by the person. But this person is nevertheless writing “exclusively” under the influence of cultural scenarios. Consequently, scripting theory cannot help but collapse into a tangle of contradictions.




From the foregoing it should be clear that there is far more confusion attending the social constructionist view of sexual desire than is generally seen. Although some people might want to take this as support for biological essentialism, as was shown in the last essay, this view is also beset with difficulties. A rejection of both these positions might seem strange to those who see biological essentialism and social constructionism as being jointly exhaustive accounts of the origin of sexual desire. But as I mentioned this is a false dichotomy: for there is at least one other alternative. This is the view that sexual desire has its origin in existential features of human awareness.
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The Phenomenological View of Sexual Desire




It is true, of course, that awareness is dependent on the brain, and that the brain is part of human biology. But this does not mean that the phenomenological view, as I call it, is really a form of biological essentialism. For here biological essentialism is normally understood to be the view that sexual desire is a biological drive that is under the sway of genetic codes, the fluctuation of sex hormones, or some such biological mechanism. In the phenomenological view, however, sexual desire appears because of the way that awareness responds to its existential situation.




This view is in full agreement with the social constructionist claim, as given by Vance that “there is no essential, undifferentiated sexual ‘impulse,’ or ‘sex drive,’ or ‘lust,’ which resides in the body due to physiological functioning and sensation” (emphasis added). However, it goes against the social constructionist conclusion, as given by Vance, that “sexual desire, then, is itself only constructed by culture and history from the energies and capacities of the body.” This is because the response of awareness here has little to do with social constructions. In other words, the rejection of biological essentialism does not imply the acceptance of social constructionism.




But how does sexual desire arise from the response of awareness to its existential situation? This is, of course, an empirical question and therefore one that needs to be addressed by phenomenological research. Here, however, I want again to suggest a possible view that might help to direct such research. This view starts with the observation that a fundamental element of human existence is the awareness that one has a gender, which I suggested in the first essay is based on anatomical sex. There are numerous other elements in human existence, but the awareness of being a particular gender seems a fundamental one in most if not all cultures.[139] But to be aware that one has a particular gender is, at the same time, to have the sense that one is lacking in what is experienced as another gender.




And this is so even in the case of intersexuality. For to be truly intersexual is to show a mixture of male and female sexual anatomy. But to show such a mixture is, as I argued in the first essay, to be neither fully male nor female. Consequently, the intersexual person is, just like males and females, also lacking in gender. The difference is that the intersexual person is lacking in two genders whereas the male or female is only lacking in one. Again, as I mentioned in that essay, some intersexual conditions still allow the person to be one gender. Further, it is not only in the awareness of one’s own gender that one senses this lack of another gender, but also in the awareness of the other person’s gender. For here too, in being aware of the other person’s, say, female gender, I am at the same time aware that she is not a male.




This implies that an integral aspect of the awareness of gender is a sense of incompleteness or emptiness. The idea that the experience of emptiness is basic to human awareness is one that numerous thinkers, from Lao-tzu to Sartre, have argued for.[140] In the awareness of gender, I want to suggest, this experience of emptiness is fundamentally connected to sexual desire. This is because sexual desire is experienced as the desire to incorporate into one’s body another gender while at the same time having one’s own gender enter into the desired person’s body, either in reality or in fantasy, in such a way as to fill out the emptiness that is sensed as a central feature of both one’s own gender and the gender of the desired person. This is what I argued in Essay 3 that the sexual positions allow us to do in various ways.




Something like this is suggested in ancient Chinese Taoist writings on sexuality.[141] Here the female’s sexual energy or yin is seen to be balanced or filled out by the male’s sexual energy or yang, and the same is true of yang with regard to yin, which is not to say that only males have yang and only females have yin. Sexual interaction is thus seen as a comingling in which both yin and yang receive what they lack through an intimate blending.




This is why, according to the phenomenological view, sexual interaction typically involves engaging the genitals, both one’s own and those of the other person.[142] For it is just these features of the body that constitute the genders of the persons involved. Even in those instances of sexual interaction that do not involve the genitals—say erotic kissing or fondling non-genital regions of the body—an awareness of the genitals (that is, the gender) of the other person still seems paramount.




Thus, although a heterosexual woman who is involved in erotically kissing her partner may not be having sexual intercourse or even be in contact with her partner’s genitals, it would nevertheless seem to be crucial for her that her partner has male genitals rather than female genitals—this is what it means to be a heterosexual female. There are, of course, sexual desires which seem directed to objects or non-persons, such as in object fetishism or zoophilia. But even though such objects are not human bodies, they nevertheless seem, as I have argued elsewhere, connected in fantasy or symbolism to a human body of a particular gender and therefore to the genitals.[143]




The idea of the other person’s gender filling the emptiness in one’s own gender or of one’s own gender similarly filling the emptiness in the other person’s gender is understandable in heterosexual desire. Here, the male, for example, experiences the female as displaying a gender that he himself lacks. As a result he seeks to engage her body in intimate physical contact and, through the mutual baring and caressing of bodies, bring his gender together with hers. For it is this contact that creates the sense of filling the emptiness that he experiences in both their genders. This is sensed as a merging of his gender with hers. And the same is true, with the appropriate changes being made, for the heterosexual female and her desire for sexual interaction with the male.




With homosexual desire, however, things are different. For here what the person desires is to incorporate into his or her body with another instance of gender in which the gender is the same as his or hers. This is because, phenomenologically, the homosexual senses his emptiness in gender as being what Tripp calls “a felt-shortage” of his own gender.[144]




Therefore, in desiring sexual interaction with a person of his own gender, the homosexual is, just like the heterosexual, seeking to incorporate into his own body another gender which he senses will fill the emptiness that is experienced at the core of his gender. Since, as just mentioned, gender is based on sexual anatomy, then here it is the genitals of the same-sexed person that are seen as being the answer to the emptiness of the homosexual’s own gender. They become, in the experience of desire, the decisive feature of the person towards whom sexual desire is directed.




This remains true, it should be noted, even in bisexuality. For the bisexual is not indifferent to the gender of the person with whom she desires sexual interaction. In the moment of sexual desire the bisexual, like the heterosexual and the homosexual, also focuses on the gender of the person desired. The difference is simply that unlike the heterosexual or homosexual, the bisexual senses her emptiness in relation to both genders and therefore has the ability to desire sexual interaction with persons of both genders.[145] In each of these orientations sexual desires appears as a response to the experience of gender.




It is important, however, to see that this is not meant to explain why someone ends up with one sexual orientation rather than another, that is, why someone goes onto experience his own gender as primarily lacking one rather than the other gender. Here it might be felt that even though the radical degree of social constructionism has been shown to be confused, the moderate view might be applicable here. On this view, although sexual desire itself is not constructed, the orientation it takes is. Such a version of social constructionism is argued for by Gilbert Herdt in his account of the ritualized homosexuality practiced by the Sambia tribe in Papua New Guinea. I shall explore his account in the next essay. For now I will merely state that the reason why a person’s sexual desire ends up taking one direction rather than another is probably something that would be best explained—as Seymour Fisher argues—by the dynamics of the Oedipal triangle.[146]




Therefore, rather than presenting a theory of how sexual orientation is acquired, I am here presenting the phenomenological structure that underlies any particular orientation once it has, for whatever reasons, been acquired. For it is in this structure that one finds the explanation for why human beings have sexual desire, regardless of which direction their desire takes.




Here, then, one can discern the phenomenlogical structure wherein sexual desire has its origin. This structure involves an awareness of one’s own gender, which at the same time involves an awareness of what I have called the emptiness of one’s own gender. It also involves an awareness of the other person’s gender, which at the same time involves an awareness of the emptiness of the other person’s gender. In this structure the element of emptiness makes a double appearance: once in the perception of my own gender and once in my perception of the other person’s gender.




If, for example, I am a heterosexual male and the other person, real or fantasized, is a female (and I find her sexually attractive—this is where the psychology of individual differences would play a role in the awareness), then my awareness is structured in such a way that I sense my gender as something whose void opens itself out be filled by the other person. At the same time, I also sense that her gender’s emptiness reaches out to be filled by my gender, which is not to say that she experiences this. For she might not be attracted to me or even be aware of me. She might, after all, be only an element in my fantasy. It is thus only to say that I experience her gender in this way. This also holds, with the appropriate changes being made, for each gender and each sexual orientation.




What this suggests is that sexual desire has its origins in the experience of gender. Sexual desire arises simply because we are aware of both our own gender and the genders of others, and that gender phenomenologically presents itself to us as something that is empty and thus in need of filling. The gender that presents in this way is, as I argued in the first essay, based on the genitals of the person in question. This awareness, I suggest, is something that is fundamental to the human condition and thus has little to do with social construction.




Just as with the biological view social constructionism also has its attractive aspects. One such aspect is that it seems to acknowledge the humanistic features of our existence by freeing us from biological constraints and placing us within the human world of culture. The problem here, however, is that the same in stroke that we are set free from biology we are also swept up into a prison of cultural dictates. The advancement of the phenomenological theory is that it releases us from both forms of incarceration. On this view, sexual desire is neither created by our biology nor by cultural dictates. It is rather our own response to our human condition. We are still, of course, constrained to respond, but that is part of what it means to be human.
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5. Gilbert Herdt on Sambia Sexual Culture




      

    

  
    
      

Sambia Ritualized Homosexuality




In the last essay I referred in passing to a so-called “moderate social constructionist” view that saw sexual orientation as being something that is constructed by culture. One such view that has received much attention is Gilbert Herdt’s account of the Sambia tribe of the Eastern Highlands of Papua New Guinea.[147] Herdt bases his account on his fieldwork on the Sambia, which is not the tribe’s real name but a pseudonym invented by Herdt to help protect the tribe’s privacy. Herdt’s account of the Sambia’s sexual practices and desires is so widely cited and uncritically accepted, that it seems worthwhile to give an in-depth examination of his work and see if his findings support his position.




The aspect of Sambia sexual culture on which Herdt focuses, and the one which has generated the most interest, is the culturally prescribed period of male homosexuality which takes place prior to the Sambia male’s heterosexual marriage. Although culturally prescribed homosexuality has long been studied in the various other cultures of Melanesia,[148] Sambia sexual culture has received special attention because Herdt argues that the sexual behaviour of the Sambia shows how profoundly Sambia sexual desires—and thus, by implication, sexual desires in any culture—are conditioned by historical and cultural influences.




Herdt’s view is in contrast to those of many of the earlier Melanesian ethnographers. These scholars saw such homosexual activity as being merely “institutionalized” or “ritualized” and thus not as being indicative of the participant’s actual sexual desires. Herdt, however, argues that the Sambia who engage in the prescribed homosexual activities are not merely doing so because it is ritually prescribed, but are rather doing so because of genuine homosexual desires that their culture has, through “deep scripting”, implanted in them. As Sambia boys become young men, their culture then, through similar scripting, gets them to give up their homosexual desires and acquire heterosexual ones. But why does Herdt think all this? To answer this, let us have a close look at Sambia prescribed homosexuality.




This homosexuality involves young boys performing fellatio on older adolescent boys and takes place in a complex web of beliefs concerning female pollution and the masculinizing properties of semen. Sambia, whose culture contains a high amount of antagonism between the genders, believe that a boy must be removed from his mother at about the age of nine in order to avoid female pollution and must start ingesting semen through fellatio.




Although girls are thought to develop naturally into fully functioning women, boys, having no semen of their own, are thought to require the semen of other males to develop. Even though boys are assigned at birth to the male gender because of their genitals, it is believed that they will not be able to produce their own semen without first ingesting the semen of older boys. This ingestion is believed to be essential for developing strong bones and muscles, male secondary sex characteristics, and reproductive competence. Consequently, pre-pubescent Sambia boys perform fellatio on older boys until they themselves reach puberty and, in turn, start themselves being fellated by younger boys.




This sort of homosexual activity, however, comes in most cases to an abrupt halt with the young man’s marriage in his late teens or later. Here Sambia culture now prescribes exclusive heterosexual behaviour for the male and his wife (usually involving sexual intercourse, but also heterosexual fellatio).




In appraising Herdt’s interpretation of Sambia sexual behaviour is important to note that there is nothing strange about the Sambia sex acts in themselves: the act of fellatio, in either its homosexual or heterosexual forms, is not peculiar to the Sambia. Acts of fellatio of both types are depicted in various art forms throughout the world, discussed in the ancient Indian and Chinese erotic works, and are a common practice in contemporary Western culture.[149]




Likewise, there is nothing odd about the Sambia practice of adult sexual intercourse. Sexual intercourse between adults is practised in all cultures. Thus, what has caused so much interest is not the Sambia sexual acts themselves, but rather the fact that that nearly all Sambia males shift from exclusive homosexual behaviour to exclusive heterosexual behaviour at a culturally prescribed time. If Herdt’s interpretation of this shift in behaviour is right, it seems to be a case where a person’s—or, to be more precise, a male’s—sexual desires suddenly shift their orientation (from homosexual to heterosexual) according to the prescriptions or “scripts” of his culture. This goes against the view of many sexologists that sexual orientation is not a superficial preference that can be culturally manipulated at various points in a person’s life, but is rather a basic part of the individual’s psychic constitution that is crystallized in early childhood.[150]




Although it might be tempting to see the Sambia case here as a form of bisexuality—and thus as something which is not too distinct from bisexuality in Western culture—the Sambia case is different in important ways. For bisexual behaviour usually refers to a person’s engaging, of his or her own accord, in both heterosexual and homosexual behaviour during the same period of his or her life, typically going back and forth between the two types of activity. In Sambia culture, however, there tends to be a period of exclusive homosexual activities which is then followed by a sudden shift to exclusive heterosexual activity. Further, and more importantly for the current discussion, this shift in sexual activity is something which is culturally prescribed and engaged in by nearly all male members of the culture.




But does such behaviour show that Sambia culture has dictated the orientations that the sexual desires of its males are to take? Herdt thinks so. As he puts it, “Sambia sexual culture fundamentally split apart desires, gendered them, and made sexual practices and sociosexual objects the instrumentality of their culture and power structures.”[151] Herdt himself is quite impressed with Sambia sexual practices and says that they unalterably changed his views of sexual desire.
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The Desires Behind the Rituals




A close reading of Herdt’s work, however, shows that there is no reason to think that sexual desires of the Sambia are “split apart” and “gendered” by the rituals to which Herdt refers and that any purported influences here come from a biased interpretation on Herdt’s part, which has no basis in the data. This is because Herdt’s claims about the sexual desires of the Sambia are founded almost exclusively on their sexual behaviour and betray little concern for any non-sexual desires that might motivate the behaviour. But as is well known, sexual behaviour can be engaged in for numerous reasons, many of which have nothing to do with sexual desire.[152] This fact is especially important to be aware of when one is studying the sexual desires of people from a sexually non-permissive and prescriptive culture like that of the Sambia. To get an idea of how Sambia sexual desires might diverge from their sexual behaviour, let us start by examining how Sambia boys are led to their first homosexual practices.




As we have just seen, young Sambia boys are removed, sometimes forcibly, from their mothers. This can involve the wailing of mothers and death threats to the child made by the abducting men. Once taken from their mothers the boys are then beaten with switches, after which they have sharp sticks driven up their noses until they bleed profusely (to remove the female pollution), and are then whipped with stinging nettles. Some of the men then dress the boys in clothing that signals their new status as fellators, while others try to humiliate the boys by laughing at them and making lewd comments and jokes about what they will soon have to do.




Other men appear in warrior paint and costumes playing bamboo flutes which symbolize, among other things, the penis. A man then goes down the line of the boys trying to insert the flute into their mouths and getting them to suck it. Refusal to suck the flute is sometimes met with verbal intimidation, threats (for example, with a machete), and violence (being struck hard with the flute), while a boy’s compliance meets much praise and approval.




Despite all of this, about half the boys still refuse to suck the flute. The boys then receive lectures from high-status elders about the importance of performing fellatio and drinking semen for a boy who wants to grow and become strong. They are forbidden to touch or even look at females until they marry and are also threatened with castration if, when they later marry, they sleep with another man’s wife.




At this point the boys are then led back to a cult house where costumed older boys, said to be female spirits, dance making sexual gestures before the younger boys as the night approaches. This is done in the presence of older men who once again tell the young boys they must perform fellatio; any remark or noise from the young boys could here provoke a thrashing from the men. These dancers then take the younger boys out on to a darkened dance ground where the younger boys perform fellatio on them. Again, not all the younger boys (and not all the older boys) take part.




It is, of course, hardly noteworthy that a nine-year-old child who is subjected to such coercion, violence, threats, and lectures by authority figures—a procedure which Herdt himself likens to brainwashing—acquiesces to carry out the prescribed activity. What is noteworthy is that, despite the bullying and intimidation, some boys are nevertheless able to resist the “sexual practices and sociosexual objects” that are “the instrumentality of their culture and power structures.” Further, it is just this patent coerciveness of the entire ritual that should make us suspicious of claims that the homosexual activities performed during or as a result of the ritual in any way reflect the participant’s real sexual desires.




Yet in reading Herdt’s presentation of the material it is easy to be misled and think that the Sambia boys’ sexual activities are representative of their sexual desires. One of the reasons for this is Herdt’s choice of terminology to describe the prescribed sexual activity. Thus, instead of referring to their sexual acts as homosexual activity, he continually refers to them as homoerotic activity or homoeroticism.




But as Herdt himself is aware, the term “homoerotic” implies the existence of homosexual desire in a way that the term “homosexual” does not. If, for example, someone is coerced into performing a homosexual act for which he has no sexual desire, it is nevertheless true to say that he engaged in homosexual activity. This is because the term “homosexual activity” signifies merely the nature of the physical activity and need carry no implications with it about the person’s desires. If, however, we try to describe the same situation by saying that the coerced person engaged in homoerotic activity or showed homoeroticism, then we are introducing unwarranted implications into our description, namely that he sexually desired or sexually enjoyed the activity. This is because terms with the root “erotic” imply a connection to sexual desire. In Herdt’s own words, the term “erotic” “refers specifically to that which stimulates sexual desire and arousal,”[153] with the term “homoerotic” referring to a person’s “preferred, intentional, desire.”[154]




Consequently, it is begging the question to refer, as Herdt does, to Sambia prescribed homosexual acts as homoerotic or homoeroticism unless it has already been shown that such acts are based on, connected to, or stimulate sexual desire. But nowhere in all of Herdt’s data is this ever shown. What we are given rather is simply descriptions of the Sambia sexual rituals and sexual behaviour. But this is hardly enough to show that the desires which motivate the behaviour are erotic desires. Indeed, the fact that Sambia boys have to be coerced and beaten into performing the homosexual activities required of them, along with the fact that the majority of Sambia males require no coercion to engage later in heterosexual activity, and—despite the high amount of gender antagonism and fears of female pollution—find heterosexual intercourse intensely exciting and pleasurable,[155] clearly suggest that the prescribed childhood and adolescent homosexual acts are not motivated in any great way by homosexual desire.




Herdt is aware of the implications of this problem, saying that no issue has been of greater interest in the anthropology of homosexuality than that of deciding whether such activities can be described in terms of homoeroticism or whether they are not just instances of social conformity (though, with the Sambia, social coercion would be a better term). Yet the most he does to try to respond to this issue of “great interest” is to state “it is a necessary redundancy to say that without sexual excitement—as signified by erections in the inspirer and bawdy enthusiasm in the inspired boy—these social practices would not only lie beyond the erotic, but more elementary, would not exist.”[156]




But this argument is fallacious on several accounts. First, it is false that without sexual excitement a social practice would lie beyond the erotic, if by erotic one means (as Herdt does) sexual desire. For, as several researchers have shown, there is no necessary connection between the two: one can have sexual desire without having sexual excitement and one can have sexual excitement without having sexual desire.[157]




Secondly, the fact that a child might show “bawdy enthusiasm” in sexually satisfying an older person is hardly indicative of the child’s behaviour being motivated by sexual excitement or desire. As is well known, child victims of adult or adolescent sexual abuse are often willing and even enthusiastic participants in the sexual acts which they are manipulated into performing.[158] Here the motivation is frequently a desire for the adult’s approval and love or fear of rejection. In the Sambia context, as we have seen, the children who suck the flute or symbolic penis, and also real penises, are warmly praised and approved of by the adult males. Further, Sambia boys are led to believe that they will not grow into strong men—objects of high regard in Sambia culture—if they do not perform fellatio.




All of this suggests that it is quite unwarranted to interpret the child’s enthusiasm in carrying out the act as being indicative of sexual excitement or desire. Lest it be thought that Herdt’s view is supported by his further claim that “some” of the older-boy fellators experience erections while performing fellatio, it is important to note that the only example he gives of such a boy is one who, when he grew up, failed to make the prescribed transition to heterosexuality. As a man he never desired or had sexual intercourse with any of his four successive wives (all of whom left him), had a strong aversion to women, and sexually daydreamed about young boys, continuing to seek them out long after Sambia cultural rules dictated he should be exclusively heterosexual.




Moreover, he even broke the strict taboos by reversing the roles and trying himself to perform fellatio on the young boys, all of whom refused and were disturbed or amused by the incident (not, it should be noted, sexually excited by it). In other words, the only example we are given of someone who, as an older-boy fellator, had erections while performing fellatio is someone who is an exclusive homosexual.




But this is uninteresting. What Herdt has to do to support his argument is to give us examples of men who happily made the transition to exclusive heterosexuality but nevertheless had erections earlier while performing fellatio. By not giving even one such example, Herdt only creates suspicions that the rest of the “some” who had such erections—if “some” here means more than one (and it might well not)—were also, like this man, homosexual. It also cannot escape notice here that the childhood of this Sambia exclusive homosexual—with his rejecting and absent father, lack of any male role model, and a mother who resented men and discouraged her son from partaking in male activities—fits remarkably well with psychoanalytic accounts of the genesis of male homosexuality.[159]




A third problem is that although Herdt tells us here that boys performing the fellatio show bawdy enthusiasm, this goes against what he says elsewhere. When initially presenting his data he says “despite great social pressures, some boys evince from the start a low interest, and they seldom participate in fellatio; on the other hand, some novices feverishly join in. Those are the two extremes: the great majority of Sambia boys regularly engage in fellatio for years, as constrained by taboo.”[160] This statement makes it clear that, if there is bawdy enthusiasm shown in the performance of fellatio, it is only shown by a minority of boys at the extreme end of the continuum. Consequently, even if we allowed that the child’s enthusiasm were acceptable evidence for the existence of sexual desire (which it is not), we would only have evidence for the existence of such desire in a minority of the Sambia boys. It is in just such a minority that one might expect to find those “some” who had erections while performing fellatio.




As for Herdt’s claim that the erections signify sexual excitement in the “inspirer” (a question-begging term for an older boy who is receiving fellatio), this too is completely unwarranted. As Kaplan points out, persons with exclusive homosexual desires can learn to become excited and even have orgasms in a heterosexual encounter.[161] And the same is true for heterosexual persons in a homosexual encounter, as often occurs in prison settings.[162] What makes this possible is the use of sexual fantasy. It is because of this that fantasy and desire, rather than behaviour, should be seen as the true indicator of sexual orientation.[163]




Thus, if a heterosexual adolescent boy is fantasizing that the young boy who is performing fellatio on him is a girl, then he might well be able to become sexually excited and have an erection. The fact that young Sambia males are not only forbidden to touch females, but also forbidden to masturbate (along with the fact that the majority accept heterosexuality with open arms when they are at last allowed to), strongly suggest that some such fantasizing is used by the Sambia adolescent.




In Western culture, an adolescent heterosexual male with no sexual access to females typically engages in masturbation while fantasizing about sexual interaction with a girl. There are, of course, other reasons for masturbating too, but this at least is one of them. If such a person who had no access to females were also prohibited from masturbating and, at the same time, coerced into turning to young boys who are readily available to perform fellatio, it might well seem to him that a reasonable solution to his dilemma would be to allow fellatio to be performed on him by the boy while fantasizing he was being fellated by or having sexual intercourse with a girl.




Could not this be exactly what is happening in the Sambia case? This interpretation seems so obvious that it is remarkable that Herdt never considers it. Further, Herdt’s data will not let us decide against this interpretation because his data contain no information on whether and to what extent Sambia adolescent males are fantasizing in their sexual encounters with the young boys.




In his own (or perhaps Stoller’s) words, his data are “fantasy-impoverished” and thus “not satisfactory.”[164]




In the final pages of his book, Herdt at last admits that although he has been “approaching” the question of how erotic ritualized homosexual relations really are, he has also been avoiding it. His reason for doing so, he tells us, is because answering such a question would require the space for an essay unto itself (even though the entire last chapter which deals with just this question is an essay unto itself). Another reason, we are told, is that “the questions raised regarding the erotic aspect require us to venture into philosophical debates: namely, is the personal erotic desire the culturally collective sexual desire.”[165]




But what is wrong with venturing into this debate? And if venturing into this debate is required to answer the question, and Herdt has not ventured into it, then plainly he has not answered the question. And if he has not answered the question, then it is misleading for him to imply that he has by calling prescribed homosexual acts “homoeroticism,” by making claims about Sambia sexual culture fundamentally splitting apart desires, and by otherwise implying that his work addresses “questions raised regarding the erotic aspect.”




None of this is to say that Herdt’s research is not useful: it is full of fascinating data, presenting numerous insights and observations. Nor is it to imply that culture does not play a role in determining how and when people carry out their sexual activities. It is, however, to say that nothing in Herdt’s work provides a convincing argument for what appears to be his main conclusion, namely that Sambia sexual culture has “fundamentally split apart desires” or dictated the directions they should take. That Sambia sexual culture plays but a minimal role in “scripting” or affecting the sexual desires of the Sambia also follows from the fact that, as I have argued in the previous essay, sexual desire is an existential need that has its origins in the awareness of our gendered condition, a feature that is common to all human beings across all cultures.[166]
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McConaghy to the Defence




My critique of Herdt’s account, however, has been attacked by Nathaniel McConaghy. He says that people need to “acknowledge the evidence questioning the community view that people are either heterosexual or gay.” He then goes on to criticize my critique saying that in order to account for the adolescent’s sexual arousal, “Giles found it necessary to suggest the older boy may be fantasizing that the younger boy is a girl. However, if the evidence is accepted that 20% of adolescent boys in western culture experience homosexual feelings, it would seem necessary to exclude the possibility that this is equally true of Sambia boys.”




He then states that “Giles’ ... conclusion that ‘if there is a bawdy enthusiasm shown in the performance of fellatio, it is only shown by a minority of boys at the extreme end of the continuum’ ... seems influenced by the community belief that people capable of homosexual arousal are an extreme minority.”[167] He further claims that I suggest that any boy who had erections while performing fellatio “would later become exclusive homosexuals.”[168] There are, however, many problems with McConaghy’s assertions.




First, it seems that McConaghy is attacking a straw man. Is it really true that the community view is that people are either heterosexual or gay? It seems pretty obvious that most people accept the existence of bisexuality in its varying degrees and, consequently, do not hold the view that all people are either heterosexual or gay. I certainly do not hold this view, as should have been obvious to McConaghy from my discussion of bisexuality.




Secondly, I fail to see how the fact that only 20% of people report having “awareness of some homosexual feelings” (my emphasis) means we should abandon the distinction between heterosexuality and homosexuality. This is like arguing that the existence of intersexuality proves that we should abandon the distinction between male and female. Of course, the presence of bisexuality means it is wrong to hold the view that all persons are either exclusively heterosexual or homosexual, but it is unlikely that anybody seriously entertains such a view.




Thirdly, although it is an empirical question, I doubt that “the community” holds the view that the terms “heterosexual” and “homosexual” are synonymous with “exclusive heterosexual” and “exclusive homosexual.” As Kinsey suggested long ago, there exists a degree of blending of heterosexual and homosexual desires stretching from exclusive heterosexual at one end of the continuum to exclusive homosexual at the other. The existence of this continuum does not mean, however, that a woman in her 40s, for example, who, as a 14-year-old had “some homosexual feelings,” but since then has had only heterosexual desires, is not properly considered a heterosexual. This is because the terms “heterosexual” and “homosexual,” if I am not mistaken, are normally used to refer to a person’s predominate orientation, which is why the term “exclusive heterosexual” is not redundant.




Of course, as Kinsey’s scale shows, there are areas where it will be unclear whether a person should be considered heterosexual rather than bisexual, or bisexual rather than homosexual, but this hardly shows that the terms “heterosexual” and “homosexual” can only mean “exclusive heterosexual” and “exclusive homosexual.”




As for McConaghy’s claim that I was influenced by the community view, when I concluded that, if there was bawdy enthusiasm, it was only shown by a minority of the Sambia boys, McConaghy did not notice that I was merely drawing a conclusion from Herdt’s own statements. In one place, Herdt tells us that the young Sambia boys show “bawdy enthusiasm” in their performance of fellatio, while in another place he tells us that some boys show little interest from the start, seldom participating, while other boys “feverishly join in.” These are, he tells us the two extremes. Most of the boys regularly perform fellatio as they have been instructed to do. Thus, it follows from Herdt’s own words that the enthusiasm referred to only occurs at one extreme end of the continuum.




Concerning McConaghy’s further assertion that I suggested Sambia boys who have erections while performing fellatio would later become exclusive homosexuals, this is simply false. Nowhere do I say such a thing. What I say is that the only example Herdt gives of a boy fellator who had such erections is of a boy who later became an exclusive homosexual. I point this out to show the paucity and inappropriateness of the data upon which Herdt bases his assertions about the Sambia “scripting” of homosexual desires in the majority of Sambia boys. Because of all this, I do not think McConaghy has presented any grounds for abandoning the heterosexual/homosexual distinction (it never was a dichotomy) or has shown anything to be wrong with my criticisms of Herdt’s view of Sambia sexual desires.



[167] McConaghy, 2005, p. 1.



[168] McConaghy, 2005, p. 2.




      

    

  
    
      

6. No Such Thing as Excessive Levels of Sexual Behaviour




      

    

  
    
      

The Negative View of Sexuality




So far I have explored the nature of gender and sexual desire, the role of gender in sexual desire, and the expression of this desire in the sexual positions. Another related aspect of the expression of sexual desire is the frequency of its expression—that is, the amount of sexual behaviour shown by particular individuals. A common topic here is the question of whether there is such thing as “too much” sexual activity. That is, is there any basis to argue that a person who engages in a particular amount of sexual behaviour, say, per week is engaging in excessive levels of sexual behaviour? This is a topic on which there is much scholarly disagreement. I myself want to examine this question by focusing on a particular study that claims that there is such thing as excessive levels of sexual behaviour and, further, claims to have discovered what counts as excessive levels.




One of the reasons I want to examine this study is because in arguing that there is such a thing as excessive levels of sexual behaviour, the authors are at the same time giving arguments that support conservative moral or religious values. And any a study of sexuality that offers such support is one that should be subjected to scrutiny. This is because the history of writings on sexuality is swarming with moral and religious influences that are forever trying to masquerade as scientific data. It is just these sorts of writings that have, I feel, caused much damage to people’s sexual health and well-being. It should be obvious to anyone that in Western culture there is a widely held negative view of human sexuality. Sexuality is seen to be something that is taboo, not to be mentioned, embarrassing, and to be kept hidden, especially from children (though, oddly enough, violence and cruelty are happily given full exposure).




It is true that over the last decades there have been attempts to remedy this, but theses attempts are for the most part not only half-hearted but also disingenuous. Anyone who looks at the typical sex-education syllabus for school-age children, for example, will easily notice that what should be the central topic of the course, namely sexual interaction and the diverse ways in which people have sex, is quietly pushed to the side in favour of safer topics like sexual anatomy, puberty, menstruation, body hair, hygiene, and pregnancy. If dealt with at all, topics such as the ways of having sexual intercourse, anal intercourse, oral sex, sexual interaction in homosexuality, or group sex are quickly skimmed over. Further, despite these “efforts” it is plain that many parents still see sex as shameful, embarrassing, or bad in some sense and so avoid discussing it with their children. One study, for example, found that more than 40% of children had sexual intercourse before their parents had discussed sex with them.[169]




And this is understandable when authorative providers of sexual information behave in essentially the same way. Thus the Mayo Clinic, a leading US medical centre one would expect to have an enlightened view on giving sexual information, both avoids and recommends avoiding talking openly about sex to children. On its sexual health website it recommends that if a school-age child asks about how people have sex, the parent could simply reply, “The man puts his penis inside the woman’s vagina.” Not that the woman could also take the man’s penis in her mouth or anus, that the man could put his tongue in the woman’s vagina, that the man could rub his penis between the woman’s breasts, or that they could masturbate each other. Further, if the child asks if two boys or two girls can also have sex, we are told the parent could give the answer—or rather non-answer pretending to be an answer—“Yes, there are many types of intimate relationships including those between two people of the same sex.” We are then counselled that, “In this and other issues regarding sexuality, brief answers to specific questions will serve your child best.”[170]




But how will it serve the child best to say that sex is when the man puts his penis in the woman’s vagina—which effectively means that same-sex people cannot have sex—and then go on to say that two boys or two girls can have sex but not say how? Such brief and contradictory answers can only serve to confuse the child, or at least make her wonder why her parent is confused. For if sex is just the man putting his penis in the woman’s vagina, then even a child will understand that two boys or two girls cannot have sex. So why is the parent now saying they can but not offering any explanation of how? The likely answer is that the parent, and the sex educator recommending this approach, wants to make it look like he or she is progressive and open-minded in talking about sex, but at the same time still feels there is something bad about sex and so avoids saying more than the minimum.



[169] Beckett et al., 2009.



[170] Mayo Clinic Staff, 2014.




      

    

  
    
      

Too Much Sex




The same approach is discernible, I feel, in the writings of those scholars who try to argue that there is such a thing as “too much” sex. Such scholars do not typically argue that sex in itself should be avoided, but rather content themselves with arguing that a certain frequency of sex should be avoided. The study I want to look at here, which argues just this and claims to have discovered what counts as excessive levels, is by Niklas Långström and R. Karl Hanson and is entitled “High Rates of Sexual Behaviour in the General Population: Correlates and Predictors.”




Although the title implies that the paper will simply be dealing with “high rates” of sexual behaviour, and merely be giving “correlates and predictors” of this behaviour, the claims made in the paper are much more than this. For we are told that it is possible to identify a level of sexual activity that could be considered “excessive.” We are even told that this level of excessive sexual activity constitutes a “distinct disorder (hypersexuality).”[171]




Such claims are strangely reminiscent of those made by the mediaeval Christian thinker Augustine (and numerous other moral and religious fundamentalists), who also claimed to have identified excessive rates of sexual behaviour, namely sexual behaviour engaged in “beyond the necessity of procreation.”[172] Augustine’s criterion is different from Långström and Hanson’s, for while Augustine thinks it is non-procreative sex that is excessive, Långström and Hanson think it is a particular frequency of sex that is excessive (any rate of sexual behaviour over the 90th percentile of their sample). Still, both are in agreement in that they think there is such a thing as “excessive” sexual behaviour.




Långström and Hanson, of course, qualify their claims by saying that it is only high rates of “impersonal sex” that can be defined as excessive, not high rates of “personal sex.” The difference between these two, we are told, is that impersonal sex is primarily focused on the sex act while personal sex focuses on the person. As examples of impersonal sex they list things like masturbation, pornography use, casual sex, multiple partners, and group sex. Personal sex, however, is “intercourse within romantic relationships.” The reason given for this distinction is that while the correlates associated with high rates of impersonal sex are undesirable features (for example, negative physical health and dissatisfaction with psychological health and life in general), those associated with personal sex are not. Indeed, high rates of personal sex are associated with desirable features (for example, high satisfaction with sex life and life in general).




The implication here is that excessive rates of sexual behaviour can lead to bad physical and psychological health. And again, just as Långström and Hanson are in agreement with a mediaeval thinker about the idea that there is such a thing as excessive levels of sexual behaviour, so they are in agreement with other early thinkers about the deleterious physical and psychological effects of such excessive behaviour. In the 15th century sex manual The Mirror of Coitus, for example, the author warns us that






excessive coitus consumes the natural body heat and ignites injurious heat. It also weakens all the bodily members and the natural internal operations. Thus, disequilibrium follows, and for this reason the person becomes debilitated and depressed; his bodily movements are weighed down, and his stomach and liver are weakened; he is unable to digest food, his blood becomes corrupt and he begins to sweat. Excessive coitus causes the principal members to weaken and makes the body grow old long before its time.[173]







Långström and Hanson are not as specific as the author of The Mirror of Coitus, but it is quite clear that they are at least in agreement about excessive forms of sexual behaviour leading to negative physical health and dissatisfaction with psychological health and life in general.




Nevertheless, it seems evident that if anyone wants to label a behaviour’s rate as “excessive” or as a “distinct disorder,” then one should be able to demonstrate that the behavioural rate leads to undesirable physical or psychological consequences. For it makes little clinical sense to label a behaviour rate excessive if nothing about the behaviour rate has been shown to cause any adverse effects. Thus, for example, a certain rate of alcohol consumption is excessive because it has been shown to have the undesirable consequences of alcohol poisoning, sclerosis of the liver, delirium tremens, and other psychological and physical health problems. But just as the author of The Mirror of Coitus has nowhere shown that “excessive coitus” “makes the body grow old long before its time,” so have Långström and Hanson nowhere shown that the high rates of sexual behaviour they describe cause any undesirable features. All they have shown is that high rates of “impersonal sex” are, in some instances, correlated with such features.




However, as Långström and Hanson are aware, correlation does not show causation. And the fact that equally high rates of sexual behaviour in another context, namely romantic relationships, do not lead to such consequences makes it unlikely that it is the high rates of sexual behaviour themselves that cause the undesirable consequences in the “impersonal” context. Indeed, some of the undesirable correlates listed are plainly not consequences of high rates of impersonal sex. Thus, we are told, “In comparison [with high rates of personal sex], the correlates of high rates of impersonal sex were undesirable (or neutral). For both men and women, high rates of impersonal sex were associated with adverse family backgrounds, negative health indicators, and dissatisfaction with life in general.”[174]




Obviously, however, an adverse family background is not the consequence of high rates of impersonal sex, for the family background comes before the high rates of impersonal sex, and consequences do not come before their causes. Likewise, it is implausible that negative health is a consequence of purely high rates of impersonal sex. It seems doubtful that masturbation and pornography use (even in high rates) are bad for one’s health, though the history of sexology—and religion—is choc-a-bloc with people who at one time believed such things.




One could try to argue, I suppose, that casual sex and multiple partners can have negative health consequences through the greater possibility of catching a sexually transmitted disease. But this is plainly not an inherent consequence of such sexual behaviour. It is rather a consequence of such behaviour in conjunction with failing to practise safe sex. Once safe sex is practised, there is little reason why sex with multiple partners needs result in a sexually transmitted disease.




In the same way it seems improbable that high rates of impersonal sex are the cause of dissatisfaction with life in general. This is suggested by Långström and Hanson’s own findings. They report that “hypersexuality [i.e. high rates of impersonal sex] in women, in contrast to men, was neither associated with a lower satisfaction with sexual life nor with physical health.”[175] And here it seems significant to note that not even negative physical health is related to impersonal sex. But if high rates of impersonal sex are not associated with a woman’s level of satisfaction with her sex life, then her high rates of impersonal sex cannot be the cause of her satisfaction or dissatisfaction with her sex life. In other words, a woman with high rates of impersonal sex can well be satisfied with her sex life.[176] And if a woman can be thus satisfied with her sex life, it is hard to believe that such a sex life could be the cause of her dissatisfaction with life in general. To believe this is to hold the implausible view that a satisfying sex life can be the cause of a dissatisfying life.




Of course, the lack of association here was only observed for women. But even with men Långström and Hanson have given us no reason to believe that it is the high rates of impersonal sex that cause dissatisfaction with life in general. The causal relation could easily be the other way around or, more likely, there may be a third factor that is a common cause for both of these variables. High rates of impersonal sex for women and high rates of personal sex for both men and women in a romantic relationship do not lead to dissatisfaction with life in general. This strongly suggests that, in the case of men and impersonal sex, high rates of the sexual behaviour likewise play little causal role in such dissatisfaction.



[171] Långström and Hanson, 2006b.



[172] Augustine, 1997.



[173] Anonymous, p. 3.



[174] Långström and Hanson, 2006a, p. 49.



[175] Långström and Hanson, 2006a, p. 49.



[176] Millet, 2003.




      

    

  
    
      

Långström and Hanson’s Reply




Långström and Hanson have replied to this criticism by saying, “Giles seems to assume a level of integration of different areas of satisfaction that is not supported by other findings from empirical psychology. Even if a certain area of functioning is non-problematic in itself, it could still lead to unhappiness with life in general.” They then give the example of an academic who is very satisfied with his research, spending 60 hours a week in his office. This, however, could then easily lead to problems with his relationships to friends and family. In this sort of case, they conclude, “general satisfaction with life could decrease despite high satisfaction with one’s work”.[177]




But this is analogy does not fit the point under discussion. For even though it looks like it explains how high rates of impersonal sex for men might lead to a general dissatisfaction with life—these sorts of rates lead men to spend too much time on sex and thus neglect other aspects of their lives—the analogy fails when applied not only to women but also to both men and women in romantic relationships. For both women with high rates of impersonal sex and men and women in romantic relationships with high rates of personal sex show no such general life dissatisfaction.




But why should this analogy be applicable in the one case if it is not applicable in the other two? We are never told. If this analogy were relevant to the point under discussion, it should be the case that while a general dissatisfaction with life might be the result for a man who spends 60 hours a week on his research, such dissatisfaction does not occur for a woman who similarly spends 60 hours a week on her research. But there is no apparent reason why this should be true. A woman in this case should just as easily develop problems with her relationships to friends and family.




Further, if the analogy is to work, then just as there is a distinction between impersonal sex and personal sex, there should be some equivalent distinction between types of time spent at one’s office, where high amounts of the “impersonal” time spent at one’s office lead men to a general dissatisfaction with life, but high amounts of the “personal” time spent at one’s office have no such effect on men or women. But there is no such distinction. According to the analogy, what leads to the general dissatisfaction with life is simply that the man spends high amounts of time at his office. Consequently, this analogy cannot account for the distinction between the different cases and thus fails to support Långström and Hanson’s claim that high levels of impersonal sex lead to a general dissatisfaction with life.




Långström and Hanson end their response by saying, “It would be truly amazing if sexuality was the one area of life where restraint was never of benefit.”[178] But this remark also misses the point. First, the fact that a behaviour is engaged in at levels that are higher than average does not thereby show that there is no restraint. It might only indicate that the person employs less restraint than other people. Or it might simply show that the person engaged in these behaviours has a higher level of interest in or enjoyment of the behaviour than the average person does.




Putting it in terms of “restraint” makes it sound like the person with lower levels of sexual behaviour is holding herself back and demonstrating self-control while the person with higher levels has given in to her urges and is out of control. This carries with it the idea that the person with lower levels of sexual behaviour is displaying a “moral fortitude,” “character strength,” or some such laudable quality, by not giving in to a destructive temptation. This in turn suggests that the person with higher levels has some sort of “moral weakness” or “character defect” and therefore cannot resist the temptation. To use the idea of a lack of “restraint” is thus to use biased language that already carries with it the idea that high levels of sexual behaviour are a “disorder.” And once again the parallels with religious morality are plain.




But the more likely account is simply that the person with lower levels of sexual behaviour loses interest in or enjoyment of sex more quickly and easily than does the person with higher levels of sexual behaviour. Or, to put it another way, that the person with lower levels of sexual behaviour has less sexual desire than does the person with higher levels.




This view is supported by findings in neurophysiology. In a recent study 39 men and 13 women who fit the profile for hypersexuality, had their brain responses measured while viewing erotic images.[179] What the researchers especially looked at was the brain-wave response during the 300 milliseconds immediately after the image was shown. In people with addictions or compulsive behaviour a sharp spike is shown in the brain wave immediately after viewing something of high interest. This is known as the P300 response and is a neurophysiological way of indicating an addiction or compulsion. The researchers expected that the subjects would similarly show the P300 response, and thus reveal a “sexual addiction” or “sexual compulsion.” The results, however, were that none of the subjects demonstrated the P300 response.




This strongly suggests that there is no real relation between hypersexual behaviour and addiction or compulsion. According to Nicole Praust, one of the study’s investigators, “The brain’s response to sexual pictures was not predicted by any of the three questionnaire measures of hypersexuality.... Brain response was only related to the measure of sexual desire. In other words, hypersexuality does not appear to explain brain responses to sexual images any more than just having a high libido.”[180]




Secondly, Långström and Hanson’s own data show the inappropriateness of their remark about the benefits of restraint. For if it is of benefit to restrain one’s levels of sexual behaviour, then it should be of benefit for both women engaging in impersonal sex and men and women engaging in personal sex in a romantic relationship also to restrain their sexual behaviour. But Långström and Hanson’s own data show that in both these situations high levels of sexual behaviour have no adverse correlates. Consequently, it is unclear what sort of benefits they could reap from “restraining” their behaviour.




With this it should be clear that Långström and Hanson have not produced any evidence or arguments for the view that there is such a thing as “excessive” levels of sexual behaviour or a “distinct disorder” of hypersexuality. Rather, it seems that, like the claims of Augustine, their assertions here are merely attempts to stigmatize a type of sexual behaviour of which they morally disapprove.



[177] Långström and Hanson, 2006b, p. 643.



[178] Långström and Hanson, 2006b, p. 644.



[179] Stelle et al., 2013.



[180] Ellis, 2013.




      

    

  
    
      

7. Age Dysphoria




A Case Study




      

    

  
    
      

What is Age Dysphoria?




In this essay I want to explore an atypical condition in which sexual desire plays an important role in order to see how sexual desire is related to the condition. The condition I have in mind has been variously called “sexual infantilism,”[181] “autonepiophilia” or “paraphilic infantilism,”[182] and “adult baby syndrome.”[183] It consists of an adult who identifies with being an infant or child and feels a compulsion to act and dress like one. Further, these individuals lack an interest in adult-like sexual activity and are instead sexually aroused by the idea of being an infant or child and what it implies.[184] The sexual component seems often central to this condition with sexual desire, fantasies, masturbation, and sexual interactions being frequently based upon or centred on the idea of being a baby or child.




Persons with this condition appear more or less continuously to feel this compulsion to act like an infant or child. They do not, however, continually act on it, but rather typically reserve times to do so when they are alone, with others with the same condition, or with someone accepting of their condition.




Further, although there appears to be both males and females with this condition, the overwhelming majority seem to be males. For example, Thomas John Speaker was able to recruit 12 males but only one female for his study, while in their large online study Kaitlyn Hawkinson and Brian D. Zamboni were able to recruit 1, 795 males and only 139 females.[185]




The age of the child that the adult identifies with can vary. Although some people here identify with being an infant or very young child, others can identify with being a pre-pubescent child.[186] Because of these variations, terms that include words like “infantilism” or “baby” can be misleading. Further, since this condition seems driven by a sense of being constantly unhappy with being an adult,[187] referring to the condition as “age dysphoria” seems appropriate, where the term “dysphoria” is understood (as in gender dysphoria) to refer to an intense unhappiness. This is not to suggest a new diagnostic category, but only a term that is less misleading.




Sometimes one of the persons will take the role of what they call a “mummy” or “daddy” while the other will play the role of the baby or child. Items of clothing here that often are of major importance are nappies or diapers and rubber pants. But other things like cribs, baby bottles, pacifiers, and baby toys can also be brought in. These sessions also frequently involve sexual fantasies and masturbation and often sexual interaction with the person playing the parental role. This sexual interaction can be blended with the role playing. Thus, one man reports that as his “mummy” was changing his diaper, she stopped and performed fellatio him for a while before finishing changing him. He then pulled his diaper partially down and had sexual intercourse with her.[188]




Because of this erotic aspect of the condition, it is easy to confuse it with similar erotic but apparently distinct conditions. These are fetishism tied to baby clothes—especially diapers and rubber pants—or the related “transvestic” condition of being sexually aroused by dressing like a baby or child. Although there is little research on such conditions, Caldwell suggests that they are different from what I am calling age dysphoria and primarily involve elements of paraphilia, impulsive dyscontrol, or obsessive compulsivity.[189] Such conditions do not seem mainly based on the experience of age dysphoria and the idea of identifying with being a child. Caldwell, for example, gives a case study of an individual with a fetishistic-transvestic relation to diapers. This subject is sexually aroused by diapers and focuses his sexual awareness solely on them, wearing them and masturbating with them. He does not fantasize about being a baby, nor does he show any desires to be a baby or deep unhappiness about being an adult. In other words, he has no dysphoria over his age. Speaker also gives examples of such individuals. Nevertheless, it is plain that persons with age dysphoria and those with such fetishism-transvestism show similar behaviours. These are sexual behaviours involving babies’ or children’s clothing. The question, however, of just how the sexual desires and behaviour in age dysphoria are related to the identification with being a child is unclear.




In an attempt to show the relation between these elements, to criticize other accounts, and to get a fuller understanding of this condition, I shall now present a case of a person with age dysphoria.



[181] Speaker, 1980.



[182] Money, 1984.



[183] Pate and Gabbard, 2003; Evcimen and Gratz, 2006; Hawkinson and Zamboni, 2014.



[184] Giles, 2012.



[185] Speaker, 1980; Hawkinson and Zamboni, 2014.
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Case




The subject is a 45-year-old white Canadian male who contacted me after reading an article of mine. He identifies with being an infant and was happy to see my use of the term “age dysphoria,” as he felt it captured a central and underlying feature of his condition. He first contacted me under a pseudonym, but after an agreement of confidentiality he used his real name. He is university-educated and has read much of the academic literature on his condition. He expressed concern that the condition was not properly understood and wanted to explain his condition to me, hoping that I could explore the condition further. After hearing his account I suggested the idea of doing a case study. He was keen on this, but also wanted to maintain anonymity. He then sent me a detailed account of the development and experience of his condition.




The account was well-written and thoughtful, showing a fair amount of insight. We had several e-mail exchanges wherein I asked him specific questions about his condition. I then had two semi-structured interviews with him using internet video conferencing. I also had him sign an informed consent document. I will first present his written account. This will be followed by a discussion where I bring in further details from both our correspondence and the interviews. To help maintain the subject’s privacy, various identifying factors have been removed or changed. I have also edited his account for length, removing material that was not directly relevant to his condition. Here is his written account:






I was born into a very dysfunctional family consisting of my mother, who was a severe alcoholic with underlying mental health issues, and my sister, who is three years older. My father was completely absent until I was 12. Besides drinking daily, my mother experienced some psychotic breaks, where she believed that a complex network of Mafia and bikers were chasing our small family to torment us for some reason. She was very physically abusive to us. For example, when I was five, she threw a padlock at me, splitting my head open. Another time, she beat me senseless with a fishing rod, whipping me all over my body in a rage. I use these examples to illustrate that she had little concern for the consequences of her actions when she was angry, but there were many more. She was very neglectful as well, and would leave us on the steps of a pub while she drank inside. Food was scarce; my older sister would sometimes steal money from her purse to buy us a bag of chips.




The abuse was compounded by her constant relocating. Since she felt she was being chased, we moved from town to town every few months, with very little financial support to do so. At times, we were living in abandoned houses, or even abandoned cars. I was in and out of at least 17 primary schools by the time I was 11. She taught us very early not to talk to authorities, and managed to keep a low enough profile, so child services were not involved. Most of what I remember, however, is being alone, because she would obsess about her situation with my sister for hours each day, and I would go out wandering in the town we happened to be in at that time. My mother seemed at best unconcerned for me, at worst disgusted with me. Her own family of origin was much worse, she described horrific physical, emotional, and sexual abuse on a daily basis, and she made it clear to me that men were awful.




These are the worst parts, but there were moments of stability and hope. I distinctly remember a few Christmas holidays that had all the regular decorations, toys, and I even remember having my own room decorated with snoopy curtains and Star Wars bed sheets for a period of time when I was perhaps eight or nine. My mother was a very passionate and warm mother at times and very strong and wonderful soul when she was sober and healthy. A lot of my memories before the age of 11 are patchy, fuzzy, and jumbled, but I felt loved by her at times, and I felt lucky to have her as a mother.




So in this context my adult baby interests developed. I remember being in the hospital for asthma at perhaps the age of three, and I was forced into diapers by a couple of nurses while I was kicking and screaming, because I was having accidents. My actual interest in babyish things began later, perhaps at the age of four or five. I have this clear memory of my sister and I looking after a younger baby, who was two, while our two mothers went out drinking. At some point, my sister and I were playing house, and she wanted to dress me up as a baby. I put on one of the younger boy’s diapers, and some of his clothes, and was in heaven. I was obsessed with the idea of wetting and messing the diaper, and though my sister got bored and moved on to playing something else, I was squatting in different corners of the house, trying to go to the toilet in my diaper.




After this point, I mostly kept my desires to myself, but I was at times fascinated with having accidents and fantasizing that I was being turned into a baby. I didn’t actually have many accidents, though I did go through a short bed-wetting stint when I was perhaps seven. Some adult babies report that they would sneak diapers or baby clothes and dress up in private when they were children, but I did not engage in this part until I hit puberty.




At the age of 12 my father appeared in my life and decided to raise me from that point. I was taken out of my mother’s care and placed with him and his wife in a different city. His life was better. He was a mechanic, a regular working guy, but he was a daily alcoholic, and he seldom talked to me or played with me, so the pattern of being alone continued. At 12 I was already in the strange mind set of being grateful for having a child’s body, while wishing I was much younger. As I began to masturbate, I would think of myself as a toddler or baby while doing so, and the acting out in private began. I wet my pants in the car one day, but was not discovered. I took those urine-soaked jeans and hid them in my closet. At night I would take them out, put them on and fantasize that I was a toddler and had wet myself. I would masturbate while having these fantasies.




By 14 I had stolen a diaper from my grandmother’s closet (she kept a few diapers around for her younger grandchildren) and was masturbating with it. I wanted so badly to be taken care of, to let go of all my responsibilities and be babied. Things began to fall apart with my dad’s life ... he divorced his wife and moved across the country to live with his mother, and was drinking heavily. I was chronically late and failed to meet my responsibilities, and he was very frustrated with me. I spent hours and hours each day in video game arcades, and was smoking cigarettes behind his back. I was not getting along at school, being bullied and teased by other kids for being “different.” Things reached a crisis point when I threw a chair across the classroom in frustration one day, and the school started testing me with a psychologist. I suppose they deduced that I was well above average intelligence, and I was put in another school, where I did not get along, but where the bullying was milder.




My father’s frustration with me came to a head, and one night he kicked me out, at 14. Rather than try to repair the situation, I looked up my mother, and managed to get back to the city she was living in. Of course, things had got much worse for her and my sister by this point, and I left to live on the street at 15.




I lived on and off the streets for the next five years, doing LSD and pot, hanging out in arcades, and living in homeless shelters, mostly alone, or having one other street buddy that I hung around with. I had a religious experience at 17, and worked in a religious homeless shelter for a year. One of my tasks was to look after the shelter alone for the graveyard shift, and that was when I would dress up in diapers and women’s clothes from the clothing room.




By this point, I had discovered adult diapers, and I was always sneaking off and wearing them while masturbating. I did not develop sexually at all. I went through the motions, and acted like I was interested in women, but I wasn’t interested in either sex—I only wanted to be a baby. I would lie in my bed at night and pray to be turned into a baby.




At 20 I decided to make a big effort to get off the street. I got a job, and met a girlfriend, who became my first wife. Sex with her was spotty at best, I found I could orgasm inside her if I fantasized that I was shrinking at the exact right moment, but otherwise, I was impotent. We managed to rent an apartment, and she looked after the bills and organizing while I went to work each day. We did a lot of pot and LSD, though, and the relationship came to an end four years later. I entered a one-month addiction treatment program at the age of 25, and started to process my childhood pain in daily group therapy sessions. These sessions saved my life and my mind; I would never again return to the street. I discovered that there was a whole world of healthy good things beyond the small dysfunctional world I had been living in. I remained drug free and went back to school.




My adult baby thing had progressed and deepened. I was going out into parks late at night, wanting to be seen by others, but terrified to be caught. I would go into a bush, change into a diaper, and challenge myself to walk down a short pathway in nothing but a diaper and t-shirt. There has always been an exhibitionist streak in me, but I was seldom seen by anybody. I used to go to a park that was frequented by gay men in the middle of the night, and I did manage to approach a few of them once or twice, talking to them about my desires. They lost interest when they discovered I wasn’t gay, however.




I met my second wife when I was 31. It was the same thing as the first marriage—she handled the finances, the organizing, and I handled the ideas and set the pace. She then became pregnant and settled down to raise our new daughter.




This second marriage lasted longer, my wife gave birth to our second daughter few years after, and I continued to go to work each day. Of course, our sex life was unacceptable to her. She was not interested in babying me, though she tried it a few times, and I was not interested in much other than playing video games, art, music, and wearing diapers. I had a social life of sorts while I was with her, but mostly it was for her—I don’t get along with adults very well, it seems.




When my wife left me at the age of 41, I continued with my work. What was this strange thing that I could never put down and why wasn’t I like anybody else? At 41 I had never even managed to own a car, let alone think about buying a house. I still rode a skateboard to work, or a bicycle. I had no interest in typical adult behaviours like cocktail parties, golf, or financial investments. I went online to get more involved in the “ABDL” [adult baby/diaper lover] community, and started to acquire more babyish things. I built a crib, collected baby toys and adult-sized baby clothes, and started to embrace the more nurturing side of ABDL. I have had experiences that are nothing short of incredible in my crib, listening to adult baby visualization audio files, and sucking on a bottle, or my thumb. I dropped many of my friends for various reasons—though maintaining my relationship to my kids, who I see regularly. I am now exploring relationships with other people who have similar ABDL interests.







      

    

  
    
      

Discussion




This report gives a detailed account of the early beginnings of a case of age dysphoria, showing how fantasies about being a baby appeared, became eroticized, and persisted into adulthood, becoming the focus of the subject’s life. As a young child he fantasized about being turned into a baby. His eroticizing of these fantasies in a clearly genitally-centred way started with his masturbation, which, he told me, appeared, shortly after he turned 12. It seems significant, however, that something resembling erotic fantasizing was already present at an early age. He says, for example, that when he was first dressed as a baby by his sister at the age of four or five he was “in heaven.” Although it is unclear, this might well be his way of describing the sensual feeling he had when the baby clothes transported him for the first time back into the world of being a baby. If this is so, then it might well be that an erotic element in his condition was there from the very start. For this memory seems to be of the beginnings of his condition.




One can always be sceptical over the veracity of memories reaching back to when the person was four or five, but research shows that people are quite capable of having accurate autobiographical memories by the ages of four and five, with the majority of people’s first memories going back to three or three-and-a-half years of age.[190] Indeed, several researchers have been able to collect alleged first memories that go back to before the age of two. In about half of these cases the parents of the subjects were able to confirm the accuracy of the memories.[191] This suggests that the subject’s memory of his sister dressing him as a baby and his experiencing it as heaven might well be true.




Again, there are aspects of his condition that look like fetishism for baby clothes, but it seems clear that what held his real interest was the idea of being a baby, not merely baby clothes themselves, though of course the clothes helped him pursue his real interest. Thus, when he wet himself in his jeans, he later used these jeans to masturbate, even though they were not baby clothes. For the fantasies accompanying his masturbation were about being a toddler who had wet himself. Further, if this was simply a fetish about urine-soaked clothing, then the fantasy of himself being a toddler would probably not come into it. In clothing fetishes the article of clothing seems to take on its power by symbolizing the body or body part of the other person, perhaps becoming something of an inanimate extension of the body.[192]




It is evident that the erotic pleasure resulting from his repeated masturbation would have served to reinforce and strengthen his ties to his fantasies. I do not feel, however, that such masturbation plays a crucial role in the development of his age dysphoria. For the erotic pleasure, albeit in a child-like form, was already there in the fantasies from an earlier age.




Further, as I have argued elsewhere, erotic pleasure is not the goal of sexual desire, but rather a confirmation that the activity that leads to the pleasure is the desired activity. When someone engages in a sexual act or fantasizes about such an act, the erotic pleasure arises as a way of saying, “Yes! This is what you really desire!” And this remains true even if the person, for other reasons, would choose not to act on the desire or ever expect to fulfil it. I have argued these points at length in The Nature of Sexual Desire and so will not repeat my arguments here. In the case of the subject of this study, what he really desires is to be a baby. Thus, he says, “I would lie in my bed at night and pray to be turned into a baby” (I will address the question of the strength of this feeling shortly). Whenever he fantasized about being a baby, erotic pleasure would be the response. Therefore, when he began to masturbate it was natural that it would be done to the fantasies that already gave him erotic pleasure.




But how is it that fantasizing about being a baby can give rise to erotic pleasure? Since erotic pleasure is the confirmation of sexual desire, then sexual desire should be present in the fantasy about being a baby. But how, exactly is his sexual desire connected to the idea of being a baby? The answer is given, I would argue, in seeing that it is not simply the idea of being a baby that is the object of sexual desire. Rather, it is what being a baby implies. This is suggested by looking to the earliest experiences of his condition. For here it was not just that he was playing at being a baby, but rather was playing at being a baby for his sister or, rather, for a female who played a motherly role towards him.




In this play session it seems not unlikely that his sister was touching and, no doubt, intimately stimulating his naked skin while getting him to take off his clothes and helping put diapers and baby clothes on him. Because of this, I would argue, his erotic fantasies of being a baby are intimately tied to the fantasy of being cared for and caressed like a baby. This is why, it would seem, it is erotically pleasurable for him to fantasize about being a baby, namely, because it implies being treated like a baby by a female caressing him and showing him motherly care.




This fits with my point made in Essay 3, namely, that the decisive object of sexual desire is the mutual baring and caressing of bodies. In fact the taking off of his clothes is just the baring of his body to her bare hands, hands that probably helped to dress him while touching and stroking him. In being thus caressed, his naked skin would also caress the skin of her hands.




But then he says that she got bored and moved on to playing other things. He, however, continued playing at being a baby, squatting and trying to go to soil his diaper. But why should he continue to do this? One likely answer is that he was aware that diapers that are soiled have to be changed. Consequently, if he could soil his diaper, then his sister might well come back and, showing him motherly care, change him—that is, bare and caress him again. Here it is evident how baring and caressing, which are the object of sexual desire, became, for him, intimately connected to the idea of being treated like a baby by a mother figure.




In Sexual Attraction: The Psychology of Allure I argue that the experience of sexual attraction not only involves attraction to the other person, but also the fantasized image of oneself in an intimate physical union with the attractive person. To give an account of the subject’s age dysphoria in terms of sexual attraction, then, one could say that what he is sexually attracted to is the idea of his body as a baby intimately brought together with the body of a woman who treats him in a baby-like way.[193]




The same idea is expressed by a subject in Speaker’s study:—“I feel a tremendous release in diapers, like I am loved and cared for.”[194] Here dressing like a baby strongly implies being loved and cared for like a baby by a “mummy.” A natural question to ask here is whether being “loved and cared for” like a baby has anything to do with eroticism. Yet this very subject reports that he masturbates every time he wears diapers. So clearly from his own perspective the idea of being loved and cared for like a baby is an erotic experience. However, although he is married to a woman who is his regular sex partner, he has not attempted to involve her in his infant-like erotic activities, which he keeps secret from her. The reason for his secrecy seems to be that he has anxiety over the idea of his wife learning about his sexuality and guilt over his “baby desires.” Thus, it is not that he has no interest in her being involved in his sexual activities, it is rather that he dare not involve her because of fear and guilt.




It could, of course, be doubted that my subject really wanted, in any deep sense, to be a baby. After all, he did have work and other things that would be impossible for a baby to have. Were these not important to him? And if they were, should he not be aware that being a real baby would imply the loss of them? By way of answer to this question I can relate a conversation he told me about that he had with a male-to-female transsexual. The transsexual said to him that “The difference between you and me is that I continually feel like a woman, whereas you only feel like a baby some of the time. Those are the times when you dress and act like a baby.”




He strongly objected to this, replying that he did feel like a baby all the time and desperately wanted to be one, just like a transsexual desperately wants to be the opposite sex. The real difference, he said, was that while the transsexual was able to act continually like a woman, and indeed could survive by doing so, he was not able to act continually like a baby, at least not if he wanted to survive. His deeply held feeling of being a baby “trapped inside an adult body” was, he said, just as constant and real as the transsexual’s deeply held feeling of being a woman “trapped inside a man’s body.”




This is an interesting point. For although a male-to-female transsexual might be able to “pass” as a real woman, and live out her life acting like a woman, an “adult-to-baby transageist,” as one could call him to underline this point, cannot. There is no operation or hormones that will enable him or her to resemble a baby. But this does not mean that the person with age dysphoria is any less dysphoric than someone with gender dysphoria. Nor does it imply that of his or her sense of identifying with a baby is any less driven or powerful that a transsexual’s sense of identifying with the opposite sex. It simply means he or she does not have the same options available as the gender dysphoric person has and so must adjust his life accordingly. For while a male-to-female transsexual can (at least in some cultures) go out and get a job while dressing and acting like a woman, the age dysphoric person cannot go out and get a job while dressing and acting like a baby.




Consequently, the person with age dysphoria must simply put his or her sense of identity and dysphoria to one side and, for most of the time, behave like an adult. Here it should be mentioned that one of the things the subject did in an attempt to make himself achieve a continuous baby-like state was to regularly shave off all his body hair.




As just mentioned, it is crucial to note that the condition I am describing is not one where the idea of being a baby itself has become eroticized. Such a condition is described by Freund and Blanchard, who refer to a small group of paedophiles who, they claim, “are sexually aroused by the thought of being children themselves.”[195] According to Freund and Blanchard such persons have what they call an “erotic target location error.” That is, their erotic target—which is children—has been erroneously located to be their own bodies. This is the same mechanism, they say, that occurs in cases of heterosexual male-to-female transsexualism, or autogynephilia, something I discussed in the first essay. Here, the transsexual’s erotic target—which is women—has been erroneously located to his own body. The autogynephile is therefore sexually aroused by the idea of being a woman.




It should be clear, however, that being sexually aroused by the thought of being a child—which might be termed “autopaedophilia”[196]—is different from the eroticism I have been discussing. For nothing about the subject in this case study indicates his real erotic target is children, or that he has erroneously located this target to his own body. On the contrary, it is quite clear, as I shall demonstrate shortly, that he is sexually aroused by adult women. Further, I cannot see that any of the subjects in Speaker’s study have a autopaedophilic orientation. One of the subjects says he is fascinated by small children and likes interacting with them. But this is simply because he likes to imagine being a small child himself. The common age-dysphoric desire for a “mummy” or “daddy,” which seems to be absent in autopaedophilia, suggests age dysphoria has little to do with paedophilia or even autopaedophilia.[197] This is not to deny the drivenness of the age-dysphoric desires, it is merely to give a fuller account of the desires.




With my subject it is easy to miss the point that desiring to be a baby implies being caressed like a baby, because he says various things that seem to go against it. He says, for example, “I went through the motions, and acted like I was interested in women, but I wasn’t interested in either sex—I only wanted to be a baby.” Other things he says, however, suggest that it is being treated like a baby by another person that plays an important role in his desire. For example, he says of his first wife that he found he could orgasm inside her if he fantasized he was shrinking at exactly the right moment. That is, he could have sex with her and even have orgasms if he imagined he was becoming small like a baby. In other words, he was able to attain erotic pleasure during sex if he imagined himself as a baby having sex with an adult female.




He also says of his second wife that his sexual desires were unacceptable to her because she had no interest in babying him. Therefore, I would argue, it is not that he is sexually uninterested in women. Rather, it is that he is uninterested in sex where he has to comport himself as an adult having adult-like sex with a woman. He further says at the end of his account that he is “now exploring relationships with other people who have similar ABDL interests,” which also betrays a sexual interest in other people.




What he sexually desires, then, is sex with a woman who treats him like a baby. So praying to be turned into a baby should be understood to mean “praying to be turned into a baby so that I can be erotically caressed as a baby by a motherly figure.” This is also suggested by what he told me in the interviews. In the first interview he mentioned that he was in a sexual relationship with another age-dysphoric person who was also a male-to-female transsexual. Both the subject and his sexual partner identified with being infants and therefore both wanted to be babied by each other. That is, they both wanted each other to be the parent. He wanted his partner to be the “mummy” and his partner wanted him to be the “daddy.” They dealt with this problem, as many age-dysphoric sex partners do, by taking turns playing the parent. A major problem for an individual with age dysphoria, the subject told me, is to find a partner who is happy to play the parental role. Because of this, people with age dysphoria typically resort to taking turns.




In the second interview he told me this relationship had ended and that he was now in a relationship with a non-age-dysphoric biological woman. He had known this woman for several years as an acquaintance, and even let her know once, during a truth or dare game at a party, that he was an “adult baby”, whereupon she replied jokingly, “I’d wipe your bottom!” Several years later they became romantically interested in each other, went out for dinner, and sat on the beach afterwards talking about relationships. He reminded her of his age dysphoria, saying, “I may never be able to give you what you need sexually, because I am not a sexual person in the same way.” She agreed to give the “baby thing” a try. Much to their surprise, the results were remarkable. Thus, he told me,






She is not only interested in every single aspect of my little lifestyle; she is incredibly turned on by it. That is everything from feeding to diaper changes to bathing and nursing. To illustrate: she once was playing peek-a-boo with me while I was nursing, and she had an orgasm spontaneously (impossible to fake for her because she is a squirter, she and expels a huge amount of fluid when she cums) because she was so turned on by how “little” I was acting.







He then said,






We now experience a growing sex life that gets deeper each time. She has a recurring fantasy that I am shrinking and entering her womb and it makes her orgasm over and over during sex. I am often in a puddle of her fluid at the end. We also have wonderful cuddling sessions that can last for hours. I am very much in love with this woman.







It is noteworthy how his new partner’s fantasy complements his own earlier fantasy with his first wife of shrinking while having sex. During the extended cuddling sessions, he says, he always has an erection. His having found a partner with a sexual interest in playing the mummy role has led to the subject having an active sex life based on sexual intercourse. In my last contact with him he said,






I am currently having penis–vagina sex with mutual orgasms at least once per day, and often two or three times per day (sometimes as high as five times in one day!). Again, a massive and unexpected twist, because I considered myself non-sexual before her.







By “non-sexual” he does not mean lacking in sexual desire or sexual arousal. For his account shows that he engages in masturbation, sexual fantasies, and even sexual interactions with his partners that involve fantasies. All of this points to the existence of sexual desire and sexual arousal. What he seems to mean, then, by “non-sexual” is that he considered himself lacking in sexual desire towards other people, or at least that he had given up on the idea of finding a long-term partner who he could satisfy sexually or who would be able to satisfy him sexually. This is what he meant when he first warned his new partner that “I may never be able to give you what you need sexually, because I am not a sexual person in the same way.” However, with an appropriate partner it is clear that he does have sexual desire towards other people.




His real interest in women, however, might be called into question by three things described in his case history. These are his dressing in women’s clothes during his graveyard shift, his approaching gay men at night to talk about his desires, and his sexual relationship with a male-to-female transsexual. When I asked him about these, he laughed and said he was aware that it might appear as though he had a sexual interest in men, but assured me that this was not the case. The women’s clothes he would put on were night dresses and other “cute” garments that would help him to fantasize he was a baby.




His dressing in diapers, or “baby drag” as he called it, and approaching gay men at night was an attempt to find someone who would accept him as a baby. He was aware that gay men were a sexual minority and thought that they might not see him as being so deviant, and thus be more accepting of his fantasy about being a baby.




As for his transsexual partner, he repeatedly told me how good she was at passing for a biological woman. He himself had no idea she was a transsexual when they first met through an ABDL website. When after several Skype sessions she eventually told him she was a transsexual—which she wanted to do before they met face-to-face—he was shocked but wanted to be open-minded, especially since he wanted people to be open-minded and accepting of himself. Although he decided to give it a go, he was nevertheless concerned that various tell-tale masculine signs, like the person’s smell, might put him off, which they eventually did. He also said she had other problems, and lived in another country and would not be able to immigrate to his country.




All of this strongly suggests that the subject’s apparent lack of interest in women and only wanting to be a baby is really just a lack of interest in women who would not want to baby him and have sex with him during such “mummy–baby” sessions. This means that his sense of identification with being baby along with the eroticism involved in this identification can only be understood in relation to his desire to be treated like a baby by a “mummy.”




But if this is the case, why could he not simply desire to be treated like a baby while continuing to identify with being an adult? One does not, after all, have to act like a baby in order to be babied. The answer, it seems, is that the sort of babying that he finds satisfying, both sexually and emotionally, is the extensive caring that a mother shows towards an infant or young toddler, namely, changing, bathing, feeding, nursing, and “peek-a-boo” games. If one deeply desires these sorts of interactions, then plainly one has to act the role of a baby: one cannot, for example, be fed like a baby unless one feeds like a baby. Further, it seems evident that acting the baby role while receiving such treatment lends a realism to the babying that would not be there otherwise. This realism seems important because it helps the subject feel he has achieved what he really desires, thus helping him to achieve emotional and sexual fulfilment.




With this I hope to have come closer to an understanding of age dysphoria. I have tried to do this by showing how the account of sexual desire as the desire for a mutual baring and caressing of bodies, which applies in more usual forms of sexual desire, can also be applied in and thus help to make sense of a highly atypical case of sexual desire. There are, of course, limitations on what one is able to conclude from a single case study, and it is not my purpose to argue that the findings of this study can be generalized. Whether and to what degree they can be must await further investigation.
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8. Naked Love




The Evolution of Human Hairlessness




      

    

  
    
      

The Naked Skin of Baring and Caressing




At the end of the third essay I suggested that one of the things that make the biological view of sexual desire attractive is that it emphasizes the essential connection between sexual desire and our physical bodies. I argued, however, that one can easily accept this connection without signing on to the related view that biological processes are the origin of sexual desire. This is because sexual desire is deeply connected to the body simply by the fact that the object of sexual desire is the mutual baring and caressing of bodies. In this final essay I want to explore a crucial feature of this object of desire, namely the nakedness or hairlessness of the bodies that sexual desire aims to bare and caress.




My interest here, however, is in the ultimate rather than proximate causes of naked skin. In Essay 3, it will be recalled, I examined the view that sex hormones are the proximate cause of sexual desire. Here I want to look at the ultimate cause or evolutionary origins of naked skin. In other words, I want to explore how this central feature of our sexual biology made its appearance in the human condition. This exploration should give us insight into how naked skin came to play the major role it does in sexual desire and, as a result, in romantic love.




      

    

  
    
      

Theories of Hairlessness




It has long been a question for evolutionary anthropologists why human beings are nearly completely devoid of body hair. This is a puzzle because all other primates have thick coats of fur or body hair. We too, of course, have body hair. However, human body hair is for the most part extremely fine and short and thus practically invisible. It is this apparent invisibility of human body hair that is normally referred to by the idea of human hairlessness. This peculiar difference from other primates suggests the primate ancestors of human beings likewise had such thick body hair. This is also suggested by the fact that during the third trimester of gestation the human foetus is covered with a fine fur, a fur that disappears prior to birth. Therefore, for some evolutionary reason or reasons, human beings effectively lost their body hair, while nevertheless retaining hair in other places.




Various theories have been put forward to explain this peculiar state of near nakedness. In this essay I want to argue that these accounts are not fully adequate and present a new theory. This theory, which I call the naked love theory, locates the origin of human hairlessness in the mother–infant relationship and what I call maternal selection for hairless infants. The hairlessness that began to appear in this context was then, I will argue, reinforced by sexual selection in the male–female sexual relationship. Although this dual process alone might have produced hairlessness, it could also have been supplemented by other processes that likewise selected for hairlessness.




There are numerous theories of human hairlessness. I will here examine the best known of these. One explanation for hairlessness comes from the aquatic ape theory.[198] According to this account, between 6 and 8 million years ago our ancestors went through a phase in which they were marooned on islands in the Afar triangle area of East Africa. As a result they spent much of their time in aquatic environments. The loss of body hair was an adaptation to this environment. For just as dolphins lost their hair in order to facilitate aquatic locomotion, so did human ancestors.




But this theory fails for various reasons. First, it does not adequately account for why we have maintained this supposedly aquatic feature so long after we left the water. Secondly, even if early human ancestors did spend time in aquatic environments, they never evolved to the point where they could do more than paddle about for short amounts of time. Consequently, they never evolved into anything vaguely resembling the streamlined design of dolphins or other aquatic mammals. It seems unlikely that hairlessness would have helped much. Thirdly, we know that the aquatic environments in these regions were teeming then with crocodiles and other dangerous animals. The non-streamlined, defenceless aquatic ape would not have survived long.




Pagel and Bodmer suggest that human hairlessness evolved in order to free our ancestors from external parasites such as fleas, ticks, and lice.[199] But as they themselves realize, this is challenged by the fact that human beings are still beleaguered with pubic, underarm, and head hair parasites. If the avoidance of external parasites was a good enough reason for shedding most of our body hair, it seems it should have been a good enough reason for shedding all of it. Moreover, since the majority of fur-bearing mammals are also harassed with external parasites, why have they not lost their fur for similar reasons?




Further, even if loss of body hair protects one from fleas, ticks, and lice, it also fully exposes one to attacks from mosquitoes, biting flies, and other such insects. Pagel and Bodmer are seemingly aware of this problem and respond by suggesting that body fur does not offer much defence. But even if it is true that a thick coat of fur does not offer much defence (which is questionable), it is still strides ahead of naked skin that offers absolutely no defence. This theory provides no clear answers to these problems.




A further theory is that human ancestors lost their fur as a way of dealing with overheating. According to a recent version, this overheating occurred because our ancestors moved out into the savannah and started hunting and incorporating meat into their diet. This led to an increase in bodily heating. The evidence for this, we are told, comes from stone tools and butchered animal remains in the fossil record about 2.6 million years ago. According to Jablonski, a proponent of this theory, “Carnivorous animals therefore need to range farther and wider than their herbivorous counterparts to procure a sufficient amount of food … which means predators must expend that much more energy to obtain a meal.”[200] This, she says, was just the circumstance in which early human ancestors found themselves.




The major problem with this theory is that stone tools and a few butchered bones are hardly evidence to show that human ancestors were in a situation that resembled that of carnivorous animals. Stone tools can be used for numerous things that have nothing to do with meat eating: defence, making wooden tools, digging for roots, pulverizing tough foods, cracking open nuts, and so on. Both capuchin monkeys and chimpanzees use stone tools for cracking nuts.[201] And although butchered bones might indicate some degree of meat eating, the bones could merely be those of carcasses that were occasionally found and eaten in the absence of other foods.




A more serious point against this theory is that even if it were true that the males were out running and hunting in this way, it is clear that the females could not have been. In these times before birth control females would have been either continually pregnant, nursing infants, or tending to small children. They would not have been expending energy to chase prey across the savannah. As a result, they would not have had any selection pressure to lose their body hair in order to remain cool. Perhaps males could have passed on their hairlessness to females. But if it is male hairlessness that was selected for, why do females have even less body hair than males? If there were to be a difference between male and female hairlessness, it seems it should be the males who would have less hair. But they do not. The fact that females are more hairless than males strongly suggests that it was female hairlessness that was initially selected for. It is unclear how this theory could account for this higher degree of female hairlessness.




Another theory is offered by Harris.[202] In her view, hairlessness was selected for by a parental choice based on cultural standards of beauty. Hairless infants were seen as beautiful and kept whereas hairy infants were seen as ugly and abandoned or killed. This is because they resembled Neanderthals who, Harris argues, had thick coats of fur and were seen as prey by Homo sapiens.




Although this theory, I feel, moves in the right direction by seeing parental choice as playing a role, it flounders in several other ways. First, it places the appearance of hairlessness far too late in human evolution.[203] Secondly, it assumes that there was a unified cultural standard of beauty across widely scattered populations of human beings. Thirdly, it depends on the unlikely idea that Neanderthals had fur. Harris thinks they must have had fur because they lived in a cold climate and had not invented the needle, which was essential to make clothes. But awl-like points and knife-like blades have been discovered at Neanderthal sites. Together these could have been used to make holes in animal skins and cut strips of skin to weave through the holes, thus binding skins together to make clothes.[204] Finally, it offers no explanation for why a group of individuals would have hairlessness as a standard of beauty when they themselves were also hair-covered.




A more plausible theory is suggested by Darwin.[205] In his view, hairlessness has no direct advantage and therefore cannot have evolved through natural selection. Rather, he feels, human hairlessness evolved through sexual selection where males came to see the nakedness of the female skin as being sexually attractive. The evidence for this is that human females are everywhere more hairless than males. This in turn, he argues, is evidence that human hairlessness has its evolutionary roots in our female semi-human progenitors. These females must then have transmitted their hairlessness to a near-equal degree to both their female and male offspring. In other words, male hairlessness resulted simply as a genetic correlation with female hairlessness.




This account is important because it recognizes the sexual significance of naked skin, especially naked female skin. However, it still lacks an explanation for why females might have a preference for hairless males and why female hairlessness was selected for in the first place.




The difficulties facing these theories show that human hairlessness has not been fully explained. In attempting to give such an explanation I will now turn to the naked love theory of human hairlessness.
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The Role of Bipedalism




It is generally agreed that the prime mover in human evolution was bipedalism. A common view is that bipedalism was an adaptation to the thinning out of the African rainforests. This resulted from a global cooling and subsequent drying that began between 16 and 11 million years ago. Because of this drying out, our early arboreal or semi-arboreal ancestors began to become isolated in patches of forests that were more or less cut off from other wooded areas by open country.[206] This meant that food sources within the trees in the isolated forest groves were quickly used up. There was a pressure on these early pre-hominin ancestors to come down out of the trees and leave their isolated wooded regions in search of other groves and food sources. This state of affairs would probably have favored those individuals who had a tendency to a rudimentary bipedalism.




Crossing the grasslands on two feet rather than on all fours had many benefits. It enabled the individual to stand tall enough to look for the closest woodlands or to spot predators.[207] It also freed the arms to carry food[208] and to gather seeds and nuts.[209]




However, with every beneficial adaptation, there is also a cost. One of the great costs of bipedalism was the loss of prehensile feet and toes. This was due to a selection for shorter toes in relation to the soles of the feet, the arching of the feet, and for a big toe that was more in line with the other toes, thus losing its ability to act like an opposing thumb. All of this rendered the feet unsuitable for grasping.




Although we often think of the objects that an arboreal ape grasps with its feet as being primarily branches, there is also something else that it must be able to grasp with its feet; as an infant, it must be able to grasp the fur of its mother. Both the gibbon and orangutan infant, for example, start clinging to their mothers’ fur nearly straight away after birth. The gibbon infant continues to do so for a year and the orangutan infant for four years.[210] Although the chimpanzee infant initially gets support from its mother, within the first few days it is able to grasp its mother’s fur completely by itself. The chimpanzee infant starts off by clinging to its mother in a ventral–ventral position but after five to six months begins to cling dorsally to its mother.[211]




This ability of the infant arboreal ape to cling to the mother is essential. This is because the mother uses her hands for grasping branches as she moves through the trees. She therefore is unable effectively to carry the infant using her arms. To survive, the infant ape must be able to hold fast to its mother’s fur. For this infantile clinging to be successful, it is plain it must be done with both the hands and feet. Not only does holding on with all fours give a stronger and more secure grip, but it also keeps the infant out of the way of the mother’s locomotion. Hanging on with only the hands would make the infant dangle and swing, continually getting in the way of the mother’s movements. It seems likely that the infant’s clinging onto the mother, which we observe in other present-day primates, was also the case with the arboreal and pre-bipedal ancestors of human beings.
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Evidence from the Newborn




Various abilities of the human newborn support this view. First, there is the grasping reflex in the infant’s hands. If a finger is placed into the palm of a newborn infant, the infant will respond immediately by tightly grabbing the finger. The strength of the infant’s grip is such that, if it is lying on its back and holding a finger in each hand, the owner of the fingers can easily pull the infant up to a sitting position. This is an amazing feat for a supposedly helpless neonate.




But why does the neonate have this powerful reflex? The likely answer is that it is a vestige of the reflex that, in pre-bipedal times, enabled the infant to cling to its mother’s fur. This is also probably the origin of the newborn’s ability to reach for objects. A newborn’s arm movements often appear random and purposeless. But careful observation shows that, when in a quiet, alert state of awareness, some newborns are quite capable of reaching for an object.[212] This early reaching ability would have enabled the newborn to reach for different parts of the mother’s fur in order to balance itself while the mother moved about.




Similar things can be said about the feet. The infant also displays what seems to be a grasping reflex with the toes: When the soles of the infant’s feet are touched, the toes respond by curling in a grasping motion. One reasonable explanation for this reflex, known as the plantar grasp reflex, is that it too is the vestige of a pre-bipedal reflex to grasp the mother’s fur, this time with the feet.




Further evidence comes from the human neonate’s remarkable ability to move itself on the mother’s body. It has been shown that an infant of but 10 minutes old, when placed face down between the mother’s breasts, can, all on its own, make its way over to one of the nipples. This is done in order to start breast-feeding and gazing at the mother’s face. The infant achieves this feat by using small stepping motions with its legs in order to move forward and small push-up motions with its arms to move sideways, interspersed with several rest periods. It usually takes 30–40 minutes for the neonate to complete this journey.[213]




But human neonates are seldom if ever left unassisted on the mother’s stomach for 30 to 40 minutes, left to find the nipple all on their own. The usual case, it would seem, is for the mother to take the infant up and hold it to her breasts herself. Why then does the neonate have this ability? The answer, I would suggest, is that this minimal locomotive ability of the neonate is a remnant of our pre-bipedal times when the infant clung to and moved about on the mother by holding onto her fur.




This straight away makes clear the extent of the cost of bipedalism. Without prehensile feet, the primeval infant ape was unable to grasp its mother’s fur; and for arboreal apes this would have had devastating consequences. Either the infant would have tended to be abandoned or the mother would have had to limit severely her movements, thus restricting the search for food. Neither of these options would be particularly beneficial in the struggle for life, and such a species would have quickly vanished.




Fortunately, however, the non-arboreal mother, being bipedal, had two free arms that could be used for bearing the infant. In this situation, the infant’s loss of the ability to cling effectively to its mother’s fur was compensated for by the mother’s ability to cling to the infant.




Having the ability to bear the infant, however, is only half of what is required to make this new state of affairs a viable one. The other half of what is needed is a strong desire to bear the infant. The reason I say “strong” desire is because bearing an infant is hard work. Of course, it would have also been work for the pre-bipedal female ancestor to move about with an infant clinging to her. But as anyone who has used a backpack knows, it is far easier to bear a weight that is fastened to one’s body while having one’s hands free, than to bear it in one’s arms. This is no doubt why the ubiquitous infant-carrying slings of various cultures were in due course invented. They recreate the easier pre-bipedal state of having the infant attached to the mother’s body without the mother having to use her arms.




Moreover, not only is it tiring continually to have to clutch an infant in one’s arms, but it also stops one from doing other things. Walking long distances, bathing, gathering food, tree climbing, defending oneself, hiding or fleeing from a predator, and so forth, all become greatly hindered for the female with infant in arms. Yet, on this maternal desire hung the existence of our first bipedal ancestors, and thus of ourselves. For without the mother having a strong desire to bear her infant, infants would have been routinely left behind or put down and exposed to danger while the mother did other things. Again, a species with caregivers like this would not have lasted long on the unforgiving African grasslands.




There is no doubt that the arboreal ancestor of the first bipedal hominins also had an urge to have her infant with her, and thus perhaps to hold it in her arms on various occasions. This can be easily observed in the extant anthropoid apes. But carrying an infant occasionally is not nearly as taxing as carrying an infant continually. It is easy to understand that a creature who has an urge to do only the former, might just as easily give up when pressed to do the latter.




However, selection pressures to have the mother desire to use her newly freed arms to bear the infant would have been ruthless. Therefore anything that aided in the development of this desire would have been selected for. But what sort of factors could have encouraged the strengthening of this desire?
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The Desire to Hold the Infant




The best way to approach this question, I feel, is to start by looking at the factors involved in the human mother’s desire to hold her infant. And here one of the most salient features is the warmth and intimacy of the skin-to-skin contact with the infant. A near universal instant of this skin-to-skin contact takes place in breast-feeding. The sensation of mouth-to-breast contact, sucking by the infant, release of milk into the infant’s mouth, along with the infant’s touching of the breasts is often reported by breast-feeding mothers as being pleasurable, and even erotic. Some women report having orgasms during breast-feeding. In one study of 576 breast-feeding mothers, 40.5% of the subjects reported being sexually aroused at least some of the time during breast-feeding, while 16.7% reported being frequently sexually aroused during breast-feeding.[214]




Further, if breast-feeding is done in full naked skin-to-skin contact between mother and infant, not only is the breast-feeding more successful, with less infant moving and crying, but mothers report higher amounts of affectionate love for the infant.[215] This has led many health professionals to advocate naked body contact between mother and infant during breast-feeding.[216]




A mother, however, does not have to breast-feed an infant in order to experience skin-to-skin contact with the infant. She can also simply hold the naked infant to her naked breasts. And if a mother experiences higher amounts of affection in the skin-to-skin breast-feeding interaction, then it is altogether likely that she will experience similar amounts of affection in merely holding her naked infant to her naked breast.




Now, if this is true of human mothers, then there is reason to believe that it was true of early ancestral mothers. Of course, with these early ancestors the contrast would not have been, as it is now, between skin-to-skin contact and clothed contact; for, as I shall argue shortly, there were no clothes then. Rather the contrast would have been between skin-to-skin (hairless) contact and hair-to-hair contact.




In addition, this contrast would not have been, as it is now, between two variations, either of which the individual could choose to employ. Rather, it would have been based on a phenotypic variation that occurred across individuals. Thus, some mothers and their infants would have tended to have less body hair than others. These mothers would have experienced more skin-to-skin contact with their infants than would have mothers with more body hair. Consequently, the mother with less body hair would have tended to experience more affection for her infant and thus more interest in holding her infant.




It is also likely that it was the disappearance of hair on the female breasts that allowed for evolution of the beginnings of the erotic sensations involved in breast-feeding and in other forms of breast stimulation. With non-human primates stimulation of the female nipples or breasts does not seem to be a common sexual activity. At least I am not aware of any studies that indicate the sexual sensitivity of the non-human primate breasts. De Waal, for example, who spent hundreds of hours observing bonobos, lists their various sexual activities.[217] These include copulation, sporadic oral sex, genital rubbing, and intense tongue kissing, but not nipple or breast stimulation. This would suggest that such stimulation is not experienced by the bonobo female as especially arousing. And this cannot be blamed on the male’s lack of interest in the female’s nipples, for even in female–female sexual activity, the nipples seem to be ignored. When female bonobos interact sexually it usually involves rubbing their genitals together.




But if the non-human primate breasts are not erotically sensitive in sexual activity, then one can surmise that they are not erotically sensitive in breast-feeding. Consequently, the eroticism that many human females experience during breast-feeding would not seem to be the case with the anthropoid apes and, therefore, probably not the case with our pre-bipedal arboreal ancestors. If this is true, then it looks like the erotic breast-sensitivity of female human ancestors appeared after the emergence of bipedalism.




But why would such erotic sensitivity have to wait for bipedalism to make its appearance? The likely answer is because with bipedalism came selection pressure for the mother to desire to bear the infant, and with selection pressure for the mother to desire to bear the infant came selection pressure for the loss of body hair, including the hair on the breasts. With the loss of body hair, or probably during the loss of body hair, the way was opened for emergence of the erotic sensitivity of the female breasts. Since this development would have also worked to strengthen the maternal desire to carry the infant, it would have lowered infant mortality. This would have also been selected for.




With these two features, namely the eroticization of female breast stimulation and the pleasure and affection involved in skin-to-skin contact, we then have the mechanisms that would give rise to the early bipedal mother’s strengthened desire to carry her infant. These mechanisms will best function, it is clear, in individuals with minimal body hair. In this way it becomes evident that individuals with less hair would be selected for over those with more hair.




The selection here, it should be noted, is neither natural nor environmental selection, sexual selection, nor what has been called cultural selection, where cultural values or standards play a part in determining the survival of infants.[218] Rather, it is what I should like to call maternal selection. Here a mother aids in the survival of one offspring over another, not because of any culturally dictated value, but simply because the one offspring is more pleasant or easier to care for than the other. Maternal selection can also occur with other traits. Another example would be the infant’s tendency to mould warmly to the mother’s body. Infants that did not do this, that contorted away from or struggled against the mother, would have made the mothering experience unpleasant and worked against the mother’s affectionate attachment to the infant. It seems likely that in newly bipedal times there would have been a preference and thus maternal selection for infants that warmly molded into the mother rather than those who did not.




This selection process would start with an instance of simple phenotypic variation in which a female with slightly less body hair passes on this trait to her infant. We would then have a mother with less body hair breast-feeding and holding an infant with less body hair. In this situation there would be more skin-to-skin contact between mother and infant than in the case of a mother and infant with more hair. Because of the pleasurable experience of naked breast-feeding and skin-to-skin contact with the infant generally, such a mother would tend to show more interest in using her newly-freed arms to bear her infant than would a more hairy mother with a more hairy infant.




Further, being non-arboreal and bipedal would mean that there was no pressing evolutionary reason for these early ancestors to maintain their body hair. For with no more branches about (branches being one reason, as I shall argue shortly, for primate fur), and with infants who could no longer effectively grasp the fur, body hair became superfluous. It did of course give protection against ultraviolet radiation, but this function could be dealt with, as it was, by selecting for dark pigmented skin.
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From Naked Breast-feeding to Naked Sex




Maternal selection, however, would not be the only mechanism functioning to select for hairlessness. As I have argued elsewhere, the adult sexual and love relationship finds its prototype in the mother–infant relationship.[219] In other words, the basis for an individual’s later love relationships is learned in the early mother–infant interactions. This also seems true of non-human primates. It is known, for example, that rhesus monkeys that have been deprived of maternal contact as infants have immense difficulties in later engaging in mating behaviour.[220] This indicates that it is the normal mother–infant relation that, at least in part, enables the infant primate later to participate in normal mating. Why is this? The answer, it seems, is because the infant learns behaviours involving close contact from its mother which it later applies in close contact with a mating partner.




If this situation is transposed to that of the newly bipedal human ancestors, then, in the theory that I am putting forward, among the behaviours learned in the mother–infant interaction would be skin-to-skin contact, cuddling, and caressing. It seems likely therefore that, in becoming sexually mature, the individual would similarly apply these learned behaviours of naked cuddling and caressing with a mating partner. As stated by Ashley Montagu in his classic study of touching,






The mother’s holding and cuddling of the child plays a very effective and important role in its subsequent sexual development. A mother who loves must enfold the child she loves. She must draw the child to her in a close embrace and, male or female, this is what the adult will want later and be able to demonstrate to anyone he loves.[221]







But this sort of intimate cuddling can only be effectively done with those partners who have more-or-less naked skin. This seems especially so when it comes to sexual intercourse because of, as Montagu describes it, “the massive involvement of the skin in sexual congress.” As he points out, “in no other relationship is the skin so totally involved as in sexual intercourse.”[222]




Because of this fundamental role of naked skin in human sexuality, it is evident that, somewhere in the course of human evolution, individuals with less body hair would begin to be seen as more sexually attractive than individuals with more body hair. They would have been perceived as potential partners who could more fully bring about the skin-to-skin contact and cuddling that was first experienced in the mother–infant relation. This would be the beginning of sexual selection for hairlessness. This sexual selection, along with maternal selection for hairless infants, would then have driven evolution in the direction of human hairlessness. In both cases the decisive factor would be the urge for intimate skin-to-skin caressing. Here is the first glimmer of the human desire for what may be called naked love, something I will come to shortly.




This account also helps to explain the difference between female and male hairlessness. For it is plain that what is primarily selected for is female and infant hairlessness, not adult male hairlessness. This is because it is the female and infant who are the primary participants in the early intimate-contact relationship. But how can we know if this was the case with the early human ancestors? One piece of evidence is the fact that the need for the breast-feeding of the infant would have probably dictated that it was primarily the mother who held and tended to the infant.




Further evidence comes from the behaviours of our closest relatives, the anthropoid primates; for with them it is the female who normally has the infant with her. Consequently, in this picture, it is not so important that ancestral adult males be as hairless as the adult females. As a result, there would have been less selection pressure for adult male hairlessness than for adult female hairlessness. However, with the infant, hairlessness would be maternally selected for regardless of its sex. And this is exactly what we see: Male and female infants are equally hairless. Distinctively male body hair, or whatever there is left of it, is only allowed to make its appearance when childhood draws to a close.




Clearly, however, for the adult male to enjoy naked love with the naked female, that is, the same sort of contact he had as an infant with his mother, he cannot have anything resembling the fur coat of a non-human primate. Like her, he must also be nearly devoid of body hair. Selection pressure, both maternal and sexual, might therefore have driven the male to lose his body hair up to a point, after which there was no reason to lose further body hair. The reason why the female loss of body hair continued beyond the point where male loss of body hair stopped—that is, the reason why female hairlessness is more extensive than male hairlessness—might well be for the reason given by Darwin, namely that at this point in human evolution it was the males who primarily exercised sexual selection.
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Sexual Selection for Naked Skin




One obvious reason why it would have been the males who exercised this selection has to do with the infant’s inability to cling to the mother. As I have argued, this inability of the infant led to a decreased mobility for the mother, hindering her in various ways. This led in turn to an increase in her vulnerability. In the pre-bipedal arboreal state, the mother did not have to worry so much about bearing the infant and would have had her arms free for other tasks. This would have made her more able to find food and defend herself from both predators and intra-species aggression. Females would have been fairly independent from males and it is not unlikely that this relative independence would have carried over into mate selection. In this state of affairs sexual selection would probably have been exercised more equally by both males and females. With the dawn of bipedalism, however, and the female’s increased vulnerability, sexual selection would probably have been more frequently exercised by the male than the female.




That something like this was the case is also implied by the usual height and weight differences between human males and females. This form of sexual dimorphism is something that tends to occur in mammals where there is a strong competition among males for females.[223] In nearly all monogamous primates, there is little sexual dimorphism. But with Australopithicus afarensis, a likely human ancestor, the male could be twice the size of the female. This sexual dimorphism, though in a lesser degree, persisted in Homo erectus and still remains in Homo sapiens. It is unclear why this body-size dimorphism has become less pronounced. In their review Frayer and Wolpoff suggest it might be a blend of factors, but especially a convergence of male and female economic and social roles.[224]




This view of male sexual selection is supported by both the morphology of the male genitals and the male behaviours involved in sexual intercourse. Gallup and his co-workers have shown that the shape of the human penis, especially the glans or head of the penis with its coronal ridge, along with the repeated thrusting motions used by the male in sexual intercourse, have the effect of removing most of the sperm that might be left by another male in the female’s vagina.[225]




Thus, sexual intercourse, for the male, evolved not merely as a way of inseminating the female with his own sperm, but also as a way of removing another male’s sperm from the female. The removal of another male’s sperm from the vagina immediately before ejaculating his own would have been a way for the male to increase the likelihood that it was his own sperm that impregnated the female.




But if the shape of the penis evolved in the way it did, it seems probable that ancestral females were frequently having intercourse with different males within a short time span (female bonobos do this). This would probably mean that before a fertile mating, a female’s vagina normally would contain sperm, sperm that would eventually be displaced by the male who impregnated her. But engaging in multiple copulations like this does not enable the female to effectively select being impregnated by one male rather than another. In such a situation, however, the male is still selecting which female to mate with.




There could be other things going on in this situation that involve female choice. As with other female primates who mate with several males in a short time span, the ancestral female hominin could be encouraging a multi-male investment in her offspring by confusing paternity[226] or encouraging increased social support and protection from predators.[227] But again, because of the multiple copulations and the possibility of being impregnated by a less desirable male, none of these would be an instant of female sexual selection, or at least not a very precise selection. It does seem, therefore, that it was the ancestral males who were primarily exercising sexual selection.
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The Emergence of Hairlessness




Coming back now to the naked love theory, it can be noted that further support for this theory comes from the timeline that relates the emergence of bipedalism to the emergence of hairlessness. This is suggested in a roundabout way by studies of skin pigmentation. It has been discovered that one of the genes for skin pigmentation found in Africans with dark skin—the human MC1R gene—made its appearance as recently as 1.2 million years ago.[228] Why did this gene appear so late in hominin evolution? A possible answer is that the first hominins would have had a coat of fur and thus would have no reason to have evolved pigmented skin. The original colour of hominin skin would therefore probably have been white. This is the case for the chimpanzee whose skin is white under its fur.[229] However, with the loss of body hair our early ancestors would have been under natural selection pressure to evolve dark-pigmented skin as protection against the African sun. It thus seems that the loss of body hair and the appearance of dark pigmentation would have roughly coincided. This means that by 1.2 million years ago early human ancestors would have been well into the process of shedding their fur.




If we then consider that bipedalism first began between 5 and 4 million years ago, this fits well with the idea that the maternal bearing of the infant came after bipedalism but before the full loss of body hair. The original bearing of the infant would have been a maternal response to the infant’s loss of the grasping ability. The subsequent loss of body hair would have then been maternally selected for to reinforce the maternal desire to bear the infant. And here we see that bipedalism, in addition to being the driving force behind other aspects of human evolution, was also the driving force behind human hairlessness.




But if body hair could be thus dispensed with in the case of these early bipedal ancestors, what function did the body hair serve in the first place? With many mammals, body fur is adapted to the function of keeping the animal warm. Because early human ancestors were able to lose their fur at least 1 million years before they invented clothing,[230] which appeared between 72,000 and 42,000 years ago, it appears their body hair did not have much to do with maintaining warmth.




But fur can also serve the function of protecting skin from environmental damage. That this was the function of the fur of our pre-bipedal ancestors is suggested by comparing the environments of the arboreal apes with that of the newly bipedal hominins. For one of the things that happens to a large animal that moves through the trees is branches and twigs continually scrape and whip against its body. Fur obviously protects the skin against these assaults. I have watched wild orangutans move through the jungles in Sumatra. The density of the branches through which they had to squeeze—branches which often broke, causing them to tumble through further branches—made plain the protective function of their fur. Naked human-like skin and climbing through the trees is obviously not a happy combination. Everyday experience supports this when one observes the cuts and scratches that children with short-sleeve shirts or bare legs typically get when playing in the trees. This climbing and playing in the trees is only even possible because of clothing. Any child who, without clothes, tried to spend time moving through the branches would probably end up with extensive scratches and be exposed to possible infections.
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Hair in Other Places




The view that body hair was lost for sexual and affectionate reasons brings body hair into line with facts about other aspects of human hair. For although human beings are for the most part hairless, they still retain significant amounts of hair in other places, for example, under the arms, around the genitals, and on the head.




But why is this? One view is that underarm and pubic hair retains moisture and thus lubricates these areas during locomotion.[231] That this cannot be the main reason, however, is indicated by the fact that up until puberty, children manage quite well without such hair. Further, millions of women across the Western world and beyond, seeking to make their bodies even more hairless, regularly remove their underarm hair without any deleterious effects. If underarm hair had evolved primarily for this reason, then it seems that the removal of such hair would have the effect of causing pain or abrasions during locomotion. But this does not appear to be the case.




As for pubic hair, the lubrication theory is dubious because the majority of pubic hair is not even between the legs, but rather around the penis in the male and on the mons veneris in the female.[232] The hair in these areas can thus have little to do with lubricating between the legs. This is supported by the fact that, again, many women, following contemporary fashion, regularly remove their pubic hair without thereby hindering their ability to walk.[233]




It seems more likely that underarm and pubic hair primarily for other reasons. Underarm hair most likely evolved primarily to serve the function of trapping secretions in order to convey scented signals. Wyatt suggests these signals may have at least three functions: individual recognition, priming effects of various kinds, and potential mate selection.[234] A neonate, for example, can recognize the scent of its own mother’s axillae or armpits, and breast-feeds better when these scents are present.[235] Also, when continually exposed to male axillary or underarm secretions, females with unusually long or short menstrual cycles will tend to have their cycles adjusted towards the more normal 28-day cycle.[236]




Evidence for mate selection in human beings is less conclusive. Findings show, for example, that axillary scents of ovulating females affect male testosterone levels,[237] while male axillary scents raise female levels of cortisol, a hormone that is associated with general physiological arousal.[238] Although neither of these findings have any clear effect on mate selection, they may well refer to vestiges of such selection in early human ancestors.




This suggests that underarm evolved in much the same way as hairlessness. That is, it evolved because of bipedalism and primarily in the mother–infant relationship, which is why no other primates have distinct axillary hair. This is because with the advent of bipedalism the mother had to bear the infant in her arms. As I argued, this would have been a difficult task. Consequently, anything that helped the infant relax and adapt to this new situation would have had some pressure to be selected for. Axillary hair that trapped and conveyed the scent of the mother to the infant would have been one such thing. This is because when an infant is held in its mother’s arms or breast-fed its nose is typically nestled close to the mother’s armpit. Thus, in being borne in the mother’s arms or breast-fed, the infant is continually bathed in the re-assuring and comforting sent of its mother. This, along with skin-to-skin contact, would have calmed the infant and made it much easier for the mother to carry. Here too maternal selection played its role.




But just as hairlessness, which began in the mother–infant relationship, later played a role in the male–female sexual relationship, so too did axillary hair enter and become selected for in the sexual relationship. For just as the infant found comfort and reassurance in its mother’s axillary scents, so too would the later adult find similar warm feelings in the axillary scents of his or her sexual partner, though probably to a less degree than the infant did with the mother. This too suggests that axillary hair started as a female trait that was then inherited by males.




Pubic hair might also serve the function of retaining a scent that acts as a signal. This seems particularly so in the case of the vulva, which has a distinguishing scent that many males find sexually arousing. That this was probably the case with human ancestors is hinted at by the fact that male chimpanzees and gorillas normally show much interest in the smell of the vagina of a prospective mate.[239]




Nevertheless, when human beings became upright the genitals were no longer at nose level, as they are with quadrupedal primates. This would mean that genital scents would have no longer been so obvious. With the female, even the genitals themselves disappeared from view. When our pre-human ancestors went about on all fours the female genitals were clearly exposed from behind and easily served to attract the male. When, however, our ancestors became bipedal the female genitals moved downward and became tucked away and hidden between the legs.




At this transitional point in our evolution, more quadrupedally disposed females would have had at least one sexual advantage over females who tended to be bipedal. This advantage was that their genitals were clearly evident to the male. This might well have tempted males to mate with quadrupedal females over bipedal females. However, bipedalism was so crucial to our survival as a species, that adaptations must have appeared in order to sway the male’s sexual attraction towards bipedal females. Female pubic hair would have been one such adaptation. For in contrasting with the naked skin that was beginning to evolve it would have served to catch male attention and remind him of the vulva hidden just below.




It would have also worked in another way to wake sexual desire. It did this by allowing opaque glimpses of the naked skin—here the vulva—just underneath the hair. In this way, female pubic hair is much like revealing see-through clothing: It draws attention to part of the body by hiding it while at the same time allowing it to be obscurely seen. Since female clothing with this feature seems to increase male sexual desire for the female, it is not unlikely that female pubic hair evolved at least partially to serve the same purpose. Pubic hair might thus be considered the first female “sexy” underwear. Indeed, the resemblance of lace, especially black lack, to pubic hair is so striking that that lacy women’s underwear might well be seen as an attempt to reproduce the visual effects of “see-through” pubic hair.




With males, however, the upright posture served more to expose than hide the genitals. This, along with the facts that pubic hair neither hides nor is needed to draw attention to the male genitals, and that female pubic hair tends to have more crisp and definite borders than does men’s public hair,[240] suggests that pubic hair is primarily also a female trait that was incidentally passed on to males. In this view pubic hair, which also signals sexual maturity, can be said to have evolved in direct competition to the exposed genitals of our female quadrupedal ancestors. It seems significant to note here that the common experience of the attractiveness of something that is hidden and obscure over something that is fully exposed and obvious might well have its origins in this shifting position of the female genitals.




All of this indicates that the primary function of head hair may also be sexual. It has been proposed that head hair evolved as protection from excess heat on the top of the head.[241] This might well be one reason. That this is the only reason, however, is called into question by two facts about human head-hair. The first is the prevalence of male pattern baldness (along with the fact that females do not undergo such baldness). The second is the fact of the length of human head-hair, a length that, with straight hair, can easily reach down to the knees or even further.




If head hair evolved to provide cooling, then it looks as though baldness would have never appeared. But male baldness is common and normal enough. Female baldness, however, is uncommon. This sexual dimorphism strongly suggests that, like hairlessness, underarm hair, and pubic hair, head hair evolved primarily as a female sexual feature. This sexual aspect of head hair is further supported by the existence of male facial hair, something which is absent in the female; for this too, being tied to male sexual maturity, is clearly something that has sexual connections.




Here, however, I would argue that it evolved primarily as a feature adapted to inter-male aggression, probably during competition for females. That it did not primarily evolve because it was sexually attractive to females is suggested first by what I said earlier about the vulnerable condition of ancestral females. This position would not have allowed them to exercise much sexual selection. Secondly, heavier jaws are also a male trait that may have evolved in the context of inter-male aggression. Carrier and Morgan suggests that the heavy male jaw evolved as a form of protective buttressing during fist fights.[242] Thus, early ancestral males with heavier jaws would have been seen as less vulnerable, more ready to fight, more aggressive, and thus gained a wider access to females. It seems evident that the beard, which grows on the jaw and around the mouth (thus also framing and accentuating the teeth during an aggressive expression) would have enhanced this heavy-jaw effect and thus have been selected for.




As for the length of head hair, this too it seems would have never evolved if its purpose was simply to provide cooling. It is important to remember here that early human ancestors would most likely not have cut their hair. As a result, head hair would have been exceedingly long and visually striking. Such hair is also evidently a result of bipedalism as long head hair would have prevented the locomotion our early arboreal or quadrupedal pre-human ancestors. It would have continually got caught in the branches or under the forelimbs, causing the animal to trip and yanking at the hair. Only once we stood up could head hair have evolved to grow the lengths that it now can.




There is, however, no natural adaptive value to having such long hair, hair that, like the elaborate tail-feathers of some species of the bird of paradise, even hinders their bearers. It seems therefore that long hair, like the bird of paradise’s tail-feathers, evolved primarily as a sexual signal. In this view, males have retained long head-hair in much the same way that they retained nipples: Both have been selected for in the female, not in the male, and are maintained in the male through genetic correlation. These serve no essential purpose in the male.




Long head hair in the female would have been sexually selected for because of the way it sexually attracted males. Growing from the topmost part of the upright body, swinging and bouncing as the female walked and blowing in the wind like a flag at the top of a flag pole, it would have worked easily to catch attention. Also, falling down over naked skin in various degrees, it would have alternatively exposed and hidden the naked skin over which it fell. Since, as is well known, revealing women’s clothing that both hides and yet reveals parts of the body works to increase sexual interest, it seems likely that long head hair covering naked skin would have operated in much the same way in ancestral times. Therefore, long head hair would have been, just like pubic hair, one more adaption to shift early bipedal males’ attention from more quadrupedally disposed females to bipedal females.
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The Naked Origins of Romantic Love




One of the benefits of the naked love theory is that, because it explains the origins of hairlessness in terms of the desires for caressing and sex—desires which are fundamental to romantic love—it gives insight into the evolutionary origins of romantic love. This is not to say that human romantic love, or even the human mother’s desire to hold her infant, is in any sense an instinct or a genetically inherited disposition or psychological mechanism. The fact that a human behaviour was originally selected for in our pre-human ancestors does not mean that it is currently maintained for the same reasons. With the emergence of human consciousness, complex experiences and behaviours like romantic (and maternal) love and sexual desire lost their biological roots and became integrated into the human condition as existential needs. In the fourth essay I suggested how our existential situation gives rise to sexual desire. I have further argued for the idea of sexual desire as an existential need in The Nature of Sexual Desire. I will therefore not repeat my arguments here. What I want to do instead is to suggest the ways in which human nakedness became a pre-condition for the eventual appearance of romantic love. This can be done by comparing aspects of human sexuality with non-human primate sexuality.




First, although it is true that there is a massive involvement of the skin in sexual intercourse, this evidently is only true for the human primate. This is simply because the other primates do not have the naked skin that human beings have. Consequently, sexual intercourse for them cannot involve skin-to-skin contact in the extensive way that it does for human beings. That is, it cannot involve the caressing of naked arms, shoulders, abdomen, thighs, and the pressing and rubbing together of naked bodies.




Further, when sexual intercourse in our closest primate relatives, the bonobo and chimpanzee, is compared with human sexual intercourse, not only is it limited in terms of skin-to-skin contact, but it is also limited in terms of duration of contact. Thus in the bonobo and chimpanzee, sexual intercourse lasts for about seven seconds.[243] With human beings, however, things are quite different. Although there is some variation, with different studies reporting diverse averages for different groups, all studies report an average duration of vastly more than seven seconds. To take one example, in Hunt’s study the median duration for sexual intercourse was 10 minutes.[244] According to this data, the duration of sexual intercourse for human beings is, on average, 85 times longer than it is for our nearest relatives.




With orangutans, sexual intercourse typically lasts from between 5 and 20 minutes and thus is closer in duration to human sexual intercourse.[245] But, in contrast to chimpanzee and bonobos, the orangutan social existence is quite distinct from that of human beings. This is because orangutans are solitary, with males spending 90% of their time alone. The only durable social unit with orangutans is that of mother and infant. This lack of social connection between male and female is reflected in mating behaviour. Although there can appear brief consortships, these are not the norm. More often males and females have fleeting sexual encounters and then part. The female is even frequently captured, overpowered, and forced into sexual intercourse by the male.[246] It is understandable that male–female attachments tend not to appear in a primate where social and sexual interactions take these forms.




De Waal argues that the sexual behaviour of bonobos can be seen as a model of the sexual behaviour of our early human ancestors.[247] If this is true, then it seems that sexual intercourse for the pre-bipedal and early bipedal hominins, who probably also lived in groups, was likewise of a similarly short duration. Why then did sexual intercourse evolve from taking a few seconds to taking several minutes? The obvious answer, I would argue, is because of the loss of body hair. For it was only with the loss of body hair that sexual intercourse could involve the amount of skin-to-skin contact that it does. This skin-to-skin contact, as opposed to fur-to-fur contact, was something that was experienced as highly pleasurable in itself. It therefore became something that was engaged in for its own sake, and thus, together with caressing and embracing, was extended in order to prolong the enjoyable experience.




It is understandable that individuals who engaged in this sort of extensive skin-to-skin caressing in extended sexual intercourse could easily develop persisting attachments to each other. And it is here that we can discern the evolutionary beginnings of human romantic love. For romantic love is, among other things, an intense attachment to another individual that incorporates sexual desire towards that individual, a desire that is based upon component desires for what I call mutual baring and caressing.[248] Chimpanzees and savannah baboons can also develop male–female attachments that are based on sexual intercourse. However, these consortships typically last only during the female’s estrus. Bonobos can have longer consortships that may last several weeks.[249] Both sorts of attachments, however, are short-lived in comparison to the semi-permanent or even permanent romantic relationships that human beings are capable of.




Gibbons, it is true, tend to engage in long-term male–female attachments. But these seem to be based to a great extent on intra-sexual aggression among females and the wide dispersion of females, both of which limit the male’s access to other females.[250] Thus, unlike chimpanzees, bonobos, savannah baboons, and human beings, gibbons do not live in a group. This also makes gibbon monogamy an unlikely model for ancestral human sexuality. Human beings are unique among the primates in that they both live in a group and have long-term male–female attachments.




None of this is to say, however, that the individuals involved need only have one attachment. Indeed, as I just argued, early human ancestors probably engaged in multiple instances of sexual intercourse within a short time. This means they probably would have simultaneously developed at least more than one such attachment. Some of these matings would likely have been one-off affairs and not have led to a durable attachment, but then other matings could well have led to such attachments.




This behaviour can also be seen in modern human beings who likewise tend to engage in sexual intercourse with multiple partners and in multiple and simultaneous romantic relationships, even though in some cultures, because of pressure to conform to certain values, these are often kept secret.[251] In the case of the ancestral female, these multiple attachments with their resultant confusion of paternity might, as mentioned before, help even more to ensure the infant’s survival and thus be selected for. Something like this seems to be the case with bonobos.[252]




It might be thought that the jealousy that can result from such multiple romantic attachments in present-day human beings would have worked against such a situation in our early ancestors. But jealousy is highly culturally determined. Hupka argues that jealousy is most prevalent in cultures that emphasize private property, marriage as the only legitimate form of sexual access to others, and where individuals depend personally on offspring for status or economic security. In cultures that lack such features, there is little jealousy.[253] Because there is no reason to think that our early human ancestors had anything resembling a culture that emphasized the determinants of jealousy, there is no reason to think that jealousy played much of a role in working against multiple romantic attachments.




Numerous biological features were of course prerequisite for the emergence of romantic love. I hope, however, to have shown that one such basic feature was the loss of our body hair, a feature that evolved in direct relation to affectionate attachment and sexual desire. For without human nakedness and all that it entails for skin-to-skin contact, it is doubtful that romantic love as we know it would have ever appeared.
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