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Foreword

Permanence and Change:
Sexual Conduct—Thirty Years On

Ken Plummer

Sexual Conduct is a landmark book in the sociology of sexuality. Published
initially in 1973, it has helped to shape the field of “the new sexualities stud-
ies,” becoming a foundational text in the “social constructionist” approach to
sexuality. Before its publication, there was very little of sociological conse-
quence written about sexuality; since its publication, there has been an enor-
mous outpouring of ideas, articles, and books. A wide-ranging new field of
social and political inquiry has been created.

The book is now back in print, some thirty years on, and awaiting fresh
reappraisals. Most of the book survives well. As must be expected, a few parts
no longer seem that original and the overall tone is indeed lodged in a differ-
ent generation. But a close rereading also reveals that thirty years on many
of its ideas have still not been taken seriously (for example, the discussion
around childhood sexualities remains a taboo and repays a reading in the
light of contemporary fears around children’s sexuality, pedophilia, and child
abuse). In this short introduction I plan to situate the book, examine some of its
key wisdoms, and indicate some of the ways the world has changed since its
publication.

The Collaboration of Gagnon and Simon

The authors, William Simon and John Gagnon, studied at the University of
Chicago together in the early 1960s and subsequently worked at the Kinsey
Institute of Sex Research (later renamed the Kinsey Institute for Research in
Sex, Gender, and Reproduction) in Bloomington, Indiana, during the mid-1960s,
collecting and unearthing mounds of empirical data. But they were different
from many of the earlier researchers in the Kinsey tradition, both feeling the
need to theorize: to take the data out of the simple realm of the merely factual
and to give it analytic understanding. As Bill Simon was later to argue:

ix
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It should be obvious, except for the most myopic or naively optimistic, that the mere
continuing of accumulation of more information, of more data, will not move us for-
ward substantially. We are not dealing with an issue of information—at least, not of
information alone: it is not so much a matter of what we think about the sexual as it is
a matter of how we think about the sexual, not a matter of explanation, but one of
understanding. (1996, p. 26)

The core of their approach was to challenge the view that sex was simply
“natural”’—that most obvious and commonsensical view of sex and the avail-
able sex research. Drawing on the work of the literary critic Kenneth Burke for
whom symbolism was so central; utilizing their Chicago-based training in sym-
bolic interactionism; influenced by the dramaturgical metaphors of Erving
Goffman; and just being good sociologists who recognized “the social” when
they saw it, they argued that the study of sexuality would be most rewarding if
analytically located within the realms of the social and the symbolic.

Gagnon and Simon both shared childhood backgrounds that were essen-
tially nonintellectual and working class, yet they became intellectuals in spite
of themselves. The University of Chicago in the late 1950s was their hunting
ground for ideas and experience in their young-men stage. They were also
radical in the labor movement and, one suspects, rather idealistic. When Gagnon
got his first major academic job at the Kinsey Institute, Simon was soon to
follow him there. But in fact their working life together was actually really
rather short. Starting in 1966, then, a highly fruitful partnership emerged that
produced an important bunch of around thirty papers—usually coauthored,
sometimes singly authored—between the late 1960s and the mid-1970s. The
peak point of all this writing was the syntheses of these papers and essays they
created in Sexual Conduct (1973). The book, as Simon said years later, “was
actually a series of essays rather than a coherent linear text” (Simon, 1999:130),
though he suggests the turning point in both their thinking was indeed to be
found in the opening chapters where the ideas of “scripting” were more fully
worked through. Yet by the end of the 1970s, their productive collaboration
had largely ended.

Over the years, I came to know both of the authors personally. It was sheer
luck that brought John Gagnon to Churchill College in Cambridge in 1973,
when I needed an examiner for my Ph.D.—and he was willing and available to
perform this role. We later became friends, consolidated by several years in
quite close contact as he came to my university at Essex, England and I went to
his at Stony Brook, Long Island, during the mid-1980s. John is a man of ideas
and is hard to stop once he gets going. I recall, in fact, that he gave me some of
the most draining breakfast experiences I have ever had—only a few minutes
up and he would launch into ideas that would send my head reeling for the
whole day!

I encountered Bill much later when we were both teaching summer school in
Santa Barbara in 1987. Sadly, he died in 2000. Again he was an ideas man: as I
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have said elsewhere, “an iconoclastic intellectual of the first order” (Plummer,
2001). As with John, there were many moments when I couldn’t understand a
word he was talking about. These were serious intellectuals. I would just love to
have seen how he and John must have sparked each other off in those formative
days. But by the time I had got to know both of them, they had somewhat
drifted apart—different institutions, different partners, different dreams. I could
see that the Gagnon and Simon of the seventies were never more to be. In later
years, John took a major in the large-scale social survey that resulted in The
Social Organization of Sexuality—the study on sexual behavior that
operationalized ideas on scripting (Laumann et al., 1994); while Bill turned
more and more to puzzlements on the nature of the postmodern, publishing his
Postmodern Sexualities in 1996 (Simon, 1996).

Redescribing Sexuality: ‘“Every Way of Seeing is a Way of Not Seeing”

A book conceived a third of a century ago could hardly anticipate all the
changes that we have witnessed since then. I am sure the authors would not
claim that their book should now be seen as any kind of grand truth of “the
sexual”—indeed Gagnon and Simon have explicitly denied this elsewhere.
Overarching theories or generalizations and strong claims to objectivity must
always be looked at with deep suspicion (cf. Simon, 1999, p. 131). Indeed, in a
posthumously published interview, Simon remarks that “[a]fter all these years,
the one conclusion I have come to is that there are no permanent significant
truths about sexuality” (Simon, 2002, p. 150). Yet the book does spread itself
logically over a number of key terrains of sexuality; and it does bring into play
a number of significant redescriptions of the world of sexuality that were then
taken for granted (and that to a large extent still are today). Even if the ideas are
not be fully worked through in this book, they make their mark and set a
challenge for future researchers.

The Challenge to Biological Essentialism

Their first challenge was to critique the overstated follies of too strong a
biological and medical approach. Beware of the biological: It claims too much.
I say this provocatively because it needs to be said provocatively. Nowadays,
perhaps even more than when they first wrote, there is the tyranny of the bio-
logical both in science and in everyday thought. As John Gagnon has said:
“The novelty of what we did then was to lay a sociological claim to an aspect of
social life that seemed determined by biology or psychology” (1990, p. 231).
Biology, we are often told, is the “natural,” and often the only, way to think
about sex. Even most sociologists turn their heads skeptically when you sug-
gest to them that sexuality for human beings is social through and through. Yet,
Gagnon and Simon could see so much more than most that there really is little
of interest about human sexualities that can be merely located in the realm of
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the biological. They may not have been the very first to say this—indeed the
work of people like Margaret Mead, or even to some extent Alfred Kinsey
himself—had hovered at the social before them.? But it was for Gagnon and
Simon to make it the centerpiece of their thinking. Indeed, “the material that
would constitute Sexual Conduct argued against the vulgar behaviorism that
then dominated and to a considerable measure continues to dominate work in
the ‘sexual sciences’” (cf. Simon, 1999, p. 127).

But despite their having made this claim some thirty years ago, biological
arguments over sexuality are ever more pervasive today. In the early twenty-
first century, the worldwide growing discipline of “sexology” has hardly even
begun to advance into the realms of the social, and the human genome project
is seen to be the key to unlocking all the knowledge of social life! Our lives and
social worlds are more and more being explained through genes, evolutionary
psychology, sociobiology, and “meme” theory. Asserting the importance of evo-
lutionary adaptation as the universal foundation of bipolar male and female sexu-
ality, its recent proponents have even now proclaimed rape as a universal evo-
lutionary and biological necessity (e.g., Thornhill and Palmer, 2000). Gay brains
and gay genes have also become popular “facts,” even within the once radical
gay movement (LeVay, 1993; Stein, 1999). And many of “the sexual problems
of our time”—from impotency to transgenderism—remain locked in a further pro-
liferation of biomedical technologies.* We have not, it seems, traveled very far at
all in appreciating Gagnon and Simon’s critical stance.

In contrast to classic ways of thinking about sexuality as biological, bodily,
and “natural”—as essentially given—Gagnon and Simon aimed to show the
ways in which human sexualities are always organized through economic, reli-
gious, political, familial and social conditions; any analysis that does not rec-
ognize this must be seriously flawed. Sexuality, for humans, is never just a free-
floating desire. It is always grounded in wider material and cultural forces.
There is no essential “sexuality” with a biological base cut off from the social.*
Sexuality has no reality sui generis, and any concern with “it” must always
harbor wider social issues. There are, as Gagnon says, “many ways to become,
to be, to act, to feel sexual. There is no one human sexuality, but rather a wide
variety of sexualities” (Gagnon, 1977, Preface). Human sexualities, then, have
to be socially produced (no human can ever just do it), socially organized,
socially maintained, and socially transformed.’

The Social Meanings and Metaphors of Human Sexualities

The truly social nature of human sexualities is caught most clearly in the
second wisdom of Gagnon and Simon. For them human sexualities are thor-
oughly symbolic: we need to look for the meanings of human sexualities and
their social sources. Contrary to some early critics who see Gagnon and Simon
as firmly anti-Freud, both writers sense the power of Freud in generating meta-
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phor and images to think about sex. But they “cast their net” more widely to
claim we inhabit worlds of sexual metaphors (cf. Haste, 1993). Initially, one of
their greatest influences appears to be the man of letters and social critic Ken-
neth Burke, who argued that human beings were “symbol-using” creatures
who have “bodies that learn language.” They applied many of his insights to
the study of sexuality.® Now, language, symbol and metaphor become consti-
tutive of human sexualities. Human beings are seen to have devised a myriad
of metaphors to talk about, think about, write about, and perform human
sexualities. This is what makes human sexualities so distinctive and so differ-
ent from the biological worlds of other animals. Burke put the point generally
but strikingly:

[We are] the “symbol-using animal,” yes, obviously. But can we bring ourselves to
realise just what that formula implies, just how overwhelmingly much of what we mean
by “reality” has been built up through us by nothing but our symbol system? Take away
the books and what little do we know about history, biography, even something as
down to earth as the relative position of seas and continents? What is our “reality” for
today (beyond the paper-thin line of our own particular lives) but all the clutter of
symbols about the past combined with whatever things we know through maps, maga-
zines, newspapers and the like about the present? In school, as they go from class,
students turn from one idiom to another. The various courses in the curriculum are in
effect but so many different terminologies. And however important to us is the tiny
sliver of reality each of us has experienced first hand, the whole overall “picture” is but
a construct of our symbol systems. To meditate on the fact until one sees its full
implications is much like peering over the edge of things into an ultimate abyss. And
doubtless that’s one reason why, though man is typically the symbol-using animal, he
clings to a kind of naive verbal realism that refuses to realise the full extent of the role
played by symbolicity in his notion of reality. (Burke, 1966, p. 9)

Again, then, sex for humans is never “just sex,” sui generis. Its reality is
always overlayered with what Burke calls “symbolicity.” It is to be found in
intricate worlds of meaning, metaphor, language, symbol. It is located within the
worlds that philosopher George Herbert Mead heralded as self, shared communi-
cations, significations, and significant others; Those who study sexuality with-
out a full recourse to such concepts and ideas do sexualities a grave disservice.
Human sexual meanings overlap with, and are omnipresent in, all of social life.

In thinking through the centrality of symbols and meanings, Gagnon and
Simon also found Burke helpful in developing the powerful metaphor of script.
There is nothing new to applying the “drama metaphor” to social life, but
Gagnon and Simon took it to a new domain: that sexuality itself was dramatic.
At the simplest level they suggested examining sexual scripts and for many this
is their most celebrated contribution: what has come to be known as “the script-
ing theory of sexuality.” The opening chapters of Sexual Conduct contain the
initial formulation of that theory, but it has been reworked a number of times.
(Perhaps the fullest and clearest statement of their position finally appeared as
“The Scripting Approach” in 1987 [Simon and Gagnon, 1987]). Followers of



xiv  Sexual Conduct

Burke and Goffman that they were, they wanted to play with it in all its manifes-
tations. At a basic level they seem inspired by Burke’s notion of the pentad—
the five forms necessarily involved in defining any situation and explaining
just what is happening here. These are:

Act: What took place?

Scene: What is the context in which it occurred?
Agent: Who performed the act?

Agency: How was it done?

Purpose: Why was it done?

e

This simple schema was never to be followed slavishly, but it does serve as
a good way of entering the world of the sexual and starting to show how an
elaborate set of stagecraft rules and performance guides come to assemble and
engulf our sexualities and bring them into passion. There is no simple rubbing
of sticks here, no simple, unmediated orgasmic release: sexuality for humans
must have life breathed into it through the symbolic, the ritualistic, the dra-
matic. Fixed formulae for drama make life and sexuality easier. But there is
always room, too, for improvised performance. For Gagnon and Simon script-
ing worked to define the who, what, where, when, and why of sexual conduct—
guiding our sexualities at personal, interactional, and cultural-historical lev-
els. A substantial literature has followed in the wake of this theory, but unlike
some of their followers, they did not wish to use the term script mechanically.
With an affinity towards Erving Goffman, the scripting of sexual life was dra-
matic, performed, improvised, created through all the arts and skills of sym-
bolic interpretation and presentation: It was certainly not to be followed blindly,
according to some pre-given script.

Their work never quite followed up these ideas as fully as I suspect they
would have liked. The later work of Judith Butler (1990) on “performativity”
and West and Zimmerman (1987) on “doing gender’—influential works, both—
do continue to suggest the ways in which gender is accomplished through
“doings”; but they touch much less on the sexual. What we may one day see,
following Gagnon and Simon, is a revisiting of Erving Goffman’s classic work,
with titles like The Presentation of the Sexual Self in Everyday Life, Sexual
Encounters, and Sexual Deference and Sexual Demeanor. At this point the
scripting approach will surely come into its own.

Nevertheless, they did continue discussing scripts in their more recent (and
in Simon’s case, final) writings, and from this we do start to sense the different
routes theses researchers were taking. Gagnon’s work turned to large-scale sur-
veys where he combined concerns with network theory and rational-choice
models in an attempt to be much more formal in the analysis of scripts (Laumann
et al., 1994). Simon’s work, by contrast, turned to “fuzzy logic”” and the much
more idiosyncratic and personal construction of “my types” and “microdots”
of sexual attraction through the intensive study of just a few people (Whittier
and Simon, 2001).
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Deconstructing Sexual Categories and Causal Theories

Gagnon and Simon were aghast at the presumptions behind sexual classifi-
cation systems and the simple-minded, casual questions around sexual orienta-
tion that these can generate. In a sense they sought to deconstruct sexual cat-
egories and causal/etiological theories of sexual types.” In their book, they see
two major defects in contemporary thinking around homosexuality and lesbian-
ism, arguing that approaches to homosexuality are “ruled by a simplistic and
homogeneous view of the psychological and social contents of the category
‘homosexual,” and at the same time [are] nearly exclusively interested in the most
difficult and least rewarding of all questions: that of aetiology” (Gagnon and
Simon, 1973, p. 132). For them, the quest for finding out what makes people
homosexual is no more interesting than asking what makes people doctors—
aren’t there, surely, more interesting things to ask? It presumes the problems at
the outset: that homosexuals were special kinds of people in themselves. These
days we could ask equally silly questions: Are people who engage in cybersex
special kinds of people? And what about the fetishists who are excited by the
worlds of hi-tech costumes and machines—who might even get “turned on”
through the postmodern itself? We have never asked this about heterosexuals:
What really could possibly be learned about heterosexuals by classifying them all
together as one type? And so this question of causation is deeply challenged.

As one rereads the chapters on homosexuality and lesbianism, however, an
eerie world from the past still seems to pervade us. The fact that they were using
the words “homosexual” and “lesbian”—neither gay nor queer—suggests that
there was indeed an old world just on the cusp of change. The very terms have
of course been radically questioned by more and more critics. Perhaps the
literary critic Eve Kasofsky Sedgwick’s pronouncements in 1990 (in her Epis-
temology of the Closet) have been the strongest challenges to sexual classifica-
tion systems as a deep-rooted problem for modern culture. For her:

[M]any of the major nodes of thought and knowledge in twentieth century Western
culture as a whole are structured—indeed fractured—by a chronic, now endemic crisis
of homo/heterosexual definition. . . . [A]n understanding of virtually any aspect of
modern Western culture must be, not merely incomplete, but damaged in its central
substance to the degree that it does not incorporate a critical analysis of modern homo/
heterosexual definition. . . .” (1990, p. 1)

That is a large claim and calls for a virtual rewriting of the modern Western
world with homosexuality out of the closet (a new epistemology) and a recog-
nition of the fluidity of genders and sexualities in social life. This makes it a
foundational text for the new Queer Studies, which among many tasks seeks to
deconstruct conventional modes of thinking about gender and sexuality. While
it can be claimed that all this has led to a way of thinking far in advance of
Sexual Conduct, it is still the case that in 1973 Gagnon and Simon were decry-
ing the overly simple classifications through which we live our sexual lives.®
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Much of this has also led to a concern with the politics of identity. Whilst a
key strand of thinking has been to eliminate essential categories (like the ho-
mosexual), this arguably could lead to a weakening of the political claims to
change for gays. After all, if the category does not exist, then the social move-
ment around it must falter. This has led to many making claims that the cat-
egory gay or homosexual needs to be reclaimed as a political project and iden-
tity. It may not be a foundational essence, but gay identities can be used
politically to organize movements and effect social change. Throughout much
of the 1980s and 1990s, then, a new politics of identity came into being. Again,
it could be argued that many of these ideas were lying latent in Sexual Con-
duct, awaiting their sharper development.

The Book and Its Times: Permanence and Change

Of course, the times in which Gagnon and Simon wrote were a third of a
century ago. They were writing at the cusp of the so-called “sexual revolution”
of the 1960s. Second-wave feminism had just appeared, bringing key debates
on sexual violence, pornography, the sexuality of women. “Stonewall” had
become the symbolic start of an active new gay and lesbian movement that was
to create a new gay landscape and generate a global legitimacy that even Gagnon
and Simon could hardly have foreseen. When they first wrote, terms like “ho-
mophobia,” “heterosexism,” and “hate crimes” simply did not exist and argu-
ments for “lesbian and gay partnerships” sounded ludicrously optimistic. They
wrote in times that were pre-Queer, pre-AIDS, pre-Cybersex, pre-Madonna, pre-
New Reproductive Technologies, pre-Paedophile and Child Abuse Panic, pre-
Viagra, pre-MTYV, pre-Globalization, pre-“Cultural turn,” and even pre-
Postmodern! They do hint at the coming changes in their final chapter. But the
book in a sense is Janus-faced: lodged in postwar positivist ideals yet challeng-
ing them; looking ahead to new worlds, but not knowing where they would
lead; hovering at the edge of past and future. They were writing at a historical
moment when the shifts in the sexual firmament were only beginning to be
sighted. The growth of visibility in all matters sexual was just becoming appar-
ent—an issue hinted at in their chapter on pornography.

Among the major forces for change just starting to appear (in tandem with
their work) were the new social movements—gay, lesbian, and feminist. They
wrote alongside these movements, often participating in them. Though neither
was gay as such, they were extremely gay friendly. But in 1973, there was no
anticipation of the arrival of AIDS/HIV and its role in galvanizing research,
politics, and new worldwide debates. This was not to appear, really, until the
early 1980s, and when it did, one by-product was the massive growth of sex
research as an industry. Curiously, all those studies conducted in the 1980s and
1990s did not now in retrospect amount to a great deal; and they produced very
little theory. Both Gagnon and Simon—but separately—got involved in the
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research and politics of AIDS, but their impact does not seem to have been
colossal. (Gagnon’s book did achieve a certain notoriety before it got funded,
as well as a certain critical rejection after its publication—not least for its rather
mechanical use of the very scripting theory propounded earlier).” Likewise,
they were ahead of the new technologies of sex and gender—especially the
emergence of the new assisted reproductive technologies along with what has
been called “cybersex” and the much clearer positioning of reproductive poli-
tics and reproductive health within the field.

And yet. . . . All this change notwithstanding, one of the great constants that
was present when they first wrote their book and that still holds powerful sway
is the strong sex negativism that engulfs much sexuality. Of course we could
say that sex over the past thirty years in the West has come out of the closet, and
the environment has become sexualized. Many deplore this; others celebrate it.
But whatever has happened to its visibility, there are few signs to me that what
Murray Davis (1983) calls the “Jehovanist” approach to sex has had its day or
died. Bush the Younger, for example, has cut AIDS funding, brought back school
campaigns around chastity, and prohibited funding to birth control agencies in
poor countries that are willing to support abortion; rightwing crusades against
sex still abound; and on a global scale, the reassertion of religious fundamen-
talisms almost always brings deep sexual conservatism in their wake. Sex nega-
tivity is a major backdrop to Gagnon and Simon’s work and it has not gone
away, just modified itself.

The New Sexualities Studies

To grasp the intellectual enormity of Gagnon and Simon’s work, it is impor-
tant to recognize that they were writing in pre-Foucauldian times. Most of
Gagnon and Simon’s significant work was actually published before Foucault’s
influential History of Sexuality (published in France in 1976, in English in
1978) saw the light of day. Foucault was to shape almost everything written on
the social aspects of sexuality after 1976 and to create the key linkage of
sexualities to discourse and power.!” What all agreed upon was that sexuality
was most emphatically not a drive in need of repression: it was instead a histori-
cal construct never separable from culture. Whether Foucault read Gagnon and
Simon is not clear: as far as I know, he never referenced them. But what is clear
is that Gagnon and Simon were busy writing many ideas in the mid-1960s that
could well have come from Foucault ten years later. Later, their work came to
inhabit Foucault’s shadows. But Foucault’s work was the other great shaper of
the “new sexualities” paradigm. As is well known, Foucault attacked the notion
that sex had been repressed in the Victorian world, and claimed instead that
sexuality

is the name given to a historical construct. . . a great surface network in which the
stimulation of bodies, the intensification of pleasures, the incitement to discourse, the
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formation of knowledges, the strengthening of controls and resistances, are linked to
one another, in accordance with a few major strategies of power. (Foucault, 1978, p.
106)

Sexuality is constructed, of course, but now as a regulatory fiction orga-
nized around the heterosexual/homosexual polarity. New species—Ilike the
homosexual, the pervert, the masturbating child, the Malthusian couple, the
hysterical woman—come into being. The body becomes a site for disciplinary
practices and new technologies.

Following from this, and some thirty years worth of further theoretical de-
velopments, thinking about “sexualities” at the start of the twenty-first century
is radically different from much of the thinking that took place in the twentieth.
We have been through the pleasure-danger conflicts, the culture wars, the sex
wars, the AIDS and sex panic debate, the “families of choice” debate. We have
seen the arrival of contested theorizations over heterosexuality, gender trans-
gression, female masculinities, bisexuality, polyarmory, transgender warriors,
new men, the feminization of sexuality, gender trouble. We have seen the
reworkings of our understanding of sexual violence and rape, pornographic
and erotic representation, the “male gaze” and latterly the “women’s gaze.” We
have debated identity politics, sexual citizenship, queer theory. We have wit-
nessed the construction of the pedophile and the sex addict alongside the
proclaimed “death of the homosexual.” And with this plethora of new work
have come new journals: GLQ; Sexualities; Culture, Health and Sexuality;
Sexuality and Culture; Journal of the History of Sexuality; Journal of Bisexu-
ality; Journal of Lesbianism; Journal of Gay and Lesbian Counselling; and
international journals like Zeitschrift fiir Sexualforschung (Germany) and criti-
cal inQueeries (Australia). And even the granddaddy of them all—the Journal
of Homosexuality—arrived on the scene at the same time as the publication of
Sexual Conduct.

It is very clear then that much has happened in the wake of Sexual Conduct.
And yet, rereading Gagnon and Simon’s work is not really to feel one has
entered a time warp. As I have tried to suggest, it strangely anticipates a great
deal that is to come. Indeed, in his later work, Bill Simon senses the power of
these changes as he talks about postmodern sexualities. Change has been speed-
ing up and we have entered a postparadigmatic phase, as he calls it, where
consensual meanings have dissolved into pluralism, authority has been weak-
ened, “choices” have proliferated, time and space have become reordered, and
the natural has been deconstructed and denaturalized. Radical new options
have appeared for our sexualities, divorced from traditional religions, tradi-
tional family structures, traditional communities, traditional politics, traditional
limited and restricted communication channels. Here is a space for new kinds of
sexualities. As Bill Simon says: We now increasingly live our lives in ways that
are “different from any that humanity has previously known.” This is the
postmodern—postparadigmatic might be more exact—age, characterized by
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an intense pluralization, individuation, and a multiplicity of choices that were
simply unknown in any other era. Rapid social change has become our normal
condition.

It is good, then, to see the work of Gagnon and Simon back in print for these
emerging postmodern times. In the current period there are many exciting chal-
lenges for the continuing study of human sexualities. The old traditions—
where King Sex remains the object of science and biology—remain, continu-
ing their work in a hermetically sealed capsule of conferences and journals that
make the new sexualities studies seem as if they never happened. Yet within the
social sciences, there has been a proliferation of new ideas and challenging
research. Sexual Conduct can rightly claim to be at the forefront of these new
developments; and thirty years on, it has become a classic that will repay fur-
ther readings.

Notes
1. The nearest I know of an autobiographical account of John Gagnon’s life may be
found in Gagnon (1990).
2. I have attempted to systematize much of this earlier work in Plummer (2002).
3. To capture some of this work and the very strong claims that are made, see Thornhill

and Palmer (2000) and LeVay (1993). There are many critiques of all this work, but
one that [ have found very enjoyable is Rothman (1998).

4. That said, we could look at the discussion in Sexual Conduct around fellatio, anal
sex, etc. to see that Gagnon and Simon (1973) could talk about these acts much more
readily than most of their successors. See Chapter 3 et seq.

5. Nevertheless, a weakness with much of this new thinking of sexuality has been its
lack of concern with the lived-in body: the living and breathing, sweating and
pumping, sensuous and feeling world of the emotional, fleshy body is hardly to be
found. This is most emphatically not, of course, a plea for a simple-minded return to
biology and psychology, but rather the need to recognize just how much our bodies
and feelings interpenetrate with the social and to bring them sharply back into focus.
There has been an exaggeration of the symbolic at the expense of the corporeal
being. There is little humping and pumping, sweatiness or sexiness in much socio-
logical work. Instead, we have discourses, identities, cultures, patriarchies, queer
theories, transgender politics: you name it. Anything, but the /ustily erotic. The new
sociology of bodies needs to be increasingly developed to take on board these
concerns. See Schilling (1993).

6. Though in rereading the book, I do find only four short allusions to Burke.

7. Though they are less clear on this than some of their other issues. The two chapters,
“Homosexuality among Men” and “A Conformity Greater Than Deviance: The
Lesbian,” could even be accused of reifying the categories into sexual types—but
this has to be understandable for that time. It is hard to think new thoughts within old
categories.

8. Then, from the late 1980s onwards, there was the enormous influence of Judith
Butler—“The Queen of the Queers” as one recent study puts it—and her concern
with “performativity.” Even though Gagnon and Simon used the drama metaphor, it
came from Burke and Goffman. Their sense of drama is not really the same as
Butler’s concern with performativity.
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9. In an intriguing commentary on some of this work, Gagnon throws doubt on
positivistic styles of AIDS research, but even so he doubts the truth content of much
of this work, “the goal of such activities will surely be worthy—saving lives”
(Gagnon, 1992, p. 38).

10.  This is not say that many of Foucault’s earlier works from Madness and Civiliza-
tion to Discipline and Punish were uninfluential: Indeed they were. It is just that he
did not turn his intellect to sexuality till this later time. His contributions to this field
have been powerfully expressed in David Halperin (1995).
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Preface to the Second Edition

It is an intellectually and emotionally difficult task to write the preface for
this new volume of Sexual Conduct without sharing the pleasure of thinking,
talking, and writing with William Simon. The two of us had planned over a
period of years to work on this project together. Both of us were ambivalent
about the priority that we wished to give such an effort and were often unde-
cided about the amount of revision that we wanted to make in the original text.
We came to the shared conclusion that we wished to leave the body of the
original text intact except for the sexist language that marred some of the
chapters (recall that some of the chapters were in draft as early as 1965). In this
way we hoped that the ideas expressed in the original work would be more
accessible to a contemporary audience without the problems that would have
been provoked by too much use of “he” and “mankind.” All of this language has
been changed and even the words “male” and “female” with their biological
overlays have been changed to man and woman.

We decided that our commentaries on the ideas expressed in the specific
chapters would be included as marginal comments in each chapter and we had
divided up the chapters between us in 1999 in order to make a start on such
commentaries. We had planned to proceed in our usual fashion in which one of us
would make a first try at the writing and then the other would add materials and
rewrite until we found a coherent argument upon which we agreed. In addition we
decided that we would jointly write a concluding chapter that would speak to
the significant changes in sexuality over the nearly three decades since Sexual
Conduct was first published, and we would also address issues relating to the
evolution of the concept of sexual scripts. Our goal was to maintain the integ-
rity of the original ideas as well as to comment on them in light of changes in
the society and the authors.

After Bill’s death in July 2000 I decided to carry on with the revision follow-
ing a plan that was somewhat different than the one that he and I had jointly
discussed. It is obvious that whatever is added to the original text will not
directly benefit from his remarkable intellectual abilities and insights. T will
particularly miss the intellectual comradeship that such a collaboration would
have offered. We both recognized the importance of our collaboration in so-
cializing what was then our intellectual deviance. Those parts of the text that I
have added will be clearly be attributed to me and will carry my name. To give
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some of the flavor of Bill’s reflections on this specific volume I decided to
include a recent article that he wrote for the journal Sexualities about the intel-
lectual and social conditions that were the context for writing the first version
of Sexual Conduct. In addition the article that I wrote for the same issue of that
journal on the same topic is also included. These two short articles should offer
some insight into how much our thinking remained the same and how much it
differed over the duration of our shared intellectual endeavors.

Finally to conclude the work, I have included the English language versions
of the two interviews that we did separately in 1998 and 1999 with the German
social psychologist Gunter Schmidt that were published in the Zeitschrift fiir
Sexualforschung. These two essays further express the ways in which our intel-
lectual views on sexuality had developed. For more extended versions of these
views the reader should examine the recent volumes that were published under
single authorship—William Simon’s Postmodern Sexualities (published by
Routledge in 1996) and a volume of single authored essays by John Gagnon
titled An Interpretation of Desire (published by the University of Chicago
Press in 2004).!

This preface does not contain a list of new acknowledgments (though the
list for the 1973 version is included) because it was not possible for us to jointly
choose a list of those who contributed to our thinking and writing since 1973.
A good approximation of such lists can be found in the acknowledgment sec-
tions of the two books that are noted at the end of the paragraph above.

John H. Gagnon
Residence Eden Beach
Nice, France

October 2004

Note

1. In the period from the time that Sexual Conduct was published and the present, the
two original authors published together and separately a number of works on sexual
scripting. Simon (1974), Gagnon (1974), Gagnon (1977), Simon and Gagnon
(1984, 1987a, 1987b, 2003), Laumann et al. (1994), Laumann and Gagnon (1995),
Simon (1996), and Gagnon (2004).



Acknowledgments to the First Edition

As social scientists, as well as social actors, both of the authors experienced
their “intellectual coming of age” in a world that has been described, with
considerable justification, as “post-Freudian” and “post-Kinseyian.” While fre-
quently critical of both of these monumental figures, we also recognize that the
work that follows, as a social and intellectual possibility, derives from the
heritage that they left. There are few circumstances where the image of “pyg-
mies standing on the shoulders of giants” can be invoked with greater justifica-
tion. To Alfred C. Kinsey we owe an additional debt; many of the ideas devel-
oped in this volume found their initial formulation while the authors collabo-
rated in research at the institute he created at Indiana University.

Numerous debts are also owed to a contemporary cohort of researchers. Pre-
eminent among these are William Masters and Virginia Johnson, who—among
other contributions—made the sexuality of women less an eternal mystery. We
must also cite the work of John Money, Robert Stoller, and Richard Green,
whose contributions to the study of gender identity formation became some-
thing of a script within which our own thinking about sexual scripts began to
develop. Similarly, Evelyn Hooker, Albert J. Reiss, Ira Reiss, Lee Rainwater,
Laud Humphreys, Martin Hoffman, and Martin S. Weinberg not only provided
significant contributions to the intellectual landscape within which we worked,
but also provided effective models of a concern for the sexual that was effec-
tively disciplined by a compelling sense of professional responsibility.

More than any mere citation can convey, the work of Kenneth Burke pro-
foundly shaped our sense of the symbolic in both human behavior and the
human view of nonhuman behavior. It is perhaps appropriate that the work of
an individual who has illuminated so many diverse areas of intellectual en-
deavor should provide much of the organizing perspective of a work on sex,
itself a topic that has engaged all of these areas.

Much of the content of the present work did not emerge from abstract theo-
rizing, but developed in the course of an intense research experience. Virtually
all of this research was generously supported by both the National Institute of
Mental Health (NIMH) and the National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development (NICHD). This period of support, it must be noted, occurred dur-
ing a time when the responses from alternative sources of funding could only,
with the utmost of charity, be termed timid. And these government agencies are
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not abstract entities, but the work of individuals whose courage and assistance
ought to be acknowledged. John Eberhardt of NIMH gave us a great deal of
early encouragement, advice, and support. Of the numerous other NICHD or
NIMH staff members who made substantial contributions we would like par-
ticularly to mention David Kallen, formerly of NICHD, James Lieberman, for-
merly of NIMH, and Jack Weiner, still with NIMH.

An additional source of support was the Hugh M. Hefner Foundation, which
provided early financial support that made much of the research that followed
possible. The grant was made on the most permissive terms with the assump-
tion, at the time, that it would not be publicly acknowledged.

Several chapters of this book are much revised versions of coauthored mate-
rial that first appeared as indicated below.

Chapter 1, “The Social Origins of Sexual Development,” is a revised combi-
nation of “On Psychosexual Development,” in Handbook of Socialization
Theory and Research, edited by David A. Goslin (New York: Rand McNally,
1969) and “Sex Talk: Public and Private,” ETC: A Review of General Semantics
25 (June 1968).

Chapter 4, “The Pedagogy of Sex,” is a combination of an article by the
same title that appeared in the Saturday Review (November 18, 1967) and “Sex
Education and Human Development,” in Human Sexual Function and Dys-
function, edited by Paul J. Fink (Philadelphia: F.A.Davis.1969).

Chapter 5, “Homosexuality among Men,” was published in an earlier ver-
sion as “Homosexuality: The Formulation of A Sociological Perspective,” Jour-
nal of Health and Social Behavior 8 (1967).

Chapter 6, “A Conformity Greater than Deviance: The Lesbian,” is a revised
combination of “The Lesbians: A Preliminary Overview,” in Sexual Deviance:
A Reader (New York: Harper and Row, 1967) and an article, “Femininity in the
Lesbian Community,” Social Problems 15 (1967).

Chapter 7, “The Prostitution of Women,” is an expanded version of “Prosti-
tution,” in International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, edited by David
L. Sills (New York: Macmillan, 1968-79).

Chapter 8, “Homosexual Conduct in Prison,” is a revised version of “The
Social Meaning of Prison Homosexuality,” Federal Probation 32 (1968).

We have enjoyed and benefited from the association with numerous col-
leagues and students-many more than can be mentioned here. Among them
were David Sonenschein, who provided most of the interview material utilized
in Chapter 5; Daniel Offer who constantly attempted to steer us away from an
overly stereotyped view of Freud, though he may not feel that he has succeeded
as much as he would have liked; John McHale for helping us view the future
less nervously; Alan Berger, who played an invaluable role in moving much of
the uncompleted research for this book to completion; and David Goslin, who,
at critical moments, helped us feel less lost in the margins. Much of the final
work on the manuscript was done with the authors at separate sites—Simon at
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the Institute for Juvenile Research (IJR), and Gagnon at the State University of
New York at Stony Brook (SUNY-SB). While this complicated the process some-
what, it also enlarged the available pool of colleagues offering stimulation,
support, and criticism. At IJR this included the late Noel Jenkin, Zena Smith
Blau, Calvert Cotrell, Patricia Y. Miller, Gary Schwartz, Joseph Puntil, Merton
S. Kraus, and Frank Rafferty; at Stony Brook, Gerald Davison, David McWhirter,
Hanan Selvin, Stanley Yolles, and Eugene Weinstein.

Lastly—Howard S. Becker and Sheldon Messinger provided a critical read-
ing of an earlier version, and our publisher, Alex Morin, is responsible for
reorganizing and arranging the final version. Curt Johnson and Nanci Connors,
our editors at Aldine, have our appreciation.

John H. Gagnon, Churchill College, Cambridge
William Simon, Institute for Juvenile Research, Chicago
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The Social Origins of Sexual Development

Introduction

Underlying all human activity, regardless of the field or its stage of develop-
ment, there exist metaphors or informing imageries—commonly unnamed un-
til they lose their potency—that shape thought, experiment, and the directions
of research. In the earliest days of the development of what is now modern
physics, the metaphorical content of Newtonian mechanics could be found not
only in the sciences, but in religion, philosophy and the widest range of activi-
ties of educated women and men (Turbayne, 1962). The Newtonian (Cartesian)
metaphor of the universe as a large clock running its immutable course after
having been designed and wound up by the creator was widely and easily
accepted far beyond the narrow domain of physics. The content of the mental
life of educated women and men, whether in the sciences or not, for that brief
moment overlapped and the metaphors of the larger society and the paradigms
of the sciences interpenetrated.

Once that central and organizing paradigm had been selected, as Kuhn points
out, there began the separation of physics and then the other natural sciences
from an immediate accessibility to even the well-educated (Kuhn, 1962). The
content of the sciences has become increasingly limited to scientists and the
generation of useful metaphors from scientific formulations has declined as the
sciences separate from the society at large. Most recently it is argued that with
the increased difficulty of translating the mathematical formulations of modern
physics into usable social coinage, the field of physics has ceased to have any
serious effect on the way most persons think about the world (Arendt, 1958).

Such unrecognized conceptions and metaphors are still characteristic of the
modern studies of humanity, however, and these continue to draw upon con-
ventional historical thought and upon folk wisdom to develop their modes of
thought. In this important sense the study of humans and society is close to
preparadigmatic; that is, there is no organizing scheme that directs our activi-
ties. Thus, central to the study of social life is a commonly unspoken belief in
the existence of a natural human being; a woman or man who has innate
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transhistorical and transcultural attributes and needs. A dependence on the
constancy of the human seems to be a necessary element in our desire to under-
stand the past and in our belief in our capacity to control the future. A commit-
ment to a fixed psychological (in some cases, physiological) nature of human-
ity allows us to see all of the actors of history as operating with our motives,
concerns, and goals, so that Moses, Luther, and Bernadette of Lourdes, Vermeer,
van Gogh and de Kooning, Sappho, Dante and Joyce, are equivalent figures
removed from each other only by the exterior accidents of time and culture. At
the higher cultural levels this tyranny of the present over the past is represented
most vividly in Marxist and Freudian reinterpretations of history which in-
volve profound assumptions not only about the past, but the present as well; in
its more vulgar form it is in those cinematic personifications that allow Charlton
Heston to be Moses, Michelangelo, and Ben Hur and serve as the crucial con-
densate of our cultural heritage. Taken together, the high and low cultural
responses are variants of two historical fallacies pointed out by David Fischer,
the idealist fallacy (resting upon a narrow and exclusive concept of Homo
sapiens), and the fallacy of universal “man.” As Fischer argues:

People, in various places and times, have not merely thought different things. They
have thought them differently. It is probable that their most fundamental cerebral pro-
cesses have changed through time. Their deepest emotional drives and desires may
themselves have been transformed. Significant elements of continuity cannot be under-
stood without the discontinuities, too. . . . There is accumulating evidence of expres-
sions of thought and feeling that make no sense unless we allow a wide latitude for
change in the nature of cerebral activity through space and time. The range of this
change is as obscure as its nature. But its existence is, in my opinion a historical fact
which is established beyond a reasonable doubt. (Fischer, 1970, 203-4)

This rummaging through the past for useful arguments and ideologies to
introduce cultural and social innovation in the present has been a characteristic
of modern societies, and the impulse to connect ourselves no matter how tenu-
ously with the past is in part an attempt to cast wider the net of a common
humanity. However, it is in quest for (motivational) immortality that the mod-
ern impulse to use the past is converted into an attempt to psychologically
colonize the future. High culture and low again combine in Committees on the
Year 2000, Institutes for the Future, movies such as 2001 A .D., and television
shows such as Star Trek.

At no point in human history has the historical-cultural specificity of the
human personality and the concept of what is human been more evident, and at
the same time there are extraordinary pressures against such a changed concep-
tion of the human. Committing the ethological fallacy, wherein we are warned
that our hunting-gathering natures are the central themes around which modern
men and women must organize their marriages and reproductive lives or in
which we are instructed to consider our common attributes with other primates,
is an example of an unwillingness to live with the existential and changing
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nature of men and women at an individual and collective level. Continuity is
sought with all living things until one has an urge to plead for the theory of
special creation (Tiger, 1969).

At no point is the belief in the natural and universal human more entrenched
than in the study of sexuality. The critical significance of reproduction in spe-
cies survival is made central to a model of man and woman in which biological
arrangements are translated into sociocultural imperatives. In consequence it is
not surprising that it is in the study of the sexual that there exists a prepotent
concern with the power of biology and nature as opposed to an understanding
of the capacities of social life.

Naturalness and the Body

In an important sense our concern with the natural in sexual conduct is
ambiguous. At one level our view of sex insists that it is a natural function,
growing out of biological or evolutionary or species needs or imperatives. It is
this view that supplies us a belief in cultural, historical, and transspecies com-
parisons. At another level, however, the natural also exists in opposition to the
unnatural; of the wide variety of sexual expressions there are those that are
natural (i.e., contribute to species survival, virtuous in the eyes of God, or
mental-health enhancing) and those that are unnatural (i.e., reduce species sur-
vival, are sinful or vicious, or involve mental pathologies). There is a linkage
between these two levels, but more often we move from one to the other confus-
ing our ideological inheritances about the sexual (as well as our ideologies
about evolution, species survival, virtue, and mental health) in order to con-
serve one or another of our cultural-historical values.

In large measure our distinctions between the natural and the unnatural in
sex behavior are directly based on the physical activities in which people
engage when they are doing what are conventionally described as sexual acts.
For most persons (even the most liberated of the post-Freudians) most of the
time, it is the assembly of bodies in time and space that is the primary defining
characteristic of normalcy or perversion, health or sickness, virtue or vice, con-
formity or deviance. Our laws embody our felt margin between those acts that
are natural and those that are crimes against nature, delineating a narrow do-
main of de jure legitimacy by constraining the age, gender, legal and kin rela-
tionships between sexual actors, as well as setting limits on the sites of behav-
ior and the connections between organs. Even if one leaves aside the legal
allowances for the married, a status that clearly normalizes many aspects of
sexual activity, coitus in the “missionary position” (the man above prone, the
woman below supine) is the physical arrangement of bodies that calls forth
our greatest sense of comfort in thinking about the physical aspects of sex. To
move beyond this arrangement of bodies either in fantasy or fact is to move
into a more shadowy realm where anxiety, guilt, and eroticism await. Indeed, to
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think about sex in terms of what bodies do is to begin to perform a sexual act—
an act with its own norms and constraints, but at the same time an act that
provokes the physiological beginnings of what Masters and Johnson have
classified as sexual excitement.

It is perhaps startling to consider that when we think about the sexual, nearly
our entire imagery is drawn from the physical activities of bodies. Our sense of
normalcy derives from organs being placed in legitimate orifices. We have
allowed the organs, the orifices, and the gender of the actors to personify or
embody or exhaust nearly all of the meanings that exist in the sexual situation.
Rarely do we turn from a consideration of the organs themselves to the sources
of the meanings that are attached to them, the ways in which the physical
activities of sex are learned, and the ways in which these activities are inte-
grated into larger social scripts and social arrangements where meaning and
sexual behavior come together to create sexual conduct (Burgess, 1949).

It is this assembly of the reality of the body and the social and cultural
sources of attributed meaning that is missing in the two greatest modern stu-
dents of sexuality in the West. In Freud we find a world dominated by the search
for motivation, a world in which the body never seems to be very problematic
since it is both the source of naturalness (anatomy becomes destiny) and the
passive recipient of meanings attributed to it. At no point in psychoanalytic
theory is there an extended consideration of the physical activities of sexual
behavior and the ways in which these physical activities themselves require
systematic linkage to social roles and social meanings. Sexual arousal lies in
nature; the social world responds and shapes but does not initiate. In Freud sex
itself seems disembodied and we are left with a world full of ideas and psychic
structures only tangentially related to the bodies that are performing the acts
(Freud, 1953).

In the work of Kinsey we see the opposite thrust. Here we have sexual women
and men in the decorticated state; the bodies arrange themselves, orgasm oc-
curs, one counts it seeking a continuum of rates where normalcy is a function of
location on a distribution scale. Once again in our search for the natural sources
of behavior, the meanings that actors attribute to their own behavior and that
the society collectively organizes are left out. In the Kinsey reports sexual ac-
tivity among primates and primitive societies, in the historical past and the
present, are functional equivalents because the arrangement of organs and ori-
fices appears similar. Thus, each instance of the presence or absence of homo-
sexuality in various cultures is counted as an identical manifestation of evolu-
tionary principles rather than being examined within the complex of meanings
that a physical sexual relationship between persons of the same gender may
have in various circumstances, at various moments in history, and in various
subgroupings in a society. The physical sexual activity of two men when one of
them is defined as berdache among the Western Plains Indians is identical with
the sexual activity of two men in ancient Greece or in a modern Western soci-
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ety; but the meanings attached to the behavior and its functions for the society
are so disparate in these cases that seeing them as aspects of the same phe-
nomena except in the most superficial way is to vitiate all we know about social
analysis.

Of the two figures, Freud has surely been of greater influence in shaping
theoretical models of development and in the penetration of his ideas into the
cultural ambiance. It is in the work of Kinsey, however, that we find the largest
body of empirical data about sexual behavior. Despite the predominance of
these two men in the discussion of the sexual, there is, from the point of view of
the history of science, a curiously nonconsequential quality about their work.
While the status of their ideas as cultural events has been substantial, there has
been a painful lack of scientific follow-up of either their concepts or their data.
This is not to say that there is not a substantial literature that has developed out
of the psychoanalytic tradition, but in the largest part it has been narrowly
concerned with the Talmudic imposition of Freud’s original models on clinical
case histories or the reading of collective and sociocultural events.'

Kinsey’s scientific fate has perhaps been ruder than Freud’s, since very little
research of any sort has followed upon the publication of his two major works,
perhaps no more than two to three papers of merit each year. His two large
volumes continue to be for the most part undigested lumps in the craw of the
research community. While Kinsey’s work had serious consequences in chang-
ing and creating cultural attitude, in bringing the language of sex into general
public discussion (as Freud had done among intellectuals a generation before),
there has been only a minimal increase in activity at the level of science, most
of that preoccupied with the burdens of social bookkeeping, at the most signifi-
cant points providing a context of cultural journalism.?

To some degree this failure to develop a research concern for sexual matters
in the conventional disciplines can be laid at the door of scientific and cultural
prudery, but it is equally a function of two other forces: the historical (and
perhaps reactive) self-insulation of “sexological” researches and researchers
from the main-stream disciplines, and the continued commitment—shared by
both Freud and Kinsey—to a belief in “biological knowingness” or to the
wisdom of nature in the explanation of sexual behavior and development.

The very idea of “sexology” tends to insulate those interested in sexual
behavior from theoretical and methodological developments that occur on a
broad front within the human sciences. Because sex is culturally isolated in
general, researchers often claim exemption from normal methodological
strictures and become deeply and defensively invested in the substantive
content of sexuality while remaining indifferent to the rest of social life.
The very specialness of sex makes its students special, both to themselves
and others, and their possession of secret cultural knowledge is in itself
sometimes intellectually disabling, since it often is used as a device to disarm
criticism.
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It is the most suspect of the expository literature about sex that attempts in a
limited way to bring together feelings about sex with descriptions of sexual
activity. Though most written pornography may appear to be (in the words of
Steven Marcus) “organ grinding,” it does indicate a crude psychology and set
of motivations for those who are performing the sexual acts (Marcus, 1966, pp.
292 ff). As we argue elsewhere (see Chapter 9), there is more social life in
literary pornography than those who wish to contrast it to “literature” are wont
to notice. In order for the sexual activity described or observed to have erotic
stimulus value for the reader, the actors involved must be playing out some socio-
sexual script that has significance for the reader. The capacity for arousal itself
(including physical tumescence) depends on the presence of culturally appropriate
eliciting stimuli composed of persons, motives, and activities combined to produce
significant sexual actors in sexual situations. For all practical purposes, until the
1960s it was only pornography that made available descriptions of some of the
physical aspects of sexual behavior. While limited in complexity and with a
limited sensibility, the characters in pornography actually felt skin, smelled
each other’s odors, tasted bodily fluids, and did sexual things.

Only recently in the scientific literature and only now in “higher” art is a
significant component of physicality present in the descriptions of sexual ac-
tivity. Because we possess theories of sexual behavior based on the immediate
connection between explicit sexual descriptions and overt behavior, our analy-
sis of the erotic does not come to terms with the fact that these descriptions are
received into already existing complex cognitive and emotional structures. As
a result of our commitment to nature and to the sexual organs as the primary
sources of meaning we fail to observe that the doing of sex (even when alone)
requires elaborated and sequential learning that is largely taken from other
domains of life and a resultant etiquette that allows for the coordination of
bodies and meanings in a wide variety of circumstances.

The complex outcome that is marital coitus, the most common form of sexual
conduct in our society, involves a vast array of human learning and the coordi-
nation of physiological, psychological, and social elements, practically none
of which can be attributed to nature writ large as evolution or nature writ small
as a morality play based on glandular secretions. Our concern here is to under-
stand sexual activities of all kinds (however defined, good or evil, deviant or
conforming, normal or pathological, criminal or noncriminal) as the outcome
of a complex psychosocial process of development, and it is only because they
are embedded in social scripts that the physical acts themselves become pos-
sible. This combination of various periods of development into the articulate
behavioral sequence that leads to orgasm is not fated or ordained at any level;
it is neither fixed by nature nor by the organs themselves. The very experience
of sexual excitement that seems to originate from hidden internal sources is in
fact a learned process and it is only our insistence on the myth of naturalness
that hides these social components from us.
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The Sexual Tradition

The most important set of images for sex or eroticism in the modern West,
either for scientists or in conventional educated speech, derives from the lan-
guage of psychoanalysis. It would be difficult to overstate the coercive power
of Freud’s innovative verbal reformulations of a whole range of early
conceptualizations about the role of sexuality in its biological, personal, and
societal contexts. In an important sense Freud remains the superego of nearly
all researchers into the sexual, since we must in some measure either conform to
or rebel against his body of ideas. As with most great innovators, Freud began
with the available set of contemporary ideas that were part of the heritage of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. It is difficult for those in the 1970s, for
whom Freud is received wisdom and whose conservative postures are now most
evident and emphasized, to recognize his role as a radical theorist of sexuality
as well as representing a force for sociopolitical liberalism. The emphasis on
the instinctual basis for the experience of the sexual and the universality of
sexual experience, though possibly wrong in fact and theory, served to intro-
duce a great change in sexual values at the turn of the century. Perhaps more
important, by asserting the universality of the human experience, Freud signifi-
cantly helped erode the dubious anthropology that imperial Europe used to de-
scribe its colonial subjects.

The Freudian codification provided for modern and educated women and
men a set of verbal categories through which they might describe their internal
states, explain the origins of their sexual proclivities, describe their own and
others” motives, and ultimately reanalyze literature, histories, and societies as
well as individual lives. The cultural assimilation of much of psychoanalytic
theory, especially on a popular level, resides in its essential continuity with
popular wisdom about the instinctive nature of sexuality. This version of sexu-
ality as an innate and dangerous instinct is shared not only by the general
populace, but also by psychological theorists deeply opposed to Freudian
thought, as well as by sociologists whose rejection of analytic theory is nearly
total. Hence the language of Kingsley Davis:

The development and maintenance of a stable competitive order with respect to sex is
extremely difficult because sexual desire itself is inherently unstable and anarchic.
Erotic relations are subject to constant danger—a change of whim, a loss of interest, a
third party, a misunderstanding. Competition for the same sexual object inflames pas-
sions, and stirs conflicts; failure injures one’s self-esteem. The intertwining of sex and
society is a fertile ground for paranoia, for homicide and suicide. (Davis, 1971, p. 317)

The seventeenth-century political image of the individual against the state
is translated by the Romantic tradition into a contest between individuals and
their culture. The Hobbesian contest between natural instinct and imposed
constraint was moved by Freud (as well as many other post-Romantic innova-
tors) from the arena of the state, power conflicts, and the social contract to the
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arena of the mind, sexuality, and the parent-child contract. The sexual instinct
presses against cultural controls, pleasure contests with reality, as the sociocul-
tural forces in the form of parents (Leviathan writ small) block, shape, and
organize the sexual drive and convert it from lust to love, from societal destruc-
tion to social service.

This tradition is surely present in Freud with his emphasis on a drive model
of development, a libidinal thrust that sequentially organizes intra- and
extrapsychic life as well as the very meaning of the parts of the body. This direct
relation between the external signs of physiological events and necessary mo-
tivational and cognitive states is a given for nearly all students of sexual be-
havior, whose frequent error is to confuse the outcomes of sexual learning with
their apparent origins.

The Freudian and Kinseyian traditions share the prevailing image of the
sexual drive as a basic biological mandate that presses against and must be
controlled by the cultural and social matrix. This drive reduction model of
sexual behavior as mediated by cultural and social controls is preeminent in
“sexological” literature. Explanations of sexual behavior that flow from this
model are relatively simple. The sex drive is thought to exist at some constant
level in any cohort of the population, with rising and falling levels in the
individual’s life cycle. It presses for expression, and in the absence of controls,
which exist either in laws and mores or in appropriate internalized repressions
learned in early socialization, there will be outbreaks of “abnormal sexual
activity.” In the more primitive versions of this drive theory, there is a remark-
able congruence between the potentiating mechanisms for specifically sexual
and generally sinful behavior. The organism is inherently sexual (sinful) and its
behavior is controlled by the presence of inhibitory training and channeling,
internalized injunctions, and the absence of temptation. If these mechanisms
fail, there will certainly be sexual misconduct (i.e., sin). More sophisticated
models can be found in functional theories in sociology or in revisionist psy-
choanalytic models, but fundamental to each is a drive reduction notion that
sees sex as having necessary collective and individual consequences because
of its biological origins.

What is truly innovative about Freud’s thought is not his utilization of prior
constructs about sexuality and the nature of man, but his placement of these
ideas about sexuality at the center of human concerns, beginning in infancy, an
essential to normal human development. As Erik Erikson (1963) has observed,
prior to Freud, “sexology” tended to see sexuality as suddenly appearing with
the onset of adolescence. From Erikson’s point of view, Freud’s discovery of
infantile and childhood expressions of sexuality was a crucial part of his contri-
bution. Libido—the generation of psychosexual energies—was viewed after
Freud as a fundamental element of the human experience from its very incep-
tion, beginning at the latest with birth and possibly prior to birth. Libido was
conceived as something essential to the organism, representing a kind of con-
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stitutional factor with which forms of social life at all levels of sociocultural
organization and development, as well as personality structure at each point in
the individual life cycle, had to cope.

In Freud’s view the human infant and child behaved in ways that were intrin-
sically sexual and these early behaviors remained in effective and influential
continuity with later forms of psychosexual development (Freud, 1953, Jones,
1971, Chodoff, 1966). Implicit in this view was the assumption that the rela-
tions between available sexual energies and emergent motives and attachments
would be complex but direct. In some aspects of psychoanalytic thinking, both
adolescent and adult sexuality were viewed as being in some measure a reen-
actment of sexual commitments developed, learned, or acquired during in-
fancy and childhood (Freud, 1935, pp. 283-4).

From the vantage point of the late twentieth century, it is apparent that this
point of view presents both an epistemological and a sociolinguistic problem.
Freud’s descriptive language for sexuality was the language of adults describ-
ing their current and childhood “sexual” experience (as transmuted through
psychoanalytic interviews), which was then imposed upon the “apparent” be-
havior and ‘“assumed” responses, feelings, and cognitions of infants and chil-
dren. Acts and feelings are described as sexual, not because of the child’s sense
of the experience, but because of the meanings attached to those acts by adult
observers or interpreters whose only available language is that of adult sexual
experience.

It is important to note here the extraordinary difficulties of all developmen-
tal research in getting accurate data and also that research on infancy and
childhood through adulthood faces a problem that most of the psychoanalytic
literature obscures. Part of the problem is faulty recall, some of which is locat-
able in the problem of inaccurate memories, but another source of error is lo-
cated in the existentialist insight that instead of the past determining the char-
acter of the present, the present significantly reshapes the past as we reconstruct
our biographies in an effort to bring them into greater congruence with our
current identities, roles, situations, and available vocabularies. Indeed, the role
of the analyst in providing an alternative self-conception for patients by creat-
ing a new vocabulary of motives is central to the therapeutic impulse and op-
posed to the gathering of accurate information about the past.

The other major problem of data quality control results from attempting to
gather data either from children who are, because of their stage of development,
ill-equipped to report on their internal states or from adults who were asked to
report about periods in their life when complex vocabularies for internal states
did not exist for them (Schachtel, 1959). How can the researcher determine
what is being felt or thought when the researcher is confronted with organisms
whose restricted language skills may preclude certain feelings and thoughts?
The child in this situation possesses internal states that in a verbal sense are
meaningless and that will begin to be named and organized only during later
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development. The adult loses access to that inchoate period of his own experi-
ence by learning new ways of attributing meaning to experiences. The organ-
ism cannot hold onto both sets of experiences at once. Indeed, this may be the
central meaning of development, that the acquisition of new categories for
experience erases the past. Opie and Opie report that adolescents quickly forget
childhood games. How much more quickly do we forget earlier and more dif-
fuse experiences?’

The assumption of an identity between perception based upon a adult termi-
nology for the description of a child’s behavior and the meaning of that behav-
ior for the child must be treated with extreme caution. The dilemma is in distin-
guishing between the sources of specific actions, gestures, and bodily move-
ments and the ways in which they are labeled as sexual at various stages of
development. For the infant touching his penis, the activity cannot be sexual in
the same sense as adult masturbation but is merely a diffusely pleasurable
activity, like many other activities. Only through maturing and learning these
adult labels for his experience and activity can the child come to masturbate in
the adult sense of that word. The complexity of adult masturbation as an act is
enormous, requiring the close coordination of physical, psychological, and
social resources, all of which change dynamically after puberty. It is through
the developmental process of converting external labels into internal capaci-
ties for naming that activities become more precisely defined and linked to a
structure of sociocultural expectations and needs that define what is sexual.
The naive external observer of this behavior often imputes to the child the
complex set of motivational states that are generally associated (often wrongly)
with physically homologous adult activities.

In the Freudian schema, this gap between observer and observed, between
the language of adult experience and the lived experience of the child is bridged
by locating an instinctual sexual energy source within the infant. The child is
seen as possessed of certain emergent sexual characteristics that express them-
selves regardless of parental action systems. These actions of the child are
viewed as being rooted in the constitutional nature of the organism. Conse-
quent upon this primitive Freudian position is an overgeneralized presumption
that all contacts with or stimulation of the end organs of the infant have a
protosexual or completely sexual meaning.

To suggest that infant or childhood experience, even that which is identified
as genital, is prototypical of or determines adult patterns is to credit the bio-
logical organism with more wisdom than we normally do in other areas where
the biological and sociocultural intersect. Undeniably, what we convention-
ally describe as sexual behavior is rooted in biological capacities and pro-
cesses, but no more than other forms of behavior. Admitting the existence of a
biological substrate for sex in no way allows a greater degree of biological
determinism than is true of other areas of corresponding intersection. Indeed,
the reverse is more likely to be true: the sexual area may be precisely that realm
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wherein the superordinate position of the sociocultural over the biological
level is most complete.*

The unproved assumption in psychoanalytic theory (and much conven-
tional wisdom) of the “power” of the psychosexual drive as a fixed biological
attribute may prove to be the major obstacle to the understanding of psycho-
sexual development. In its more specific psychoanalytic formulation, we find
little evidence to suggest that such a “drive” need find expression in specific
sexual acts or categories of sexual acts (Beach, 1956). Similarly, we must call
into question the even more dubious assumption that there are innate sexual
capacities or specific experiences that tend to translate immediately into a kind
of universal wisdom, that sexuality possesses a magical ability allowing bio-
logical drives to seek direct expression in psychosocial and social ways that we
do not expect in other biologically rooted behaviors. This assumption can be
seen in the psychoanalytic literature, for example, in which the child who
views the “primal scene” is seen on some primitive level as intuiting its sexual
character. Also, the term latency, in its usage by psychoanalytic theorists,
suggests a period of integration by the child of prior intrinsically sexual
experiences and reactions; on this level, adolescence is reduced to little more
than the management or organization on a manifest level of the commitments
and styles already prefigured, if not preformed, in infancy and childhood
experience.

In contradistinction to this tradition, we have adopted the view that the
point at which the individual begins to respond in intrinsically sexual ways,
particularly in terms of socially available or defined outlets and objects, re-
flects a discontinuity with previous “sexual experience” (however that might
be defined). Further, at this point in the developmental process, both seemingly
sexual and seemingly nonsexual elements “contend” for influence in complex
ways that in no respect assure priority for experiences that are apparently sexual
in character and occur earlier in the life cycle.

Essential to our perspective is the assumption that with the beginnings of
adolescence—and with the increasing acknowledgment by the surrounding
social world of an individual’s sexual capacity—many novel factors come into
play, and an overemphasis upon a search for continuity with infant and child-
hood experiences may be dangerously misleading. In particular, it may be a
costly mistake to be overimpressed with preadolescent behaviors that appear to
be manifestly sexual. In general, it is possible that much of the power of sexu-
ality may be a function of the fact that it has been defined as powerful or
dangerous. But this overenriched conception of sexual behavior (to the degree
that it is possessed by any individual) must largely follow upon considerable
training in an adult language that includes an overdeterinined conception of
sexuality. Thus it does not necessarily follow that untrained infants or children
will respond as powerfully or as complexly to their own seemingly sexual
behaviors as an adult observer.
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We must also question the prevailing image of the sexual component in
human experience as that of an intense drive stemming from the biological
substratum that constrains the individual to seek sexual gratification either
directly or indirectly. This is clearly present in the Freudian tradition. A similar
position is observable in more sociological writings. This is apparent, for ex-
ample, in the thinking of sociologists for whom sex is also a high intensity,
societal constant that must be properly channeled lest it find expression in be-
haviors that threaten the maintenance of collective life (Durkheim, 1951).

Our sense of the available data suggests a somewhat different picture of
human sexuality, one of generally lower levels of intensity or, at least, greater
variability in intensity. There are numerous social situations in which the re-
duction and even elimination of sexual activity is managed by greatly dispar-
ate populations of biologically normal men and women with little evidence of
corollary or compensatory intensification in other spheres of life (Gagnon and
Simon, 1968). It is possible that, given the historical nature of human societies,
we are victim to the needs of earlier social orders. For earlier societies it may not
have been a need to constrain severely the powerful sexual impulse in order to
maintain social stability or limit inherently antisocial force, but rather a matter
of having to invent an importance for sexuality. This would not only assure a
high level of reproductive activity but also provide socially available rewards
unlimited by natural resources, rewards that promote conforming behavior in
sectors of social life far more important than the sexual. Part of the legacy of
Freud is that we have all become adept at seeking out the sexual ingredient in
many forms of nonsexual behavior and symbolism. We are suggesting what is
in essence the insight of Kenneth Burke (1935/1984): It is just as plausible to
examine sexual behavior for its capacity to express and serve nonsexual mo-
tives as the reverse.

A major flaw in the psychoanalytic tradition is that psychosexual develop-
ment, while a universal component in the human experience, certainly does not
occur with universal modalities. Even ignoring the striking forms of cross-
cultural variability, we can observe striking differences within our own popula-
tion, differences that appear to require not a unitary description of psycho-
sexual de-velopment but descriptions of different developmental processes
characterizing different segments of the population (Ford and Beach, 1951).
The most evident of these are the large number of important differences in pat-
terns of observed sexual behavior between women and men (Maccoby, 1966 ).
This particular difference may in some respects be partly attributable to the role
played by the biological substratum. We have to account not only for the gross
physiological differences and the different roles in the reproductive process
that follow from these physiological differences, but must also consider differ-
ences in hormone functions at particular ages (Hamburg and Lunde, 1966,
Young, Goy and Phoenix, 1964). However, while our knowledge of many of the
salient physiological and physiochemical processes involved is far from com-



The Social Origins of Sexual Development 13

plete, there is still little immediate justification for asserting a direct causal link
between these processes and specific differential patterns of sexual development
observed in our society. The work of Masters and Johnson, for example, clearly
points to far greater orgasmic capacities on the part of women than men; however,
their concept of orgasm as a physiological process would hardly be a basis for
accurately predicting rates of sexual behavior (Masters and Johnson, 1966). Simi-
larly, within each gender, important distinctions must be made for various socio-
economic status groups whose patterns of sexual development will vary consid-
erably, more impressively for men than for women (Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin,
1948). And with reference to socioeconomic status differences, the link to the
biological level appears even more tenuous, unless one is willing to invoke the
relatively unfashionable conceptual equipment of Social Darwinism. These dif-
ferences, then, not only suggest the importance of sociocultural elements and
social structure, but also stand as a warning against too uncritical an acceptance
of unqualified generalizations about psychosexual development.

Scripts and the Attribution of Meaning

The term “script” might properly be invoked to describe virtually all human
behavior in the sense that there is very little that can in a full measure be called
spontaneous. Ironically, the current vogue of using “encounter groups” to fa-
cilitate “spontaneous” behavior can be defined as learning the appropriate
script for spontaneous behavior. Indeed, the sense of the internal rehearsal con-
sistent with both psychoanalytic and symbolic interactionist theory suggests
just such scripting of all but the most routinized behavior.

It is the result of our collective blindness to or ineptitude in locating and
defining these scripts that has allowed the prepotence of a biological mandate
in the explanation of sexual behavior. (This possibly occurs precisely because
the notion of such a biological mandate is a common element within the sexual
scripts of Western societies). Without the proper elements of a script that de-
fines the situation, names the actors, and plots the behavior, nothing sexual is
likely to happen. One can easily conceive of numerous social situations in
which all or almost all of the ingredients of a sexual event are present but that
remain nonsexual in that not even sexual arousal occurs. Thus, combining such
elements as desire, privacy, and a physically attractive person of the appropri-
ate sex, the probability of something sexual happening will, under normal
circumstances, remain exceedingly small until either one or both actors orga-
nize these behaviors into an appropriate script.

Elements of such scripting occur across many aspects of the sexual situa-
tion. Scripts are involved in learning the meaning of internal states, organizing
the sequences of specifically sexual acts, decoding novel situations, setting the
limits on sexual responses, and linking meanings from nonsexual aspects of
life to specifically sexual experience. These would at first seem only to be
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versions of the old sociological saw that nothing occurs internally that does
not occur in the external social world. But it is more than this in two ways.
Using this model can specify the process of sexual learning without depending
on nonbehavioral elements, and doing this reorders the sources of meaning for
phenomena and the ways in which we think about the sexual experience.

This can be exemplified even more dramatically. Take an ordinary middle-
class man, detach him from his regular social location, and place him for some
business or professional reason in a large, relatively anonymous hotel. One
might even endow him with an interest in sexual adventure. Upon returning to
the hotel at night, he opens his hotel door and there in the shaft of light from the
hallway, he observes a nearly nude, extremely attractive woman. One may as-
sume that his initial reaction will not be one of sexual arousal. A few men—the
slightly more paranoid—might begin to cast about for signs of their wife’s
lawyer or a private detective. Most, however, would simply beat a hasty and
profoundly embarrassed retreat. Even back in the hall and with a moment’s
reflection to establish the correctness of the room number, the next impulse
would still not be one of sexual arousal or activity but most probably a trip to
the lobby to seek clarification—via the affectively neutral telephone. What is
lacking in this situation is an effective sexual script that would allow him to
define the woman as a potentially erotic actor (the mere fact of her being attrac-
tive or nearly nude is not sufficient) and the situation as potentially sexual. If
these two definitional elements did exist, much of what might follow can be
predicted with fair accuracy. But without such a script, little by way of sexual
activity or even sexual arousal will transpire.

Our use of the term “script” with reference to the sexual has two major
dimensions. One deals with the external, the interpersonal—the script as the
organization of mutually shared conventions that allows two or more actors to
participate in a complex act involving mutual dependence. The second deals
with the internal, the intrapsychic, the motivational elements that produce
arousal or at least a commitment to the activity.

At the level of convention is that large class of gestures, both verbal and
nonverbal, that are mutually accessible. Routinized language, the sequence of
petting behaviors among adolescents and adults, the conventional styles es-
tablishing sexual willingness are all parts of culturally shared, external rou-
tines. These are the strategies involved in the “doing” of sex, concrete and
continuous elements of what a culture agrees is sexual. They are assembled,
learned over time, reflecting—as will be clear in subsequent chapters—general
patterns of stages of development. This relatively stylized behavior, however,
tells us little of the meaning it has for its participants. The same sequence of acts
may have different meanings for both different pairs of actors or the partici-
pants in the same act. This is the world where sexual activity can be expressive
of love or rage, the will to power or the will to self-degradation, where the
behavioral is experienced through the symbolic.
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On the level of internal experience, it is apparent from the work of Schachter
(1964) and others that the meaning attributed to many states of physiological
arousal depends upon the situation in which they are experienced. In this way,
meaning is attributed to the interior of the body by many of the same rules as it
is to an exterior experience, depending on a vocabulary of motives that makes
the biological into a meaningful psychological experience. This phenomenon
is well understood in research in drug effects, with the meaning of the drug
experience being dependent on mood, situation of use, prior history of the user,
and the like, rather than what is spuriously referred to as the drug effect. This is
apparent in the effects of all of the so-called mind-altering drugs including
marijuana. The differing reports on the internal effects of LSD-25 lysergic acid
(good trips, psychomimetic experiences, paranoid trips, art nouveau hallu-
cinations, meetings with God) seem more attributable to the person-situation
effect than to the drug. This is observable in young adolescents when they are
required to learn what the feelings they have with reference to early postpuber-
tal sexual arousal “mean.” Events variously categorized as anxiety, nausea, or
fear are reported, which are later finally categorized as (or dismissed, even
though they still occur) sexual excitement. A vast number of physiological
events get reported to the central nervous system, but of this number only a
small proportion are attended to in any single moment. (How many persons, for
instance, experience their toes curl or the anal sphincter twitch at the moment
of orgasm?) It is this small proportion that is recognized as the internal corre-
lates or internal “meanings” of the experience. In this case, the meaning is a
consensual experience with various elements brought together to be the appro-
priate behaviors that will elicit the internal correlates or consequences of the
external behaviors.

Scripting also occurs not only in the making of meaningful interior states,
but in providing the ordering of bodily activities that will release these internal
biological states. Here scripts are the mechanisms through which biological
events can be potentiated. An example from the adult world is most apt in
revealing this process. If one examines the assembly of events that are the
physical elements of the current script in the United States for adolescent or
adult heterosexual behavior that leads to coitus, it is clear that there is a pro-
gression from hugging and kissing, to petting above the waist, to hand-genital
contacts (sometimes mouth-genital contacts), and finally to coitus. There is
some variation about these acts in timing (both in order and duration), but
roughly this is—at the physical level—what normal heterosexual activity is.
Prior to or in the course of this sequence of physical acts, sexual arousal occurs,
and in some cases orgasm results for one or both of the two persons involved.
What is misleading in this physical description is that it sounds as if one were
rubbing two sticks together to produce fire; that is, if only enough body heat is
generated, orgasm occurs. However, orgasm is not only a physical event, but
also the outcome of a combination of both biological and, more importantly,
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social-psychological factors. Unless the two people involved recognize that
the physical events outlined are sexual and are embedded in a sexual situation,
there will not be the potentiation of the physiological concomitants that Mas-
ters and Johnson (1966) have demonstrated as necessary in the production of
sexual excitement and the orgasmic cycle. The social meaning given to the
physical acts releases biological events. Most of the physical acts described in
the foregoing sexual sequence occur in many other situations—the palpation
of the breast for cancer, the gynecological examination, the insertion of tam-
pons, mouth-to-mouth resuscitation—all involve homologous physical events.
But the social situation and the actors are not defined as sexual or potentially
sexual, and the introduction of a sexual element is seen as a violation of the
expected social arrangements, The social-psychological meaning of sexual
events must be learned because they supply the channels through which biol-
ogy is expressed. In some cases, the system of naming must exist for the event
to occur; in others, portions of the event that are biologically necessary are
never observed in the psychological field of the participating persons.

The term “script” (or “scripted behavior’”) immediately suggests the dra-
matic, which is appropriate; but it also suggests the conventional dramatic
narrative form, which more often than not is inappropriate. The latter tendency
is reinforced by our most general conception of the sex act itself, which is seen
as a dramatic event with continuous cumulative action. This is suggested, for
example, by the language of Masters and Johnson—*arousal, plateau, climax,
and resolution”—a conception resembling somewhat an Aristotelian notion of
the dramatic or the design for a nineteenth-century symphony. However, the
sources of arousal, passion or excitement (the recognition of a sexual possibil-
ity), as well as the way the event is experienced (if, indeed, an event follows),
derive from a complicated set of layered symbolic meanings that are not only
difficult to comprehend from the observed behavior, but also may not be shared
by the participants. Even where there is minimal sharing of elements of a script
by persons acting toward each other (which, while not necessary, clearly facili-
tates execution of the acts with mutual satisfaction), they may be organized in
different ways and invoked at different times.

The same overt gesture may have both a different meaning and/or play a
different role in organizing the sexual “performance.” The identical gesture
undertaken during sexual activity may be read by one participant with a con-
tent that might resemble that of Sade or Sacher-Masoch while the other partici-
pant reads content from Love Story.

Elements entering into the performance may be both relatively remote to the
erotic (or what is conventionally defined as remote to the erotic), as well as
immediately and intrinsically erotic. Moreover, the logic of organization may
more closely follow the nonnarrative qualities of modern poetry, the surrealis-
tic tradition, or the theater of the absurd than conventional narrative modes.
The sexual provides us with a situation where the mere invocation of some
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powerfully organizing metaphor links behavior to whole universes of mean-
ing; a situation where the power of a metaphorically enriched gesture, act,
characteristic, object, or posture cannot be determined by the relative frequency
with which it occurs; such organizing metaphors need only be suggested for
their effects to be realized.

An example of this may be seen in Jerzy N. Kosinski’s novel Steps (1968),
where our nameless hero finds himself looking down upon a fellow office worker
(a woman) whom he has long desired sexually and who is in a posture of unre-
strained sexual accessibility. Though it is a moment he has long desired, he
finds himself unable to become aroused. He then recalls the moment of his
initial sexual interest; a moment in which, while watching her in the act of
filing papers with uplifted arms, he catches a fleeing glimpse of her bra. This
trivial image, originally arousing, remains arousing and our hero goes on to
complete the act. It is that image (and what it links to) that both names her as an
erotic object in terms of his sense of the erotic and names also what he is about
to do to her. Though the image need only be briefly suggested (both in its
origins and subsequent utilization), and though it may remain unknown to the
behaviorist observer, it becomes critical to the performance. Its meanings could
be multiple. For example, that the sexual becomes erotically enriched when it
is hidden, latent, denied, or when it is essentially violative (deriving from
unintended exposure). It also legitimates the appropriate name for the behav-
ior. Consider the possible “labels” our hero could have invoked that could
have been applied to the behavior, each with its own powerful and powerfully
distinct associations—making love, making out, fucking, screwing, humping,
doing, raping.

The erotic component we can assume is minimally necessary if sexual activ-
ity is to occur; that is its very importance. (A dramatic exception, of course, is
the many women whose participation in sexual activity has often—histori-
cally, possibly more often than not—had little to do with their own sense of the
erotic). On the other hand, a preoccupation with the erotic may reach obsessive
proportions without overt sexual behavior necessarily following. Thus, like
the biological component, it can be described as simultaneously being of criti-
cal importance and also insufficient by itself to be either fully descriptive or
predictive of actual sexual careers.

While the importance of the erotic can be asserted, it may be the most diffi-
cult to elaborate, as a concern for the erotic—the acquisition of sexual cul-
ture—is possibly the least well understood or attended aspect of sexual behav-
ior. We know very little about how it is acquired or, for that matter, the ways in
which it influences both our sexual and nonsexual lives. Persistence of con-
cepts such as libido or the sex drive obviates a need for this knowledge. For
those who hold these or comparable positions, the body is frequently seen as
being both wise and articulate; recognizing and speaking a compelling lan-
guage. Still others have assumed, in too unexamined a way, a direct link be-
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tween collective sexual cultures and private sexual cultures, despite the fact
that for many what is collectively defined as erotic may not be associated with
sexual response or that much that the collectivity defines as non- or even
antierotic may become part of the private sexual culture of a given individual,
for example, various kinds of full and partial fetishisms. As a result, much of the
research on responses to erotic materials often begins with the dubious assump-
tion that experimental stimuli are recognizable in terms of a conventional so-
cial definition (Masters and Johnson, 1966).

One thing that is clear is that for contemporary society erotic imagery or
metaphors are for the most part discontinuously or only latently a part of the
images or metaphors of nonsexual identity or social life. (The exceptions are
those social roles that are specifically assumed to have a “known” erotic aspect,
such as the prostitute, the homosexual, the stewardess, or the divorcee, all of
whom we tend to see as either fully erotic or unusually erotic to the point where
we have difficulty seeing them in anything but erotic terms). Thus, for conven-
tional actors in relatively conventional settings, the invocation of the erotic,
necessary for sexual arousal, frequently requires a series of rituals of transfor-
mation before the participants or the setting license (as it were) the sexual
moment. For example, much of precoital petting or foreplay may serve less as
facilitators of a physiological process, than as elements in a ritual drama that
allow one or both actors to rename themselves, their partners, as well as various
parts of the body in terms of the “special” purpose. The intrusion of nonerotic,
manifest meanings to images—that is, parts of the body or other role commit-
ments of one or another of the actors is experienced as disruptive of sexual
interest or capacity, if only because such commitments are rarely predictive of
sexual role needs. For most, as a consequence, the sexual flourishes best in a
sheltered and, in some sense, isolated universe, a landscape denuded of all but
the most relevant aspects of identity.

At the same time, the larger part of identity and sense of the rest of social life
frequently intrudes in an indirect way. The elaboration of the erotic or its direct
expression is often constrained by an anticipated return to that larger social
role, that more continuous sense of self. For some this may involve merely the
insulation of silence; for others, symbolic reinterpretation and condensation—
for example, an intensity of pressure that allows the actor to represent by that
gesture either passion (or the message that uncharacteristic behavior is thereby
explained), or love and affection (that the actor is the same as in his or her more
conventional mode of relating), or sadistic aggression (illuminating a compli-
cated fantasy rehearsed and experienced sufficiently that the gesture success-
fully evokes most of the emotional density generated by a long and frequently
complicated scenario).

Beyond the very general level, however, little can be said. Important ques-
tions dealing not only with origins but careers have yet to be even examined
provisionally. Where do such images come from? In terms of what sexual and
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nonsexual experiences do their meanings change? Is there need for elabora-
tion? These, and many more, are the questions that we may have to examine
before sexual activity, which all too often can be described as a “dumb-show”
for its participants, becomes something other than a dumb-show for be-havioral
science.

Notes

1. While the deeply beleaguered condition of psychoanalysis as a movement accounts
for at least some of the sectarian politics of its earlier days, the adherence to doctrinal
purity on the part of the younger analysts may be equally attributed to the ambiguous
conditions under which therapy is practiced (Gagnon, 1967).

2. The two volumes published by Masters and Johnson appear at some level to be as
noncumulative as Kinsey’s and to be similar kinds of cultural rather than scientific
events.

3. There is a body of evidence that among young children there is a large amount of

game and folklore material that is rapidly forgotten after puberty. A certain amount of
this material is sexual, but the folklorists who work with children usually fail to keep
records of this, or if they do so, do not publish it. An interesting aspect of this
material is its external character—that is, it is passed on from generation to genera-
tion. For example, children in England are currently singing a recognizable variant
of a song about Napoleon Bonaparte popular in the early nineteenth century (Opie
and Opie, 1959, pp. 98-99).

4. Even on the level of organismic needs and gratification, the linking of these to the
sexual or protosexual may be too limited, too simple. Robert White (1960) has
argued cogently that during infancy and early childhood an emergent commitment to
“competence” may rival sensual expressions of the pleasure principle in organizing
the young organism’s activities, as the child “sacrifices” immediate sensual gratifi-
cation in order to develop and experience his or her own competence.

5. That similar processes of control over the automatic nervous system also exist and
can be operantly conditioned is demonstrated by Miller (1969). Work on increasing
“voluntary” control of sexual responses (e.g., penile erection) is beginning only at
the present moment.






2

Childhood and Adolescence

Infancy and Childhood

Obviously, Erikson was correct in agreeing with Freud: we do not become
sexual all at once at puberty; there is a significant level of continuity with the
past. Nevertheless, continuity is not a dominating causality, nor are the ele-
ments of continuity necessarily sexual in the psychoanalytic sense. In infancy,
prior to the development of language, experiences occur that will influence the
development of sexuality. Such experiences, however, will be influential not
because of their essential sexual character, but because of their general influen-
tial character; that is, they will influence many more things than just sexual
development. Our understanding from the work on mother deprived infants
and infrahuman research is that in humans one would have grave difficulty in
conceiving of situations in infancy or even early childhood that could be linked
to psychosexual development on a level more specific than that of potentiation
(Spitz, 1962; Harlow, 1958; Harlow, 1961; Harlow and Harlow, 1962).

It appears from the point of view of ultimate sexual adjustments that trauma
or deformities in early socialization do not so much result in specific fixations
or defects as much as the general blighting of the organism’s development. A
wide range of cognitive and emotional disturbances is apparent which include
problems of sexual behavior in the mature organisms who survive these kinds
of infant experiences.

There are in infancy, however, key processes that are central to the develop-
ment of the organism and serve as the basis for the development of specifically
sexual identity. In the interrelations that are part of child care we can locate
many of the preverbal experiences that are preparations for the development of
verbal capacities which in turn will bind the child to the social world. In this
period we can locate some experiences—perhaps only sensations—that will
help bring about a sense of the body and its capacities for pleasure and comfort,
and we can also locate those experiences that will influence the child’s ability
to relate to other bodies.

21
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One of the major debts we owe to Freud is the recognition of the full range of
emotional responses that are occasioned by the early experiences of pleasure
and comfort. To experience pleasure and comfort, even on the most primitive
levels, is to create the inevitable experience of a denial of pleasure and of
discomfort. To experience attachment, the beginnings of love and identifica-
tion, is also to create the inevitability of separation, the experiencing of anger,
frustration, indeed, of rage. The connection between the sexual and the senti-
mental was easily made by conventional approaches; the second relationship,
that of the sexual and rage, was a critical part of Freud’s contribution. In this
essentially dialectic relationship, giving rise to guilt, anxiety, and ambiva-
lence, the groundwork for the potential complexity of the sexual is established
(Freud, 1935).

The key word for these experiences remains potentiation: it is possible that
through these primitive experiences ranges are being established, but these
ranges are sufficiently broad and overlapping that little can follow by way of
specification except through the dubious route of tortured reconstruction.
Moreover, if there are profoundly significant experiences to the child—and
some may well be—they stand not as expressions of biological necessity nor
the inherent wisdom of the body, but as the earliest expressions of the forms of
social learning (Gewirtz, 1961).

A central support for the significance of social learning is the patterns through
which gender identity is formed early in life. The decision whether to raise a
child as boy or girl is probably based on the most significant labeling experi-
ence that the child will receive. Once a parent or doctor has identified a child,
always by the anatomic conformation of her or his genitals (perhaps this is the
meaning of “anatomy becomes destiny,” anatomy in conjunction with social
attribution) as girl or boy there are released the separate cultural syndromes that
are related to the rearing of girl or boy children. The work of Money and the
Hampsons (Money. Hampson, and Hampson, 1955, 1956 indicates clearly the
social elements in the early development of gender role, which they describe as

all those things that a person says or does to disclose himself or herself as having the
status of boy or man, girl or woman, respectively. . . . A gender role is not established
at birth, but is built up cumulatively through experiences encountered and transacted—
through casual and unplanned learning, through explicit instruction and inculcation,
and through spontaneously putting two and two together to make sometimes four and
sometimes, erroneously, five. (Hampson, 1955, footnote 19, p. 285)

These scientists demonstrated that in their cases gender role was usually set
by a little after two years of age, and attempts after this time to change the
orientation in children who had been placed in the incorrect sex category be-
cause of external genital ambiguity had various negative psychic consequences
for the child. Other criteria—gonadal or chromosomal—for sex assignment
were of minor importance even though they have been assumed to have bio-
logical priority.
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It is possible to argue, as indeed Money and the Hampsons do, that their
research is antithetical and in basic contradiction to theories of innate biologi-
cal bisexuality such as those of Freud. There is a more modest middle ground,
however, which will admit directionality based on prenatal potentiation of the
organism through directional hormonal effects on the nervous system, and this
seems to be the one to take at present (Young, Goy, and Phoenix, 1964). It is
possible, as has been pointed out by Diamond (1965), that the genetically
abnormal cases studied by Money and the Hampsons may have been less bio-
logically directed toward masculinity or femininity because of lowered hor-
monal levels and therefore more liable to misprinting in the sense that the latter
authors use the term. The normal biological substrate produced by prenatal
hormonal effects may differentially ready the organism to receive the defini-
tions and inputs of masculinity and femininity from the parents. The gender
role and its components will then be built on the bisexual biological character,
and the gender role will be a resultant of these two kinds of forces rather than
the unique product of either.

Since many of these inputs of gender-forming information to the child occur
without thought upon the part of the parent, it is clear that the actions that are
involved even in the development of gender role are quite obscure; however,
the fact that the parents are clear in their belief that the infant is either a boy or
a girl has permanent consequences for the child (Hampson and Hampson, 1961).
Thus the vigor of play, the frequency of father-child as opposed to mother-child
interaction, and the tolerance for aggression in the boy as opposed to the girl
infant or child all contribute to the development of the self defined as mascu-
line or feminine.

It is after infancy, when the developing child is acquiring language, that we
begin to recognize cognitive and verbal processes that go beyond the universe
of unnamed gestures. None of these processes are completed instantly, and
cognitive and moral development both show stages of organization more cul-
ture bound than the ahistorical scientist would admit, stages that change and
grow more complex as the child approaches adulthood. It is during this period
that the child comes under the control of the communicative process, no matter
how primitively at first, for it is in the naming and organizing of experience in
scripts that the child begins to organize his or her plans for dealing with the
world. Two salient experiences dominate the postverbal years until puberty, all
of which are influential in the development of an ultimate sexual identity. The
first of these is the pattern of naming the child’s behaviors in general and the
specific adult reaction to behaviors that are conceived to be sexual. The second
is the continued building of conventional gender identities based on preverbal
social decision about the gender of the child.

When one examines the interaction of parents and young children, one is
struck by the frequency of both negative injunctions and what appear to be—
at least to adults—unambiguous instructions given to children in their early
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years. A simple household item such as the stove is an excellent example: the
toddler is taught that the stove is hot, and whether it is hot or cold at any given
moment he or she is told not to touch it, since a single failure in learning may
well be disastrous. As the child grows older, more flexible information and
attitudes about the use of fire and the stove are learned. The stove may be
touched when there is no fire, cooking can be experimented with, and finally a
series of complex and fine discriminations are learned in order to deal with a
common household object. The new information comes in many forms and
from many sources with both positive and negative components. This is the
usual form of training given to a child in teaching her or him how to negotiate
a complex environment where risk is high. From an original set of negative
injunctions excluding all activity, a series of explanations emerge that are
based more and more frequently on rational calculations. The infant who is
greeted with the shout “hot” when he or she first approaches the stove, is later
informed about the dangers of being burned or of getting hurt and is ultimately
offered a complex set of instructions about fire, temperature, cooking, and how
to treat minor burns, all as part of dealing with the stove.

What is apparent about this process is that it follows, at least crudely, the
increasing levels of skill, both motor and cognitive, that characterize the devel-
oping child, and while the final script emerges only fragmentarily, knowledge
is linked to developmental process, and information becomes more than moral
injunction. It is in the area of emerging behaviors, both verbal and nonverbal,
that appear to be sexual to adults that very different strategies for learning of
behavior are applied. While some adults do attempt to engage in formal sex
instruction with their children, by and large parents are reactive in terms of
supplying information about what appear to them to be the sexual interests and
activity of their children.

Adult activity with reference to children’s sexual development is usually a
result of the use of words or the display of activities by the child that the adult
defines as sexual. The adult may engage in a series of strategies of response to
the behavior: the adult may describe the behavior as sexual and say that it is
wrong, may mislabel the behavior, describing it as something it may not be, or
may nonlabel the behavior by ignoring or providing a judgment without a
specific label. The first strategy is least frequent, the latter two the most, but what
is most apparent is that both the behavior that elicits the adult response and the
adult response itself mean something different to the child than they do to the
adult. Indeed, when the parent thinks that he or she has given an adequate expla-
nation of the behavior in conventional moral terms it is very unlikely that the
child has internalized or maintained the message that the parent thought was
being given. The mis- and nonlabeling of behavior has a major consequence for
children’s responses to parents in terms of the fragmentary elements of what will
become sexual attitudes, values, and perfor-mances (Sears, Maccoby and Levin,
1957, pp. 176-217, see pp. 215-16 for the origin of the term nonlabeling).
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The primarily negative and dichotomous informational inputs of parents to
the child are rarely revised by parents. The primitive form of moral condition-
ing that constructs only black and white labels for behavior maintains itself
independently, since the parental figures, who create these early labels for the
protosexual experiences of the child through direct action as well as indirec-
tion, are rarely reassessed or newly judged until quite late in adolescence, if at
all.

It is possible for the child to reevaluate his or her parents’ attitudes toward
politics, vocations, and religion, for in these areas the parents have at times (it
is to be hoped, at least) interacted with the child not only in a primitive injunc-
tive manner, but also in a more complex and ambiguous manner. The child, as
he or she matures, construes the parent as a religious, political, vocational
being, and therefore the original inputs to the child are modified by consequent
experience. This is not to say that even such reevaluations, especially if nega-
tive, are not accompanied by pain and grief and that in many cases they never
take place; however, there is little doubt that most children and most adults are
unable to consciously conceive of their parents as sexual creatures. Even those
persons who remember having observed the primal scene—as well as the larger
numbers who have repressed all such memories—should be included in this
class. This observation of parental coitus, even if it occurs more than once—
which is more likely to happen to those living in poor and crowded circum-
stance—is not sufficient to create an articulated sexual image of the mother or
the father, whatever else it might do." It is very difficult for children to believe
that their parents even existed prior to their birth, and this primacy of mother as
only mother and father as only father continues long into adolescence. Even
after the experience of coitus, it is extremely difficult for a young man or woman
to conceive of his or her parents in the same roles. It is of great significance that
the original organization of adult responses to protosexual learning and atti-
tudes are never challenged in any major way, and it is not easy for the growing
child to revise these early conceptions. This, in part, explains the general lack
of parental capacity to engage in the larger sexual education of children.

Central to these early forms of social learning is the application even to the
preverbal child of the sexual scripts for adult experience. We have to ask: In
what sense can a young child fondling his or her genitalia be described as
engaging in masturbation? Is there any basis for assuming that the physical
event gives rise to, or exists in response to, a set of internal states at all equiva-
lent to those of adults for whom the label, with its cluster of meanings and
implied judgments, intervenes between the external act and internal responses?
Surely not. But there does seem to be something communicated to the child by
the response of the observer: it is a sense of judgment for acts or sets of states
that have no name for events that may have no meanings except those created
by the sense of judgment.
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The emergent forms of sexual commitment are extensively shaped by apply-
ing to the behavior of the very young the vocabulary of motives of fully formed
sexuality; that is, the very young are provided with responses that are a func-
tion of adult sexual scripts, without providing the scripts. Such communication
can only be extraordinarily gross, and the manner in which adult communi-
cations, verbal and nonverbal, are encoded by the preverbal child is one of the
fundamental problems of behavioral science, for such encoding is clearly the
substrate on which future learning develops. One’s sense is that this pattern of
communication of complex judgments made by adults on the behavior of the
child is similar across all areas of learning, not only sexual. Perhaps the only
variant is that the sexual judgments may contain higher levels of affect. What
effect, however, this has on the child is unclear.

This process of application of judgment without naming continues with the
older child and this may, in fact, be one of the two major hallmarks of commu-
nication processes in sexual training. While the adult activity of judging be-
havior without naming it tends to decline in other areas of learning, it retains its
potency in the sexual area almost all the way into adulthood. The most impor-
tant preadolescent experience that children have with this process of judgment
without naming occurs during a period of collective activity that appears to be
sexual exploration: preadolescent children playing games that involve the
exploration or exhibition of one another’s bodies (Kinsey, Pomeroy and Mar-
tin, 1948, pp 157-92). These occur most significantly in social scripts that are
manifestly not sexual (doctor-nurse). Such “sex play”—perhaps in this case it
should be seen as “vocational play” as well—is not uncommon in the society
of the United States. From the data on adults in the United States gathered in the
samples of the Institute for Sex Research, about 57 percent of the men and 48
percent of the women who were interviewed as adults remembered sociosexual
play prior to puberty, with most of it occurring between ages eight and thirteen
(Kinsey et al., 1953, p. 107). Of a small sample of boys interviewed before
puberty, about 70 percent reported such sex play, suggesting that it is an even
more widespread phenomenon, and that the memory of it is apparently often
repressed by adult respondents (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp. 165-67).2 Most of the
play was sporadic and similar to children’s other patterns of behavior, and the
learning situation was usually initiated by a child slightly older, either in age or
experience, and most commonly the behavior did not continue. The crucial
and almost impossible question remains even for these postverbal children:
What does it mean to the child? It is likely that some part of the adult definition
of the activity is realized by the participants, but one suspects—as in much of
childhood role playing of all kinds—that their sense of the adult meaning is
fragmentary and ill-formed. It is clear that some learning about the adult world’s
judgments of the sexual occurs, as is indicated by the fact that a high propor-
tion of adults recall that they were concerned, while engaging in childhood sex
play, over the possibility of being found out. But it is apparent that the behav-
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ior does not derive from the intrinsic or internal capacity of the child for sexual
experience but as a part of the process that creates such a capacity. The real
attractiveness of the behavior, and almost all children know that it is something
that “they should not be doing,” will not derive from anything that resembles
sexual pleasure, but from the mysterious and unnamed qualities that are as-
cribed to the behavior by the adult world. Such behavior as it is noted by adults
(and little of it is) will be described not in sexual terms, but in moral terms
(“dirty,” “bad,” “good boys and girls don’t,” and the like), endowing the be-
havior with moral importance that will indirectly shape its sexual meaning.
Such talk about sex begins to affect the child by creating partial responses that
are appropriate to the structure of adult scripts.

For some small number of persons, sexual activity that appears to be adult
sexual scripting does occur during preadolescence. Probably the largest num-
ber of these are those who become involved as objects of adult-initiated behav-
ior. While adult-child contacts (either in fact or in fantasy) were central to
Freud’s early theories of the development of mental disorders, in fact, little
seemingly follows from actual contacts. The provocation of childhood sexual
development by adults or its existence as a universal childhood fantasy was
part of the first intellectual crisis of psychoanalytic theory and still retains a
significant, if confused, status (Glueck, 1963; Abraham, 1927; Ferenczi, 1949;
Johnson and Szurek, 1952; Litin, Griffin, and Johnson, 1956). Unfortunately,
the theory depended on the capacity of the child to read the experience for what
it seemed to be to adults; however, for the child who commonly lacks the
appropriate sexual scripts, the experience remains unassimilated, except per-
haps for those who derive a “meaning” from a subsequent clinical experience.
For some children it is clear that a severe reaction does occur as a result of
falling victim to the sexuality of some adult figure, but here it is debatable
whether this reaction follows from the sexual act itself or from the tone and the
intensity of the reactions by others who learn of the experience (Gagnon, 1965).
In short, relatively few preadolescents become sexually active in accordance
with an adult sexual script—that is, truly sexually active. When there is conti-
nuity in sexual contact with the adults and this occurs in both homosexual and
heterosexual contacts (the former for boys, the latter for girls), the gratification
or motivations of the child may develop a sexual component (or adult content),
but more likely the sexual element in the relationship is exchanged by the
child for a wanted emotional or other gratification that the adult provides. For
preadolescent girls more often than boys, this sexual activity is not immedi-
ately related to internal states—capacities for sexual arousal or gratification—
but to an instrumental use of sexuality to achieve nonsexual goals and gratifi-
cations. The “seductive” preadolescent girl, for all her statistical rarity may rep-
resent a significant adumbration of a more general pattern of psychosexual
development: a process, especially among girls, wherein there is commitment
to sociosexuality that precedes a commitment to the gratifications of the sexual
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performance itself. Among sexually active preadolescent boys, behavior comes
to be more closely linked to the sexual scripting of adult men, at least in terms
of its linkage to internal states, and is often associated with a high frequency of
subsequent deviant adaptations, most often homosexual (Gebhard et al., 1965).
The second major form of communicating the sexual, and hence creating it,
is the reverse of a response to what appears to be sexual activity on the part of
the child. In this former case the young are exposed to judgments and responses
that follow from the application of a sexual vocabulary that they do not know—
but there is also the process by which the young are trained, more often infor-
mally than formally, in the sexual vocabulary without associating it with sexual
activity, allowing the words to develop a complexity of meanings and associa-
tions long before they are ultimately applied to the realm of sexual behavior. In
the vernacular there is a whole host of essentially sexual terms that are widely
used in nonsexual situations and that are frequently learned first in terms of
their nonsexual applications. The commonly used English vulgar terms for
coitus (“fuck” or “screw”) or those used for mouth-genital contact or homo-
sexuality (“cocksucker,” “muff-diver” or “queer”) are frequently learned and
employed by children and adolescents without a sense of their sexual meaning
or the physical activities that they indicate. Thus words are learned that are
powerfully loaded with emotion but are applied to the world in imperfect ways
and, in these nonsexual and often aggressive and hostile applications, become
another shaping force when they are applied to the sexual experience itself.
The two processes most directly related to the appearance of sexuality are
thus imperfect complements. Activities that are physically homologous to adult
behaviors are performed by children with a set of motives that are appropriate
to their level of development in this society. Adults then judge these behaviors,
bringing to them the affect and meanings that they associate with them. The
child understands some elements of the cognitive scheme that the adult pos-
sesses and understands more clearly the anxiety, anger, and moral opprobrium
that is presented. How this emotional display links to the child’s behavior is
unclear to the child, but he or she learns that things of this class result in a potent
response by adults, whatever specific events this class of acts may contain. (Per-
haps it is only the class of events that produces potent responses from adults). On
the other hand, words (including informational words) are being learned that
have complex sets of sexual meanings to adults and fit into sexual scripts. The
words are provided without their sexual content and denotations, to be used,
sorted, and examined, but without experience to go with them. The child pos-
sesses two tapes (to use the computer metaphor), one containing experiences,
judged in certain ways; the other, words without experiences. The dilemma is to
sort and merge them, attaching the proper words to the proper acts. The posses-
sion of words, experiences, and judgments, all unassembled, leaves the young
child without a vocabulary with which to describe his emerging physical or
psychic experiences (Bandura and Walters, 1959, especially pp. 184-87).
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This specific absence of order has two major consequences. The first is the
tendency for fantasy to overrun the sexual life of the child. The mysterious
penis that must exist behind a girl’s or woman’s pubic hair, the feeling that girls
or women have been castrated, and other childhood fantasies are common be-
cause there has been no system of naming that will adequately control the
child’s nascent interest in his own or others’ bodies.* The second consequence
of the lack of a controlling set of symbols is probably related to the tendency
for children to identify their sexual organs with excretory functions, and many
psychoanalysts have noted that the emphasis on the dirtiness of the excretory
function utilized to enforce sphincter control surely has consequences for the
child’s perception of the cleanliness of his own genitalia and of their sexual
function. This may also be related to some of the sexual differences between
girls and boys; since boys may get dirty—therefore dirt is not so bad—and girls
may not, the association may be more firmly entrenched among the latter.

Given this framework of avoidance and, more rarely, imprecise and ineffec-
tive repression of misunderstood events by parents, it is not surprising that the
child gets most sexual information, though not attitudes, through peer relation-
ships. Though the parents are not providing cognitive information about sexu-
ality for the child, they are creating postures and orientations through which
information from other children will be filtered. In the peer relationships, since
no children—or, at most, few—have accurate information about even repro-
ductive functions, they will systematically misinform each other just as they
are systematically misinformed by their parents about being brought by the
stork, being brought in the doctor’s bag, or having been found in a cabbage
patch. Unfortunately, these belief systems and their origins among children
have not been systematically studied, and the most likely reason for this is that
the research itself must be a form of sex education. In the exchanges between
child and interlocutor the child will not remain unchanged, and even if asked
only the meaning of certain terms, she or he will be in that moment informed or
made curious. In this case there can be nothing but action research.

There is nothing in this peer-peer learning process that suggests that the
children have any integrated body of sexual knowledge. The young boy with
experience in sex play may not associate his firsthand knowledge of the ana-
tomical differences between boys and girls with the fact that babies grow inside
of his mother. It would seem safe to speculate that, except for menstruation,
girls are unlikely to have learned the facts in any more logical or coherent order.
In the case of girls it is clear that the mother may often play a more decisive role
because it is more appropriate that she inform her daughter of the dangers of
sexuality and the possibility of menstruation. This is certainly not always the
case, since a fair number of young women report that they first learned of
menstruation when it occurred for them the first time.

What is learned is important; however, the context in which it is learned is
more important. The exchange of sexual information among children is clan-
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destine and subversive, and the manner in which parents attempt to teach their
children reinforces this learning structure. The admonitions of parents, since
they are general and diffuse, do not result so much in cessation of either interest
or behavior, but rather in their concealment and the provoking of guilt. It is
clear that few boys have been deterred by the horror stories attached to mastur-
bation. Madness, degeneration, and physical stigmata have all at various times
been attributed to this behavior in the face of the evidence that the majority of
men, especially in adolescence, have masturbated and that they have suffered
none of these consequences. Such effects that occur have been related to the
anxiety produced by worrying about the nonexistent consequences.

Thus children interact and exchange information on a sporadic and uncon-
nected basis, usually but not always without some guilt. The novelist Richard
Wright recalled in his autobiography that in his early childhood he repeated an
obscenity to his grandmother and received a ferocious beating for it but did not
know at the time why he had been beaten (Wright, 1963, pp. 49-53). This seems
to happen fairly often—that the child behaves in a manner an adult perceives as
sexual, and the child is punished without being able to make a connection
between stimulus and response. The punitive action of the parent may have
little inhibitory power since it is nonspecific to the child’s behavior, but it may
provoke intense anxiety.

The development of guilty knowledge occurs extremely quickly, and the
children’s world resembles a secret society keeping the information from par-
ents.* This secret society is under enormous strain from two sources, both of
them pointed out by Simmel. One is the tendency of children to express spon-
taneously what they know or feel, and the second is the difficulty of keeping a
secret in a “small and narrow circle.” (Wolff, 1950, pp. 330-335.) There is a
positive value set on the ability of adults to talk to children about their prob-
lems, and the quality of childrearing is often judged by whether the child will
go to the parents with his or her difficulties. Even with all of these tensions
organized to force the communication of sexual attitudes and information be-
tween the parents and the child, the barriers of mutual distrust and anxiety are
too high. Thus the sexual learning process contributes another element to the
child’s future character structure—the capacity and need to keep sexuality
secret, especially from those one loves.

Of major significance is the internalization of these values—or the images
that powerfully stand for values—that are not directly or exclusively referen-
tial to sexual matters. For, in addition to these at least implicitly sexual sources
of the creation of a sense of the sexual, more important numerically and perhaps
in significance, are the nonsexual sources of the organization and shaping of
sexual scripts. Too often, scientific thinking, like pornographic thinking, de-
nudes the sexual landscape of social actors and social meanings, leaving only
minor cues that sexual activity is social activity and occurs within social frame-
works and is linked to men and women, not to undifferentiated bodies or organs
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lost in pornotopic or scientific space. These nonsexual values or value images
will constitute aspects in the construction of sexual scripts giving rise to senses
of the evil, the extraordinary, and the erotic. Despite our present capacity as a
society to generate high levels of public discourse about sexual matters, it is
probably not unreasonable to assert that learning about sex in our society is
learning about guilt, and consequently, learning how to manage sexuality con-
stitutes learning how to manage guilt. An important source of guilt is the impu-
tation by adults of sexual capacities, or qualities in children that the children
may not have but that result in—however imperfectly—children learning to
act as if they had such capacities or qualities. For example, at what age do girls
learn to sit with their knees together, and when do they learn that the upper part
of the torso must be hidden, and how does this learning get ultimately linked to
sexual activity? Childhood learning of major themes that establish sex or gen-
der role identities is of critical importance. Much of what appears under the
heading of sex-role learning involves elements that are remote to sexual experi-
ence or that become involved with sexuality only after the latter has become
salient (Sears, 1965). Here the meanings and postures of masculinity and femi-
ninity are rehearsed and assimilated in many nonsexual ways. Here, also, the
qualities of aggression, deference, and dominance needs, which Maslow—how-
ever imperfect his data—persuasively argues are strongly implicated in the
organization of sexual styles, are initially rehearsed, experimented with, and
assimilated (Maslow, 1939, 1942).

Kagan and Moss report similar findings: aggressive behavior is a relatively
stable aspect of boy’s development and dependency is a similar characteristic
in girl’s development (Kagan and Moss, 1962). Significant appearances of ag-
gressive behavior by girls tended to occur most often among girls from well-
educated families, families that tended to be more tolerant of deviation from
sex-role standards. Of particular interest, they also find that . . . interest in
masculine activities for age six to ten was a better predictor of adult sexuality
than was heterosexual activity between six and fourteen.” Curiously, they also
report that “it was impossible to predict the character of adult sexuality in
women from their preadolescent and early adolescent behavior.” This the au-
thors attribute to a random factor, that of an imbalance of sex ratios in the local
high school and, more significantly, to the fact that “erotic activity is more
anxiety-arousing for women than for men” and that “the traditional ego ideal of
women dictates inhibition of sexual impulses.”

This concept of the importance of early sex-role learning for boys may be
viewed in two ways. From one perspective, elements of masculine-role learning
may be seen as immediately responsive to—if not expressive of—an internal
sexual capacity. From another perspective, we might consider elements of mas-
culine identification merely as a more appropriate context within which the
physical sexual activities—which become salient with puberty—and the so-
cially available sexual scripts can be mediated and co-ordinated. Our bias, of
course, is toward the latter.
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The failure of sex-role learning to be effectively predictive of adult sexual
activities for girls, noted by Kagan and Moss, may also lead to alternative
interpretations. Again, from one perspective, where sexuality is viewed as a
biological constant for both women and men, one can point to the components
of women’s gender-role learning that facilitate the successful repression of sexual
impulses. The other perspective or interpretation suggests differences in the
process not of handling sexuality but of learning how to be sexual, differences
between men and women that will have consequences for both what is done
sexually as well as when it is done. Our thinking, once again, tends toward the
latter. This position is supported by some recent work of the present authors
(see Chapter 6) with lesbians, where it is observed that patterns of sexual career
management (e.g., the timing of entry into actual sexual behavior, entry into
forms of sociosexual behavior, onset and frequency of masturbation, number of
partners, reports of feelings of sexual deprivation, etc.) were for lesbians almost
identical with those of heterosexual women. Considering what was assumed to
be the greater salience of sexuality for the lesbian—her commitment to sexual-
ity being the basis for her entry into a highly alienative role—this seemed to be
a surprising outcome. What was concluded was that the crucial operating factor
was something that both heterosexual and homosexual women share: the com-
ponents of sex-role learning that occur before sexuality itself becomes signifi-
cant.

Social class differences also appear to be significant, although both in the
work of Kinsey and that of Kagan and Moss they appear as more important
factors for men than for women. Some part of this is due to aspects of sex-role
learning that vary by social class. Differences in the legitimacy of expressing
aggression or perhaps merely differences in modes of expressing aggression
come immediately to mind (Sears, 1965, Borstelmann, 1967). Another differ-
ence is the degree to which sex-role models display a capacity for heterosociality.
The frequently noted pattern of the sexual segregation of social life among
working-class and lower-class populations may make the structuring of later
sexual activity, particularly during adolescence, actually less complicated
(Rainwater, 1966; Simon and Gagnon, 1966; Simon, Gagnon, and Buff, 1972).
Another aspect of social class differences is the tolerance for deviation from
traditional attitudes regarding appropriate sex-role performances. Clearly, tol-
erance for such deviance is positively associated with social class position, and
it may well stand in a highly complex and interactive relationship to capacities
for heterosocial activities.

We have touched here upon only a few of the potentially large number of
factors that should be related to important social class differences and to the
processes of psychosexual development. In general, even during this relatively
early period of life, complex elements of the ego begin to take form, including
the crude outlines of what might be called a repertoire of gratifications. It seems
rather naive to conceive of sexuality as a constant pressure upon this process, a
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pressure that has particular necessity all its own. For us, this crucial period of
childhood has significance not because of what happens of a sexual nature, but
because of the nonsexual developments that play a profound role in the estab-
lishment of sexual patterns in our society, and—given the structure of expecta-
tions of a society at a particular point in sociocultural time and space—pro-
duce what is observed as balanced and harmonious sexual relationships. Im-
plicit here is the assumption that social roles are not vehicles for the expression
of sexual impulse but that sexuality becomes a vehicle for expressing the needs
of social roles.

Adolescence

Adolescence in Western societies remains a period with ill-defined begin-
ning and end points. Unlike smaller and technologically simpler societies stud-
ied by anthropologists, where the events of biological puberty were celebrated
as a transition into a wide variety of adult roles, including the sexual and the
reproductive, modern Western societies have tended to operate more indepen-
dently of these biological events as necessary signals for transitions into adult
roles. The conventional mandates of most modern societies place the moments
for entry into sociosexual activities at a time (depending on culture and social
class) from four to ten years after the onset of puberty and in the case of those
who never enter those statuses that confer legitimacy on sexual activity the
delay (on legitimacy at least) can be permanent.

Regardless of the conventions of legitimacy and the ill-defined character of
the beginnings of socially defined period of adolescence, it is at this moment
that the society as such first acknowledges the sexual character of the indi-
vidual. Conventionally, this response of the society is believed to be a neces-
sary reaction to biological mandate of growing sexuality exhibited as a conse-
quence of hormonal shifts. While hormonal shifts do exist, it is our contention
that their consequences are not immanent in their occurrence, but that they find
their meaning in the way in which a society provides the individual with ways
of interpreting both his new internal experiences as well as his new presenta-
tions to the world around him.

In the particular cultural conditions of Western societies, the period of ado-
lescence is largely a break with the past in terms of psychosexual development
and the outcome of the changes associated with this period in no respect as-
sures a priority or special importance to those elements that previously ap-
peared to be sexual. Even positing this discontinuity between childhood and
adolescence, it is clear that we do not become sexual all at once; continuity
with the prior experience, however, does not give it causal priority. Often when
historical experience is combined with novel experience in a major period of
change, only the slightest lineaments of the past may still be discerned. From
this point of view the early years around puberty, say from eleven to fourteen,



34 Sexual Conduct

are of major significance in the development of a sexual component in charac-
ter structure. The past influences this period, but most profoundly through
forms of gender training that have minimal sexual character. Indeed, behaviors
that seem to be sexual to adult observers are probably of least importance in
determining adult sexual character.

A version of this point of view has been partially expressed by Kohlberg and
Gilligan. They still use the phrase “drive,” which is incongruous. and are also
committed to a limited structuralist point of view with reference to moral devel-
opment, but they have captured, at least with reference to sexual conduct, an
alternative to a fixed developmental order.

If there is anything which can be safely said about what is new in the minds of
adolescents, it is that they, like their elders, have sex on their minds. These changes. of
course, have been the focus of Freudian thinking about adolescence as a stage. If
anything, however, Freudian thinking has underestimated the novel elements of sexual
experience in adolescence. For the Freudian, early adolescent sexuality is the reawakening
of early childhood sexuality previously latent, with a consequent resurrection of oedipal
feeling. Although it is true that adolescent sexuality bears the stamp of earlier experi-
ence, it is not the resurrection of earlier sexual feelings. Adolescent sexual drive is a
qualitatively new phenomenon.

While sexual drives are awakened at puberty, there are vast individual and cultural
variations in the extent to which they determine the adolescent’s behavior and experi-
ence. Sexuality is a central concern for the self of some fourteen year olds: it is some-
thing deferred to the future for others. (Kohlberg and Gilligan, 1972)°

As has already been indicated, for a number of individuals sexual activity
begins prior to adolescence, or some portion of children begin engaging in
adolescent sexual behavior before they are defined as adolescents. Thus, Kinsey
reports that by age twelve about a tenth of his sample of women and a fifth of his
sample of men had already experienced orgasm through masturbation. (There
is some evidence that early entry into sexual activity is associated with alienative
adjustments in later life, but this may not be a function of sexual experience per
se so much as the consequence of having fallen out of the more modal social-
ization patterns and, as a result, having to run greater risks of not receiving
appropriate forms of social support.) But this is still an atypical preface to
adolescence. For the vast majority, aside from relatively casual childhood sex
play and the behaviors that post-Freudians view as masked sexuality, move-
ment into sexual experience that the actor defines and accepts as such begins
with the passage into adolescence. Even for persons with prior sexual experi-
ence, the newly acquired definition of their social status as adolescents qualita-
tively alters the meaning of both current and prior sexual activity; they must
now integrate such meanings in more complex ways, ways that are related to
both larger spheres of social life and differing senses of self. For example, it is
not uncommon during the transitional period between childhood and adoles-
cence for both boys and girls to report arousal and orgasm while engaging in
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many kinds of physical activity that are not manifestly sexual: climbing trees,
sliding down banisters, or other forms of activity where there is genital con-
tact—without it being defined as sexual by the adolescent (Kinsey et al., 1949).
Indeed, in many such cases there may not even follow subsequent self-explora-
tions in order to achieve some repetition of what was, in all likelihood a plea-
surable experience.

The onset of adolescent sexual development, which really represents the
beginning of what will be an adult commitment to sexuality, will be relatively
disjunctive with past experience in most cases. As we have suggested, not only
are future experiences to occur in much more complex situations, but also for
the first time the more explicit social implications of sexual activity will further
complicate matters. The need to manage sexuality, following from a growing
sense of having a sexual status, will derive not only from the intrinsic attrac-
tions of the sexual experiences for some but from the increasingly important
role sexuality will play in the conduct of both heterosocial and homosocial
relationships.

Self-Definition and Physical Change

In the early years of adolescence there is the beginning of a major series of
changes in the conformation of the bodies of boys and girls as a result of the
hormonal changes. Menstruation in the girl, ejaculation in the boy, pubic and
other axillary hair, breast development, voice change in boys and a general
shift in body shape make apparent to both the developing child and adults
around him or her that significant and (more important) collectively visible
changes are going on. As far as can currently be told, the hormonal changes that
are occurring at this time are not directional in terms of a necessary outcome in
developing masculine or feminine personality structure, but are rather
activational in character. There is no evidence that differing androgen levels in
the two sexes will account for differing rates of overt sexual behavior either
within or between genders and no evidence that these same biological events
produce variations in meanings attributed to these behaviors.

These years represent a difficult and inchoate period, from physical, psycho-
logical, and social points of view. While the varying developments or status
changes involved in puberty are relatively invariant in sequence, they begin
remarkably unevenly and are completed remarkably unevenly in individual
cases. From the recall data in the Kinsey volumes (which in the aggregate
conform to those observational data collected at the same ages) women report-
ed the median appearance of pubic hair at 12.3 years (varying from 8 to 18
years), the median appearance of breasts at 12.4 years (varying from 8 to 24
years), menses at 13.0 years, and completion of growth in height at about a
median age of 16. The cumulative in-cidence of menses is that 21 percent
menstruate at age 11.9 or before, 29 percent in their twelfth year, 29 percent in
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their thirteenth year, and 21 percent in their fourteenth year and after (Kinsey et
al., 1953, pp. 122-25). In contrast, men recall pubic hair at a median age of 13.4,
growth completion at a median age of 17.5 and, probably most significantly,
first ejaculation at a median age of 13.9. The cumulative percentage of first
ejaculation was 8 at age 11.9 and before, 19 percent at age 12, 29 percent at age
13, 25 percent at age 14, and 18 percent thereafter (Kinsey et al., 1949, pp. 182-
7, especially table 35).

While the aggregate figures seem orderly, young people of the same age and
same year in school often appear extremely different in terms of their physical
development (Tanner, 1971, p. 919 and chart on p. 915). Some twelve-year-old
girls will have moderately complete breast development and will be taller than
boys their own age, while other girls will not menstruate until fourteen and
may, in consequence, feel that they are somehow deficient in a womanly char-
acteristic. Early completion of general bodily growth in a boy can lead to
adults believing that he is more psychologically advanced than he might be or
to patterns of masturbatory behavior that are far in advance of his peer group. A
grammar or middle school teacher who is facing a classroom of children in the
fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grades is often teaching children with vastly
different levels of physical development and with extremely varied levels of
private experience.® The sex education course in the sixth grade will be speak-
ing to girls who have been menstruating for a year and a half and others who
will not menstruate for two years, and to some boys who have been masturbat-
ing to orgasm a number of times a week while others are still involved in games
and other boyish pursuits.

This wide variety of available experiences within a limited age grading, an
age grading whose members are often kept in close social-psychological inter-
action by the schools, is quite problematic for the child. The external physical
signs of adolescence are differentially available to different sets of judges within
the local environment. Inevitably, problems of comparison emerge between
children that relate to physical strength and size and masturbatory prowess
among boys or the appearance of breasts and menses among girls. The more
public changes require judgment by the self, peers of the same sex, peers of the
opposite sex, parents, and teachers. Some changes are (or seem) only apparent
to the self, others to narrow or wide publics.

However variable the physical changes that mark the beginning and middle
of early adolescence, it has meaning as a period of development because it is at
this time that society at large (and, more proximately, parents, peers, schools,
and media) recognizes and, in part, imposes on and invents the conventional
sexual capacity of the individual. Even though the capacity for orgasm (as
distinguished from ejaculation among boys) is available far earlier in life and
even experienced by some infants and children, there is no sense in which the
society promotes the utilization of or organization of this capacity into preado-
lescent experience (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp. 104-5). Even though some few
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young people enter into adolescent sexual behavior before they are publicly
defined as adolescents, for the majority this passage into overt sexual behavior
is linked with the social transition as defined either by peers or by parents.
Other than prepubertal sex play (and “play” is the appropriate word for the
behavior), it is the entry into the new social status that triggers an increase in
the rates of overt sexual behavior and the attribution and integration of new
meanings for the behavior. In these earliest stages of the transition, extensively
mixed modes of behavior occur, and hence it is possible for young boys to be
both playing games of tag and using Playboy to masturbate. At this same mo-
ment physically precocious young girls will be covertly admired by older boys
and men and a generous amount of seductive behavior may be engaged in by
such girls without any conception of the mental constructs that it produces in
the sexually experienced of either gender.

The sexually nonspecific character of the biological change and its minimal
identification as being sexual by the experiencing child is evidenced by the
numbers of children who report erection or orgasm from physical activities that
were formerly only generally arousal producing—for example, tree climbing or
fright—without their being defined as sexual. Only in a few cases prior to
adolescence is there evidence that attempts were made to repeat this behavior,
even though it might have been experienced as pleasurable. While the child is
unaware of the mechanics of making orgasm occur again (erections from the
fear, anxiety and excitement of climbing trees do not automatically translate
into manual masturbatory repertoires), more significantly the event occurs with-
out being bound into an organized set of behaviors that ensure its repro-
ducibility (except by climbing more trees, perhaps). This suggests the limita-
tions of pure stimulus-response interpretations of sexual activity, since the
single pleasurable act requires an integration into a large and more complex
structure of organized activities. As Kinsey states:

The record suggests that the physiologic mechanism of any emotional response
(anger, fright, pain, etc.) may be the basic mechanism of sexual response. Origi-
nally, the preadolescent boy erects indiscriminately to the whole array of emotional
situations, whether they be sexual or non-sexual in nature. By his late teens the male
has been so conditioned that he rarely responds to anything except a direct physical
stimulation of genitalia or to psychic situations that are specifically sexual. In the
still older male even physical stimulation is rarely effective unless accompanied by
such a psychologic atmosphere. The picture is that of the psychosexual emerging
from a much more generalized and basic physiologic capacity which becomes sexual
as an adult knows it, through experience and conditioning. (Kinsey et al., 1949, p. 165)

As is common in the Kinsey volumes, there is a limited understanding of the
psychological or social explanations of the processes of development, but the
observations themselves are most accurate.
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The Emergence of Sexual Conduct

The phrase “which becomes sexual as an adult knows it” is the critical
element in the transition between the general disorder of the beginnings of
adolescence and participating in sexual activity with all of the social and psy-
chological elements that adults attribute to it. The tentative sexual-like be-
haviors and the physical signs of adolescence are enriched by differential
adult and peer imputations of motives, desires, and needs, which through
their very imputation become the occasion for the child’s learning them.
Sexual behavior and the very desire for sexual activity become the occasion
for attributing both old and new meanings to a novel and unexplored do-
main. Previously learned moral categories and oppositions (good and evil,
purity and degradation, modesty) and gender role activities (aggression and
submission, control and freedom, needs for achievement and affiliation) are
integrated into new scripts, at first private and then collective, which contain
new meanings to be applied to organs, orifices, activities, and people that
make up the conventional sociosexual drama. It is the very artificiality (in an
older sense) of the cultural conventions that at first elicit and then integrate
sexual activity into social life that provides its fundamental interest and
sustains our concern. Even the most sophisticated of developmental psy-
chologists can fall into a belief in an orderly connection between earlier and
later behaviors, assuming that there are ways in which the younger can “know”
his own future. Even as Kagan denies the final power of biology, he still finds a
place for a developmental “knowingness”:

Although the known physiological changes at puberty are not necessary antecedents to
the increased sexuality, it is likely that they contribute to the ascendancy of sexual
thoughts, feelings, and actions. The adolescent must deal with the temptations of mas-
turbation, petting, intercourse, and homosexuality. The statistics unambiguously indi-
cate that the frequent sexual behavior of the seventeen year old is not yet manifest in the
eleven year old, who may be informed, but not yet active. One reason is that he is afraid;
afraid of incompetence. parental discovery, and guilt. It is also likely that the sheer
intensity of passion that is so urgent in the older adolescent is attenuated at this earlier
age. The tension that is so overpowering in a seventeen year old is more like a tickle at
eleven and, hence, more easily put aside. However, the eleven year old knows that his
time is coming and he must prepare for it. (Kagan, 1971)

A continuing commitment to the idea of the sexual seventeen year old exist-
ing as a seed in the informed, but the inactive eleven year old fails to locate
cause and effect. It is the very process through which sexual activity becomes
experienced as a temptation that develops the capacity of the seventeen year
old to experience passion. There is no mystical procedure by which the eleven
year old “knows that his time is coming.”
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Masturbation, Gender, and Fantasy

Both in the onset and in the culmination of early adolescence it is required
that the developmental process as it takes place in boys and girls be distin-
guished. The two genders share the experience of transition from childhood,
but the early outcomes of these transitions serve to estrange each gender
further from the existential character of the other’s sexual experience. For
boys early adolescence is commonly characterized by the onset of overt
sexual activity which is conducted in the context of secrecy experienced in
tension with the public masculine striving associated with homosociality.
In contrast, among girls overt sexual activity is infrequent; however, they,
like boys, live in a world dominated by their own gender, but it is a more
public world designed to promote future heterosociality. Within two years
after puberty, most boys have had their commitment to sexuality reinforced
by orgasm, commonly through masturbation, though there is some social
class variation in the early onset of heterosexual contacts to orgasm. These
sexual experiences occur nearly universally in situations of secrecy, with
their most public affirmation in the context of same gender peers, the secret
society of the masculine alliance.” As part of this secrecy and the inability
to share except in indirect and anxious ways what is a powerful and novel
experience, an experience for which there is no social provision either in
terms of adult instruction or localized places for performance, feelings of
guilt and anxiety are engendered. The available social world is composed of
peers with the same feelings of separation and fearfulness, but this peer group
world does provide a set of meanings that can be applied to both masturbation
and heterosexuality.

Unlike men, either during this period or later in life, fewer women mas-
turbate to orgasm (only about two-thirds ever do so), and they do so at far
lower frequencies. Not only are the rates of behavior different, it appears that
as a result of a differing surrounding context, the experience of masturbation is
far more idiosyncratic for women. The existence of boy-boy and man-man
discussions, aspersions, and comparisons serves to regularize and order and
further motivate the behavior, while among girls and women the experience of
early masturbation seems often unconnected with any other domain of behav-
ior. The crucial difference seems to be the lack of collective or social sources to
provide a larger set of social meanings.

The differences in rates can only in part indicate these psychological pro-
cesses; however, the major break between men and women is expressed in the
Kinsey data collected between 1938 and 1948, as shown in Table 2.1 (Kinsey et
al., 1953, p. 173).
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Table 2.1
Accumulative Incidence of Masturbation to Orgasm By Age

Age 12 15 20
Percent Men 21 82 92
Percent Women 12 20 33

A more recent set of figures (Table 2.2) taken from a 1967 national sample of
college students (ages ranging between 17 and 23) indicates a remarkable con-
tinuity and stability for these figures on gender differences in masturbation
(Gagnon, Simon, and Berger, 1970, p. 278).

Table 2.2
Frequency of Masturbation in High School

Twice a Week Once to Once

or More a Month Never N
Percent Boys 77 12 11 586
Percent Girls 17 23 60 581

The key difference between boys and girls is that for the latter the organiz-
ing experience of puberty is the encouraging and furthering of the reality of
marriage rather than, as for the former, the reality of sexual activity. Women live
in a homosocial world as do men, but it is a homosocial world composed of
both adult women and peers who primarily value the girl for her ultimate status
as wife and mother. In this sense the girl is prepared for heterosociality, if not for
heterosexuality. It is a world of women and girls training a girl for behavior with
reference to men without a concomitant understanding of the diverging pattern
of sexual development being experienced by men. This linkage of the young
girl with the woman’s role and the publicly valued institution of marriage
means that a woman lives most of her life as preadult in a public status where
the coercive forces of normal socialization are present.

The key role of the presence or absence of early sexual activity, either in
terms of masturbation or early heterosexual involvement, cannot be underesti-
mated in the reinforcing of a divergence in gender development. Nearly univer-
sally for boys, even though the majority find masturbation pleasing, there is
guilt and anxiety attached to the masturbatory experience. Thus in Gagnon et
al. (1970) among college-going young men who masturbated during high school
22 percent felt guilt often, while 39 percent felt guilt some of the time when
they masturbated. While we no longer believe that there is a connection be-
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tween insanity and the expenditure of these vital bodily essences, there is little
evidence that there has been any reduction in the anxiety associated with mas-
turbatory practices by the young who are beginning their sexual lives. Indeed,
it is possible to hypothesize that it is the existence of this anxiety about mastur-
bation that supports our experiential belief that the sexual drive is one of ex-
treme potency. We presume that we are experiencing a biologically powerful
experience when in fact it is the guilt and the anxiety associated with arousal
identified as sexual that is provoking our sense of intensity. We mislocate the
source of the intensity, attaching it to a bodily state rather than to the psycho-
logical states that accompany the physical experience.

This guilt and anxiety is not a simple consequence of the fact that society
disapproves of the behavior. It rather derives from a number of sources. Mastur-
bation is performed in secret, not because of specific sexual prohibitions, but
because most things connected with the genitals are performed in private. Here
earlier training in modesty comes into play, a training that children do not
experience as having sexual implications, though their parents may, in which
the genitals become part of the excluded and private zone. Most early acts
involving the genitals are involved with excretion, and privacy is part of this
exclusion. The beginning manipulation of the genitals for purposes of pleasure
retains this exclusion and is further intensified by the beginnings of fantasies of
doing sexual things with oneself and with others. These fantasies are the prelimi-
nary rehearsals and the vicarious organization of sociosexual dramas using the
primitive symbolic resources that are available at various stages of develop-
ment. This activity in the private zone increases the breach between the boy
and parents (and other members of the immediate family) where the sentimental
and the erotic are complexly intertwined. Often the utilization of available
affectively bonded figures (sisters, relatives) in sexual fantasy creates an at-
tachment between sexual performance and normative violation. Further anxi-
ety is generated by the ambivalent attitudes of peers toward masturbation and
sexual activity in general. While the boy’s all-boy peer group is supportive of
predatory, achievement-oriented, and aggressive styles of sexual performance
(once again deriving from general gender-role training and not a hunting in-
stinct), masturbation is treated with great suspicion unless performed in the
context of heroic sexual contest.

Viewed from this perspective, which shares many of the concerns for the
symbolic meaning of behavior generated by the psychoanalytic perspective
without a concept of drive or unilinear biological causality, masturbation be-
comes a complex and ambiguous event in socialization. The age at onset, its
frequency, its absence if it does not occur, its embeddedness in peer and parent
relations, its relation to past socialization, are all interactively tied to other
dimensions of social and psychological life. If one is prepared to abandon the
idea that masturbation is an activity performed in response to the increasing
power of the sexual impulse resulting from the biological changes of puberty
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(and further that nocturnal emissions are not ways to reduce the pressure of
seminal output), one can begin to examine the behavior as it emerges in early
adolescence and link it to a variety of extrasexual sources that have occurred
earlier and to behavior and meanings that will occur later.

In its earliest phases masturbation seems shrouded by its diffuse origins.
Clearly the capacity for orgasm in the girl and erection and orgasm in the boy
exist far earlier than puberty, and while some children do masturbate to orgasm
or handle their genitals prior to puberty, the upsurge of interest especially
among men matches the shift from childhood into adolescence. Part of this de-
velopment may well be partly linked to the upsurge of hormones that may
increase the sensitivity of the penis to touch and produce a more frequent base
for erection. What is apparent, however, is the diffuseness of this response. Boys
can come to orgasm or ejaculation the first time in nonsexual circumstances,
under conditions that in terms of physical excitement or tension induction
parallel only slightly the later patterns of directly induced sexual pleasure. Few
men remember this period clearly when interviewed, reporting, often vaguely,
only the year when first orgasm or ejaculation occurred. This is very much
unlike women who usually remember with great precision the first menses. Part
of this is surely that the latter is a public act that requires the response of others,
while the boy often begins his own experimentation with sexuality detached
from an adult public world and adult public definitions.

The general absence of masturbation among women is, when contrasted
with men’s experience, commonly explained in one of three ways. It is assumed
that masturbation is universal and that women repress their memories of it, or it
is assumed that women’s sexual drive is more inhibited or repressed than that of
men, or it is assumed that the sexual drive itself is biologically weaker among
women. These kinds of interpretations seem ill-founded, and they lead to end-
less confusions and misunderstandings about women’s sexuality. As has been
argued, the assumption of a universal biological mandate for any sexual activ-
ity or for a gender variation in the strength of biological impulse is not sup-
ported by any body of data on humans. Further, the psychoanalytic model that
imposes on women men’s history of development makes the development of
women’s sexuality far more mysterious than it need be, though as an existential
experience men can still see it only through a glass darkly.

Explanations for this low level of women’s sexual activity or interest are
numerous on both functional and historical grounds. The basic element in all
of these is the idea that women in our society are not encouraged to be sexual
and, indeed, it is possible that they are strongly discouraged from being sexual.
As Rheingold (1964) describes this where men have only to fear sexual failure,
women have to fear failure and success simultaneously. Or, as several people
have observed, while the category “bad boy” has many descriptive subcatego-
ries, the category “bad girl” tends almost exclusively to describe sexual delin-
quencies. Clearly, it is both difficult and dangerous for a girl to become too
committed or too sexually active during adolescence.
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Whether this extended period of relative sexual inactivity represents the
outcome of successful repression of an elementary sexual urge or merely repre-
sents a failure to have an opportunity to learn how to be sexual is an important
question for consideration. The alternative answers have different implications
for how we view the later development of a sexual commitment during late
adolescence or post-adolescence. The “repression” answer suggests that we ap-
proach later activity in terms of processes of deinhibition by which the young
woman learns to find, in varying degrees, modes of more direct expression of
internally experienced feelings. It also requires a quest for the sexually deter-
mined aspects of nonsexual behavior. The “learning” answer suggests that
women and men create or invent a capacity for sexual behavior, learning how to
be aroused and learning how to be responsive. The latter approach also implies
greater flexibility in overall adjustments; unlike the repression view, it makes
sexuality something other than a constant that is likely to “break loose” at any
point in strange or costly ways. In addition, the learning approach lessens the
power of the sexual component as a variable; all at once, there is no necessarily
healthy or pathological component to a particular style of sexual activity. Lastly,
an additional appeal for us of this approach is somewhat subjective: it tends to
seem less like a projection of men’s sexuality.

The lack of an upsurge in sexual activity at adolescence among girls and
young women indicates that there is less of a break between the nonsexual
training experiences of childhood and the experiences of early adolescence for
girls and young women than for boys and young men. The future valued status of
womanhood, with its relatively narrow commitments to wifedom and childrearing,
seems relatively continuous with earlier experiences in gender training. Gender-
linked training in submissiveness and lack of aggression toward parents link to
similar roles that are expected of adult women with reference to husbands. Girls
are trained to occupy essentially reactive roles, roles in which they are to be
scheduled by the behavior of others, including their future children.

Similar to boys, girls are trained in notions of modesty, are not trained in
sexual performances, and their quasi-sexual behavior is not defined in a di-
rectly sexual manner for them. It is not women’s sexual drive that is inhibited,
for the language of “drive” and “inhibition” are both faulty; it is that women
receive little training in sexual activity that is not prohibitory, while at the
same time being positively trained in docility.

During this period of sexual “training,” girls are offered a wide range of
other nonsexual experiences that link to conventional gender role performance
and that are coordinated with it. Menstruation is fundamentally linked to the
capacity for pregnancy rather than sex (properly so, in most senses). The desire
for the social occasions of romance, love, and marriage is universally rein-
forced by the conventional social order composed of both peers and parents.
Parents are more protective in terms of controlling a girl’s time and likelihood
of sexual involvement, though this is not specifically inhibitory but rather
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limits the occasions in which she might fall into sexual encounters. Since mas-
turbation among girls is linked to so few other important social experiences, it
rarely becomes organized into other patterns of behavior. For boys there is
achievement, fear, aggression, and normative violation to attach to bodily ma-
nipulation; for the girls only a modest sense of anxiety unlinked to more pow-
erful motivations. It remains until a later period for women to experience overt
sexual behavior in concordance with the powerful collective dimensions of
romance, violation of taboos, and consequent emotional feelings that enhance
sexual acts. It is important to note that in the Kinsey data nearly half of the
women in the sample who masturbated did so only after the first orgasm in
sociosexual experience.

Even among woman who have masturbated to orgasm as adolescents (or
even as adults) there does not seem to be a major shift to describe genitalia
themselves as sources of pleasure. It is possible for some women to have mastur-
bated to orgasm as adolescents and in the sexual isolation that is common still
among most women not to have identified the experience of orgasm with spe-
cifically sexual pleasure, only noting its significance to sexual conduct when it
occurs in heterosexual relationships. Even the techniques of masturbation are
less directly linked to heterosexual coitus. Rather than masturbation being by
insertion, it is commonly through rubbing the clitoris and the labia with the
fingers and tensing the legs and thighs against another object such as a pillow.
A significant element in the physical activities of women during masturbation
is that they do not insert anything into the vagina. It and its liquids remain a
terra incognita except for those women who lubricate a great deal during sexual
excitement. Unlike a boy or man, who leaves evidence in the form of the ejacu-
late and its odors, a girl or woman is inexperienced with her own nonmenstrual
fluids. Masturbation that occurs prior to extensive heterosexual contact seems
far less often accompanied by fantasies of sexual activity, and the genitals—
even when orgasm occurs—remain something that is “down there.” Women do
not seem to experience masturbation as something that heightens sexual au-
tonomy, though there is evidence that women who masturbate to orgasm do
experience orgasm in heterosexual contact more easily. There seem to be two
significant elements here. The first is that the masturbatory activity itself among
women does not build on the same kinds of gender commitments and therefore
has less consequence in terms of developing sexual commitments. Secondly,
the absence of masturbation leaves women open to more diffuse and less geni-
tal orientations in their future sexual contacts. The absence of masturbation
leaves a nonsexual period in the lives before the genitals are defined as sources
of sexual pleasure of girls; this conception does not occur until serious hetero-
sexual genital contact.

Once again, as with many other behaviors among women, pleasure becomes
reactive rather than proactive, leading not to autonomy but to continued heter-
onomy in the sexual domain.
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In one sense during this period, biology in the guise of anatomy does have
some importance. It is possible for the erect penis to become a sign of masculine
prowess and masculine identity through its obvious erectile capacities. The
ejaculation can be a visible measure of successful physical effort for the boy.
The availability of the anatomical sign is clearly some advantage in terms of
the integration of bodily experiences and psychological states. At the same
time, it is important not to attribute prepotency to this phenomenon. Some 10
percent of the men in the Kinsey sample and an equal proportion in our own
research report never having masturbated, even though they report being per-
fectly adequate sexually in other ways. A dilemma of the use of this physical
sign for demonstration of masculinity is the production of severe anxiety when
the sign fails to appear.

One of the key socialization effects of the differences in masturbatory be-
havior between men and women is the differential specification of the central
loci of sexual response on the body. It is clear from cross-cultural evidence that
the sequence of sexual foreplay that is seen as necessary to the production of
orgasm in the West is a cultural invention rather than a biological necessity.
The erogenous zones of the body are in large measure learned locations rather
than special congeries of nerve endings that have built-in sexual meaning.
Masturbation tends to focus the boy’s sense of feeling of sexual desire in the
penis, giving the genitals centrality in the physical and symbolic domains.

The physical activity required in boy’s and men’s masturbation seems rela-
tively simple. Most commonly a boy learns to take the penis in hand while it is
flaccid or partially erect and stroke it, usually while maintaining some fantasy
in his head. In the earliest stages the fantasy may well not be specifically sexual
but only up to the margin of the activities associated with sex that the boy
knows about. The capacity for erection is an important sign element of mascu-
linity and control for the boy who is able in these moments to produce a behav-
ior that is linked both to pleasure and fear. The linkage of the ejaculation and
the culmination of the act produces an important beginning for a belief in what
the normal sequence of sexual contact will be in the future. The boy comes to
believe that all sexual contacts should result in orgasm, since it does so in
masturbation which, at least in this society, is a prototype for the future. These
first attempts are relatively fumbling, with the sources of when and why to
perform the behavior, the fantasies involved, and the physical manipulation of
the penis relatively uncoordinated.

A shift to genital priority occurs for women at a far later date if it occurs at all.
Genital localization of erotic response is a function of reactive sexual contacts
with sexual partners rather than through masturbatory sexual experience. It is
this diffuse character of responsiveness that results from a differential staging
of sexual socialization that has created the false dichotomy between the clito-
ral and vaginal orgasm. It is only through believing that the vagina is the “natu-
ral” place to feel response (since coitus involves intromission and this is the



46 Sexual Conduct

“natural” form of sexual behavior) that we have misunderstood the
sociopsychological sources of bodily eroticism. In some measure, women may
well be more flexible sexually than men in this matter and be able to respond
with a wider definition of the parts of the body as participating in sexual perfor-
mances. This contention that these matters are learned is also applicable to the
breasts, where external definition of them as primary erotic signs is learned by
women through their contact with men and the later autonomous erotic plea-
sure they take in them is commonly created by a prior boy’s and men’s reading
of the erotic possibilities of a girl’s or woman’s body.

Another distinction that must be made in terms of the significance of mastur-
bation as an early form of overt sexual behavior is its provision of an arena for
the acting out of specifically sexual fantasies that are tied to other social mo-
tives. Here there are differences not only between the genders but also between
boys and men in various social classes. Once the tension release aspects or the
physiological dimensions of the masturbation are deemphasized, what is ob-
servable is that there is a complex feedback loop between what is defined as a
physically pleasurable act and the reinforcement of newly organized sexual
scripts. In the most conventional learning theory terms, the masturbatory act
reinforces a good deal of symbol manipulation, and this symbolic commitment
tends to take on an independent life of its own later in life.

The differences between the symbolic commitments of men and women in
sexuality, and especially as they accompany masturbation, are only partially
known. As we have noted, not all girls or women masturbate and those who do,
do so at rates that are much lower than those of boys or men. Further, the
fantasies that we know about (and the information is both retrospective in most
cases and sparse) among girls and women tend to support the belief that their
fantasies on the level of specific sexual acts are commonly limited to the sexual
things that they have done, and further, that the context of social arrangements
that surround the thoughts of sexual acts are those which emphasize love,
marriage, social attachment, and in some cases, mild forms of masochism. The
participants in the act are either known or actors with the kind of social status
that would be appropriate for marriage. In contrast, the sexual fantasies of boys
and men, which can appear to the naive observer to be denuded of social factors
(as with pornography, there are explicit social elements) are rich in specifically
sexual behavior.

At the core of this behavior for many boys, however, is the development of
the capacity to link sociocultural elements to sexual activity. In part, masturba-
tion offers the boys (and some girls) a series of alternative sexual selves. Secret
masturbation, which others are not to observe, is the first analog of the secret
sexual self, a self that can be innovative or conservative, but a self that requires
a private dimension for sexual expression. At the same time, the boy must learn
to synchronize his fantasy with his physical behavior, with the sequence of
imagined steps in the fantasy regulated to come to orgasm as the physical
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stimulation itself comes to climax. He must learn to focus on the interior fan-
tasy, while excluding the intrusive stroking of the penis. (After all, is he not
participating in behavior with someone else who is providing the excitement
or the stroking?) We quickly forget these fumbling origins because the mastur-
batory activity rapidly becomes self-reinforcing. The fantasy targets of sexual
activity are the notorious (hence the erotic) and local girls who have high status
in the peer structures that surround the boy. The fantasies commonly involve
themes of sexual aggression, the use of transgressive sexual techniques (mouth-
genital contact and the like), and fantasies of sexual cornucopias (the harem).
The more complex sexual fantasies develop later in this period, say from four-
teen to sixteen. The sexual acts are often suggestive of needs for achievement
(the making of the unattainable), the acting out of moral transgression, and
reduction of anxiety through fantasies of omnipotence. What is central here is
that the sexual act is being tied to nonsexual motives that preexist in gender-
role training. The masturbatory fantasy prefigures common sexual attitudes
among men and in the cases where it occurs among women suggests the degree
to which gender-role training is coercive in adult development.

While the incidence of masturbation across social class among men is quite
similar, there is substantial variation across social class in its use and meaning
(Kinsey et al., 1949, pp. 374-77, 506-16). From the Kinsey data and other
studies, it appears that middle-class boys tend to masturbate most frequently
and accompany it with relatively complex fantasies. Often for the middle-class
boy masturbation becomes that behavior through which he can autonomously
control his sources of pleasure. It proclaims his independence from others in
this matter, and only in others approving it as less pleasurable than coitus is he
moved away from it. The continued masturbation of men after marriage, not
only when their wives are absent, is a measure of the continuing autonomy of
the fantasy developed in early adolescence. In the fantasy world a man is less
constrained by the mundane character of the sexual life that he normally finds
around him. The cast of fantasy characters is not infinite, since it is restricted by
the culture, but it is certainly more wide ranging than in actual practice. At the
same time, he is familiar with his own body (no one else’s hand on the penis is
ever so skilled), and with the sequence of fantasy that attracts him. The finding
by Masters and Johnson that the orgasm that results from masturbation is more
intense physiologically may result from the fact that the masturbator does not
have to regulate his or her own sexual pleasure to the sequence or routines of
another person and thus inhibit the power of self-gratification.

Masturbation on the part of boys and men builds on prior gender training
focusing on autonomy and initiative in sexual gratification. While it is clear
that there are substantial social-class variations among boys and men, these
variations themselves seem to be linked to ultimate class adjustments. Mastur-
bation in private with its accompanying fantasy, allows the middle-class boys
and men a location inside of which to engage in unjudged (by others) sexual
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performances. Lower-class boys who move more quickly into heterosexual
contacts have their sexual performances more strongly linked to peer group
judgments and allow the peer group attitudes toward women and marriage to
more extensively penetrate their later lives. Rather than masturbation being a
single-minded act, it is multipotential, with its broadest origins located in gen-
der-role training and with its outcomes linked to a wide range of sexual perfor-
mances.

The problem of managing a fairly elaborate and exotic fantasy life is most
typically a problem for higher social-class levels. On lower-class levels there is
a less frequent use of fantasy during masturbation, and this in turn may be
linked to a generalized lack of training and competence in the manipulation of
symbolic materials. Higher social-class adolescent boys are presumably trained
for such competence. Masturbation accompanied by fantasy should in turn
reinforce the manipulation of symbolic materials. If we deemphasize the physi-
cal component in the masturbatory act, it can be conceptualized as an activity
in which the actor is, in effect, training himself to invest symbols with affect
and to derive gratification from the manipulation of symbols.

It may well be that this behavior—which is something women tend not to
engage in—plays a role in the processes by which middle-class boys catch up
with girls in measures of achievement and creativity and then, by the end of
adolescence, move out in front. This is, of course, merely a wild hypothesis—
the Dr. Krankeit (sic) hypothesis (Kenton, 1958).% This primary reliance upon
masturbation with fantasy should also have a number of consequences beyond
the capacity for a relatively detached sexual performance. One such conse-
quence is a tendency to eroticize large parts of the world, as well as an ability to
respond to a wide array of visual and auditory stimuli. Moreover, to the extent
that Wilhelm Reich (1942) is correct in his assertion that the scripting for mas-
turbatory fantasies has a non-and possibly anticoital character, we might also
expect both a capacity and a need for fairly elaborate forms of sexual activity.
Further, insofar as the masturbatory fantasy focuses upon relationships and
activities essentially preparatory to the coital act, the masturbatory experience
should also reinforce an already developing capacity for sustaining heterosocial
activity. The ultimate effect, however, may be to engender a critical ambiva-
lence about coital activity.

A major source of guilt and anxiety—the unmanliness of masturbation—
should be more typically a concern of lower-class adolescent boys. Among
them the general pattern of sexual segregation of social life and the relatively
narrower range of rewarding social experiences available to them should com-
bine to constrain the adolescent to move into heterosexual relationships sooner
than his middle-class counterpart. The first condition, the sexual segregation of
social life, should make it easier for him to gravitate toward a world of casual, if
not exploitative, sexual relations; it is easier for him than for the middle-class
adolescent to learn that he does not have to love everything he desires. The
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second condition—the more limited available social rewards and, particularly,
rewards deriving from activities that will be validated by his peers—should
lead to an exaggerated concern for masculinity-enhancing behavior leading, in
turn, to displays of physical prowess, successful staging of aggressive behav-
iors, and visible sexual success. The three—physical prowess, aggressive be-
havior, and sexual success—are, of course, not unrelated and frequently are
mutually reinforcing.

Heterosexuality and Homosociality

It is this phasing of the movement into heterosexual experience, either di-
rectly or as a fundamentally valued experience that can replace masturbation,
that distinguishes between boys and young men of various social classes. It is
apparent that there are pre- and early pubertal entries into coitus in all social
groups, but these are quite exceptional in the middle classes and only slightly
more frequent in working- and lower-class communities. At age thirteen there
are very few boys who are capable of handling the relatively complex social
skills required to perform the social manipulations necessary to have coitus
with a girl of the same age. That it does happen is not doubted, but it does not
represent the main drift of sexual socialization during this period. The propor-
tion of white men in the Kinsey college-educated group who had intercourse in
the sequence of years during this period were: by age 12, 1 percent, by age 14,
6 percent, and by age 16, 16 percent (Kinsey et al., 1949, Table 136, p. 550). In
contrast, the percentages for, the same ages for white working-class men were: 9
percent, 20 percent, and 40 percent (Gebhard et al., 1965, Table 55, p. 564). In
a sense, the lower-class boy is the first to reach “sexual maturity” as defined by
those working in an essentially Freudian tradition, that is, these lower-class
men are generally the first to become exclusively heterosexual and exclusive-
ly genital in orientation.

What is significant about these acts of coitus is not the specific acts them-
selves, which are relatively sporadic and infrequent even for the most success-
ful young man, but rather the milieu in which they are performed. This period is
dominated by homosociality, that is, a period in life when valuation of the self
is more keyed to those of like gender than it is to those of opposite gender. This
boy’s world, full of rather primitive predatory sexual values focusing on the
moral differences between “good” girls and “bad” girls, and acting out achieve-
ment motives involved in seeing “how far one can get,” uses sexual contacts
with girls as a device for confirming social status among boys. What is critical
is not the act, but to whom the act is referential. The higher incidence of coitus
among working-class men and the value system of sexual predation often means
that such early sexual experience essentially limits (though it does not have to
in other social milieus) the capacity for heterosocial commitments later in life.
By heterosocial is meant the development of the capacity to perform sexual
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acts that value the women and bind together men and women, in contrast to
those sexual performances with women that bind men together.

Homosocial values exist among middle-class men at this time, but there is
far more interpenetration of boys’ social life by women and girls (mothers, girl
relatives and peers) in middle-class than in working-class environments. The
efflorescence of early dating patterns in middle-class contexts, which are so
worrisome to many parents because they seemingly increase the risk of early
sexual experience, may well serve to increase boys’ commitments to
heterosociality. Much of the sexual contact during this period is petting above
the waist, with some genital contact, but such contacts do not commonly easily
proceed to coitus. These steady dating experiences may well serve to increase
a young man’s investment in the rhetoric of love and emotional commitment
that seem so necessary a part of the marriage pattern of this society. Even when
the young man’s protestations of affection are cynical affectations to achieve
greater sexual access, what must be kept in mind is that we often become what
we thought we were only pretending to be.

Since coitus requires that men have a partner, there clearly must be at least
some women in this age period who have these extensive sexual contacts. The
Kinsey percentages for sexual intercourse among white nondelinquent women
for this period are as shown in Table 2.3 (Kinsey et al., 1953, table 75, p. 377).

Table 2.3
Accumulative Incidence of Coitus for Women
Percentage
Educational Level Age 13 Age 15
0-8 9 18
9-12 1 5
13-16 - 2
17+ 1 1

What is most apparent is that there is little difference between educational
levels (except for educational level 0-8) and from data gathered by the authors
in 1967, there is little difference for these ages between the Kinsey data gath-
ered on college women from 1938 to 1950 and for women presently in college
(Simon et al., 1972). What seems to occur during this period is that a limited
number of girls become the targets for the sexual interests of a larger number of
boys. The “easy lay,” “the bad girl,” the “peg board,” reinforce the boy’s imag-
ery of purity and corruption that is one of central symbolic dimensions of
sexuality. These girls, for whatever reasons, become that relatively small pool
who are involved in sexual experience early in life. While they are the targets of
boy’s sexual interest, they are also the targets of girl’s rejection.
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The relative absence of overt sexual activity by girls during this period does
not preclude the fact that they are receiving training experiences that will link
to sexual activity later. In the homosocial world in which girls live during this
period there are sets of informing goals that link to competition, not in the sexual
marketplace, but in the marriage marketplace. Competition requires learning to
present the self to boys as a marketable commodity, in some sense as a potentially
sexual object. On the cosmetic level, nearly all young gitls, especially in the
more recent past, have begun to learn these skills relatively early. This process
has been described as learning all of the postures of sex except pleasure, but this
pattern may have aided in the development of girls’ attitudes toward attrac-
tiveness, which has some sexual overtones. The content of the sexual role
for the girl retains its essential commitment to service for the boy, a service that
is to be provided for in the future and in the context of love and marriage.

While this period of life is filled with moral injunctions about the behavior
of young girls, it does not appear to us that much of this instruction is directed
toward specifically sexual prohibitions. Few parents tell their daughters not to
copulate in so many words (and given the limited existential link between the
usual imprecise “so many words” and copulation, one wonders what messages
such injunctions do contain). Rather they hedge in girls’ lives with notions of
good behavior, good companions, early hours, and restricted dating. As a con-
sequence, certain forms of sexual behavior in this period are linked to testing
these injunctions of control rather than to the ambiguous pleasure that exists in
the sexual act itself.

In this period, girls and boys are being trained in essentially opposite mo-
dalities, though there is more interconnection between boys and girls in the
middle class than in other social locations. The central themes for girls are
commitment to affect-laden relationships and to the rhetoric of romantic love.
It is not so much that their sexual development is inhibited, though it is po-
liced, but that it exists as a vacuity and can only be experienced as an absence.
The boys’ themes are more complex; there is a growing and developing com-
mitment to sexual acts, in part for themselves and in part as acts as they relate to
other main patterns in masculine gender-role training—autonomy, aggression,
control, achievement, normative transgression. What most boys, except for
those in the middle class, are not learning are socioemotional skills directed
toward girls. Both through masturbation and heterosexual contact, boys can be
committed to directly sexual activities and, in some part, to gratification from
them. Girls, even when they report sexual arousal, do so in the haze of romantic
as opposed to erotic illusions.

Adolescent Homosexuality

The other major form of sexual activity during this period is homosexuality.
By major we do not mean that it is especially frequent or even that it has a very
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great incidence. It does appear that for many men who become homosexual,
first experiences can and do occur during this period; however, of the vast
majority of boys who have a single homosexual encounter at this time, few
carry it on into adulthood. In a reanalysis of the incidence figures from the
Kinsey research, it was noted that among the college educated about 30 percent
of the men reported a single homosexual experience. Fifteen percent of the
total men (50 percent of those experienced) had only experiences during the
period 12-16 with no later experience, and some 10 percent of total men (33
percent of those experienced) had experiences during this period with some
experiences at 17 and 18, but nothing after that (see Chapter 5).

The meaning of these experiences is difficult to determine, as are all phe-
nomena that are transient and seemingly without consequence. Most of the
homosexual contacts that occur between men early in the period (say ages 11,
12, 1 3) are more like prepubertal sex play in their motives, even though they
may be accompanied by ejaculation. Curiosity, mutual instruction, the influ-
ence of slightly older men, results in physical exploration. What is risky for the
youth is that the uninstructed adult will impose on this behavior the complex
meanings that adult homosexuality has for the adult and behave accordingly
toward the young people. This can only be demoralizing and disrupting. Ho-
mosexuality in the latter part of early adolescence has a number of meanings
depending on the social location and the prior social and sexual experiences of
the actors. It can be the transient response to opportunity where there is arousal
in private situations, or it can have more emotional depth between an admired
older boy and a follower. In a sense, adolescent homosexual acts are not usually
integrated into the mainstream of development, though some homosexual ac-
tivity may result from the existence of a masculine alliance (a homosocial
world) in early puberty in which strong dyadic affective relations between boys
can occur. In other cases, young boys may be victimized, or a marginally delin-
quent boy may perform as a prostitute. While these latter events are relatively
rare, they are instructive in that they provide another instance of the way in
which a sexual act can be symbolically transformed. The exterior view is that
such contacts are homosexual, while the young man defines himself and his
act, because of his role, as continuously heterosexual or, at least, not “queer”
(Reiss, 1961).

Evidence on early homosexual relations among women is extremely sparse,
perhaps more sparse than the behavior. There is a good deal of body contact
among girls during this period, handholding, sleeping together, or being par-
tially nude. Except for the rare girl, none of this is found to be erotic or sexual.
It has been argued elsewhere that the development of homosexuality among
women is directly linked to the development of normal femininity and gender
role in the society. During this period (and, for most women, throughout the life
cycle) the feminine gender-role training excludes and disavows the sexual
component in homosexuality as powerfully and in the same fashion as it does
in heterosexuality (see Chapter 6).
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Early Adolescence: Summary

The period from twelve to sixteen is probably the period of priority in devel-
oping and integrating the sexual into general patterns of gender development
in Western societies. The beginning signs of physical changes are cues to par-
ents and youth themselves to begin to conceive of a young person as poten-
tially eligible to occupy what are conventional sexual roles in the society. The
specific sexual acts themselves are then linked to prior gender-role categories
(not prior sexual commitments) and it is through this integration that meanings
can be attributed to newly developed physical capacities and bodily conforma-
tions. The very experience of the body, however, must be translated through
meanings that are drawn from nonsexual domains. The experience of sexual
activity as achievement on the part of young men or as a form of social service
on the part of young women does not derive from immanent meanings derived
from biology, but from the invented and created role categories that are avail-
able to members of a society.

The increased salience of sex as a moral category is also significant during
this period. Sexual behavior in the West has been inextricably linked to dramas
of good and evil as part of the phenomena of excess and restraint. The imagery
of the moral value of restraint (virginity) and the moral failure of excess (the
orgy) take their symbolic roots from scarcity societies that have transmuted
their values through a secularized Protestantism. Children during this period
are learning some of the primitive elements of what is an ultimately sophisti-
cated and complex dramatistic conception of the sexual.

The development of the sexual comes relatively late in character develop-
ment and rather than being the engine of change, it takes its meaning primarily
from other sources of personality development. It rarely becomes an autono-
mous area of behavior and retains its dependent status for nearly all persons. If
there is a strain toward moral autonomy during this period, it occurs relatively
late and rather more frequently with men than with women. Because sex is at
the service of so many other motives, the rules that constrain it seem more
external and less flexible than in other domains.

The boundaries of early adolescence are diffuse and variable, especially
across cultures (and even within subsectors of a society), but in the West it
seems to be a critical moment for people in terms of psychosexual and socio-
sexual development. One’s identity as a sexual being gains much of its shape
during this period as society and—quite secondarily—biology combine to
mark the end of childhood. The movement into later adolescence and the con-
comitant increase in opportunities for sociosexual activity can be described as
a situation in which boys—committed to sexuality and less trained in the rhetoric
of romantic love—interact with girls who are committed to romantic love and
relatively untrained in sexuality. Dating and courtship may well be considered
processes in which persons train members of the opposite sex in the meaning



54 Sexual Conduct

and content of their respective commitments. And while data in this area are
deficient in many regards, the data that are available suggest this system of
exchange often does not work smoothly. Thus, as is partly suggested by
Ehrmann’s work and partly by our own present studies of college students, it is
not uncommon to find, ironically, that the boy or young man who is the suitor
frequently becomes emotionally involved with his partner and correspond-
ingly less interested in engaging in sexual activity with her and that the girl or
young woman whose appreciation of the genuineness of her suitor’s affection
allows her to feel that sexual activity is now both legitimate and desirable,
becomes more interested in engaging in sexual activity with him.® This differ-
ence in commitment is exemplified in several ways. One such item, dealing
with the number of times individual respondents had intercourse with their first
partner, shows the mode for young men around one to three times, while the
mode for young women is at ten times or more. Clearly, for young women,
initial intercourse becomes possible only in relatively stable relationships or
relationships involving rather strong bonds.

On a theoretical level, we find the experience of young men conforming to
the general Freudian expectation, with young men moving from a predomi-
nantly sexual commitment to an ability to form cathectic attachments in loving
relationships. In effect, this movement is reversed for girls, with cathectic at-
tachments being, in many cases, a necessary precondition for coital activity. It
is not surprising, perhaps, that Freud had great difficulty approaching the sexu-
ality of girls and women. This “error” in conceptualizing women’s sexuality—
of seeing it either as being similar to men’s sexuality or as a mirrored image—
may derive from the fact that so much of the theory construction in this area was
done by men. In Freud’s case, we also have to consider the very conception of
sexuality that was essential to most of Victorian Europe—it was an elemental
beast that had to be curbed.

Later Adolescence: Summary

Young people are thrust together in the beginnings of a dating and mating
game in which far more than sexual outlet is involved and that will extend until
marriage. In this game there are tests of competence, victories and losses, a
confrontation with sexuality that requires not only the management of the self
but also the management of others. It is also a sexuality where the content of the
societal norms in terms of regulatory content is more apparent and more specific.
The rating and dating game is presently a U.S. institution, but it seems to be as
exportable as Coca Cola. In modern and modernizing societies where there is a
gap between marriage and puberty, where the adolescent is defined as sexual,
where access between the sexes is allowed, and where an ideology of Puritan-
ism is eroded both by a romantic ethic and an increased secularism, this kind of
premarital game or some variant of it will characterize most social locations.
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The script for the physical elements of this relationship is apparent to all
who participate in it. First there is kissing, then tongue kissing, then touching
of the breasts through the clothing (perhaps here a break in sequence), touching
of the breasts under the clothing or the genitals through the skirt or outside the
underwear, then finally genital contact with either a branch to mouth-genital
contact (in some few cases) or coitus. Most frequently the culmination is in
coitus. Two things are apparent from this description: the first is that the de-
scription is one of the boy or man as subject (active, controlling) and the girl or
woman as object (passive, controlled). Men in this kind of world do, women
react or gate keep. The physical exchanges are surrounded by other exchanges
of words and gifts that affirm the increasing accessibility of the girl’s or woman’s
body. Relationships are described in terms of the level of affection offered
(from girls or women to their friends) or the degree of sexual access achieved
(from boys or men to their friends). It is an achievement-oriented activity blunted
only by the universality of love and caring that becomes endemic among both
genders.

The second element in the description is its apparent naturalness; one
progresses from lips to genitals and with increasing levels of palpitation and
excitement. It is this apparent natural developmental physical script that is
most deceiving. In their earliest experience with the physical contact (kissing,
holding hands), boys will feel very high levels of excitement that will be nearly
the same as that they will feel later when coitus occurs. This high level of phys-
iological excitement accompanies the entire cycle and sequence of physical
contacts for boys in the early stages of sexual learning and often can lead to
premature ejaculation or ejaculation even when coitus is not going to occur. It
is only with practice that the excitement and plateau phases prior to orgasm
become more extended and closer to the time cycle presented by girls and
young women who just are learning the script for the excitement and plateau
phases that occur before orgasm. This earliest experience with high levels of
excitement for the boy is commonly derived from a sense of conquest, achieve-
ment, anxiety, and norm violation. It is quickly apparent that there is no special
connection between the specific physical acts (kissing, the taste of lipstick,
touching genitals through clothing) and sexual excitement. Kissing was de-
fined only a few years earlier as sissified by most boys (and desirable, but not
sexual, by girls), but during the period of dating the same physical act is de-
fined as sexually meaningful and accompanied by a sense of physical excite-
ment. There is no change in the physical acts, only in the meanings attributed
to them.

This active role for the boy is accompanied by preexisting fantasies from
masturbation, potential descriptions of intercourse and its delights (“hitting a
home run”), and a physical sense of the pleasure of orgasm that give his behav-
ior a goal-directed character. In contrast, the girl who has rarely conceived of
the pleasures to which she is to be introduced and whose body itself is only
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vaguely eroticized (that is, had its parts given meanings such that when they
are touched in appropriate circumstances she is able to report to herself that she
is feeling pleasure or ecstasy), is most consciously engaging in preventing
further access to her body. She is being touched, not touching; she is allowing
access, not being responsive. The script is sufficiently well known so that pet-
ting above the waist may well occur for a girl without much sexual arousal.
While the breasts are defined publicly as sexual objects, they vary in sensitiv-
ity among girls (and women) not because of differences in the number of nerve
endings, but because of the differing feelings that girls (and women) think they
should have from the breasts being touched. It is only in reaction to the defini-
tion of arousal and response that girls now begin to do things that appear to be
specifically responsive to intended sexual stimuli.

When the contact goes below the waistline and becomes genital, the young
men and women have to begin to come to grips systematically with odors and
liquids that they have not previously experienced. Such odors that remain on
the fingers, hands, genitals, or clothing become evidence of ambivalent prow-
ess for boys (the odors that remain on his hands can be called “stinkfinger”) or
submission for girls. Throughout all of this the girl remains, except for submis-
sive gestures, the object of attention. Indeed, most other fondlings or clutchings
can be defined as being overwhelmed by passion. She may comply, but until
she begins to touch the boy’s (or man’s) penis herself, definition remains less
than openly sexual. In contrast, touching the penis begins to define her in
specifically sexual ways. There is now between the two participants a minimal
definition of the girl beginning to be linked, perhaps for the first time, to the
initiation of sexual performance. Unlike the erect penis during dancing or in
passive petting, the act of touching the penis indicates a movement both in
terms of the interpersonal relationship and in terms of her self-definition. It is
important to note however that this act of touching the penis can also be seen as
a “service” to the boy, facilitating his pleasure without directly implicating the
girl as being sexual herself. She is doing something for him rather than for
herself. Her gratification is in his gratification.

The script until touching below the waist is public; below the waist and with
the girl’s complicity is private. The couples that engage in this behavior do so
in private dyads (except for the curious menage a quatre that is the American
double date) and learn about each other’s bodies through the screen of this
script. Girl’s breasts are erogenous, tongue kissing is exciting, her clitoris is
sensitive (once again the descriptive content of sexuality is nearly all mascu-
line in origin), but the actual playing out of the script only approximates the
outline that is available. Sometimes contact on the clitoris hurts, her breasts
may not be sensitive, his fingers are crude, their clothing becomes disarrayed,
she worries about being caught and if he is going to use a condom. At the same
time, the couple is insulated in a silent world where it is not really possible to
know what the other is feeling except through inarticulate gestures and sounds.
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At no point is there assurance that what one is doing is in fact having the effects
that one would wish (a characteristic of more than sexual behavior), and indeed
one can only marginally observe what these effects should be.

Once the couple has proceeded to coitus, they are confronted for the first
time with integrating their sexual behavior into another series of meanings.
Petting and necking can be defined as those behaviors that go along with
dating. A boy picks the girl up in the early evening, they go some place defined
as fun or appropriate to the premarital couple, engage in some time-passing
activities (eating or drinking), and then they begin the sexual component of the
evening. This is short or long depending on the age, experience, prior knowl-
edge of each other, and residential linkages to the family of origin. It can range
from a goodnight kiss to intercourse at one’s own or another person’s apart-
ment. The necking and petting component may be integrated into the dating
system by locating it in the home of either partner (usually the girl’s) or just
before leaving her off at home.

Coitus involves more extensive commitments of (outside of one-night stands)
time and energy and learning of etiquette. The script has many of the same
elements, but clothing must be taken off and if the couple is going to be pre-
sented to judging others later that night the clothing must be arranged in ways
that it will not wrinkle. This inhibits the sense of passion. Arousal (an erection
or lubrication) must be maintained while disrobing in front of someone who
has never seen one undressed before. One begins to expose portions of the
anatomy that are commonly only privy to the self and others who may share
certain housing or bathroom accommodations. The penis has a size, the breasts
look a certain way, one is now being compared with the relatively wide range of
others who, at least in fantasy, might be available for sexual contact. Images of
beauty and virility come into question. For the boy or young man, with his
strong, unpracticed achievement motivation, there are questions of potency,
premature ejaculation, unsatisfactory performance. There is the arrangement of
an unfamiliar body—where are the legs to go? what signals she will make to
assure me that I’'m doing well? During this stage of the experience the girl may
well relax; the test is really his rather than hers. But at this point one must notice
and accommodate to the fact that there are unfamiliar odors, that sheets might
be stained by vaginal or seminal fluids.

During the build-up and the physical act itself one may mask worry through
excitement. It is when the two actors return to the world of speech that they
must now begin to integrate the sexual performance into their other expecta-
tions of each other. The first words that they exchange must be assuring of
continued pleasure and linked to further desire. What does one say when re-
turning to the conventional world? There are phrases that are routinely used:
“That was good,” “Hello,” or some other reestablishment of conventional reali-
ties. There are the problems of getting up and going to the bathroom after sex,
and whether the bathroom door should be open or closed.'” Should one wash



58 Sexual Conduct

one’s genitals? Each of these tiny hurdles must be leaped and done so in si-
lence, for the performance of sex requires that the staging remain within the
limits of the script. Cigarette smoking after coitus (remembering 1940s movies)
may be one of the major ways of reestablishing social contact after coitus has
occurred. Only after coitus has happened with more regular frequency can these
become matters of less significance to the partners involved. Commonly these
are problems that must be resolved again when new partners are found, since
there are substantial individual variations on the specific script. The signifi-
cance of literary models for the managing of these relationships must not be
overlooked, since they can provide symbolic rehearsals.

Coitus is perhaps the easiest of the sexual acts to manage, for this has the
greatest societal support and the greatest amount of regularity attached to its
various components. Having learned it in a few relationships, one can in a
limited way apply prior experience to new contacts. There are new touches,
tastes, and smells, but these fall within the regularized orbit of the sexual expe-
rience. In a sense, coitus is something that can be done with lessened conflict,
since it is the appropriate culmination of all of the other elements in the script.
Once a person is defined in specific ways and previous exchanges have defined
him or her appropriate for coitus, the body can manage (no matter how poorly,
in a technical sense). At the same time, it must be recognized that the normality
of the script is culture-bound.

It is not necessary for either sexual excitement or orgasm to occur that the
movement be from the lips to the genitals, nor is it necessary that orgasm
culminate from these acts. In other cultures, coitus occurs first and then what we
consider precoital behavior occurs after coitus. We move from the relatively
clean deodorized state to the sweaty, odoriferous state, the odors and fluids now
defining the sexual state of the individuals. Satiation is the detumesced penis.
In other cultures coitus may occur with any of these “precoital” elements or in
some rearrangement of them. The erogenous zones that we consider requisite
may be avoided or not thought of as erogenous. The orgasm itself may be seen
as having other meaning than culmination. The successful internalization of
the social script allows us to proceed in behavior as if there were no questions
to be asked. Perhaps this is the definition of successful internalization: it is that
behavior for which the participants have strong attachment (or aversion) but
without accessible explanations.

For both boys and girls, progressively greater involvement with sociosexu-
ality may be one of the factors that marks the end of adolescence. This is a
transition about which little is really known, particularly with reference to non-
college-going populations. Our present feeling about the place of sexuality in
the management of this transition is that it plays a significant role. First, on a
somewhat superficial level, progressive involvement in sociosexuality is impor-
tant in family formation or in the entry into roles and role obligations that are
more explicitly adult in character. But, perhaps on a more fundamental level, it
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is possible that sociosexual activity is the one aspect of identity experimenta-
tion that we associate particularly with later adolescence, a period in which the
psychosocial moratorium that Erikson describes as protecting the adolescent
during this period of crises and experimentation fails to operate (Erikson, 1963,
Reiss, 1960). This may be partly due to the fact that the society has some
difficulty protecting the adolescent from the consequences of that part of his or
her behavior it is not prepared to admit he or she is engaging in. More impor-
tantly, it may be due to the fact that we have, at all age levels, great problems in
talking about sexual feelings and experiences in personal terms which, in turn,
makes it extremely difficult to get social support for our experiments with our
sexual selves. (The term “pluralistic ignorance” is perhaps nowhere more appli-
cable than in the sexual area.) It may be that these experiments with sexual ca-
pacities and identities rank among the first unprotected tests of competence
and the quest for a basis for self-acceptance. We suspect that success or failure
in the management of sexual identity may have consequences in many more
areas of personality development than merely the sexual sphere.

Notes

1. The chronic use of the term “motherfucker” by African American slum dwellers is
acase in point. Rather than being directed toward anyone’s “real” mother or calling
to mind coitus with her, it has an extremely abstract referent. In its use in verbal
games that function as outlets for aggression and therefore social ranking among
boys and men, it is clear that the reference is to womankind. Abrahams (1970)
provides examples and discussions of urban African American folklore: see espe-

cially pp. 259-62 for the meaning of obscenities.

2. It is these naming procedures that contribute to the mysterious quality attributed to
sexuality by children (Freud, 1964).
3. We have already noted the lack of consensus about sexuality among adults who

have at least had some sexual experience; how much more mysterious must sexual
functions appear to the inexperienced child. The role of language as imposing order
on the whole world may be found explicitly in the works of Kenneth Burke and
George Herbert Mead and implicitly in those of Erving Goffman.

4. This also has been pointed out by Freud. “We are shown . . . above all, how the
secret of sexual life begins to dawn on her indistinctly and then takes complete
possession of the child’s mind, how, in the consciousness of her secret knowledge,
she at first suffers hurt, but little by little overcomes it” (Freud, [1919] 1957, p. 341).

5. Also significant is Kohlberg and Gilligan’s citation of Ellinwood’s observations of
the beginning of attributing to the self feelings formerly associated with external
events, which immediately follows the quotation above:

What is common for all, however, is an intensified emotionality that is now
experienced as a part of the self, rather than as a correlate of objective events in
the world. C. Ellinwood studied the age of development of the verbal experienc-
ing and expression of emotion in projective tests and in free self-descriptions.
She found that prior to adolescence (aged twelve or s0), emotions were experi-
enced as objective concomitants of activities and objects. The child experienced
anger because events or persons were bad: he experienced affection because
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persons were good or giving, he felt excitement because activities were exciting
or fun. At adolescence, however, emotions are experienced as the result of the
states of the self rather than as the direct correlate of external events. (Quoted in
Kohlberg and Gilligan, 1971)

These processes of change through which heightened emotional states are inter-
preted as having their sources internally probably involve an epistemological error
on the part of the adolescent (the demand characteristics of the situation and the
responses of the self continue to exist only in interaction), but they are part of an
error that allows the individual to experience himself or herself as sexually needy,
driven, impulsive, or overwhelmed.

An exemplary description of this period from the teacher’s point of view is James
Herndon, Surviving in Your Native Land (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1971).
Evelyn Hooker has suggested that the beginning of sexual activity for boys in the
social context where only other boys or men are socially valued could have poten-
tials for producing at least some homosexual experience, if not homosexual careers.
Maxwell Kenton was the collective pseudonym for the expatriate writers Terry
Southern and Mason Hoffenburg, who wrote this erotic parody of Candide for the
publisher Maurice Gerodias of the Olympia Press in Paris. That this view has a
wider literary base is indicated by the line of dialogue from Christopher Hampton’s
play The Philanthropist: “Masturbation is the thinking man’s television.”
Zeitgeists are largely out of fashion among the more empirical sociologists, how-
ever, the current model of sexuality before marriage seems at least formally related
to Adam Smith. In its crassest form “the division of labor . . . is an incentive system
(normatively regulated) through which goods are produced and exchanged. Since
sexual desirability is itself a goal, sexual access can be exchanged for economic or
political advantage” (Davis, 1971, p. 320).

For at least one of the authors the fundamental radicalism of Jane Fonda became
manifest when she made the public observation that getting up from the bed after the
first coitus with a man and having him watch her walk to the bathroom was a trying
moment. Her and our dilemma is, of course, the return to “normal” functioning after
the social regression involved in participation in the erotic.
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Postadolescent Sexual Development

Young Adulthood and Later

For most persons in U.S. society the movement into adulthood that is linked
to occupational life is accompanied by a movement into marriage. An exten-
sive involvement in overt heterosexual behavior generally emerges either just
prior to marriage or within the marital state. This is true for both men and
women, though obviously is more characteristic of women. Indeed, the man-
agement of sexual commitments within a marital relationship characterizes the
largest part of postadolescent sexual experience in our society. As with other
aspects of sex behavior, it is important to underscore the real poverty of data on
this topic. We presume that sexual adjustment plays an important role in over-
all adjustment, but this judgment is derived largely from studies of broken
marriages or marriages that are in trouble. We really have very little sense of the
degree to which sexual problems in troubled or dissolved marriages exceed
those found in marriages that remain intact. It is possible that we have assumed
an important role for sexuality and the management of sexuality in the mainte-
nance of marital bonds because we have assumed that sex itself is an important
part of most people’s lives. This may not be true. Particularly after the formation
of the marital unit, it is quite possible that sex—both as a psychological reward
and a physical outlet—declines in salience. It may become less important than
alternative modes of gratification (work, children, security, constant affection—
any or all may become more significant), or the weight of these alternative
gratifications may minimize the effects of any sexual dissatisfaction. It is also
true that individuals learn to derive equivalent levels of gratification from non-
or only partially sexual activities. This is not to offer support for the concept of
sublimation, but rather to point out that in the processes that follow marriage,
newly learned alternative patterns of gratification may be substituted for the
sexual (which may well have had only situational significance due to its sa-
lience during mate selection).

At the present time the main determinant of adult rates of heterosexual activ-
ity in our society is the level of men’s commitment. While interest in inter-
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course is highest for men and women during the early years of marriage, the
peak in orgasmic responsiveness occurs much later in marriage for women (who
require longer periods of time to either become deinhibited or to learn to be
sexual—depending upon your point of view). Nonetheless, coital rates in mar-
riage decline steadily through marriage (Kinsey et. al. 1953). This decline, it
should be noted, can only be partly attributed to declines in biological capac-
ity on the part of men. The decrease may derive from many things. In many
cases the problem is one of relating sexually to a person whose roles have been
complicated by the addition of maternal functions (Freud, 1949). For lower-
class men, there is a problem of not receiving homosocial support for marital
intercourse, to which we might also add the disadvantage of being less trained
in the use of auxiliary materials to heighten sexual interest (Simon and Gagnon,
1966). For middle-class men, the decline is less steep, owing perhaps to their
ability to find sexual stimulation from auxiliary sources—Iliterature, movies,
and the like. A greater capacity for invoking and responding to fantasy is also
operative. It should be noted that for about 30 percent of college-educated
men, masturbation continues as a regular source of sexual outlet in marriage
and during periods when a wife is available (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). To this
we might add an additional, but unknown, proportion who do not physically
engage in masturbation but for whom the source of sexual excitement is not
coital activity alone hut also the fantasy elements that accompany coital activ-
ity. But even for the middle-class man, sexual activity declines in amounts that
cannot exclusively be accounted for by changes in the organism. Perhaps it is
simply that the conditions under which we learn to be sexual in our society
make it extremely difficult to maintain high levels of sexual performance with
a single partner over long periods of time. This may remain relatively unimpor-
tant in the maintenance of the family unit, however, or even with respect to the
individual’s sense of his own well-being because of the relative unimportance
of sexual dissatisfaction or the relatively greater significance of other areas of
life.!

Given the achievement orientation of men toward sexual activity learned in
adolescence and the capacity of sexual activity to be put to a wide range of uses
in human relationships, there is a tendency on the part of many men (and fewer
women) to seek variety in their sexual experiences, especially after marriage
and even during the period of more extensive experimentation that precedes it.
This search for variation can be managed in a number of ways, all of which
transgress some normative constraints on sexual behavior. The search for vari-
ety can occur within a single relationship through the expansion of the number
of sexual things that people do with each other. Anal intercourse, mouth-geni-
tal contact, and variety in coital positions are the most common physical tech-
niques.? It is also possible to role play other social arrangements, either openly
with the cooperation of the spouse or through the individual use of fantasy
during coitus. In contrast, one may seek variety through contact with partners
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outside marriage. It is in the violation of normative boundaries that elements of
domination-submission, good and evil, enhancement of other forms of striv-
ing, or compensations or reparations for losses may be managed. The search for
variety is more commonly experienced among men, though it may occur among
women (either through extramarital coitus or through coitus with the spouse
under new circumstances or on vacation). There are also class variations among
men, with variety in technique more common in middle-class men and variety
in partners among lower-class men. Even the staging of extramarital coitus may
vary with class, occurring earlier in marriage for lower-status men and later in
marriage for middle-class men.

It is these activities at the margin of conformity that introduce new elements
into the marital or premarital state. Positional variation in coitus is perhaps the
most frequently practiced variant. While the conventional social script for coi-
tus has the man above and woman below, a postural affirmation of the symbolic
dominance of men and submission of women, this is one of the more easily
eroded of all sexual taboos.? The problem here, as it is in initiating or maintain-
ing nearly all forms of sexual variety, is that the novel behaviors must normally
be accomplished without speaking. The woman must roll over (or be rolled
over) in order to gain coital entrance from the rear; she must get or be placed on
top for coitus to take place with the woman above. In order for this to be
successfully managed, the woman must usually give signs that the change in
position is a source of pleasure. Commonly this is done through either having
orgasm occur or making the noises that are conventionally associated with
sexual excitement. Textual legitimization of these positional variations (as
well as other techniques) may be found in marriage manuals (or the mass women’s
magazines) that are more often available to women than to men, especially at
lower social levels in the society.

The success of attempts to introduce positional variety depends on the flex-
ibility of the sexual script possessed by the two partners. If the man or the
woman finds that the conventional position is the one in which orgasm can be
achieved (not because it is more erotic or technically better, but because it is
“normal”), there will be powerful constraints to return to this position. How-
ever, the constraints on the man or woman to return to this position will be quite
different. The man may feel that the woman above is dominating or that rear
entry is degrading to a person who is to be loved. In many cases there is con-
straint against experimentation with the wife since she is the object of nonerotic
love preventing her from occupying (either assuming or being attributed to
her) the roles that are identified with women who are sexually degraded. At the
same time, women may find the sequence of behaviors that lead to orgasm re-
quires that she be underneath, sometimes to preserve a more limited sense of
“letting go” that is part of the culturally prescribed experience of orgasm. Cer-
tain positions may be chosen since they symbolize dominance and submission
or degradation, which can serve to heighten sexual response through the intro-
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duction of components that either confirm or deny conventional nonsexual
social postures. The sequence of physical activities (and the injunctions of the
marriage manuals) is not the organizing factor in either sexual arousal or re-
sponse, but it is the meaning that is attributed to the activities themselves.

Mouth-genital contact is perhaps the most tension-producing technique in
sexual experimentation. The physical activity itself involves introducing the
penis into the mouth of the woman or the man putting his mouth on the woman’s
vagina. Given the definitions that these organs have in terms of odor, taste,
cleanliness, and excretion, putting the mouth and genitals together in an act
that can be defined as pleasurable is extremely complex. Indeed, in much of
conventional sexuality the genitals are out of sight or at least at arm’s length,
and in consequence the penis or vagina are experienced as objects of sensation,
but only marginally significant in terms of manipulation. Given the strongly
initiatory role that men have in sexual activity, the instigator for the largest
proportion of mouth-genital activity is the man. Central to sexual culture of
boys and men are a series of myths about mouth-genital contact and one of the
sources of its power and significance is the desire to place the penis in a forbid-
den location. Since there is no meaning immanent in the activity and nothing
intrinsic to the mouth that makes it a better orifice for stimulation of the penis,
the meaning of the act and its capacity to arouse must be sought in extrasexual
and extraphysical areas. One element in the physical character of fellatio that
suggests its physical component is not central to its enjoyment is that there is a
considerable constriction of the degree of freedom of movement on the part of
the man and actually only a limited number of women who could be described
(from a man’s point of view) as technically proficient at fellatio. These two
constraints suggest that it is the psychological inputs that serve to heighten
arousal and not the value of the physical stimulation.

A series of symbolic meanings can be cited that heighten the significance of
fellatio as a form of sexual contact. The images of filling up, choking, dominat-
ing, controlling, degrading are all immediately available, not only from por-
nography but from the sexual and nonsexual fantasies of men who are engaged
in the behavior. Complementary elements are the expression of affection and
bonding that women feel when they find that in the act they give greater plea-
sure to the man. The couple may act out conventional gender role models, he
dominating, she submitting, while the transgression of the taboo gives both
persons a heightened sense of erotic power. The etiquette of introducing mouth-
genital contact into the sexual repertoire of a relationship (at least in most
conventional circumstances) is commonly nonverbal, though the ubiquitous
marriage manual may serve as justification. To perform the act the girl or woman
must learn that the penis may be defined as an appropriate object to put into her
mouth (in middle-class groups, cleanliness wars with sexual service), and she
must deal with the problem of texture and taste. Even though the woman is
more physically active and dominating and the man more passive, the act of
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fellatio is symbolically constructed in terms of men’s dominance and women’s
submission. This is part of the common practice found in sexual activity of rela-
beling physical acts to fit social definitions. Whether the man can ejaculate in
the woman’s mouth at the culmination of fellatio remains at the edge of the
taboo. The taste of semen and its consistency are not quite within the range of
normal sexual stimuli and whether the semen is swallowed or not increases the
psychological complexity of the relationship.

The historical nature of the man-woman relationship in terms of duration is
complexly related to the activity of fellatio and its etiquette. It is possible in
some relationships for it to become part of the regular repertoire of sexual
conduct between a couple, but this is only possible when the relationship is not
narrowly conceived as being nonerotic or purely maternal. If the relationship,
however, is narrowly conceived, then there will be a tendency to restrict the
range of sexual activity and have what are defined as more erotic contacts with
women with whom there is only a short-term relationship.

The act of cunnilingus is not physically symmetric to fellatio, though its
practice may be physically reciprocal and psychologically symmetric in terms
of the exchanges and of intimacy. This is frequently true in middle-class cir-
cumstances where principles of reciprocity and equality between the genders is
more developed, but the normative constraints on the behavior are sufficiently
powerful to require symbolic manipulation to allow normative violation. In
nearly all masculine youth cultures, cunnilingus is viewed either ambivalently
or negatively. There is a powerful component in humor among boys and men
that avers to the uncleanliness of the vagina, its odors, and its peculiar (often
described as fishlike) tastes. Concurrently there is the imagery that cunnilingus
is somehow a homosexual act. (A version of this same belief occurs in some
psychoanalytic treatises.)

At the same time, the behavior has powerful symbolic components linking it
to taboo violation. The use of certain insignia by motorcycle groups to indicate
that they have performed cunnilingus or, at a higher level of violation, cunni-
lingus with a menstruating woman (whether the acts have in fact occurred or
not) is a technique for the use of violations of sexual norms to stand for group
solidarity and to outrage conventional onlookers. In this latter case a specific
sexual act stands for men’s status enhancement and men’s collective solidarity,
rather than for the bonding of two individuals as it can in a middle-class mar-
riage. The physical activity is the same; the meanings attributed to it and the
consequences are strikingly different. As with most other behavior, to search for
universal meanings in the physical activity is to aim at an unknown target.

Cunnilingus is usually an activity initiated by the man, as is nearly all
activity in dyadic heterosexual behavior. The woman may want the behavior to
occur, but private speech is their mechanism for this to occur (they cannot force
the man to perform cunnilingus.) Thus, Neil Eddington reports that “giving
head” (an argot expression for mouth-genital contact in general) is commonly
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referred to and expected among the pimps and prostitutes of the bright-lights
areas that he studies (personal communication to John Gagnon, 1968). Once
again, the sexual act that can be requested by the woman now surfaces only in
locations where the role of the woman is defined as deviant. Such requests for
sexual variety can occur in middle-class populations, but some mechanisms
such as love, expectations of marriage, or marriage must be utilized to neutral-
ize the deviant character that such a request might have.

The man in this case must manage the aversion that he might have to taste
vaginal fluids and odors, and his touching the genitals with his tongue or
mouth must be rewarded by evidence from the woman that what he is doing is
powerfully arousing for her. If orgasm does not ensue either during the contact
or during coitus that follows, there is minimal reinforcement available for the
continuation of the behavior. The act of cunnilingus is nearly always begun
(and often sustained) in the context of masculine striving for the enhancement
of the capacity to produce sexual pleasure in the woman. The introduction of
cunnilingus into the sexual repertoire of a couple once again depends on the
stage of development that the relationship has. Some men introduce it with all
women with whom they have intercourse as part of their regular repertoire of
sexual activity. In many ongoing relationships there may well be inhibitions of
the sort that we observed in fellatio; the act itself may be defined as too degrad-
ing or too excessively erotic for the definition that the nonsexual portion of the
relationship maintains.

As in fellatio, there are the problems of introducing cunnilingus into the
normal sequence of expected sexual behavior. Nonverbal cues are developed
between the couple (often stereotyped between the pair) to indicate a desire for
this kind of contact. At the same time, ending cues are required to indicate
whether the act will continue to orgasm or whether it will move to intercourse.
These cues can either be verbal or nonverbal, but they must not intrude on
what is defined as the normal sequencing of sexual excitement. Whether the
act continues to orgasm or does not, there is the problem of how to manage
the oral kissing behavior that often follows mouth-genital contact of any sort.
Vaginal fluids or semen have meanings that are partially rooted in feelings
about excretion, and for both partners such kissing frequently becomes an act
of reassurance and denial. The act of oral kissing also returns the behavior to
a more conventional sequence, coincidentally returning the bodies to imme-
diately precoital positions. Unless previous activity has brought the boy or
man to orgasm, the sequence will typically end with coitus, since a taboo
against mouth-genital contact after intromission persists among many who
are otherwise committed to oral sex. Anxieties about the excremental and the
homosexual combine to make postcoital mouth-genital contact fairly rare, ex-
cept as it serves to celebrate a more diffuse commitment to the sexually un-
conventional.
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Though the combining of fellatio and cunnilingus appears as a kind of
sexual justice, the internal scripts that support both the additional complexity
and anxieties about the violative aspects of the behavior need not have the
same symmetry. For most women it may be experienced, at least initially, as a
transcendent intimacy, an intimacy that licenses a right to “indulgent” sensual-
ity. The man, who often experiences fellatio through the metaphors of domi-
nance, tends to experience cunnilingus through the identical modalities, see-
ing it as control rather than submission. Thus it is not uncommon for many men
to find the performance of cunnilingus either maintaining or increasing levels
of sexual arousal, despite the fact that their own genitals are not concurrently
being stimulated. At the same time, moreover, a more superficial script orga-
nizes the activity as an apology for (if not a denial of) the degraded view of
fellatio.

Beyond mouth-genital contact, anal intercourse becomes an additional
source of elaboration. Though far less common than mouth-genital activity, its
occurrence tends to be facilitated by its essential resemblance to coitus as well
as the fact that men and women continue to occupy a conventional social-
psychological relationship to each other in terms of dominance. This resem-
blance to coitus and coital positions allows for a view of anal intercourse as an
extension of coital activity, rather than as “unnatural” or aberrational. As we
note in Chapter 8, even more complex transformations of the meaning of anal
intercourse can be found in the more extreme circumstance of homosexuality
in prison. In terms of complexity, the act itself may well intrude on the sequenc-
ing of sexual excitement since it often requires the use of artificial lubricants.
This preparatory pause also exists when a diaphragm is used for birth control
and is experienced by many women as reducing the spontaneity that is neces-
sary in sexual activity. This suggests some of the problems for women in either
avoidance of thinking about the mechanics of sex or lack of learning about
how to integrate novel elements into the sexual sequence. This reflects other
gender differences of the same kind—while men may wish to include more
“fetish” or “thing” elements in sexual contacts (special clothing, objects, new
roles), women tend to respond with the apparatus of the body.

Anal intercourse also involves the mastery of older symbolic forms about
body odors that are strongly tabooed in Western societies. Fecal odors are to be
restricted to the bathroom (notice the strong taboos on flatulence) and they
must be combined with a sexual sequence that is defined quite differently.
Digital manipulation of the anus may require that the odors will later be smelled
during nonanal contacts, insertion of the penis into the anus commonly creates
the sense of a need to defecate, and the penis should be washed for hygienic
reasons after anal intercourse. Each of these activities becomes more problem-
atic in situations where the anal intercourse is not a terminal behavior, but must
be linked to further sexual activity. These problems are much more apparent in
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middle-class populations where cleanliness rules are powerfully learned and
reinforced.

In situations where the anal intercourse is not merely a substitution for geni-
tal coitus, a transcendent set of meanings is required to legitimate the behavior.
In Norman Mailer’s An American Dream, buggery is practiced by the Jewish
hero on a German woman who stands for the Nazi domination of the Jews. Into
the “death hole” the hero plunges, choosing to ejaculate there rather than in the
vagina in order to avoid placing his own life forces symbolized by the semen in
her “life hole” (Mailer, 1964). Even though such a modestly complex symbolic
rendering does not commonly occur as the accompaniment of anal intercourse,
among those more symbolically committed to sexual activity, anal intercourse
is commonly an expression of men’s dominance, with strong sadomasochistic
overtones, at least in its originating phases. In order to breach the taboo and
introduce the behavior to the woman, the man must have sufficient investment
in the activity to risk being turned down. The behavior is normally initiated
through the use of digital contact and then later in terms of attempts to enter, at
first subtly and then more insistently. The standard initiator/gatekeeper roles
are assigned to the man and woman, just as they are in the majority of sexual
contact in the society, with the woman’s passive response being read as accep-
tance. The meaning of the act to the woman in the beginning has strong ele-
ments of submission in which the normative violation can be read as an affirma-
tion of the submissive component in femininity. Among those women with
higher levels of dominance needs, such symbolic investment of specific sexual
acts with submissiveness may serve as reaffirmations of femininity, which is not
available to them in occupational or other spheres of life.

Orgasm in this activity is more common among men, though it does occur in
many women. The capacity for orgasm in this circumstance is evidence for our
contention that specific physical sequences (the myth, for example, of the ne-
cessity of clitoral stimulation for orgasm to occur) are not necessary for the
experience of orgasm on the part of women. This capacity to invest a behavior
with meaning that allows it to be part of the orgasm-producing cycle is less
socially supported than the sequence that invests the breasts with the same
sensitivity, but while the specific ways in which sensitivity is produced are
different, the outcomes are remarkably similar. What we here observe is the
difference in the ways in which the body parts are put to use in the creation of
ordered sequences of sexual excitement that result in sexual climax.

In addition to that between spouses in the marital state, there are three situ-
ations in which heterosexual activity may occur during adulthood. It may oc-
cur prior to, during, or after marriages have terminated. During marriage it may
occur with persons other than spouses. It is this period during marriage that is of
most interest here, for that which occurs after or between marriages has many of
the same attributes as that which occurred prior to marriage except that sexual
access seems to be more easily gained. Extramarital intercourse, adultery, or
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infidelity as it is variously termed by science, the law, and the participants is
one of the single largest domains of normal sexual deviance.

About half of all ever-married men and a quarter of all ever-married women
will engage in extramarital sexual activity at one time or another. For women
there is some suggestion of a secular trend toward increases in extramarital
activity from the beginning of this century to the early 1950s. This is linked to
a corresponding generational rise in rates of women’s orgasm during this same
period (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). It is possible that these changes represent
basic changes in the pattern of women’s sexuality. For men there are strong
social class differences, with lower-class men accounting for most of the extra-
marital activity, particularly during the early years of marriage. This may be a
direct reflection of their earlier mode of assimilation of the sexual commitment.
As we previously observed, it is difficult for lower-class men to receive
homosocial validation from marital sexual activity (unless, of course, it culmi-
nates in conception). This is not the case for extramarital activity, for which
there is abundant homosocial validation.

In an important sense we have exhausted most of the bodily possibilities
that are available (except the adding of additional bodies, which we will dis-
cuss later) and in consequence, except in some rare instances of narrow sexual
scripts within marriage, nothing is done physically in extramarital coitus that is
not done inside the marriage. The body remains a physical constant, explain-
ing little by its conformation or shape. The sources of sexual experimentation
outside marriage must be sought, then, in the social and psychological domain,
rather than in the specifically sexual.

As we have noted before, there are strong class variations among men in the
staging of extramarital coitus. It occurs earlier in the lives of lower-class men
and later in the lives of middle-class men. Regardless of staging, however, the
cumulative number of contacts always remains higher among men in lower-
class locations, partially because of prostitute contacts (which we will disre-
gard) and partially because of the continuity between sexual practices prior to
marriage and during marriage. Regardless of these differences, men’s extramari-
tal coitus in all classes serves to enhance and promote feelings of masculinity
and continues to create a sense of personal competence. For a lower-class man
much of this derives from his masculine peer group, declining when the peer
group itself ceases to reward sexual experimentation. (In those societies where
the masculine peer group remains the major source of masculine endorsement,
the public affirmation of extramarital coitus on the part of men will support
such practices into a much later period in life, for example, in Sicily and South-
ern Italy.) Among middle-class men, sexual experimentation outside of mar-
riage begins both as reparation and as opportunity. With rising incomes, the
occupationally successful man can seek outside of marriage that sexual experi-
ence of which he often feels that he was cheated by his low rates of sexual
activity prior to marriage, while those feeling the tremors of occupational fail-
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ure or demotion by lack of promotion find in it reparations for losses sustained
in the larger world. The motives are simple in outline but moderately complex
when put to use. In most cases when the relationships have an extended dura-
tion they seem almost overdetermined in character. (For an interesting particu-
laristic description of longer-term relationships, see Morton Hunt’s The Affair
[1971].)

For women the interest in extramarital sexual contacts is more obscure in
origin and less frequent in occurrence. Here one must deal with the complexi-
ties of marital status. Extramarital coitus occurs whenever one of the partners in
the sexual activity is married. It does not seem unreasonable to suggest that
the majority of married women who have extramarital coitus do so with
married men, while for married men there might be a tendency, at least, for
unmarried women to represent a larger proportion of their partners. These
beliefs derive not from data (none, in fact. exist), but rather from the character
of sexual and nonsexual role behavior in the society. In general, the married
woman has greater access to (unless she is working, and even in that case this
supposition may well exist) married men. Extramarital coitus in these cases is
more likely to occur among those who are known previously to the familial
circle rather than to those who are known only to the woman. When a woman
works, contacts may well be made with men who are unmarried, but with the
increasing age of the woman this proportion would tend to decline enormously.
Given the initiatory character of the man in sexual performances, it is apparent
that a wider range of women in terms of marital status will be sought out and
these contacts will include women both known and unknown to the family
circle.

In large measure, most extramarital intercourse has a normal character. For
most men, no matter how much they are in search of sexual adventure (and
unless they make a serious pursuit of it), a woman outside the home is someone
who has to be pursued and seduced. Few women ever move into a concern with
sexuality that matches that of men, and in consequence men are presented with
at least some of the problems (if not all, when they pursue younger women who
have never married) that they faced in pursuing girls or women when the men
were premarital. These pursuits require energy, time, and money that few per-
sons possess in great abundance. In consequence, much of extramarital coitus
for a man occurs away from the home, in all-men situations (conventions of
occupational or all or mostly all-men social groups) and on a single-instance
basis. The man may feel guilty, but the guilt can be managed by conceiving the
act as insulated from the life of the family. Even when such relationships ex-
pand beyond a single encounter, in large measure the normal response is to
manage guilt through the same mechanism through which most sexual guilt is
generally managed: expressions of mutual passion that insulate the behavior
from moral condemnation.
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It is to be expected that women will be more likely to use these feelings of
passion to insulate themselves from guilt than will men, given the general
greater tendency of women to associate the sexual with a romantic commit-
ment. However, in long-term relationships there is a tendency on the part of
both men and women to increasingly characterize the relationship as one in-
volving love. As the relationship becomes more intimate and more involved,
there is a greater tendency for it to have consequences for a preexisting marital
bond. Expressions of passion involve what Philip Slater has called “dyadic
withdrawal or social regression” (an unhappy phrase, in our opinion, but an
observable phenomenon) and in the building an emotional base for the extra-
marital relationship there are consequences for the character of the marital
relationship. In some cases such extramarital involvement decreases sexual
involvement with the spouse, but there is probably an equal proportion of cases
where the extramarital relationship—either through guilt or simply heightened
levels of erotic involvement—increases the rates of sexual contact with the
spouse. As the actor in the extramarital relationship sees himself or herself as
sexually more proficient, the sexual character of the marital relationship be-
comes more significant as well. This is parallel to the fact that nocturnal emis-
sions in adolescence as often occur after other acts of sexual activity as they do
before. The expression of sexual activity is as likely to feed into the dreaming
life as the dreaming life to respond to sexual abstinence.

What is significant here in terms of the doing of sexual things is that the
extramarital relationship can once again be linked to the dynamics of sexual
performances that existed before marriage. It is in the search for tension or
novelty that the significance of extramarital coitus arises, not in the avoidance
of tension or the commitment to the conventional. Sex outside marriage can be
put to many social purposes by either a man or woman. For the lower-class man.
it affirms the sexual prowess that he had before marriage. For young married
men going to a prostitute. it may increase the bonds between men. For the
middle-class man who is moving toward new occupational success, it is oppor-
tunity to confirm achievement in nonoccupational rewards. For the woman, it
is a desire for femininity to be reinforced in a way that marital coitus can rarely
provide. For persons of both genders, it is the boredom of conventional sexual
or social activity transcended—the reentry into the world of risk and passion is
treatment for the dailiness of regular sexual lives. The range of possibilities is
wide open for those who can manage the necessary guilt that occurs with the
behavior. Indeed, the search for guilt could be one of the reasons for the behav-
ior itself. In an important sense, sex (as we note elsewhere) is part of those
behaviors that represent environmental mastery, a mastery that provides at least
the illusion of individuality and choice of an individuality and sense of control
that is seriously eroded in a postindustrial society.

Among those involved in extramarital coitus, there are those who differ from
its conventional practice. This is a domain that attracts and provokes the erotic
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fantasies of many in the society: wife-swapping and swinging. These represent
interesting theoretical problems (they are not quite social problems), since they
create conditions under which sexual behavior must become the topic of con-
versation between spouses and, indeed, topics that will require the creation of
a new set of social and psychological categories to manage them.

Wife-swapping is that situation in which a pair (or more) of husbands and
wives engage in the trading of sexual partners on an equal access, quid pro quo
basis. In order for this to occur, there must be agreement between the husband
and wife before the arrangement is made. This requires that the topic of infidel-
ity (a more appropriate word in this context) has been the topic of conversation.
It is possible to create a series of parodic conversations or situations in which
such conversations might occur, but it seems to us that the anxiety and fear
attending the beginning of such an enterprise deserve more than parody. Most
commonly on the husband’s initiative, sexual topics emerge in conversations
with the spouse—for example, the topic of the sexual attractiveness of other
men’s wives. Such discussions normally follow a tentative and drifting course,
a course sometimes influenced by knowledge on the part of the wife of the
husband’s previous extramarital behavior. In any case, the husband, for reasons
of guilt (most likely), ideology (women’s equality?), or ineptitude finds him-
self unable to manage or get access to affairs outside the marriage. The problem
for the husband is how to make available to the wife an opportunity that she
perhaps may not want and to make it attractive to her. It is evident that most
women enter into these relationships to please (as they have in the past) their
husbands’ own sexual needs. There occurs a series of inconclusive conversa-
tions that finally culminate in an attempt at sexual adventure.

What has occurred is a crucial change in the marital unit. Sexuality has been
changed from an activity that previously only bound the couple together into
an activity that may occur with others with mutual consent. The historical
limitation on sexual access has now been breached and sexuality for the couple
is now a dyadic form of deviance (they have a copartner in crime) in which sex
is now both more public and significant and more casual and private. It is
public between the two and significant in organizing their nonmarital behavior
and more private to the couple since it is wrong and must be limited to specific
audiences. At the same time, the technology and performance components of
the sexual act become more important. What happens to the wife-swapping
couple is what rarely occurs to any couple in the society—there are now alters
who may judge not only their physical attractiveness, but also their compe-
tence as sexual partners. Both the man and the woman in these situations are
confronted with the requirement that they please others sexually in order to
maintain the marital unit. Sex in this case binds the unit through its provision
of sex to others, rather than in its provision to each other. The very need to
please creates a situation of legitimated eroticism and sexual experimentation.
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An important element in this relationship (however it is initiated, through
the mails or with neighbors) is that the husband now possesses an object that
may be used in sexual trading. It regularizes the extramarital relationships by
giving him a counter to use in obtaining women sexual partners, a task—given
many women’s limited commitments to sexuality—that is often not easily solv-
able. Hence, there are powerful constraints against the couple engaging in an
individual search for sexual partners. The man in this case is at a disadvantage
in most instances given the larger proportion of men in search of women sexual
partners than women in search of men sexual partners. One of the critical junc-
tures in this process is when the wife decides that she can search on her own,
thus depriving the husband of his most important token in securing sexual
partners.

The engagement in this “singling” behavior is more dangerous in terms of
the development of psychopathology on the part of the woman than on the part
of the man. His activity falls within the limits of available social roles; men
have a history and set of ideologies linked to sexual experimentation outside
marriage. The narrowness of the role sets available to women in the society sug-
gests that when they fall outside these narrowly limited roles there is both a
greater possibility and need for role invention (a major problem for anyone)
and a greater tendency for the expression of what is viewed as individual psy-
chopathological behavior.

The increasingly public nature of the sexual performances increases not
only the general level of sexual activity and the threats of compared sexual
performance (a more difficult problem for men than women), but also serves to
increase the level of eroticization of the woman through degrading her. Sex
with another man increases the erotic character of the wife, opposes her mater-
nal role, and by violating the norms of sexual performance increases her desir-
ability. At the same time, there is created a set of constraints that surrounds even
the rule breaking itself in order to preserve the dyad.

The Pattern of Psychosexual Development

It is not the concern of these chapters to develop a general and universal
stage model of psychological development in the tradition of Erikson, since
these models are generally faulty, becoming time-bound and reified, and—by
becoming objects of study in themselves—fail to draw our attention to modal
processes. The point of the descriptive process offered here is to delineate
periods in the life cycle during which certain events commonly take place in
this culture. It should be noted clearly that these periods are not seen as neces-
sary either within or across cultures nor necessary in some psychodynamic
sense. They are roughly what has happened between the 1930s and 1970s in a
complex Western society, largely to its white working- and middle-class popu-
lations and in large measure to those persons of most ethnic and racial minori-



74 Sexual Conduct

ties who are attached to these model schemes of development or who have not
been entirely alienated from them. There can be vast reversals and changes in
the design of human sexuality, from the feelings sexuality evokes to the kinds
of things that are appropriate to or included in its performance elements. The
age and moment when specific behaviors can be introduced, performed, and
lived with vary enormously, so that any biological fixity in the sequence of
behavior is most likely to occur in infancy and very little after that.

The following charted presentation of the sequencing of conventional sexual
development is primarily of heuristic value for examining the connections
among the various agents and institutions involved. Persons are selected as
participants in conventional, unconventional, deviant, or criminal sexual acts
from various points in this cycle. The meaning of their conventionality, their
deviance, or their criminality is largely drawn from their place in this sequen-
tial collection of socializing agents, institutions, and programs. Hence the mean-
ing of heterosexuality for two fourteen year olds who are having intercourse
emerges from their stage in sexual socialization. Their motivations for the act
and its consequences must be understood in terms of where they are in the
developmental process. This is equally true of the two fourteen-year-old boys
who are having sex together; the meaning of their sexuality arises from a spe-
cific point in the life cycle, and its significance is embedded in both that life
cycle moment and the local culture (or, in complex societies, in a subculture).
Thus, the interaction of fathers and daughters in incest will be meaningful in
terms not of some abstract violation of the incest taboo, but in terms of the
character of the family in which they live and the ages of the two participants.
This is equally true in terms of the child who is the victim or participant in
prepubertal sexual behavior, since the meaning of the behavior for the child is
drawn from its available intellectual and emotional resources for organizing
experience. The gender identity-sexual identity-family formation-reproduc-
tion pattern in this society is the central informing process for the sexual life as
it is lived here.

The chart that follows, then, contains a set of stages with flexible age bound-
aries, the social components that are significant in either sexual or nonsexual
learning that takes place during them, and finally, a rough suggestion of what is
being learned or assembled. The word “assembly” is used quite deliberately. It
was selected to indicate the collage-like, constructed, put-together, indeed arti-
ficial, character of human development and to oppose an imagery of the natural
flowering of an organic process.

Heuristic Stages of Conventional Stages of Sexual Development

Stage and Ages Infancy (Ages 0-2%2 to 3)
Significant Agents Mother to Family
Assemblies Formation of base for conventional gender identity

package.
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Stage and Ages
Significant Agents
Assemblies

Stage and Ages
Significant Agents

Assemblies
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Childhood (Ages: 3-11)

Family to Peers, Media increasing

Consolidation of conventional gender identity
package: modesty-shame learning: non-sexually
motivated sex play: learning of sex words without
content; learning of sex activities without naming;
learning of general moral categories: mass media
through commercials and programming content
reinforcing conventional gender, sex, and family
roles; media also preparing for participation in
youth culture.

Party adolescence (Ages: 11-15)

Family, Same-gender Peers, Media

First societal identification as a conventional sexual
performer first overt physical sexual activity with
self or others: development of sexual fantasy mate-
rials: beginnings of boy/girl divergence in overt
sexual activity; application of gender package to
sexual acts; application of moral values to emer-
gent sexual behavior; privatization of sexual ac-
tivities; same-gender peers reinforce homosocial val-
ues; family begins to lose moral control; media re
inforces conventional adult content of gender roles:
media attaches consumer practices to gender suc-
cess; basic attachment to youth culture formed.

later adolescence (Ages: 15-18)

Same-gender Peers, Cross-gender Peers increasing,
Media, Family declining.

Increased practice of integrating of sexual acts with
nonsexual social relations: movement to
heterosocial values; increased frequency of sexual
activity; declining family controls; continuing me-
dia reinforcement of sexual-gender roles, and con-
sumer and youth culture values: sexual experience
with wider range of peers: common completion of
sexual fantasy content; consolidation of gender dif-
ferences in sexual roles and activity; good girl/bad
girl-maternal/erotic distinctions completed.
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Stage and Ages
Significant Agents

Assemblies

Stage and Ages
Significant Agents

Assemblies

Stage and Ages
Significant Agents

Assemblies

Early adulthood (Ages: 18-23)

Same-gender and Cross-gender Peers, Media, Mini
mum Family of Origin

Mate selection, narrowing of mate choice; increased
amount of sexual practice; commitment to love by
men, sex by women; linkages of passion to love;
dyadic regressions; insulation from family judgment
and peer judgment; increasing pressure to marry;
legitimization of sexual activity by peers and ro-
mantic code; media reinforces youth culture values
of romance and virtues of marriage; experience with
falling in and out of love; termination of protected
school/student statuses.

Final mate selection-Early marriage (Ages: 20-27)
Fiancée(s), Spouse, Same-gender Peers, Family of
Origin increases

Regularizes and legitimizes sexual activity; stable
rates of sex activity; variation in kinds of sexual
behavior; children born in most cases; increasing
sexual anxiety about children; family values rein
forced by children and family of origin; declining
eroticism, increased materialism; culmination of pur
chasing/consumer values in wedding gifts or buy-
ing new products; routinization of sexual behav-
ior; decreased contact with cross-gender peers un-
less they are married; interaction in multiple dyads;
sexual activities restricted by pregnancy, children,
work.

Middle marriage (Ages: 28-45)

Spouse, Same-gender Peers, Family of Origin, Mar-
ried Peers

Declining sexual activity in marriage; some extra-
marital sexual experimentation: maturing children;
conflict of erotic with maternal; emergence of sexual
dissatisfactions; increase in occupational commit-
ments; declines in physical energy and physical
beauty; fantasy competition by youth culture; con-
tinual multiple dyadic interactions and insulation
from cross-gender peers; marriage moving to non-
sexual basis for stability and continuity.
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Stage and Ages Post young Children (Ages: 45+)
Significant Agents Spouse, Same-gender Peers, Married Peers
Assemblies Further decline in sexual activity; some extramari-

tal sexual experimentation; substitution of non
sexual commitments other than children as basis of
marriage; further decline in physical strength and
beauty; further desexualization of gender identity:
movement out of public sexual arena.

This rough outline of a sexual career is the most common heterosexual
pattern available in U.S. society and, even with the introduction of divorce and
widowhood, the cycle does not vary except in small and minor ways. Similar
modal career patterns with greater or lesser variability could be described for
some of those sexual minorities who operate with alternative sexual patterns in
the society. Indeed, this conventional heterosexual process is the modal sexual
career that all alternative patterns must confront. The man who desires large
numbers of women sex partners, the homosexual man or woman, and the sexu-
ally active women must live with the reality of this pattern, its values, and its
links to the past and the future in a day-to-day way. This assembly designates
the availability of sexual partners, their ages, their incomes, their point in the
economic process, their time commitments, all of which shape their sexual
careers far more than the minor influences of sexual desire.

Conclusion

In some places what we have been describing in terms of the integration of
persons and acts into sexual scripts has been, perhaps, more dramatic than
necessary. While a majority of persons might have had intercourse with the
woman above and the man below, only about half of the men and one-fourth of
the women (even though there is some increase) engage in extramarital behav-
ior. Mouth-genital contact is a majority experience only for the college-edu-
cated, and anal intercourse in heterosexual relations is somewhat of a rarity. By
discussing the sexual at all, the sexual assumes a larger place on the stage than
it deserves. What we have not noted enough are two dimensions: the first is that
sex occupies very little of most people’s time and energy (except those defined
as sexual professionals), and the second is that most sexual behavior is accom-
panied by a great deal of silence.

In general, it is our feeling that sexuality and sexual activity are, by and
large, derivative functions, even during adulthood. There are only a few peri-
ods in the life cycle at which there are high rates of sexual activity or sexual
activity that is complicated by passion and high intensity of affective invest-
ment. These are usually adolescence for boys and young men, the early and
romantic years of marriage for both men and women, and the highly charged
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extramarital experiences that can be called affairs. Most of the time, sex is
really a relatively docile beast, and it is only the rare individual who through
the processes of self-invention or alienation from the normal course of social-
ization is prepared to risk occupation, present comfort, spouse and children, or
the future for the chancy joys of sexual pleasure.

From this point of view it might be more proper to suggest—contrary to the
Freudian point of view that sex manifests itself in other types of conduct or that
other conduct is symbolic of sexual conflict—that reports of sexual conflict
may in fact stand for difficulties in the more conventional zones of life. Thus,
the married couple who come for counseling because of a sexual problem may
be merely reporting the conventional rhetoric of the society about what they
think the sources of a marital difficulty ought to be. Ovesey reports that homo-
sexual dreams (overtly homosexual, not merely symbolic) of heterosexual men
often relate to occupational problems and that the submissiveness required
occupationally appears in the convenient symbolism of the “purported” femi-
ninity of homosexual relations. Indeed, many forms of both heterosexual and
homosexual acting-out seem to be related to stress reactions to other life situa-
tions, rather than having specifically sexual motivations. Thus, studies of sex
offenders often are overly concerned with the sexual life of the offender when
this may merely be the symptom of disorders of other kinds.

While the talk about sexuality is important (and it should be observed that
in some cases people do sexual things in order to talk about them), what is
impressive is the enormous control that silence retains in the sexual area. While
one can find many locations in which the sexual is at the service of the rest of
social life, it is rarely experienced as being continuous with other aspects of
social life and is often, in fact, discontinuous with it. While talk is significant in
shaping behavior, it often does so through its imprecisions and its absences. In
a very immediate and concrete way, most people remain untrained in the ability
to talk about their own sexual activity or scripts, particularly with persons with
whom they are having sex. There is even a major difficulty talking to the self
about matters sexual when one is in the process of a fantasy or in the midst of
sexual arousal. It is as if the aroused state were the only legitimate condition
during which an internal dialogue about sexual matters could occur. Thinking
about sexual activity in the abstract is extraordinarily difficult for most people,
and the attempt to think about it at all may become in some cases, especially for
boys and men, the occasion for arousal. Much of the character of the early
periods of psychoanalysis involves training the patient in how to talk without
arousal about this aspect of his (less often her) life. Even when this process is
successful it creates the capacity to talk only in the context of the specialized
therapeutic relationship and often with a highly abstract vocabulary that pro-
tects both the therapist and the patient from directly confronting sexual con-
tent. This is learning a capacity to neutralize the topic of sexuality, not learning
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to talk about it without concomitant anxiety or arousal. In an important sense
even though language is the life of humanity, there is a tendency to move into
the totalitarian land of silence when one moves into the sexual.

Such incapacities for speech often make the experiencing of sexual pleasure
extremely difficult. Researchers have observed that with increasing sexual ex-
citement and increase in general sensory thresholds there is a declining capac-
ity for speech, creating in this society a seeming opposition between the physi-
cal activity of sex and the rational and intellective processes. There are those
women who have so poorly learned the capacity to name the elements of sexual
pleasure that orgasm itself is seen as a dangerous, ego-disintegrating experi-
ence, and the physical signs of arousal are read as promontory symptoms of
urination or defecation. The problem here is clearly an incapacity in assigning
language to name and control the internal landscape.

One of the consequences of silence is that it produces a severe sense of
discontinuity between experiencing the self in nonsexual circumstances and in
sexual circumstances. It is awkward at both the transition from the conven-
tional to sexual identity and from the sexual to the conventional, language-
filled identities. A result of this discontinuity is that there are few ways of
communicating to others the experience of sexual satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion. There seem to be no mechanisms by which the physical gestures can be
converted into language so that gestures in the future can be altered or contin-
ued. For most persons the silence mounts, and with it a sense of guilt, frustra-
tion, and inadequacy. These, in turn, decline as sex itself declines in impor-
tance. And this decline is more easily managed than most would imagine. It is
important to remember that people receive social recognition and support for
many things, but—except for very special populations who pay different kinds
of costs—there is no basis for this kind of recognition and support for sexual
competence. Conversely, people may be judged failures for many things, but
rarely for failing sexually, as only their partners really know, and they are equally
committed to silence.

The doing of sex implies that there is some culmination to it, a moment of
ecstasy or joy. Conventionally this has been identified with the moment of
orgasm. Central to the work of Masters and Johnson is a description of the
orgasmic cycle. Their focus is on the act (as it must be), a sequence of touching
either alone or with someone else that can be described in four phases: excite-
ment, plateau, orgasm, and resolution (Masters and Johnson, 1966). It is clear
from much of their work that they know a good deal of the psychological
component in this process, but their necessary focus is on the bounded charac-
ter of the physical acts leading to orgasm. Yet even here this social and psycho-
logical component is as crucial. No one comes to age in this society with a
prepared set of sociosexual repertoires that are immanent in their physical equip-
ment. The capacity for erection or vaginal lubrication must be interpreted and



80 Sexual Conduct

linked to a suitable set of activities, people, and situations that will lead to
intromission and orgasm on the part of women and men. The feelings that occur
in the interior of the body have no immanent meaning attached to them, and
they must as surely be learned and managed as is the information that is pro-
cessed from the exterior of the body. Indeed, it may be that the confluence of
internal sensations that is identified as orgasm is so identified because of the
situation in which it occurs, rather than being a necessary connection between
the sensory inputs and the central nervous system.

The problem that we have begun the tentative discussion of is the way in
which physical activities that are identified as sexual by actors are integrated
into sequences that are conceived to be exciting sexually and the way in which
this information ultimately becomes linked to the capacity for orgasm. Much
of this linkage clearly occurs earlier in life (the capacity to identify touch as
pleasurable or not, for instance) and then becomes attached to sexual activities
themselves. Because we live most of our lives unself-consciously, we tend to
fail to note the amount of open-ended learning that occurs early in life that is
put to other uses later in life.

A sexual performance that is to end in orgasm can be as narrowly experi-
enced as tension release or as complexly as the ritual expiation of sin. The
narrow construction of the sources of sexual excitement that are overtly sup-
ported in the society and the sequence of physical behaviors (from kissing to
coitus) that are approved in the search for orgiastic pleasure (itself socially
defined), is sufficient for most persons at least most of the time. The bodily
postures assumed, the organs connected, and the timed sequences of behaviors
involved appear to be intimately connected with internal sensation—these are
the necessary and sufficient sequences of activity. It is only when the artificial
quality of these performances is considered that it becomes apparent that they
are constructions that are culturally created and normatively constrained and
further built on earlier sequences of behavior that are reorganized in the per-
formance of sexuality.

When we move beyond the physical activity and beyond the single orgas-
mic cycle, what becomes apparent is the inordinate complexity of the physical
act of coitus as well as the integration into the act of coitus of variety in posi-
tions, variations in partners, changes in techniques or orifices of interest. The
physical transitions or variations in this scripting of the arrangements are prob-
ably no more difficult (and perhaps less) than learning to ski or ride a bicycle.
However, the management of bodies is also the management of meanings that
are designed to constrain and organize expectations about behavior. Indeed,
these expectations are the very basis for the experience of sexual excitement.
We need only one further example to suggest this complexity. If one were to go
further than having two in a bed and had to involve a third party in a sexual
performance, what becomes apparent is that the etiquette of dyadic sexuality is
totally different from the etiquette of the ménage a trois, regardless of the
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gender of the third person. Who does what to whom with what and in what order
becomes a crucial question, a question that never occurs in the managing of
two bodies, since it seems to us that there is not any problem of management (at
least after we have had some practice). Yet, as we can see, there are problems of
management of bodies, of attributing meaning to flaccid or tumescent penises,
of managing strange fluids and odors, and of managing new and strange bodies,
of managing entrances and exits so that the ordered process of increasing sexual
excitement can be maintained. What enhances the limited repertoire of the
body is the variety of meanings that may be attributed to those bodies, mean-
ings that arise from the ordered and disordered connections of physical sexual
activity to social life. In our present cultural state of affairs it is the possibility
of transgression and normative violation that gives sex a status beyond gour-
met cooking—it is the possibility of believing that one is controlling a power-
ful drive that allows a sense of virtue to arise from conformity and the observa-
tion of norms, and a sense of sin to arise from their violation. The wisdom of the
body (at the risk of being metaphysical) is a consequence of consciousness and
culture.

What is suggested here in an untentative way is that it is the sociocultural
that gives sex its meaning and it is the myths of the society that give it its power.
There is a sense of dismay when one makes the suggestion that sex is really just
like everything else, and that there is no natural “man” struggling against the
pressures of civilization. It tends to undermine the dramatic and powerful im-
ages of sex and leaves in its wake a sense of relatively simple and pleasant
capacity that cannot fulfill the promises that have been made for it. Perhaps the
last act of resistance to big brother and 1984 is properly an act of copulation—
it can be allowed because it is of no danger to anyone.

Epilogue

It is only a fairly recent development in the history of humanity that women
and men could begin to conceive of the possibility of social change, that they
could begin to understand that their time and place did not represent the em-
bodiment of some eternal principle or necessity but was only a point in an
ongoing, dynamic process. For many it is still more difficult to conceive of the
possibility of the psychological nature of humanity changing—and particu-
larly changing in significant ways (van Den Berg, 1964). Much of this conser-
vative view of the human still permeates contemporary behavioral science.
Thus, for many social theories, a view of human beings as a static bundle of
universal needs supplies the necessary stability not available elsewhere in the
flux of social life. A conception of women and men as having relatively con-
stant sexual needs is a necessary part of this point of view. As a contrast to this
conservative view, we attempt to offer a description of sexual development as a
variable sociocultural invention, an invention that in itself explains little and
requires much explanation.
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Notes

With our increased mental health commitment to the significance of sexual activity
in old age, frequent tastes of sexual competence are likely with concurrent increases
in dissatisfaction.

Extrasexual activities should be included as well, ranging from physical activity
(massage, yoga, biofeedback) to the creation of elaborate stage settings for sexual
performances (waterbeds, vibrators, pillows, fireplaces).

This ease of transgression is probably most true for middle-class persons with a
wider conception of the social and sexual capacities of women. Working-class men
or even middle-class men with a highly restricted sense of the appropriateness of a
wife’s sexual activity may find it more difficult to have intercourse with her on top
than to have fellatio with a prostitute or even extramarital coitus. The activities and
actors are differently valued in each script.



4

The Pedagogy of Sex

One of the most impressive social inventions of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was the emergence of an exceptional concern with the life
of the child. This is not to say that modern children are loved more intensely or
that their loss is mourned more deeply than in previous times, but there is a
special awareness of them as occupying some special social and psychological
status as children. Only occasionally in pre-nineteenth century literature was a
child depicted in present-day terms; rather, children were represented as smaller
and physically weaker (though not always morally weaker) versions of the
adults surrounding them. A reading of Geoffrey Chaucer and William Shakespeare
fails to reveal a special internal or external world belonging to the child, and it
was not until the nineteenth century that such writers as William Wordsworth,
in poetry, and Charles Dickens, in the novel, showed a new and prepossessing
concern for the unique experiences and perceptions of children.! They de-
picted childhood as a developmental stage during which moral and intellec-
tual categories were related to age as well as to station. Prior to this emergent
literary consciousness (the execution of the princes in Shakespeare’s Richard
IIT) and even contemporaneously with it (the labor of children in the mines and
factories in the nineteenth century), children shared with adults the assets and
dangers of their common social positions of nobility or proletariat. There was
no universal dispensation for age independent of social status even in the
nineteenth century, although a change of consciousness began to appear in the
genius of the period.

This newfound early nineteenth-century concern with the child as a separate
social and psychological entity presaged the understanding of the impact of a
child’s experience on his or her character as an adult, which was the basic
contribution of Sigmund Freud. While much of the discussion of bourgeois
childhood in the late nineteenth century was idyllic and asexual, this tendency
should be read as being more complex than self-delusion or self-denial. It was
in part a result of an honorable desire to protect the child from the approaching
realities of adulthood. At the same time, however, the quality of protection
given to any individual child often depended upon his or her presumed inno-
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cence. Concurrent with this increasingly prevalent image of the sexless child,
which is often conceived to have been repressive and wrongheaded by modern
scholars reacting to “Victorian prudery,” was the writing about the sexual ca-
pacity of children in British and other national medical literature that focused
upon its dangers and thus certainly did not deny its existence (Marcus, 1964).
The shock of Freud’s pronouncements upon adults was not that children might
be involved in sexual activity, but that this activity was not confined to a few
“evil” children and was, in fact, an essential precursor and component of the
development of the character structure of the adult. What superficially ap-
peared to be an aspersion on the innocence of childhood was in reality an
assault upon public antisexuality and asexuality of adults.

As an outcome of the artistic invention of the special character of childhood
and the creation of its correlative, a special psychology of childhood, a new
collective belief about the consciousness of children developed. While this
new version of the special role of childhood in human development has not
been universal, it has found a place in the United States and Western Europe.
More than likely it will be the dominant orientation of the future.

One of the consequences of this belief in the special character of childhood
and its impact on ultimate character structure (even without the special empha-
sis on sex generated by psychoanalytic theory) is that adults now have a greater
conscious concern with the processes by which children learn about sexuality.
During the nineteenth century the popular method of dealing with childhood
sexuality when it intruded upon adults was either to suppress the behavior or to
deny its existence and to avoid thinking about it at all providing it was not a
public issue. Until very recently these methods remained, for the majority of
the population, the most popular ways of dealing not only with the sexuality of
children, but also with that of adults. During the late 1940s and 1950s, as sex-
uality became more and more of a public concern in the United States and a
growing desire was expressed for ways to instruct children appropriately in
sexual matters, instruction was limited to that which imparted information with-
out provoking either discussion or overt behavior. Through this ambivalent
process it was hoped that the alleged traumas that were assumed to result either
from incomplete or mislearning information could be avoided and, at the same
time, the essentially nonsexual character of the child could be preserved. As
part of this deeroticized instructional repertoire, textbooks of sexual knowl-
edge were developed to relieve parents of the anxieties and embarrassments of
talking about sexuality to their children.’

While this first approximation of sex education was being considered, other
more profound changes were occurring that changed the kind of adult sexual
environment for which the child was being prepared and challenged the very
idea of this kind of sexual instruction. Largely as a function of increasing
affluence, sexual lives are probably managed more adequately today than at
any time since the processes of urbanization began to relax the overvalued and
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overrated controls of small-town and rural morality. The society is really closer
to eliminating syphilis than it is prepared to admit, and the epidemic of gonor-
rhea is as much a consequence of misplaced medical priorities as it is promiscu-
ity. Knowledge about effective forms of birth control is considerably more
widespread than ever before; and, while abortion remains an important prob-
lem, we can now see that any problems concerning it are the result of collective
stupidity rather than the expression of a tragic individual decision to copulate.
Perhaps more important than the erosion of risks is the growing belief that sex
is a potentially positive, joyous, and enriching experience that no longer is the
sole possession of an alienated and radical minority in the society.

As part of this wider acceptance of sex in the 1960s as at least a potential
good, there exists a demand that some programmatic form of sex education be
developed in order to facilitate sexual lives that fulfill this potential. This is an
important transition, because most of the earlier concern for sex education
focused on the unfortunate aspects of sexuality, treating it as a dangerous force
requiring careful control. The concept of sex education classes was that the
teacher was imparting safety precautions such as those used in handling highly
explosive materials.

Some elements of this style remain part of the motivation for the growing
interest in sex education, but few people today take seriously the assumptions
that sex education will lower rates of illegitimacy, venereal disease, or promis-
cuity (whatever that value-laden term might mean). Indeed, the disadvantaged
and disorganized populations most vulnerable to these problems are precisely
those populations for which education as a whole has failed. There is no reason
to assume that those same educational systems can succeed in that area—sex
education—where there is the smallest accumulation of skill and experience.
The more viable assumption behind an interest in sex education is that it should
work to make sex a more rewarding part of people’s lives—to make sex educa-
tion impart competence and not necessarily constraint.

Much of the rhetoric aiding and abetting this public and quasi-public inter-
est in sex education is organized around the central image of a current or im-
pending sexual revolution among the young. Since we are unable to assess
with accuracy current sexual patterns, thus preventing us as a society from
rising above both anxiety and fantasy, the recent increased capacity for public
discussion about sex has been quickly translated into intuitions of impending
social disaster. This illusion of revolution may be a necessary element in gener-
ating progress in this direction; before the conservative resistance to new and
expanded programs of sex education can be overcome, the effects of a sexual
equivalent to Sputnik may be required. The problem is that the usual response
to the imagery of crisis tends to produce the most muddled and defensive kinds
of thinking. And, as during the Sputnik-provoked crisis in American education,
it becomes easy to begin thinking that increased amounts of education of any
kind represent progress. In that defensive posture, it will not be understood that
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in the case of sexual behavior, knowing how to teach may not be so difficult as
knowing what to teach.

Complicating this picture is the additional fact that, unlike many content
areas, if the schools do not provide sex education it does not follow that there
will be no sexual learning. To the contrary, sex has special salience particularly
from adolescence on. There has been and there will continue to be sex educa-
tion among the youthful recruits (enlistees may be a more proper term) on the
pleasures and risks of sexual experience. In no current survey are schools,
parents, physicians, or religious institutions to be found playing a significant
role in sex education except for a small minority of cases. Moreover, there is
little evidence to suggest that this privileged group makes better sexual ad-
justments as adults, and there is some small evidence that they may actually
make poorer adjustments. In this society, now as in the past, the modal sources
of sex information are age-mates who manage to put together odd pieces of
information—Iegend and first-, second-, and third-hand experience—frequently
adding novel or innovative features that are purely distortions resulting from
the rumor process.

That the primary source of sex information is the peer group has been a
stable characteristic of most of the populations studied, beginning with the
Max Exner study of 1915 (85 percent of 948 college men) (cited in Ramsey,
1943, p. 348), and continuing through Walter Hughes in 1926 (78 percent of
1,029 schoolboys) (ibid.), Glenn Ramsey in 1943 (90 percent of 291 high
school students, either from peers or by self-discovery) (ibid., pp. 349-50), Paul
H. Gebhard and coworkers in 1965 (91 percent of 477 lower-class men, 89
percent of 888 incarcerated criminals, and 89 percent of 1,356 convicted sex
offenders) (Gebhard et al., 1965).

In approximately one-half of the cases in all of the studies, neither parent
contributed any information. In the Ramsey study of 1943, 60 percent of the
mothers and 82 percent of the fathers had given no sexual information (Ramsey,
1943, pp. 350-1). In the study by Gebhard and co-workers, approximately three-
quarters of the parents of both sexes had failed to give any direct sexual infor-
mation (Gebhard et al., 1965).3

The information that mothers give is usually related to menstruation and
pregnancy; however, less than one boy in four in the Ramsey study received this
information from his mother. Learning about contraceptives, prostitution, and coi-
tus was practically restricted to peers (over 90 percent in each instance). The role of
the father is most ambiguous in this whole area: the good heart-to-heart talk be-
tween father and son seems to be a myth. The father even less than the mother
serves as a source of sexual information, surprisingly enough. Apparently the
father either assumes the boy will learn in his own good time, or that he—the
parent—has no real role to play in this area.* Unfortunately, the questions asked
have not ascertained whether the typical father ever made an attempt to teach
his children anything about sex and then found out he was too late.
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The Ramsey study also focused upon the age at which learning took place,
and it is clear that pregnancy was learned of first (69 percent by age ten),
intercourse usually next (57 percent by age ten), and masturbation next (43
percent by age ten). By age fourteen, the point at which it is suggested that most
sex education programs should start, nearly all (92 to 100 percent) of the boys
had learned about the previous three categories, and as many had learned of the
prostitution of women. They remained most ignorant of menstruation (38 per-
cent by age fourteen) and venereal disease (57 pervent ) (Ramsey, 1943).

As we have observed earlier (Chapter 2), there is nothing in this process of
information acquisition to suggest that the children have an integrated body of
sexual knowledge. The young boy with some experience in sex play may not at
all associate his firsthand knowledge of the anatomical differences between
boys and girls with the fact that babies grow inside the mother, and the perti-
nent biological facts of fertilization may not dawn on him at all. These very
same confusions exist for girls, since there is ample evidence that the very
event of menstruation was, for a larger proportion of an older generation, and is,
for some few of the present, learned when it first occurs. For a long time to come,
no matter what programming innovations are introduced on the school level, it
is difficult to conceive of any school program that will be more than supple-
mental to this basic source. The continued advantage of peer groups as sources
of sex education is that they can do what very few schools can even begin to
do—relate sexual learning to sexual experience.

Clearly, the peer group, the school program, and, to a lesser extent, the
inadvertencies of mass culture will remain the major sources of learning about
sex in our society. The other candidates for this role—the medical and religious
professions and the parents—have not only been ineffective in the past, but
might properly remain so in the future. The medical profession, fortunately,
does not have the time to cope with this kind of program—fortunately, because
there is some indication that the medical profession as a whole does not possess
the necessary information, that often its members are likely to have inappropri-
ate attitudes, and that ignorance and prudery cloaked in authority are most
dangerous. The religious organizations that command the affiliation of most of
the young have, in one form or other, opted for this role and have been almost
universally ineffective. Again, the word “fortunately” may be appropriate, be-
cause so many of our major religious organizations maintain positions of con-
demnation of what we know the young have done and will continue to do
regardless of what the churches say.

Because of their acute concern and anxiety about having some societal
agency take over this activity parents should not be charged with the responsi-
bility. For parents to take on the serious responsibility for the sex education of
their children—beyond a concern for technical minutiae or behavioral impera-
tives—would immediately involve having to present a sense of their own sexu-
ality to their children and, at the same time, admit to themselves the sexual na-
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ture of their children. For the majority of adults it is difficult to conceive of a
way in which this can be done without provoking the most profound ambiva-
lences on the part of the child, and equally profound anxieties on the part of the
parent.

One of the primary sources of this adult anxiety is that adults live in a sexual
culture in which there is no coherent community of values that they can use in
dealing with the child’s questions. There is a cluster of negative values that
represents the one salient component of the body of public sexual norms. But,
as Lionel Trilling says in evaluating the larger cultural significance of the book
Sexual Behavior in the Human Male (Kinsey et al., 1948),

Nothing shows more clearly the extent to which modern society has atomized itself than
the isolation in sexual ignorance which exists among us. . . . Many cultures, the most
primitive and the most complex, have entertained sexual fears of an irrational sort, but
probably our culture is unique in strictly isolating the individual in the fears that society
has devised. (Trilling, 1953, p. 216)

This development of adult sexual consensus about acceptable overt behav-
ior, which occurs through the interactions of pairs of individuals rather than
among larger social groups in the community, has serious consequences for the
nature of public discussion of sexuality, especially in times of controversy. The
privatization of sexual consensus means that no one can be sure of the behavior
of others, and this insecurity is accompanied by a belief that statements differ-
ing from the convention norms will be taken as evidence of sexual deviation.
The system of values that is most frequently invoked in a time of sexual contro-
versy about children is commonly the most conservative, and this often results
in the most puritan segment of the community defining the content of public
school sex education.’

This lack of public consensus makes it very difficult for a body of disinter-
ested opinion about sexuality to exist. Any statement by an individual about
sexuality is often presumed to be related to the sexual preferences and desires
of that individual. In this sense, those sexual statements that are not assumed to
be ideological in character are assumed to be biographical. Another conse-
quence of this lack of knowledge and consensus is the degree to which fantasy
may be projected into the sexual situation, ultimately helping to shape it. In
most areas of social activity, a reality check upon individual fantasies is pro-
vided either by interaction with other persons or by contact with the mass
media; but the sexual area lacks such checks, and the proportion of fantasy
probably outweighs the proportion of reality. With these conditions prevalent
in the adult sexual community, it is not difficult to see some of the difficulties
inherent in parent-child interaction (out of which come the primary experi-
ences that shape character structure and sexual behavior).

These confusions on the part of parents and the consequent disorderliness of
the child’s life are now commonly placed at the door of permissive childrearing.
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It is now suggested by psychiatrists, as well as Dr. Benjamin S. Spock, that
discipline—when not carried too far—is a good thing and that good discipline
is needed for the child’s own sense of security.® The sentiment of psychiatrists
that parents should return to punishment—administered “wisely” is the usual
codicil—is based on two disparate but mutually supporting experiences. The
first is related to the stresses of the therapeutic life for the therapist, for whom
treatment failure and changes in the syndromes of new patients have endlessly
complicated the problems of traditional psychoanalysis. (In contrast to Freud,
it is possible to argue that the success or failure of psychoanalytic therapy is
unconnected to the explanatory value of the theory in reference to human
behavior; however, since psychoanalysis has been primarily used as part of a
treatment program, this distinction is usually not made.) As Freudian analytic
techniques are rejected, so are the pronouncements about the processes of nor-
mal childhood development and the role of permissiveness. This reaction is
especially notable among those therapists who deal with criminal or other
deviant populations or mass groups such as schoolchildren.” The intractability
of the case or the dimensions of the problem (often simply in terms of size) are
enough to make people suggest a return to techniques that are applicable to the
mass and by the number.

The second experience is the difficulty that parents have in applying the
suggested methodology and the responsibility that it implies. The popular
literature is replete with anxious parents unhinged by the dangerousness and
difficulty of the childrearing task, and much advice to parents is bent upon
reducing parental anxiety. The opening pronouncement of Dr. Spock is the
summation of all such reassurance. “You know more than you think you do”
(Spock, 1946, p. 3). The current mode is to tell parents to rely upon their com-
mon sense, whatever that might be. The import of these admonitions is to re-
move the onus from the parent of the terrifying (and rightly so) responsibility of
rearing children. This responsibility is often too much for the consciousness of
the parent; neither mothers nor fathers can reconcile the consequentiality of
their task, the lack of accurate guide rules (as opposed to clichés) for their
behavior, and their emotional involvement in the child who is demanding their
attention. The new literature even deflects from parental responsibility by point-
ing out elements such as inherent differences between children, as if these
provided an exclusionary clause. It is not that the techniques of permissive
childrearing are necessarily indicated by the failures of parents in using them,
but rather that parental incapacities have made adherence to the principles so
sporadic and of such uneven intensity that they re-sulted only in confusion for
the child.

Of the three effective sex educational sources—peer groups, schools, and
forms of mass culture—the schools, to judge from available data, are the least
effective. But they do have the virtue of being the only one of the three that in
the immediate future might become the object of self-conscious programming.
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This is why recent trends toward increasing sex education in the school systems
of the nation ought to be encouraged. Nevertheless, while receiving as much
encouragement as possible, it is equally important that such programs be sub-
jected to the most critical scrutiny. This is clearly an area where good intentions
are not enough. Too quickly, programs can become the empty rituals that serve
to lessen the anxieties of parents and educators (i.e., “something is being done”)
and, at the same time, only reinforce the children and adolescents’ already well-
developed belief in the unhealthy and hypocritical posture of adults toward
sex. Sex education as ritual becomes submerged in that rigidified structure
known as “school system programming”—a structure that is nearly totally re-
sistant to innovation or even the incorporation of new experience.

This demonstrated rigidity of the schools has provoked radical critics of the
current educational process to resist the integration of sex education in the
school curriculum. Their resistance derives from issues that transcend the ques-
tion of sex education itself. With some cause, they suggest that, as a group, our
public school educators tend to be unintelligent and cowardly. Those critics
contend that the failure of the schools in so many areas of learning that require
far less sensitivity and imagination than does sex education, raises the question
of why it should be assumed that they, the schools, would make a meaningful
contribution to a topic of such complexity and delicacy. Perhaps to this radical
stance one can say no more than that the abandonment of any faith in the
collective educational enterprise also implies the abandonment of hope for ra-
tionally planning the future.

If the school is the chosen site for sex education, the important questions,
which few have approached directly, are: What should be taught? How and
when should it be taught? Who should do the teaching? The answers to these
substantive questions often reveal a fundamental retreat from many of the more
important goals of a meaningful program of sex education. The first major
commitment to what should be taught tends to make sex education a study of
reproductive biology. The rationale in this focus, not totally unjustifiable, is
that the understanding of the biology involved lessens the tendency for the
child to become estranged from his or her own body. Too often, however, the
desexualization of the experience through the use of a biological imagery,
which helps the teacher control his or her own anxieties and also makes the
program less politically vulnerable, produces a costly sense of estrangement
between the biological events (particularly as they are never experienced) and
the emotional and psychological events (which are experienced).

Sex education delivered in the guise of reproductive biology characteristi-
cally centers around a naturalistic but strongly non-human imagery. Sex is
represented as something so natural that it can barely be linked to the human
experience, which is by definition unnatural in the sense that it derives its real
meaning from an emotional content that is not located in or produced by the
biological functions. The most typical imagery is that of the noble sperm hero-
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ically swimming upstream to fulfill its destiny by meeting and fertilizing the
egg. The sexual act is described in ways that either misrepresent or totally
obscure the sources of pleasure and meaning in sex. The end result of this
substitution of reproductive biology for sex education was summed up per-
fectly in the experience of a mother of two children. She responded to the
question of how babies were made with what sounded like a reasonably accu-
rate description of the joining of organs explained as part of a sequence of
biological events. At the conclusion, her child responded by saying: “Then
you’ve done it twice.”

The evidence is quite clear. An amazing number of youngsters and adults in
our society have either extremely vague or totally inaccurate ideas of the bio-
logical processes salient to the sexual component in their lives. In the name of
the ultimate good that should follow from increasing knowledge, it might be
well to ensure greater access to accurate knowledge of these processes. It is
equally clear, however, that few of the problems young people have with manag-
ing sexuality (and they may be both numerous and difficult) derive directly
from a lack of knowledge about the biological processes involved. The fact
that entire societies have survived in ignorance of the technical biological
facts is no reason ours should. The fact of their survival, however, suggests a
different order of priorities in defining the content of sex education.

The other major content component of standard sex education programs
concerns the undeniable fact that a considerable part of managing sexuality
also involves managing social relationships. But, following from an adult in-
ability to cope with the fact of the sexual nature of their own children, this
component is often transformed into the more desexualized forms of social
etiquette. When should boys and girls go steady? When is it proper to engage
in petting? Even the masturbatory prohibition tends to appear not in the moral
or physical or mental health context, but in one of nonsexual social relations:
in excess it leads to or encourages social isolation. The language of this ap-
proach to sex education eliminates any sense of a phenomenological feeling;
the young person is once again made aware of the fact that he or she is alone—
or almost alone—in a series of important and dramatic experiences.

It would be naive to think it possible, or even desirable, given the nature of
the schools, to create situations where students can openly talk about their own
sexual experiences or feelings. This, for better or worse, is something that may
have to be left to the peer group. Between these two extremes, however, we
should be able to find some way of programming content in sex education so
that the adult world does not appear determined to remain oblivious to or
ignorant of what is being experienced by the young. The pretense should not
be maintained, for example, that an adolescent boy of fourteen is Andy Hardy
with all sexual discoveries still ahead of him, when it can be safely assumed
that he is engaging in frequent masturbatory behavior accompanied by a fairly
rich fantasy life. Of course, the pretense can be continued, but any discussions
will have little relevance to the reality of the boy’s sexual experiences.
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In essence, then, the content of sex education too often represents sex as
something that merely happens. It is almost never presented as something that
is experienced, as something that is thought about. It is left to the mass media,
whose representation of the sexual experience is least trustworthy, to provide
the young with an imagery that is at all correlated with how they will experi-
ence their own sexual selves—that is, in terms of fear, passion, pleasure, and
pain. The possible correlation between mass media representations of sexual
activity turns out to be, of course, not accidental; much of the training in how
to be sexual derives from this very source.

There should be realistic alternatives to the exaggerated and frequently self-
frustrating training provided by the mass media and the overly bland “sex is
fun, in its time and place, because it is the healthy way” approach that marks the
few existing school sex education programs. There ought to be some way of
allowing young people (and perhaps adults) a meaningful exposure to a realis-
tic objectification of the range of behavior into which their own experiences,
those of their peers, and those of the larger world around them, will fall.

This indication of the need for a sex education content that substantively
allows for the approximately honest representation of the sexual experience
clearly takes us into the realm of the utopian. After all, students are rarely
offered an approximately honest representation of how political or economic
affairs are run, which on the surface, at least, appear less emotionally charged. It
must also be remembered, however, that the young are more likely to experi-
ence an earlier confrontation with our collective dishonesty on the sexual level
than they are on the remote levels of politics and economics. But, once again,
the guiding principle on this question might be: to be overly realistic is to
leave the future to chance.

The “who,” “how,” and “when” questions of sex education are in one sense
not so important as the content question; that is, settling for something less
than a substantively honest program linked to what young people are experi-
encing makes of these questions interesting political problems, but they lose
meaning as educational problems. This is simply because, without the content
related to experience, sex education really will not make any significant differ-
ence.

To be sure, with a competent and sensitive teacher, student levels of anxiety
about sex may decrease measurably; an untalented teacher may needlessly
increase fears. But there is little indication that either will have a powerful
effect on ultimate sexual adjustments. Of the many men who grew up with the
gym teacher’s standard anti-masturbatory plea made in the name of sanity and
good health, few were seriously deterred for more than a week by those remarks.
Positive or enlightened teachers of sex education (of the reproductive biology
and social etiquette variety) are likely to be even less effective merely because
they will be less relevant to actual experience. One reason that even inadequate
improvement in the character of sex education programs ought universally to
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be encouraged is that, while the programs may continue to fail to help most
young people in managing their own sexuality and in moving toward some
kind of sexual maturity, they may encourage those who have eluded difficulty
to be less intolerant of that minority of the young who fall into serious sexual
troubles.

Once there is a commitment to a broad and honest content in these programs,
the “who,” “how,” and “when” questions become of major importance. It is
relatively obvious that a great deal of the positive effect that follows an expo-
sure to information about sex has a great deal to do with the style in which it is
presented. That sex can be talked about not clinically, but casually and
nonjudgmentally, appears to be the significant factor. Nonjudgmental talk about
sex does not mean that widely held negative social attitudes about sexual
behavior are ignored, nor that the legal proscriptions against certain forms of
sexual activity are played down. What other people have done, how they have
felt about their own sexual activities, and the dichotomy between what people
do and what people will say they do are all appropriate topics of discussion.
The obvious connection between sex and what is considered to be moral be-
havior must come up as well; however, as part of the “how” there should be no
attempt to convert the situation into one of character building. The information
has to be presented in a situation where the recipient does not feel that it is
being provided for a predetermined “good” purpose, but rather, as an attempt to
spell out the options that are available and the risks and joys that are likely
consequences of the choices made.

The “who” answer is derived from the “how” answer; that is, individuals
who teach about sexuality, should be persons, regardless of professional status,
who feel comfortable with young people and whose burden of guilt about their
sexual feelings is sufficiently low that they can talk in the service of the children’s
needs rather than in the service of their own. What one does not need is the
aimless masochism that produces an attitude that the young people are all
really right in their criticism of adult hypocrisy or the directive sadism that
seeks to create a copy of the adults’ image of the sexually free or the sexually
moral.

As for the “when” question, the school should be able to do what the peer
group often does; it should talk about something when there is need to talk
about it. If the information comes too soon, the content is either meaningless or
anxiety provoking. When it comes too late, it can be of only limited signifi-
cance. One of the real marks of the failure of many currently operating programs
of sex education is that students more often than not report that they didn’t
learn anything they didn’t already know and, moreover, that it was less than
what they already knew.

The overwhelmingly unplanned and unplannable elements in the develop-
ment of the sexual life of children make it extremely difficult to discuss the role
that planning in sex education might play. It is possible, however, to suggest
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that information imparted to children in schools or in other educational con-
texts should be communicated in each grade as part of the general curriculum.
While it may be too rapid for some children and too slow for others, in gen-
eral—if there is a source of accurate information that the children may tap
anonymously and that is presented in a nonpejorative manner—at least the
methods of communicating the information to the children will not in them-
selves be particularly destructive (Cumings, 1957). The specific age at which a
child receives this information as well as the specific items of information to be
imparted are of less significance than the preparation of the child for receiving
this knowledge. The child who is traumatized by the sight of a nude body, or by
learning that intercourse occurs, or by learning that babies grow inside of the
mother, has developed a background of experience that sooner or later, in one
context or another, would leave her or him unable to cope with similar encoun-
ters with the sexual. The specific triggering event is less important than the
accumulation of readying experiences that prepared the child for such responses.

Such answers as these to the “how,” “who,” and “when” questions may be
more utopian than our answers to the content question. Unless there is a change
in American school systems more radical than anyone is predicting, the chances
of finding a system with a capacity for flexibility and a climate of genuine
mutual trust are far less than the chances of finding a school system with a ca-
pacity for telling its students the truth about sex. If there is a capability for
telling the truth, no matter when or how, the young people are ahead of the
game; if the truth is permitted to be told without judging, when children need
the information, and in a way that ties to their daily experience, then there is the
opportunity for changing human sensibility.

Finally, real progress on any of these levels will continue to suffer simply
because there is really not a great deal known about sex, particularly about sex
as it falls into the normal or modal ranges. There is a great deal of talk, but the
talk is based on very little information. There is little understanding of how a
commitment to sexuality develops and the role it plays in general personality
development. More is known in our society than any previous society about
who does what to whom and how often, but little is known about the role it
plays in organizing a life in which, even under the best of circumstances, sex
tends to play a minor role. In many ways, the resistance to systematic research
in the sexual area is greater than the resistance to sex education, which is
possibly defined as less threatening or less subversive. Indeed, what may pro-
duce the bankruptcy of the sex education movement is that, even among the
advance guard, there is a tendency to believe that education without knowl-
edge is possible. Even the accumulation of scientific knowledge about human
sexual behavior may not accelerate much the pace or direction of change, for in
this area of behavior—as is probably true in others—the statement, “‘Ye shall
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,” may not apply. In a society
that is addicted to the ideology of limitless possibilities in human engineering,
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it is perhaps important to focus on some of the refractory elements in human
development. While it is possible to be more hopeful about the human capacity
for change than Freud was in his later years, his statement about the limited
potentials of sex education should be kept in mind. This statement was made
during his discussion of the purely intellectual consideration of instinctual
conflicts and the reading of psychoanalytic writings and their limited effect on
mental health. Freud said of these activities:

We have increased his knowledge, but altered nothing else in him. . . . We can have
analogous experiences, I think, when we give children sexual enlightenment. I am far
from maintaining that this is a harmful or unnecessary thing to do, but it is clear that the
prophylactic effect of this liberal measure has been greatly overestimated. After such
enlightenment, children know something they did not know before, but they make no
use of the new knowledge that has been presented to them. We come to see that they are
not even in so great a hurry to sacrifice for this new knowledge the sexual theories
which might be described as a natural growth and which they have constructed in
harmony with, and dependence on, their imperfect libidinal organization—theories
about the part played by the stork, about the nature of sexual intercourse and about the
way in which babies are made. For a long time after they have been given sexual
enlightenment they behave like primitive races who have had Christianity thrust upon
them and who continue to worship their old idols in secret. (Freud, 1964, pp. 223-4)

Notes

1. An analysis of this historical change, particularly in France, is the work by Phillipe
Aries, Centuries of Childhood (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1962). For changes in
attitudes toward sexuality, see especially pp. 100-127. A remarkably original work
tracing from an existentialist point of view the general implications of this change in
consciousness is J. H. van Den Berg, The Changing Nature of Man (New York:
Dell Publishing Co., 1964).

2. An example of the confused thought that results from thinking constrained by this
dilemma—that children should know about sex but not act out their knowledge—is
provided by the following paragraph in a relatively sensible popular work on the
sexual development of children:

Shielding children from the awareness of adult sex conduct goes without saying.
Much more injurious than any play among themselves would by the observation
of adult behavior and loose significant talk. As in the case of vulgarities—the
greater the prudery, the greater the pornography—so the greater the freedom
among adults, the greater the freedom among children. Also, the greater the
denial of legitimate understanding among them, the greater the exploration. Far
from being an abnormal or perverted or precocious entrance into heterosexuality,
sex play in children is a normal, if socially unacceptable, instance of sex interest,
an expression of a normal developmental need. If they are not to provide an
answer to that need themselves, we must provide it for them, not only in knowl-
edge of the life processes, but in legitimate though vicarious participation in
those processes. Words alone do not satisfy.

Francis Bruce Strain, The Normal Sexual Interests of Children (New York: Appleton-
Century-Crofts, 1948), p. 139.
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Gebhard et al., Sex Offenders. Also, the data for 5,000 college males is currently
being analyzed at the Institute for Sex Research: This should provide some evidence
about the experience at this social level.

This has also been discussed by Albert Bandura and Richard H. Walters in Adoles-
cent Aggression: A Study of the Influence of Child-Training Practices and Family
Interrelationships (New York: Ronald Press Co., 1959), pp. 184-87.

This is not always true, since in some communities sex education in schools has
successfully weathered rather extreme conflicts. However, it is the fear of this
situation that keeps most adults silent.

The revision of Spock’s classic in 1957 to include a greater concern with discipline
is noted in Martha Weinman, “Now ‘Dr. Spock” Goes to the White House,” New
York Times Magazine, December 4, 1960, pp. 26, 120-21. The cause of the revision
was “permissiveness running away with itself.” The childrearing column of the
magazine section of the New York Times is increasingly running to titles such as,
“Relearning What Permissiveness Means” and “When Discipline is Called For.”
The column usually translates psychiatric positions into layperson’s language.
Many of these impressions come from personal interaction with psychiatrists, but
the Journal of Offender Therapy, which is directed toward dealing with criminal
populations explicitly, says what many therapists feel when confronted with these
kinds of problems. See Ernst Schmidhofer, “Acting Up or Acting Out,” Journal of
Offender Therapy 8 (1964): 1-4, or Mark D. Altschule, “The Alleged Value of
Antisocial Self-Expression,” Journal of Offender Therapy 7 (1963): 73-74.
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Homosexuality Among Men

Estimates and Theories

One aspect of any consideration of lifestyles that involve alternative or
unconventional sexual adjustments is an estimate of the size of the population
to be included. Unfortunately, the proscribed character of most sexual alterna-
tives makes it unlikely that the conventional sources of social bookkeeping
will offer the required statistics. This is the situation with reference to homo-
sexuality among men as well as most other aspects of sexual conduct in the
society. However, the continued search for such estimates of the numbers of
homosexual men indicates that the numbers question has a significance and a
variety of functions in the public domains of homosexuals and nonhomosexuals
as well.

For the scientist, an estimate of the size of a population is often an indication
that there are measures of homogeneity or agreed-on definitions of the attributes
that divide it from other populations. Unfortunately, this is not always the case,
and only recently—when homosexuality ceased to be exclusively of concern
to the criminologist, the abnormal psychologist, and other students of what is
defined as the psychopathological—did it become possible to consider esti-
mates of numbers of homosexual men greater than the number arrested or in
therapy and at the same time to consider attributes that went beyond sexual
organs in juxtaposition. More recent researchers, urged on by estimates emerg-
ing from the original Kinsey research, have begun to consider definitions based
on life cycle stages and sociocultural definitions, leaving the boundaries be-
tween alternative sexual styles more flexible and permeable.

This same impact of varying estimates of populations with alternative sexual
adjustments can be seen in the behavior of those who create or those who carry
out public policy mandates. Regardless of moral caveats, there are points at
which laws become unenforceable or behavior becomes redefined depending
on how many members of the community are involved. The historical example
of the failure of alcohol prohibition is now matched by the steady erosion of
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moral and legal prohibition against marijuana. This same slow process of de-
criminalization of sexual conduct can now be observed partly because of newer
estimates of the numbers of offenders. Indeed, as long as the numbers were
assumed to be small, repressive policing practices could continue, providing
they did not exceed limitations set by considerations of police workload or
involve high-status members of the community.

The problem of estimates also affects the relation between conventional and
unconventional sexual performers, since the status of the latter as deviant,
criminal, or psychopathological is in part a function of numbers as well as the
reigning cultural theories of behavior. When estimates are tiny or unknown and
the behavior subject to sanctions, those who perform it do so in climates of
suspicion and alienation, often driven together in self-defensive groups. The
emergence of larger estimates often becomes the occasion for the political use
of numbers, primarily directed at the numbers of homosexual men. Hence the
overestimates of one man in six or one man in ten as homosexual men were
essentially gestures to normalize the homosexuality of men by emphasizing its
commonness. A parallel historical normalization strategy was the inversion of
the psychoanalytic notion of latent homosexuality as a support for the argu-
ment that everyone was a little homosexual. This question of numbers is criti-
cal to those with unconventional commitments since it is a primary defense
against the criminalizing or abnormalizing tendencies of the society. Estimates
affect the lives of the conventional by putting them in possession of expecta-
tions of how likely they are to meet or have friends who possess the attribute.
Indeed, the number supplies for them a measure of normality and increases the
possibility that a person with an alternative sexual commitment will possess a
close social relationship to them.

The only large-scale study in the United States in which systematic ques-
tions about the incidence of homosexuality were asked of a fairly general popu-
lation was the research of the original Kinsey group at Indiana University be-
tween 1938 and 1953. Whatever the quarrels about the sampling methods of
that research, it was the stimulus for reevaluation of homosexuality in the soci-
ety and continues to provide the only extensive data pool for estimating the
general incidence of homosexual behavior in American society. The figure for
the incidence of homosexuality among men from that research that gained the
most attention was that 37 percent of the men interviewed had shared in at least
one homosexual experience to the point of orgasm between adolescence and
old age. This figure was based on populations that included a very large num-
ber of criminal and delinquent men, and when corrected to an overall national
estimate, probably exceeded actual rates. A recent retabulation (by the authors
of this volume) of the records of the men interviewed by the Kinsey group while
they were in college or graduate school provides some useful estimates to
complement the 37 percent figure. It was among this college-educated popula-
tion or attending populations of men that the effects of volunteer bias were
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minimized. Therefore they represent the best collection of cases from a sam-
pling viewpoint. In a reanalysis of the cases of 2,900 young men who were in
college between the years 1938 and 1950, the bulk of whom were under thirty
at the time they were interviewed, 30 percent had had at least one homosexual
experience in which either the interviewee or his man partner was stimulated to
the point of orgasm (note that this varies from the Kinsey definition). Of these
30 percent, however, slightly more than one-half (16 percent of the total) had
shared no such experiences since the age of fifteen, and an additional third (9
percent of the total) had experienced all of their homosexual acts during ado-
lescence or only incidentally in the years before they reached the age of twenty.
Thus, for 25 percent of all these men who had been interviewed, homosexual
experience was confined predominantly to adolescence or to isolated experi-
ences in the later adjacent years. The remaining 5 to 6 percent are divided into
those men who had only homosexual experiences, comprising some 3 percent
of the 2,900, and the remaining 3 percent who had substantial homosexual
histories as well as heterosexual histories. These data are directly applicable
only to populations of men in college largely between eighteen and twenty-
five during the years 1940 to 1954. However, other data suggest there is no
reason to suspect that these figures will differ a great deal for persons of other
educational or occupational levels in the same historical period, except for
those portions of the population of men who have substantial criminal or delin-
quent careers or those who have had experience in reformatories or penitentia-
ries either as young people or as adults.!

These estimates are relatively low, particularly in contrast to the estimates of
many of our social journalists. Despite these relatively low proportions, how-
ever, the actual number of men with exclusive homosexual experience in a
population as large as that of the United States is very large and would run into
millions. Given such numbers, it is appalling that there is so little in the way of
systematic knowledge about the life of the homosexual man. Perhaps more
appalling is the fact that a great deal of the research that has been done in this
area is of little value.

The study of homosexuality (among women as well as men) today, except
for a few rare and relatively recent examples, suffers from two major defects. It
is ruled by a simplistic and homogeneous view of the psychological and social
contents of the category “homosexual,” and at the same time it is nearly exclu-
sively interested in the most difficult and least rewarding of all questions, that
of etiology. While some small exceptions are allowed for adolescent homo-
sexual experimentation, the person with a major to nearly exclusive sexual
interest in persons of the same gender is perceived as belonging to a uniform
category whose adult behavior is a necessary outcome and, in a sense, reenact-
ment of certain early and determining experiences. This is the prevailing image
of the homosexual and the substantive concern of the literature in psychiatry
and psychology today (Beiber et al., 1962).
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In addition to the fact that sexual contact with persons of the same gender,
even if over the age of consent and in private, is against the law in forty-six of
the fifty states, the homosexual labors under another burden that is commonly
the lot of sexual minorities in any society.? The process of labeling and stigma-
tizing behavior as deviant not only facilitates the work of legal agencies in
creating a bounded category of actors such as the “normal burglar” and the
“normal child molester” as suggested by Sudnow, but it also creates an image of
large classes of deviant actors who appear to be operating from the same moti-
vations and for the same etiological reasons (Sudnow, 1965). The homosexual
man, like most significantly labeled persons (whether the label be positive or
negative), has all of his acts interpreted through the framework of his homo-
sexuality. Thus the creative activity of the man playwright or painter who
happens to be homosexual is interpreted through the fact or rumor of his homo-
sexuality rather than in terms of the artistic rules and conventions of the par-
ticular art form in which he works. The plays of the dramatist are scanned for the
Albertine Ploy and the painter’s paintings for an excessive use of phallic imag-
ery or vaginal teeth.

It is this nearly obsessive concern with the ultimate causes of adult condi-
tions that has played a major role in structuring our concerns about beliefs and
attitudes toward homosexuals. Whatever the specific elements that make up an
etiological theory, the search for etiology has its own consequence for research
methodology and the construction of theories about behavior. In the case of
homosexual men, if one moves beyond those explanations of homosexual be-
havior that are rooted in constitutional or biological characteristics—that is,
something in the genes or in the hormonal system—one is left with etiological
explanations located in the structure of the family and its malfunctions (Kinsey,
1941; Kallman, 1952; Kallman, 1963; Money, 1963). The most compelling of
these theories are grounded ultimately in Freudian psychology, where the roots
of this as well as the rest of human character structure is to be found in the
pathological relationships between parents and their children.

The work of Irving Bieber is the most recent of these analytic explorations,
the central finding of which is that in a highly selected group of homosexual
men (affluent and in psychoanalytic therapy) there was a larger proportion of
men who had mothers who could be described as close-binding and intimate
and fathers who were detached and hostile (Beiber et al., 1962). The argument
proceeds that the mother has selected this child for special overprotection
and seductive care. In the process of childrearing, sexual interest is both
elicited and then blocked by punishing its behavioral manifestations. As a
result of the mother’s special ties to the child, the father is alienated from
familial interaction, is hostile to the child, and fails to become a source of
masculine attachment.

Regardless of the rather engaging and persuasive character of the theory,
there are substantial complications. It assumes that there is a necessary relation-
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ship between the development of masculinity and femininity and heterosexu-
ality and homosexuality. There is the assumption that homosexual men play
sexual roles that are explicitly modeled upon those of the heterosexual and that
these roles are well defined and widespread. This confusion of the dimensions
of sexual object choice with masculinity and femininity is based on two comple-
mentary errors. The first is that physical sexual activities are often simplisti-
cally characterized as passive (to be read feminine) or active (to be read mascu-
line) and that preferences for a participation in these physical activities are read
as direct homologues of the complex matters of masculinity and femininity.
The second source of the confusion lies in the two situations in which homo-
sexuality of men can be most easily observed. One is the prison, where the
characteristics of homosexuality do tend to model themselves more closely on
the patterns of heterosexuality in the outside community, but where the sources
and the character of behavior are in the service of different ends. The second
situation is that of public homosexuality characterized by the flaunted femi-
nine gesture that has become stereotypic of men’s homosexuality. This is not to
say that such beliefs about the nature of homosexual men on the part of the
heterosexual majority do not influence the homosexual man’s behavior; how-
ever, just because stereotypes are held does not mean that they play a role in the
etiology of the behavior that they purport to explain.

Another major problem that exists for etiological theories of homosexuality
based on family structure is the difficulty one finds in all theories that depend
on individuals’ retrospective memories of their childhood and that call upon
them for hearsay evidence not only about themselves, but about their parents.
We live in a post-Freudian world, and the vocabulary of motives of the most
psychologically illiterate is replete with the concepts of repression, inhibition,
the Oedipus complex, and castration fears. The rhetoric of psychoanalysis per-
meates the culture, thanks to a process that might best be called the democrati-
zation of mental health. One of the lessons of existentialism is that our biogra-
phies are not fixed quantities but are subject to revision, excision, and other
forms of subtle editing based on our place in the life cycle, our audience, and
the mask that we are currently wearing. Indeed, for many persons the rehearsed
past and the real past become so intermixed that there is only the present.
Recent research in childrearing practices suggests that two years after the major
events of childrearing, weaning, and toilet training mothers fail to recall accu-
rately their previous conduct and hence sound a good deal like Dr. Spock. An
important footnote here is that persons do not always edit the past to improve
their image in the conventional sense. Often the patient in psychotherapy works
very hard to bring out more and more self-denigrating materials to assure the
therapist that the patient is really working hard and searching for her or his true
motives.

As a consequence of our preliminary work and the work of others, such as
Evelyn Hooker (1966), Albert J. Reiss (1961), Maurice Leznoff and William A.
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Westley (1956), Nancy Achilles (1967), Michael Schofield (1965), Laud
Humphreys (1970), and Martin Hoffman (1969), we would like to propose
some alternative considerations in terms of the complexity of the life cycle of
the homosexual man, the roles that mark various stages of this cycle, and the
kinds of forces, both sexual and nonsexual, that impinge on this individual
“actor.” It is our current feeling that the problem of finding out how some
people become homosexual requires an adequate theory of how others become
heterosexual; that is, one cannot explain homosexuality in one way and leave
heterosexuality as a large residual category labeled “all other.” Indeed, the
explanation of homosexuality in this sense may await the explanation of the
larger and more modal category of adjustment.’

Furthermore, from a sociological point of view, what the original causes
were may not even be very important for the patterns of homosexuality ob-
served in a society. Much as the medical student who comes to medicine for
many reasons, and for whom the homogeneous character of professional behav-
ior arises from the experiences of medical school rather than from the root
causes of the occupational choice, the patterns of adult homosexuality are
consequent upon the social structures and values that surround the homosexual
man (and woman) after he or she becomes or conceives himself or herself as
homosexual rather than upon original and ultimate causes (Becker, 1964; Becker,
Geer, and Hughes, 1961).

What we are suggesting here is that we have allowed the sexual object
choice of homosexuals to dominate and control our imagery of them. We have
let this single aspect of their total life experience appear to determine all their
products, concerns, and activities. This prepossessing concern on the part of
nonhomosexuals with the purely sexual aspect of the homosexual’s life is some-
thing we would not allow to occur if we were interested in the heterosexual.
However, the mere presence of unconventional sexuality seems to give the
sexual content of life an overwhelming significance. Homosexuals, moreover,
vary profoundly in the degree to which their homosexual commitment and its
facilitation becomes the organizing principle of their lives. Involved here is a
complex outcome that is less likely to be explained by originating circum-
stances than by the consequences of the establishment of the commitment
itself.

Even with the relatively recent shift in the normative framework available
for considering homosexuality—that is, from a rhetoric of sin to a rhetoric of
mental health—the preponderance of the sexual factor in any discussion of
homosexuality remains evident. The change in rhetoric itself may have major
significance in the ways in which persons with homosexual interests are dealt
with; but at the same time, the mental health rhetoric seems equally wide of the
mark in understanding homosexuality. One advance, however, is that in place
of a language of the optimum human being that characterized both the moral
and the early mental health writings, there is a growing literature concerned
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with the psychological characteristics necessary for a person to survive in some
manner within specific social systems and social situations (Jahoda, 1955,
Redlich, 1957). In this post-Freudian world, major psychic wounds are increas-
ingly viewed as par for the human condition and, as one major psychiatric
theoretician has observed, few survive the relationship with their parents with-
out such wounding (Kubie, 1957).

Adjustments and Outcomes

The problem of adjustment and mental health becomes a question of whether
these wounds are exacerbated by social situations that render them too costly
to the individual or to the surrounding community. This trend toward a
reconceptualization of mental health is accompanied by a scaling down of the
goals set for humanity; instead of exceedingly vague and somewhat utopian
goals, we tend to ask more pragmatic questions: Are individuals self-support-
ing? Do they manage to conduct their affairs without the intervention of the
police or the growing number of mental health authorities? Do they have ad-
equate sources of social support? Do they possess a positively balanced and
adequately developed repertoire for gratification? Have they learned to accept
themselves? These are questions we are learning to ask of nearly all men and
women, but among the exceptions is found the homosexual man or woman. In
practically all cases, the presence of homosexuality is seen as prima facie evi-
dence of major psychopathology. When heterosexuals meet these minimal defi-
nitions of mental health, they are exculpated; but homosexuals, no matter how
good their adjustment in nonsexual areas of life, remain suspect.

Data drawn from a group of 550 white men with extensive histories of homo-
sexuality, interviewed outside institutions by Kinsey and his associates
between 1940 and 1956 (Table 5.1), suggest that most homosexual men cope
fairly well, and even particularly well, when we consider the historical period
involved and the stigmatized, and in fact criminal, nature of their sexual inter-
ests.* Of this group, between 75 and 80 percent reported having had no trouble
with the police, the proportion varying by the exclusivity of their homosexual
commitment and their educational attainment.

Following this same pattern trouble with their families of origin tended to
occur in a joint relationship with level of education and degree of homosexual
commitment, with the less educated and the more homosexual reporting a greater
incidence of difficulties. Only about 10 percent of the group reported trouble at
work and less than 5 percent at school as a result of their homosexuality. Of
those who had military experience, only one-fifth reported difficulties in that
milieu. In the military, possibly more than in civilian life, homosexuality is a
difficulty that obliterates all other evaluations made of the person (Williams
and Weinberg, 1971).
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Table 5.1
Reported Incidence of Social Difficulties by Education and Exclusivity of
Homosexual Commitment

High School College
Mixed Exclusive Mixed Exclusive

Homosexual Homosexual Homosexual Homosexual

Heterosexual Heterosexual
Trouble with: % %0 % %
Police 31 22 24 17
Family of origin 25 16 19 11
Occupation 10 8 7 8
(N) (83) (83) (283) (101)

We do not wish to say that the life of a homosexual man does not contain a
great potential for demoralization, despair, and self-hatred. To the contrary—as
in most unconventional careers—there remains the potential for a significant
escalation of individual psychopathology. This potential is suggested by some
other aspects of these same data (Table 5.2). About one-half of these men re-
ported that 60 percent or more of their sexual partners were persons with whom
they had sex only one time. Between 10 and 20 percent report that they often
picked up their sexual partners in public terminals, and an even larger propor-
tion reported similar contacts in other public or semipublic locations.’ Be-
tween one-fourth and one-third reported having been robbed by a sexual part-
ner, with a larger proportion among those having exclusively homosexual his-
tories. Even the most cautious men can fall afoul of this problem, as one inter-
viewee reported:

R: There are a great many people who aren’t what they claim to be. . . . several years ago,
I was in a bar. I was known very well in this bar by the bartenders, the owner, the dice
girl. I was particularly fond of the dice girl and it was a slow night. She was sitting at the
bar talking to me and there was a fellow on the other side that kept moving his leg
against mine, looking at me and lighting my cigarette and trying to get in the conversa-
tion and finally she said to me, “I’m gonna leave you alone; looks like you’re gonna do
all right with this fellow next to you.” And I said, “I’m not because I says I'm scared of
him.” There was something, I was just so scared of this fellow. And she says, “Always
let your instincts be your guide.” He got to talking to me and seemed very nice and by
that time I’d had a few more drinks, it was later, several hours, and he ended up coming
home with me and when he left, a collection of some thousand rare coins and all the
loose cash and whatever could be handily picked up was missing.
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In addition to risk of robbery, the illegal status of homosexuality results in easy
coercion, so that between 10 and 15 percent of the men reported that they were
blackmailed because of their homosexuality.

There were further indicators of alienation and interpersonal difficulty in
the findings. For two-fifths of the men the longest homosexual affair lasted less
than one year, and for about one-fourth kissing occurred in one-third or less of
their sexual contacts. Even kissing becomes in some cases a test rather than an
expression of erotic intimacy:

R: 1don’t know how you watch for them [robbers] except that [ always talk to a person
a long time before I go with them for sex. I'm always very careful to always be
noncommittal; I invite them for coffee or a drink or I go to their place for a drink or
something. Try to kiss them if they kiss; there are a great many people that won’t kiss
if they’re not what they claim to be, I get on my guard [if they don’t kiss].

Table 5.2
Selected Negative Aspects of a Homosexual Career by Education
and Exclusivity of Homosexual Commitment

High School College
Exclusive Mixed Exclusive Mixed
Homosexual Homosexual Homosexual Homosexual
Heterosexual Heterosexual
% % % %
Proportion 49 43 51 45
with 60%
or more
of sexual partners
with whom
had sex only
once
Often pick up 19 18 17 7
partners in
public terminals
Ever been
rolled 37 26 34 29
Ever been
blackmailed 16 6 12 15

N) (83) (83) (283) (101)
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This sense of fear and anxiety about the consequences of exposure penetrates
very deeply into homosexual life styles, with about 30 percent reporting that
they have never had sex in their own homes. One respondent reports that be-
cause of his occupation even his own name is off limits:

R: Since my job is connected with federal government, [ have a little bit of worry on this
account because I have [a security] clearance and all that. I generally will not give my
name out except for my first name and I won’t tell anyone specifically where I live until
I get to know them a bit better. The number of people I have told where I live or my full
name has been limited to, I'd say, half a dozen people. In fact, I don’t even think it’s that
many. Probably about five.

Cumulatively, such conditions involve the two-fifths of these men who indi-
cated some serious feelings of regret about being homosexual, and who gave
such reasons as fear of social disapproval or rejection, inability to experience a
conventional family life, feelings of guilt or shame, or fear of potential trouble
with the law. These figures require a more detailed analysis, and there are also
uncertainties about case collection bias that must be considered. However, it is
our feeling that these proportions would not be substantially changed, given a
more complete exploration of these factors. These data, then, suggest a deper-
sonalized character, a driven or compelled quality of the sexual activity of
many homosexual men, which cannot be reckoned as anything but extremely
costly to them.

Obviously, the satisfaction of a homosexual commitment among men—Ilike
most forms of deviance—makes social adjustment more problematic than it
might be for members of a conventional population. What is important to un-
derstand is that consequences of these sexual practices are not necessarily di-
rect functions of the nature of such practices. It is necessary to move away from
an obsessive concern with the sexuality of the individual, and attempt to see
the homosexual man in terms of the broader attachments that he must make to
live in the world around him. Like the heterosexual man, the homosexual man
must come to terms with the problems that, are attendant upon being a member
of society: he must find a place to work, learn to live with or without his family,
be involved or apathetic in political life, find a group of friends to talk to and be
with, fill his leisure time usefully or frivolously, handle all of the common and
uncommon problems of impulse control and personal gratification, and in some
manner socialize his sexual interests.

There is a seldom noticed diversity to be found in the life cycle of the
homosexual man, both in terms of solving general human problems and in
terms of the particular characteristics of the life cycle itself. Not only are there
as many ways of being homosexual man as there are of being heterosexual man,
but the individual homosexual man, in the course of his everyday life, encoun-
ters as many choices and as many crises as the heterosexual. It is much too easy
to allow the label, once applied, to suggest that the complexities of role transi-
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tion and identity crises are easily attributable to or are a crucial exemplification
of some previously existing etiological defect.

An example of this is in the phase of homosexual men’s lives called “com-
ing out.” This is a complex period, during which there is self-recognition by the
individual of his identity as a homosexual, his first major exploration of the
homosexual community (or homosexual individuals) and less often his first
homosexual experience. However, this entry into homosexuality is not a neat
and ordered affair and is probably more complex than the equivalent emer-
gence into heterosexuality. Self-recognition can come very early and first overt
behavior very late, as with this respondent:

Int: How long would you say you have been out?

R: Well, in a technical sense I suppose for five years.

Int: How do you mean “in a technical sense”?

R: Well, if you mean how long have I actively been saying, “OK, I know what my
desires are, I'm going to do something about them,” it would be age twenty-five. But
I’ve known what my desires were since, I’d say, late grammar school. I was con-
sciously convinced of my homosexuality that early.

Int: What happened at the age of twenty-five that made you come out?

R: Well, I did run into someone that I had known very casually while I was in college
and this person was a staff member at the time. We had always had a lot of interests in
common but I’d been afraid of him because he’s a very hostile sort of person and I'd
always avoided him for that reason.

Int: Did you know he was homosexual?

R: No, I didn’t. It was maybe three weeks after that. He sort of tested me out first. He
took me to a sort of in-between bar and then he took me to a bar and it had dancing. That
was the first time, for all practical purposes, that I'd ever really had physical contact
with a man that led to sex.

A more common pattern involves adolescent experience in homosexuality, but
the meaning of such an experience can vary widely. For some boys these first
contacts occur in an ambiance of ignorance so that the significance of the
behavior is slow to emerge.

R: Well, we lived in the country when I was fourteen. The population of course was
very sparse and a lot of things happen that can’t happen in the city and the boy who lived
across the street from my house was homosexual and we just happened one day to fall
into it. We had sex. The realization that you are the same sex didn’t occur to us at that
time. You just did what was natural and you never questioned it. I questioned it when
I was older although it never came as a shock to me. I always knew from that time that
I desired men. The realization that this was not accepted, that this was not the norm,
didn’t come until I was maybe sixteen-seventeen, but it didn’t upset me ... Maybe it was
just arealization.

These same kinds of early experiences can be facilitated by the existence of the
homosexual community and its institutions. A significant factor of late has
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been increased media attention to homosexuality that at least makes things
easier for some homosexual men. However, the crucial step (and one which is
never formally supported) is the existence of other people with the same sexual
interests.

R: But I didn’t think that that’s what I wanted, but the more I thought about it and the
more [ went back to it, it did turn out to be. The whole field was green to me. I just didn’t
know where to go and what to do and how to find what I was looking for. There was
some experience in adolescence. A little bit in high school, a little bit in college, but I
looked on those as adolescent years, just experimenting, having fun, just getting to
know what it’s all about. I walked into my first gay bar I think quite by accident, not
knowing what it was at first and when I was in there, [ didn’t know what to do. I stayed
for a time and then came back to the bar more and more frequently and of course talking
with people and talking to bartenders you learn of other places to go and other things to
do.

Ihave to say that I had the feeling and I knew the appetite was there, because I would
be looking at good-looking men more than I would at good-looking women. There’s
been more and more published and more and more publicity on the aspects of homo-
sexuality; all the ladies’ magazines have articles on it, and several of the nationwide
magazines have come out with extensive articles on it in the last few years. You read the
things and you can see yourself there too.

In some cases the intervention and instruction is more direct as in the case of a
young man who was “brought out” by a relative of the same age.

R: He [the relative] came in with this friend and he says, “I want you to meet a friend of
mine.” I ask him if he was gay and he said yes and I asked him how long he has known
him, and he says, “We’ve been going together for about a year now. It was hard to be-
lieve, two boys going together and all. They took me down to this neighborhood and
they said, “If you are going to be a homosexual you do it right. You don’t start running
around with these nutty little faggots. You meet nice people and you don’t become
promiscuous and you don’t sell yourself; you don’t tell everything you know. Just be
yourself.” It took a long time but finally, I guess I was seeking hard enough. Right in my
little home town I got an address and I went over there and made up this cock and bull
story of how I met this friend of his when I was over in Europe and he told me to look
you up. While I was there this guy was perfectly straight, in a sense. He had no
idiosyncrasies or anything. We started talking and then one night he asked me to come
in his bedroom and I went in his bedroom and there it happened. That started my life as
a homosexual.

This multiplicity of pathways to homosexual self-identification and overt ac-
tivity is also reported by Barry M. Dank. He describes the process of attributing
meanings to physical sexual activity during early adolescence in the following
words: “The person who has sexual feelings or desires toward persons of the
same sex has no vocabulary to explain to himself what these feelings mean
(Dank, 1971, p. 182). More generally, this problem also exists for the hetero-
sexual in the process of getting a proper understanding of the content and
activities described by the word “sexual” itself—more radically, how does one
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learn that the feelings and desires are sexual in the first place? Dank suggests
the valuable concept of those situations of concentrated knowledge or learning
that are most productive of coming out (ibid., p. 183).

Whatever the point in time and order of experiences, the removal of inhibit-
ing doubts frequently releases a great deal of sexual activity. Sexual contacts
during this period are often pursued almost indiscriminately and with greater
vigor than caution. A young homosexual man describes the highly active be-
havior of a close friend who had just come out and in it sees similarities to his
own adjustment.

R: He came out a year ago and he is very promiscuous. He’s got this attitude that he’s
just sought after by everybody and unfortunately he is and it’s completely gone to his
head. It is very sad because he’s screwing up his life. It is just going to bring about bad
luck. If he doesn’t shape up pretty soon, in the next six months he is going to be out of
it. I’ ve talked to—about him and—says, “Well look how long it took you to shape up,”
which it did. It took me about a year to stop running around. In a homosexual life most
people are interested in tricking or having numbers. Not too many people are interested
in having affairs, because in affairs too many people are hurt, unfortunately. So I figure
well, have a good time.

The intertwined and common aspects of social learning prior to overt hetero-
sexual and homosexual life are such that similar motives are expressed during
comparable life periods. The desire for a romantic, passionate, and conclusive
amorous relationship exists for both young men and women. Mr. or Ms. “Right”
is just around the corner.

R: I do know I was excessively promiscuous—by that, I mean bringing home people
like every night or several times a day. In my case, it was strictly a search for someone,
maybe like the “romantic ideal type person.” It is totally unrewarding as far as I'm
concerned except for the immediate instantaneous pleasure; that can be very good or
cannot, but it enables you to do better in other areas, like on your job for instance so that
you’re not always constantly thinking about sex and it gives you some physical release.
On the other hand I think emotionally...it doesn’t afford an emotional release as far as
I’'m concerned. It’s like the more money you earn, the more money you want to earn, but
in this case the more sex you have the more you want to have. But...the fond hope that
finally you are going to find the person or find the something that really matters. I think
that sometimes you may be so caught up with promiscuity that the person may come
along and you don’t even recognize it.

This is not unlike that period in the life of heterosexuals called the ‘“honey-
moon,” when coitus becomes legitimate and is pursued with a substantial amount
of energy. This high rate of marital coitus, however, declines as demands are
made on the young couple to exercise their roles in the framework of the larger
social system. In these same terms, during the homosexual “honeymoon” many
individuals begin to learn ways of acting out a homosexual object choice that
involves homosexual gratification, but that is not necessarily directly sexual
and does not involve the genitalia.
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R: The beginning of a homosexual relationship is just the opposite of heterosexual
courtship. There you start out with a common social background and have emotional
rapport in a mild pleasant recreational sense, then you gradually work up to more
intense relationships. You start out with a community of interests. Theoretically you
meet these girls in a situation where you have something in common with this girl (e.g.,
same school, neighborhood club); if things go well, then you build up to an intimate
sexual relationship. Homosexuality, this is the opposite. You start out with sex and it
may be the most sensual, hedonistic, animalistic thing you can think of. First you think
of your partners as objects, then you get to know them as persons. And if you have a
very strong promiscuous background and there is some point about the sexual behavior
you don’t like, then you go on and get something else which is more interesting. You
have to work at building a friendship, it just doesn’t happen. Although it’s not a
necessity, I usually don’t consider a person my friend until I’ve known him a year. You
have to see him in a variety of situations, and you have to try to get out of a sexual dead
end where you're just seeing him as a bed partner. That’s not an easy thing to do. Living
in a city. where friendships can easily be replaced, the temptation for anonymity and
running around irresponsibly is so great that the urge to build a friendship has to be
cultivated.

It is during this period of coming out that many young men (between eigh-
teen and twenty-five) go through a crisis of femininity; that is, they “act out” in
relatively public places in a somewhat effeminate manner; and some, in a tran-
sitory fashion, wear women’s clothing, known in the homosexual argot as “go-
ing in drag.” During this period one of the major confirming aspects of mascu-
linity that is, nonsexual reinforcement by women of masculine status has been
abandoned, and it is not surprising that the very core of masculine identity
should be seriously questioned. A young man who had largely passed through
the crisis reported:

R: The next phase was very emotional but even then I still wasn’t the same way I am
now. It was more sexually oriented. I wasn’t ready to get emotionally involved with
anyone. And then I was going out with these younger kids that I had met at parties—I
was getting very wild that year. Wearing my hair much longer and I moved in with
this—and we were using makeup and all sorts of things. And then all of a sudden that
fall I just...things weren’t going right for me, I wasn’t meeting anybody. I had very few
tricks last fall because they just...couldn’t seem to find anyone I like that liked me. And
now I'm just getting away from the whole business. Now I’ve been trying to get more
masculine myself; trying to get away from this acting effeminate because I don’t want
that.

Int: Why was it you started acting this way in the first place?

R: Because most of my friends were doing this. It seemed to me to be the right thing to
do, the fun thing to do. That’s what happens to these younger kids; they feel the same
way but they’re not as old as I am so they don’t have the maturity to realize that they’'re
doing wrong.

Int: In what ways are you making yourself more masculine?

R: Oh, I'm just not carrying on. I don’t use make-up or hair spray or things like that. I
try to walk as normal as a person can walk; I don’t try to see how swishy I could get.
And I try to wear conservative clothes.
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This crisis is partially structured by the existing homosexual culture of men
in which persons already in the crisis stage become models for those who are
newer to their homosexual commitment. A few men retain this pseudofeminine
commitment, a few others masquerade as women prostitutes to men, and still
others pursue careers as impersonators of women. This adjustment might be
more widely adapted if feminine behavior by men—except in sharply delin-
eated occupational roles—was not negatively sanctioned. Thus the tendency
is for this kind of behavior to be a transitional experiment for most homosexual
men. an experiment that leaves vestiges of “camp” behavior, but more often
leaves traces more expressive of the character of the cultural life of men’s homo-
sexual community than of some overriding need of individual homosexuals
(Sonenschein, 1968). Since this period of personal disorganization and iden-
tity problems is at the same time highly visible to the broader community, this
femininity is enlisted as evidence for theories of men’s homosexuality that see,
as a central component in its etiology, the failure of gender identification.
Because of the absence of conventional structures of social support, the homo-
sexual man at this point of his life cycle is more likely to be in psychotherapy.
This search for help is often construed as evidence for those theories that argue
for the pathology of the homosexual man, which is already based on a
missampling of the alternative ways of being homosexual or expressing a ho-
mosexual preference.

Another life cycle crisis that the homosexual man shares with the het-
erosexual in this youth-oriented society is the crisis of aging. While American
society places an inordinate positive emphasis on youth, the homosexual com-
munity of men, by and large, places a still greater emphasis on this fleeting
characteristic. Closely associated with age is appearance and, as one of the
respondents commented:

Int: What is the first basis of a homosexual’s choice?

R: First of all, general appearance. If a person is very ugly, short, obese, or crippled
those people are often immediately out. Race can be important, but there’s another
characteristic that’s even more important: that’s age. If a person is say past forty or for
some people even past thirty, his chances are pretty well reduced. Some people past
thirty or forty are in pretty good condition and others are not. Baldness, gray hair,
wrinkles and that sort of thing, poor dentition, these may be things that repel people.

In general, the homosexual man has fewer resources with which to meet this
crisis. The heterosexual man often has children, whose careers assure a sense of
the future, and he has a wife whose sexual availability cushions the shock of
declining sexual attractiveness. In addition, the crisis of aging comes later to
the heterosexual, at an age when his sexual powers have declined and expecta-
tions concerning the significance of his sexuality are considerably lower. The
earliness of the impact of aging in the life cycle of the homosexual man is often
out of phase with other aspects of aging (occupational, familial, etc.) and is in
part shaped by other aspects of the homosexual life history or life style as well.
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R: The point I was trying to make is that if you finally came out when you are older and
you had this big struggle beforehand, that is, you were not in the pattern of coming out
in your early twenties where sex and youthfulness was the big thing. If you come out
early, you get into a pattern of lots of sex and as you get older and older you still have
all this sex. Even when you settle down, it’s still sex, youthfulness, and all these
things—and then comes the early thirties and people are just devastated, they really are.
I don’t know a single person in the early thirties—some that are incredibly good
looking and look a lot younger than they are—they are just zonked out by being so
because I think they’ve just been in this youth pattern. Even if they are not being
promiscuous at the time they still know about the promiscuity and importance of youth.
It’s not as bad as that for people who come out after twenty-five or come out fairly late
because they haven’t been settled into this pattern.

The management of aging by the homosexual man is not well understood, but
at this point in his life there are a series of behavioral manifestations (symp-
toms) attendant to this dramatic transition that are misread as universal aspects
of men’s homosexuality. At times this sense of despair can lead to suicide or
prolonged depression, but it is clearly not a function of a person’s gender pref-
erence in sexual partners. Hence, serious feelings of depression or loneliness
are often attendant on the age transition in the middle to late thirties. Such
symptoms are not uncommon among heterosexual men and women (especially
single or divorced women) at this same age as well.

R: As far as the future is concerned I don’t know. I always have the feeling that if the
going really did get extremely rough, I could terminate the whole thing rather easily and
painlessly and make it appear to be an accidental death. Sometimes I get to thinking
about this—I don’t know, sometimes it just seems so hard. Now in about five years or
possibly ten I’ll consider myself more or less—well I shouldn’t say it—unattractive.
It’ll be harder to make contacts. This is another reason why I prefer maybe just one
partner to depend on. I mean it’s not like a man and woman getting married and they
have their differences and split up—they can always find a new partner. But if a male
does this and splits up with someone and he’s around, say, forty-five or so, then I think
he would have a very much harder time finding someone. And I feel that I'm the type of
person that needs somebody and I don’t think I could tolerate the situation.

Here, as with “coming out,” it is important to note that most homosexual
men, even with fewer resources than their heterosexual counterparts, manage to
weather the period with relative success. In part this successful transition from
one stage to another in the life cycle depends on the affection and support of
the others. As with heterosexuals the waning sexual interest is managed while
emotional ties remain the significant basis of individual morale. As a fifty-year-
old man reported:

R: We go on vacations together now and of course since we are apart. ..not “apart.” I mean
we live together, and we sleep together, and we kiss each other good morning and good
night. And we sorta neck around a little once in a while—even at our age; because it is
enjoyable, we both want it. As with most married people, when you get older, it’s a
sense of having somebody around; it’s not sex, because there’s no attraction, but we



Homosexuality Among Men 113

love being around each other. We enjoy an evening at home. He’ll get busy doing
something and I'll get busy doing something. And we feel we have a very happy home
life. We’ve got a nice circle of friends that aren’t a bunch of screaming meemies, and
they’ve been together ten, twelve, fifteen years and they’re couples too. Once in a while,
we’ll get a couple of singles in. It’s nice to have some young blood around us once in
a while; sometimes we like them, sometimes we don’t.

A central concern underlying these options and the management of a homo-
sexual career is the presence and complexity of a homosexual community,
which for some persons serves simply as a sexual marketplace, but for others
provides the locus of friendships, opportunities, recreation, and expansion of
the base of social life. Such a community is filled with both formal and informal
institutions for meeting others and for following, to the degree the individual
wants, a homosexual life style. Minimally, the community provides a source of
social support, for it is one of the few places where the homosexual man may get
positive validation of his own self-image. Though the community often pro-
vides more feminine or “camp” behavior than many participants might desire,
in a major sense “camp” behavior is often an expression of aggregate com-
munity characteristics without an equal commitment to this behavior on the
part of its members. They participate in the homosexual bar culture because
“gay bars” are a required sexual meeting place. Older or more socially conven-
tional homosexuals often have ambivalent feelings about such establishments.

R: The bars are not good places certainly, but I don’t know any better places. I would
wish that in the future that the public in general would accept homosexuality for what it
is so that homosexuals could have a means of meeting. You could meet someone who
had common interest. I think a lot of times that many homosexuals feel that the only way
they are going to meet someone is if they act obviously Nellie. And this is the very type
that I feel the most aversion for.

Further “low camp” behavior involving exaggerated feminine mannerisms may
also be seen as a form of interpersonal communication characteristic of
intracommunity behavior and significantly altered for most during interaction
with the larger society. Hence a young man just through the coming-out period,
but still attached to the bar and the gay scene, describes “camping” as:

R: The only term I can think of is just goofing around. You’re out with the boys and you
begin talking girl talk. In homosexual life you can make a boy’s first name into a girl’s
name. Like mine is Tabatha, Mark is Mary Ann, and my brother George they call Penny.
It’s a big joke. At a party it’s fine, but on the outside, forget it. Most of them are self-
conscious about the fact that they are homosexual and they don’t want to start flicking
the street and being fruity. If [ see someone acting fruity on the street down in the city,
well, I’ve got too much at stake at work and at school, and my folks have a pretty big
business. I wouldn’t want to wreck them so I keep my mouth shut. If I see somebody
like that I avoid them.
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A parallel expression to “low camp” in the homosexual community as a form of
communication is the playful, intellectual practice of “high camp.” In part a
style or class-linked practice, “high camp” also penetrates the larger society’s
interests.

R: I’'m camping more than I used to. [t means letting yourself go, but it doesn’t involve
so much the femininity as it involves the spinning out ideas and words—that kind of
thing. If you read Susan Sontag’s book you can tell more about it. It’s something like
“playing the dozens” in the ghetto, but it really has a lot of intellectual content with the
right people.

The community serves as a way of mediating sexuality by providing a situ-
ation in which one can know and evaluate peers and, in a significant sense,
convert sexual behavior into sexual conduct.® Insofar as the community pro-
vides these relationships for the individual homosexual man, it allows for the
dilution, complication, and enhancement of overt sexual activity by providing
sociosexual gratification in ways that are not directly sexual. Consequently,
the homosexual man with access to a community of homosexual men is more
protected from impulsive sexual “acting out” than the homosexual man who
has only his own fear and knowledge of the society’s prohibitions to mediate
his sexual impulses.

It should be pointed out that—in contrast to some ethnic and occupational
subcultures—the homosexual community, like many other deviant subcom-
munities, has very limited content (for descriptions of the content of other
deviant subcultures see Finestone, 1957; Becker, 1963; Bryan, 1973). This de-
rives from the fact that the community members often have only their sexual
commitment in common. Thus, while the community may reduce the problems
of access to sexual partners and reduce guilt by providing a structure of shared
values, often the shared value structure is far too narrow to transcend other areas
of value disagreement. The college-trained professional and the bus boy, the
white Anglo-Saxon Protestant and the Negro slum dweller may meet in sexual
congress, but the similarity of their sexual interests does not eliminate larger
social and cultural barriers.” The important fact is that the homosexual commu-
nity, as it exists at the present time, is in itself an impoverished cultural unit.
This impoverishment, however, may be only partially limiting, since it con-
strains most members to participate in it on a limited basis, reducing their
anxiety and conflicts in the sexual sphere and increasing the quality of their
performance in other aspects of social life.

Managing life cycle crises in the midst of the homosexual community pre-
sents problems of one sort to the homosexual man, problems that are often
shared by heterosexual men; there are other general norm life cycle changes
that they share: earning a living, maintaining a residence, relations with family,
and so on. At this point we might consider some of these in greater detail.
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First there is the most basic problem of all: earning a living. Initially, the
variables that apply to all labor force participants generally apply to homo-
sexual men also. In addition, there are the special conditions imposed by the
deviant and criminal definition of the homosexual commitment. What is im-
portant is that the occupational activity of homosexuals represents a fairly
broad range. The differences in occupational activity can be conceptualized
along a number of dimensions, some of which would be conventional concerns
of occupational sociology, while others would reflect the special situation of the
homosexual man. For example, one element is the degree of occupational in-
volvement—that is, the degree to which occupational activity, or activity ancil-
lary to it, is defined as intrinsically gratifying. This would obviously vary from
professional man to ribbon clerk to factory laborer. Evidence of these occupa-
tional constraints on sexual expression, which can be set by even the trivial
problem of the hours of work, is reported by a young medical student:

R: Well, it took awhile for me to stop running around so much, but I went right into a
program in the medical field. Fortunately my hours were that I had to be in bed at a
reasonable hour, like about 9:30, 9:00 if I could make it, because I had to be up at 5:30.
I'have to be in surgery at 7:00 and I'm on my feet from 7:00 until 3:30 and I am tired.
I’'m the kind of person that needs eight hours sleep or I'm not any good for the next day.
So this affected me a lot.

A corollary to this is the degree to which the world of work penetrates other
aspects of life. In terms of influence upon a man’s homosexual career, occupa-
tional involvement very likely plays a constraining role during the acting-out
phase associated with “coming out,” as well as serving as an alternative source
of investment during the “crisis of aging.” The impact of a strong career com-
mitment can directly shape a man’s homosexual interest, dominating as it does
with heterosexual men all aspects of life.

R:Tusually don’t think about long-term relationships because I think I have very little
control over it and it involves somebody else. | mean I can never tell who I am going to
meet or what’s going to happen, but as long as whatever happens doesn’t affect my
career or anything connected with that in my profession, I would probably let it happen
if I thought it was beneficial for my personal life. But I'm not planning everything out—
”I’'m having a future lover who is going to live with me for ever and ever” and things
like that. I would just let happen what happens. If a permanent love doesn’t come along
it really won’t upset me. It is not my primary interest. My primary interest is my
professional life.

The more I learn about myself of course, the more discriminating I become about my
associations with people. I only want to associate with people who are professionally
very much like I am. The older I get the more I want this common factor between my
friends and myself. And I find to a great extent, that most homosexuals do not fit into the
same things I fit into. This is true I suppose with heterosexuals, but I don’t think it is any
more true with homosexuals than heterosexuals. The older I have gotten, I have limited
my associations, and the only time [ would come into contact with homosexuals would
be in the field of...where I know quite a few of them. They would not necessarily be



116 Sexual Conduct

friends of mine but I would work with them. That’s probably the only way I would
associate with them.

Another aspect bears directly upon the issue of the consequence of having
one’s deviant commitment exposed.

R: You’re careful that you don’t go around with a sign on your back or anything—the
scarlet letter is still scarlet as far as most people are concerned. You wear the red H on
your forehead, people are going to avoid you. I think most people today are a little more
broad-minded than they were, say, ten years ago, but when it comes to the economics of
daily living—I have had an experience where I lost a job because I was gay. They found
out I was gay and the boss wasn’t going to have any queers working for him; it’s as
simple as that. It was never given as the excuse, but [ know that that was why I lost my
job. And after that I vowed that I wasn’t going to work any place that did not know it,
and I had several interviews where I made it a point they knew it. There was one job that
I was very qualified for and he asked me why I lost my last position, and I said “I got
fired because I was queer, and I'm telling you this because I would not want that to
happen again.” And he says, “Oh, that doesn’t have any effect on us. We have several
people of that type of personality up here,” which was true, I happen to know that—
including him—but nevertheless I did not get hired. Finally I gave up on it and the job
I'have now I didn’t mention it. I couldn’t go along without making a living forever. You
can’t find a job if you’re gay and want to admit it.

For some occupational roles disclosure would clearly be a disaster—the school-
teacher, the minister, and the politician, to mention just three. There are other
occupations where the disclosure or assumption of homosexual interests is
either of little consequence or—though relatively rare—has a positive conse-
quence. It should be evident that the crucial question of anxiety and deperson-
alization in the conduct of sexual activity can be linked to this variable in a
rather direct way.

A second series of questions could deal with the effects of a deviant sexual
commitment upon occupational activity itself. In some cases the effect may be
extremely negative since the pursuit of homosexual interests may generate
irresponsibility and irregularity. Some part of this might flow from what we
associate with bachelorhood generally: detachment from conventional fami-
lies and, in terms of sex, constant striving for what is essentially regularized in
marriage. Illustrations of this kind of behavior include too many late nights
out, too much drinking in too many taverns, and unevenness in emotional
condition. On the other hand, several positive effects can be observed. Detach-
ment from the demands of domestic life not only frees one for greater dedica-
tion to the pursuit of sexual goals, but also for greater dedication to work. Also,
a compensatory occupational conservatism can occur so that job effort is in-
creased to reduce anxiety and fear of exposure. Such a compensatory strategy
can even be ideologized in some cases into a traditional Horatio Alger posture.

R: You try harder because you think you have to. Try to make yourself indispensable.
I think that’s probably the basic secret of it: do more than is expected of you and do your
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job well and continue education and study, improving your abilities and positions, and
after you reach a certain point and if anyone makes any snide comments to anyone in the
organization, well the boss would say “Well, I wish you’d do your job as well.” What
people do in their own time, as long as they’re not getting involved or anything like that,
that’s their own business. I think that any homosexual that faces the issue and is
satisfied with the fact that he is as good as anyone else, and probably better if he applies
himself, is going to be real happy in the homosexual world.

The ability of some jobs to facilitate homosexual activity—certain marginal,
low-paying, white-collar jobs, for example—serves as compensation for low
pay or limited opportunity for advancement. There may be few simple or con-
sistent patterns emerging from this type of consideration, yet the tendency to
overemphasize the sexual element in the study of homosexual life is due to our
prior reluctance to consider nonsexual questions that are both complex and
pedestrian.

Similarly, just as most homosexual men (and women) have to earn a living,
so must they come to terms with their immediate families. There is no sub-
stantial evidence to suggest that the proportion of homosexual men having
significant relationships with relatives differs from that of heterosexuals. The
important differences rest in the way the relationships are managed and, again,
the consequences they have for other aspects of life. Here also one could expect
considerable variations containing patterns of rejection, continuing involve-
ment without knowledge, ritualistically suppressed knowledge, and knowl-
edge and acceptance. This becomes more complex because several patterns
may be operative at the same time with different members of one’s family con-
stellation. In some cases we can observe a continuing and positive structure of
relations beginning in early life. An older man reports:

R: 1 came from a beautiful family. My father has been dead now for about eighteen
years, but mother is still living—she’s seventy and still working. I have a sister who is
five years younger than I am; she is married, and she has had three children, a boy and
two girls. The boy’s in college; the girls are married and they have children, so that
makes my mother a great-grandmother, which is very happy for her. In fact, my sister,
mother, and I went west for two weeks, just the three of us, and I said, after the trip was
over, “Now, isn’t it unusual that a family after all these years can still go and have a
tremendous time, just the three of us.” We enjoyed it, and there haven’t been any
squabbles, but the main point is that I had this tremendous home life.

Here again, it is not unreasonable to assume a considerable degree of variation
in the course of managing a homosexual commitment among men, because this
kind of factor varies. Yet the literature is almost totally without reference to
these family relationships. Curiously, in the psychiatric literature about men’s
and women’s homosexuality—where mother and father play crucial roles in the
formation of a homosexual commitment—parents tend to be significant by
their absence in considerations of how homosexual careers are managed. The
dynamic and changing character of family relations is obscured in the analytic
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literature with its historical emphasis. Hence the process of parents and chil-
dren coming to terms with each other is as apparent in the lives of homosexual
as heterosexual men:

R: My parents were always very understanding if I wanted to go away for the weekend.
All they asked was where [ was going and who I was going with. While I didn’t like to
be questioned so much, if anything happened it was only right for them to know
anyway; [ was still just a kid. As long as they were helping to foot the bills, I owed it to
them. They were really good parents. They’re quite understanding.

Int: Did you always feel very close to them?

R:1didn’tused to. I always liked my mother, but my father was very businesslike in our
house and I never got very close to my father. I was always more or less afraid of him
because I got so tired of listening to his lectures. But now that [ am getting older, I see
he’s a very wise man and I love him very much. Every day he tells me something else
just alittle smarter and makes me listen. I used to sit there and let it go right through one
ear and out the next. I had no interest whatsoever. But I got hit in the face a couple of
times, not physically, but mentally, and I know it’s either shape up or be a flop. I can’t
work it alt out myself and so I listen to him and he’s a very wise man.

This order of discussion could be extended into a large number of areas. Let
us consider just one more-religion. As a variable, religion (as both an identifica-
tion and a quality of religiosity) manifests no indication that it plays an impor-
tant role in the generation of homosexual commitments. However, it clearly
does, or can, play a significant role in the management of that commitment.
Here, as in other spheres of life, we must be prepared to deal with complex,
interactive relations rather than fixed, static ones. Crucial to the homosexual
man’s ability to “accept himself” is his ability to bring his own homosexuality
within a sense of the moral order as it is projected by the institutions surround-
ing him as well as by his own vision of this order. The process of coming to
terms with a religious commitment is deeply involved and can often involve a
stronger as well as a weaker attachment to religious values:

Int: May I ask your religious preference?

R: 1 am a Christian. I read the Bible as much as I can, though I don’t go to church as
much as I should. I'm of no set denomination, but I believe in the Lord. I take the Bible
for what it’s worth and I try to live this day in and day out in anything I do, even in
homosexual life. This contradicts what it says in the Bible about homosexuality, but
unfortunately I’'m not strong enough to help myself just yet. Someday. I hope. maybe |
can look back and say I was going through a homosexual stage, but obviously this is
playing cat and mouse with myself. I know there’s somebody up there helping me
because I could never do it alone.

This strong but troubled attachment is frequently countered by a drift away
from religion:

R: As far as religion is concerned my eyes have been opened to a lot of the fallacies of
religion. It’s not the idea that I'm trying to poke at religion, and I feel I'm not. Sure don’t
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intend to be a hypocrite, and I feel that by being associated with a religion that says “you
can’t do this and you can’t do that and you must do this”—but you still have the option
of going in to confess it, and you can still go back and do it again—this is being
hypocritical. I'm not doing anything that I'm ashamed of; I'm doing what nature has
provided for, whether it might be warped in some people’s minds. And so I gradually
eased myself out of the Catholic Church and Mother knows it.

It may be that the issue of including homosexuality within a religious defini-
tion is the way the question should be framed only part of the time, and for only
part of a homosexual population. At other times, and for other homosexuals, to
frame the question in terms of bringing religiosity within the homosexual defi-
nition might be more appropriate. In the two following instances, men’s strong
religious commitments were retained but reshaped to meet the exigencies of
homosexuality. The conventional religious values are expanded to include
homosexuality in one case by an appeal to tolerance, in the other by examples
of good behavior within a homosexual life style.

R: Ifeel that I'm drawing a bigger circle than they are. I’'m accepting them. I think their
attitude is wrong and they are losing out. I'm bigger than they are, so to speak. This
doesn’t drive me away even though I hear it in the sermon once in a while—something
related to homosexuality. I feel I have understanding they don’t have, and I cannot do
without God and the Church.

R: Well, I mean, the way I feel about it, you believe in God, and I think you lead your life
the way you see fit to lead it, and I’'m sure that God will accept it. I mean, it isn’t that
you’re committing a sin and I always feel that believing in God and doing his wishes as
far as your Christian life is concerned, I think that he’ll accept it. I mean, that he won’t
condemn you, as far as the Lord is concerned. I mean, I don’t think that he would
condemn you, because it’s your life and you actually are not committing a sin, so I feel
that he’ll accept you and won’t turn you down.

By personalizing the deity, an approach shared by many non-institutionally
committed religious persons, homosexuality itself is revalued.

The need for damnation (that rare sense of being genuinely evil) and the
need for redemption (a sense of potentially being returned to the community in
good standing) can be expected to vary, given different stages of the life cycle,
different styles of being homosexual, and varying environments for enactment
of the homosexual commitment. And our sense of the relation suggests that,
more than asking about a homosexual man’s religious orientation and how it
expresses his homosexuality, we must also learn to ask how his homosexuality
expresses his commitment to the religious.

Criminality and Decriminalization

Central to relationships between the conventional and the unconventional
aspects of the homosexual man’s life is the disadvantaged position that he is
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placed in by the existence of legal sanctions against homosexual behavior. The
law is at the center of a good many of the homosexual man’s dilemmas, because
it converts an socially acquired preference into a legal disability. There has
been a recent press for change in these statutes by both homosexual and
nonhomosexual members of the society in an attempt to move homosexual
behavior, insofar as it does not involve force, seduction of minors, public out-
rage, or the misuse of authority, outside the realm of criminal law. It is important
to consider at least some of the consequences of this attempt at legal reform and
its effect on the homosexual and the society at large. Such a change, by and
large, is in agreement with the recommendations of the American Law Institute,
the Wolfenden Report in England, and the current Criminal Code of Canada
and four states of the Union. It involves, however, a larger segment of the
society than merely the homosexual. If one is to say that homosexual contacts
between consenting adults should not be against the law, then why should one
have heterosexual offenses against the law unless they fall under the same
prohibitory headings: those that involve force, great disparities in age, abuse of
authority, and public outrage? In this sense offenses such as prostitution, por-
nography, adultery, fornication, and mouth-genital contact in or out of mar-
riage would cease to be violations of the criminal statutes® and would fall into
that zone of behavior that is covered by religious codes but is not subject to the
police power of the state.’

The request of the homosexual man that his sexual behavior be considered
part of the private rather than public zone of action and the concern of morality
rather than the statutory law involves a series of questions:

1. In what manner does the imposition of criminal sanctions on adult homosexual
behavior affect the genesis of homosexual development?

2. Does the imposition of criminal sanctions reduce the total number of homo-
sexual actors or acts through the principle of deterrence?

3. Does the existence of the law have any secondary impacts on the mental health
of the homosexual?

4. Does the law aid persons in being able to leave a homosexual career; that is, does

the existence of the criminal code aid in a reentry into a heterosexual way of life?

If some of the roots of homosexual (as well as heterosexual) potential are to
be found in early family life, and if most of the early, overt reinforcements of
this potential occur between adolescents, then the imposition of sanctions on
homosexual adults seems beside the point. Few of us would propose a situation
wherein the psychological patterns of mothering or fathering came under the
scrutiny of the criminal law. It would appear that the genesis of homosexuality
is probably outside the control of any such set of legal mechanisms.

It is in reducing the numbers of homosexual actors and acts that legal sanc-
tions against homosexuality of men (and women) are likely to be most effec-
tive; that is, they can make the conditions of homosexual behavior sufficiently
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risky and unpalatable to individuals so that they will either remain inactive or
reduce the frequency of their activity. In the case of the inactive homosexual
man, the option is to remain homosexual in his wishes but celibate in his
behavior. In the case of the homosexual man who operates with great caution,
his sexual life is pursued under conditions of considerable anxiety. Such deter-
rence of homosexual acts by men does occur; however, its level of effectiveness
is obscure and the psychological consequences for the individual who accepts
these options of coping with his homosexual impulses may be very unhealthy.

The criminal law and the stigma given to homosexual behavior result in
some considerable mental health risks for the individual homosexual man.
There are those men who have major homosexual preferences but who, through
processes of inhibition and repression, deny these impulses and take up hetero-
sexual marriage. In a recent study these men were found to have the strongest
propensities for sexual contact with children and youth (Gebhard et al., 1965).
Their homosexual behavior is often connected with conditions of unbearable
stress in other areas of life, and they suddenly fall into homosexual contacts
that almost invariably lead to arrest and legal involvement. Such men rarely
appear in the homosexual community and are rarely identifiable prior to the
criminal act.

The conditions imposed by the law affect those homosexual men who have
entered upon a homosexual career as well as those who have dealt with their
impulses in other ways. The law and the stigma attached to being homosexual
make the life of the homosexual man open to other disabilities; he is vulnerable
to blackmail, to being assaulted or mugged by his sexual partners, to being
entrapped by the police, and is often driven to seek sexuality under extremely
unpleasant and ugly circumstances. In an attempt to show a basically conven-
tional facade to the world, some homosexual men become overconformists in
all other aspects of life. But at the same time, their sexual activities are per-
formed in bus stations, public toilets, and public parks. In this sense, the sexual
life remains unsocialized and invulnerable to the emotional attachments and
affections that serve as stabilizing forces for the personality of the individual.
Self-hatred on the part of many homosexual men is commonly observed, and is
not unlike the self-hatred of other despised minority groups who receive harsh
treatment from society. This self-hatred is self-defeating and self-damaging,
and it arises more out of the legal and social status of the homosexual man than
from deeper psychic roots.

The existence of the law, and its tendency to segregate the homosexual, also
has negative consequences for those who may wish to change their sexual
patterns. The existence of a homosexual community and culture that is outside
the law is double-edged, for it not only makes life more bearable for the homo-
sexual man in the society, but makes it difficult for him to leave this adjust-
ment. Just as the significant element in the phrase “the culture of poverty” is
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not poverty, but culture, the significant problem for the homosexual man is that
he is embedded in a series of satisfying and meaningful social relationships
that serve to make his world orderly, intelligible, and integrated. The existence
of this culture, while serving the individual well in some ways, makes him less
reachable by conventional therapies and social agencies when he suffers from
problems, whether or not these problems are associated with a homosexual
preference. While the utility of individual therapy is often in doubt, until struc-
tural conditions are changed the individual homosexual man remains at con-
siderable risk and may require this intervention.

The tendency to define the person in terms of his homosexuality rather than
in some larger way also creates therapeutic problems, since it reduces his rela-
tionship with the conventional world through which he might return to society.
Thus, for the delinquent boy, one route back into conventional society is an
honorable discharge from the army that wipes out the past or a marriage to a re-
spectable girl who takes him out of the gang by giving him a new and meaning-
ful set of relationships to the rest of society. The tendency to make sex exces-
sively important in the life of the homosexual decreases his capacities to use
other routes of communication with the larger world in order to deal with any
problem.

It is certainly possible to suggest that there would be far more circulation of
persons out of the homosexual world into the heterosexual one than vice versa
if the sanctions and stigma were not so heavy and so overwhelming. Indeed, our
very sense of a boundary between one preference and the other derives from
these legal sanctions. Without the boundaries between the behaviors the very
idea of a restricted life style existing for what we now call heterosexuals or
homosexuals may disappear. What often amazes an observer of the homosexual
world is the small amount of serious pathology that really exists, given the
conditions under which the homosexual life is lived.

Once one has raised the issue of changing the homosexual, the quite impor-
tant but often overlooked question is: Into what, sexually at least, should he be
changed? Most people would prefer that the homosexual man be changed into
a heterosexual. However, what is not dealt with is the problem of where the
homosexual will get heterosexual practice—that is, with whom will he have
essentially therapeutic sexual experiences? There is rarely a confrontation with
the fact that many of the heterosexual activities that the homosexual is to
perform are also against the criminal law if performed outside marriage. It is
very difficult to prescribe a treatment for homosexuality that does not include
creative and positive emotional attachments to new persons—women for the
homosexual man and men for the homosexual woman.

The law is one of the major forces that shapes the context in which the
homosexual man lives out his life. However, it is not the sole institution that
effects his behavior. Often, though forming a backdrop against which he per-
formes, it is not the most salient factor. The problem is to locate the homosexual



Homosexuality Among Men 123

life within a context of both the pedestrian and the seemingly exotic. It is only
at the intersection of these individual and situational forces that we can ex-
amine the contingencies of the homosexual career.

Homosexual Prostitution

Like all forms of collective sexual deviance, homosexuality among men
tends to create at its periphery a substantial number of persons who are in-
volved in the staging or performance of various parts of the homosexual life.
The owner of the homosexual meeting place, the bartenders, the owners and
clerks in boutiques for men, the models, the makers and purveyors of erotic
photographs and films of men are all service personnel generated by the exist-
ence of a homosexual subculture. The majority of personnel in these service
occupations are themselves homosexual men, and are more likely to be pub-
licly homosexual than homosexual men in other, more conventional occupa-
tions. These are occupations that can tolerate and even promote the exagger-
ated feminine or camp elements of the homosexual life style. In a very impor-
tant sense, these occupations are the ones that promote a great deal of continu-
ity in the homosexual subculture and, by virtue of their visible nature, produce
a public image of homosexuality that is at variance with the behavior of the
largest number of the subculture’s members. Even though these occupational
locations are the most deviant from the point of view of the larger culture, as a
result of their public nature they do not require so much concealment of homo-
sexual interests. Therefore, they may not be so psychologically costly in terms
of keeping major components of the self secret from the larger society.

In addition to these roles that promote homosexual presentations that are
public in nature, there is one other central figure in the homosexual world who
often depends in large measure for his success on being, or at least presenting
himself as, exclusively heterosexual. This is the “male prostitute.”'® The boy or
man who prostitutes himself to men plays for homosexual men many of the
same roles that the girl or woman who prostitutes herself to heterosexual men,
but the role takes on additional complexity since the boy or man prostitute
faces a client population that has a subcultural aspect quite unlike that of the
girl or woman prostitute’s heterosexual client. Furthermore, there are certain
aspects of the prostitution of boys and men that arise specifically from the way
in which men’s homosexual preferences are organized in this culture.

One of these central sexual differences is that the girl or woman prostitute is
paid so that her client can have an orgasm, while in nearly all of the cases the
boy or man prostitute is paid for his orgasm. Therefore, unlike the girl or woman
prostitute, the boy or man prostitute must have sufficient sexual arousal from
the contact to become erect and have orgasm. Thus, unlike the girl or woman
prostitute, the boy or man prostitute is limited in the number of contacts he may
have over a short period of time by the refractory period to sexual stimulation



124 Sexual Conduct

that follows orgasm among men. While there are boys and men who can have
more than one orgasm over a single twenty-four hour period (and there is evi-
dence from non-Western cultures that this is a more common physical capacity
than Western men exhibit), the capacity for two or three orgasms per day is
usually limited to the young and the healthy. The requirement of arousal to the
point of orgasm in these sexual encounters on the part of boys or men who are
either predominantly interested sexually in women or make such a presenta-
tion has consequences for both patterns of recruitment to the occupation and to
levels of economic reward. Since the girl or woman prostitute needs to have
neither arousal nor sexual pleasure, she may engage in prostitution without
sexual interest in her partner and have contact with substantial numbers of men
over relatively short periods of time.

The Homosexual as Client

Much of the content and character of contacts with boys or men who prosti-
tute themselves to men arises from the character of the homosexual lifestyle it-
self. Even though a substantial number of homosexual men do go to prosti-
tutes, paying for sex is evidence that one is unable to compete for it on the free
market—that is, that one is somewhat unattractive or inept at making a sexual
approach. It is clear from our discussion of prostitution of girls and women
(Chapter 7) that a certain proportion of a prostitute’s clients are those physi-
cally unable (the ugly, the handicapped) or socially unable to operate in un-
paid sociosexual encounters. While these persons represent some of the cus-
tomers of girl and women prostitutes—those who find the usual channels of
sexual access too difficult to manage—they are clearly not the majority.

Once again, like prostitution in the heterosexual world, there are elements of
erotic degradation in paying for a sexual encounter. However, unlike the het-
erosexual world where the paying of money degrades the woman—making her
into a more erotic object, an object to which anything can be done without
consequence—in the homosexual world the payment of money often has the
effect of degrading the customer (Painter, 1941). In the heterosexual world,
power in some limited sense in the interaction falls to the customer following
the exchange of money; in many acts of homosexual prostitution the customer
remains the supplicant of the prostitute. The range of sexual techniques permit-
ted will be highly stereotyped and limited, especially when the partners are
playing out a script in which the apparent heterosexuality of the prostitute is
what is being paid for.

This commitment to the apparent heterosexual character of the boy or man
prostitute is often central to the relationship. Much of the sexual content of
some homosexual men’s lives is stereotyped around the heterosexual pattern.
The contact between heterosexuals is well differentiated in terms of sets of
defined modes of approach and withdrawal, linked to the playing out of non-
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sexual gender roles. Such self-other differentiation is often sought by homo-
sexual men in seeking persons with whom to have sexual contact. Commonly,
this search for differentiation occurs along some symbolic axis that relates to
masculine or feminine role presentations that the homosexual man (as much as
the heterosexual man) mistakes as a commitment to heterosexuality or homo-
sexuality. It is this drive for differentiation from the self that often leads homo-
sexual men to contacts with men in uniform, truck drivers, stevedores, or men in
other masculine-typed occupations, to men of other races, and to hypermasculine
prostitutes who are commonly referred to as “rough trade.” Two motives may be
untangled in these kinds of contacts. The first is one of self-degradation. Con-
tact with men who are symbolically more powerful gives the sexual act a greater
sense of tension through increased risk. At the same time, a desire for power
over the heterosexual is also evoked. By the act of arousing the prostitute and
“making” him ejaculate, the homosexual man acts out a drama in which he has
power over the heterosexual man. He also reduces his own deviance by con-
firming his belief that there is an element of homosexuality in all men.

A less complex set of motivations exists among those homosexual men who,
like heterosexual men, are in positions where their sexual needs must remain
anonymous and protected (for the distinction between overt and covert homo-
sexual men see Leznoff and Westley, 1956). The homosexual businessman or
executive is even more vulnerable than the equivalent heterosexual man who
engages in deviant sexual activity. Contact with prostitutes provides an outlet
that does not have the risks that creating a series of close sexual friendships
might, nor does it necessarily contain the risk comparable to that of going to
locales that are known to be where homosexual men congregate. (Not
untypically, such homosexual men fear disclosure to other homosexual men
almost as much as they fear disclosure to nonhomosexuals.) This is especially
true when contact with prostitutes occurs outside the city or neighborhood
where the individual lives or works. There are risks in contacts with prostitutes,
as we shall see, but often these risks are run by men who find that conventional
access to homosexual contacts is denied them. Another group of men in this
class, who go to prostitutes out of convenience or because of restrictions of
sexual opportunity, are those men who are themselves who have strong homo-
sexual desires, but live in heterosexual families. These men often go to prosti-
tutes because they are unable to create longer-term liaisons with men due to the
great social risks involved.

A final major reason for going to prostitutes is a desire among many homo-
sexual men for younger men. Here, many of the components of heterosexual
contacts are to be found in homosexual relationships. The society of the United
States is youth-oriented in both its heterosexual and homosexual worlds. The
physical attractiveness of the young is a major element in sexual desirability.
To gain access to the young and the attractive, it is often necessary to pay some
kind of price whether one is heterosexual or homosexual—in today’s world the
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young desire the young. In order for an older man to enter the sexual world of the
young, he must pay either in money or in allowing access to rewards that would
not normally be available to the young. While real affection can and does exist in
both worlds between people of disparate ages, this is not a common phenom-
enon, and such encounters are often conflated with other considerations.

The Transient Majority

Unlike the girl or woman prostitute, whose first paid encounter often comes
after a fairly substantial career of unpaid heterosexual contacts, for many men
(perhaps the majority) payment for a homosexual experience is either part of an
isolated homosexual experience or one of just a few experiences.

A substantial number of young men in relatively in unpromising social
situations (out of money, without friends, traveling, and the like) are approached
by homosexual men who offer them money for a simple act of fellatio. The
encounter goes no further in terms of physical intimacy. It begins and it is over
within a few moments. Sometimes the encounter will involve returning to the
homosexual man’s quarters and staying the night, but more commonly the
encounter will have limited social dimensions. Such an experience may occur
while young men are hitchhiking, living transiently in a youth hostel or hotel,
or wandering in a marginal bright-lights section of a community (Reiss, 1961).
For the heterosexual young man this social isolation, the fleeting nature of the
contact and the money serve to reduce any sense of personal homosexuality. He
must, however, have the minimal capacity to symbolically transform the homo-
sexual act by neutralizing it into a merely physical response or to imagine a
heterosexual stimulus. Without these circumstances of isolation and the mini-
mum ability to transform (symbolically rescript) the situation, he will be un-
able to sustain his sexual response. Outside this circumstance, it is unlikely that
he will pursue homosexual relationships.

Another relatively common situation for transient homosexual prostitution
occurs when a collection of young men, often in the military service in a strange
community, is seeking heterosexual adventure. Often their search is in vain. In
a state of mild sexual excitement and commonly somewhat intoxicated, they
may be approached either singly or as a group by a homosexual man. If the
young man is approached singly, his reaction will be similar to the young man
who is approached in social isolation. If the group is approached, what occurs
is dependent on the prior experience of the members and the power structure of
the peer group itself. If the consensus is for cooperating, the group values
themselves serve to neutralize the homosexual character of the event in addi-
tion to the mechanisms cited above.

Another common collective situation that can lead to paid homosexual
encounters comes out of the street group culture of many U.S. cities. Many
lower-class young men spend a great deal of time in gang behavior engaging in



Homosexuality Among Men 127

delinquent and quasi-delinquent activities (Reiss, 1961). Depending on many
characteristics of the local community and the gang, some or many members of
the gang will engage in transitory contacts with homosexual men for pay. The
act is perceived by the usually heterosexual participants as ways to make money
when they are out of funds. Depending on the local gang culture, such encoun-
ters may be relatively aggressively pursued, or they will be waited for almost
passively. Gangs can develop a fairly long-term contact with a series of men
who buy liquor for underage members, supply them with money, drive them
around in their cars, and do other favors. The contacts are viewed in much the
same light as contacts with girl or woman prostitutes or contacts with sexually
accessible girls in the neighborhood.

All of these sexual relationships with men who are predominantly het-
erosexual have serious elements of risk. The etiquette of the contact requires
that the client very carefully refrain from raising the homosexual nature of the
contact, that the physical contact be only with the genitals, and that there be no
expectation of reciprocity. The image of the self as heterosexual on the part of
these prostitutes is very delicately balanced, and if there is an imputation that
the prostitute is enjoying the act out of homosexual motivations serious vio-
lence can result. Some of these reactions may well be what has been clinically
described as homosexual panic. The prostitute, formerly secure in his hetero-
sexual self-image, suddenly suspects that he is being aroused by the homo-
sexual content of the transaction. The reaction is often a retreat to physical
violence, since assaulting the homosexual partner now reasserts his dominance
and his masculinity. This potential is especially true in group encounters with
young men in which, after the sexual contact occurs, the group of men assault
the homosexual man in order to continue to see themselves and each other as
heterosexual and manly. This same process also occurs in delinquent gangs
where the homosexual contact is followed by assault and robbery of the homo-
sexual. Among some delinquent gangs, members deliberately play the role of
prostitute in order to rob the customer. Since the homosexual was engaged in
what is illegal behavior, he has no recourse to the police. As we will see, the
robbery and blackmail of the homosexual occurs among more professional
prostitutes as well.

These transients make up the majority of men who in their lives have had a
homosexual contact for pay. The vast majority remain heterosexual and con-
tinue to see their homosexual contacts as merely “playing the queers.”

Apprentices, Hustlers, and Call Boys

The apprentices in the life of homosexual prostitution are drawn from the
subgroup of originally heterosexual boys and men and some homosexual boys
and men. For many young men living at the edge of conventional social life,
living lives of bare economic subsistence and lacking skills or training, the first
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accidental homosexual encounter may lead to still others. The relatively easy
money, the personal attention, the comparatively exciting life can be attractive
to the unattached boy or young man. If he is physically attractive he will find
that by going to certain street locations in large cities or to specifically homo-
sexual gathering places he will be approached by a substantial number of men
who will pay him for sexual contact (Ross, 1959, p. 15). He may be directed to
these locations by his first customer. If he wishes to continue in the trade, he
will learn that there are modes of receiving money and maintaining the norma-
tive character of the relationship. The life on the street leads to further detach-
ment from conventional life. He will come into contact with other prostitutes
and they will describe and discuss customers, homosexual techniques, and the
ways of the life. His newness on the street will at first assure him of customers
simply because he is new. Like any prostitute his physical attributes, including
penis size, will be talked about in the client world, creating his market price and
desirability. To the degree that he maintains a physical attitude of nonreciproci-
ty in homosexual acts, he will retain a certain set of customers; but he will find
that the longer he is around the life the greater the suspicion is that he is, in fact,
homosexual himself. As a protection against homosexual ideation and reac-
tion, many of these young men have extensive contacts with the girls and
women (some of whom are engaging in commercial sex with other men) who
are to be found in the same half-world of the street.

In some cases, young men who are themselves homosexual also go through
this process as a way station into an exclusive homosexual lifestyle. An earlier
homosexual commitment takes on its beginning form through prostitution,
just as if the individual were totally heterosexual. This role-playing is often a
transitory phenomenon, and a young man with strong prior homosexual inter-
ests begins to reciprocate in the paid encounters. If such young men are attrac-
tive, they will continue to be paid for sexual relationships that either do or do
not involve reciprocity, but their own homosexuality will drive away those
customers who are paying for the illusion or the reality of heterosexual con-
quest or degradation.

Time and self-conception combine to move the young man from apprentice-
ship to hustler status. When the young man moves from sporadic, unsought
encounters to spending time on the street or other locations where he is avail-
able to clients on a full-time or weekend basis, his status changes both for
himself and for others. Once a young man has appeared on the street often
enough and has had sex with enough men, he may maintain his self-image as
heterosexual, but becomes identified as a hustler. This status, however, is not
nearly as irreversible a situation as the movement into prostitution by a woman.

The bulk of even these young men will, as apprentices or hustlers, drift out
of the world of prostitution if they remain heterosexual, since the search for
newness and variety is endemic in this sector of the homosexual community.
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New faces and new bodies will replace these young men in the street and bar
culture, and they will disappear back into the mainstream of the society or take
up other occupations. Some of these originally heterosexual men will drift into
a homosexual self-image and fall into conventional roles in the homosexual
world. Those who were previously disposed to homosexuality will do much the
same. It is this small proportion, of all those who came in as transient members
of the world of homosexual prostitution, who verify the homosexual folklore
that “this year’s trade is next year’s competition,” meaning that this year’s
prostitutes will be paying prostitutes next year. This occurs often enough to
keep the folklore going, but it is an insignificant source in terms of recruitment
to adult homosexuality. From this street population a few will go on to other
roles as courtesans and call boys.

For those young men marked by substantial physical attractiveness and
quick wits, it is possible to move into more specialized and lucrative prostitute
roles. The street or bar hustler can, if he has good manners and social graces,
move upward socially through his physical attributes. He may attach himself to
an older man who is affluent and become his lover, attendant, or servant; or he
can become a relatively highly paid call boy. This latter occupation can be
performed singly or through a man who operates in similar ways to a pimp. Like
the call girl, this is the pinnacle of the profession, and it is organized in much
the same manner as the highest economic echelon of the prostitution of women.
The profession at this level is marked by discretion, since the clients are often
men of considerable substance and reputation. The prostitute must by this time
be prepared to participate in nearly any kind of sexual activity, either actively
or passively, either heterosexually or homosexually. The most complex and
extended group of this sort known to the authors includes both men and women
who can be supplied in almost any numbers or combinations.

Movement into this world is much the same as movement into the world of
women’s prostitution. Individuals become almost totally detached from con-
ventional life styles, and customers are regulars who return relatively frequently.
Unlike the erratic and disordered street world, this can be a world of consider-
able stability and continuity. The homosexual call boy’s goal is very similar to
that of the call girl—to move into a permanent relationship with someone who
is extremely affluent. The job, however, has the same disadvantages as well. It
is dependent, for most of its members, on continuing good looks and amenabil-
ity. At the same time, detachment from conventional lifestyles and work habits
encourages (except for the best organized call boys) general dissipation and
laziness that decrease attractiveness. The boy or man prostitute begins to live
in a world dominated by other prostitutes and by the accoutrements of prosti-
tution, its attitudes, and exploitative lifestyles. One real advantage, however, is
that this world seems more protected from the police and less vulnerable to
arrest than is the world of the women prostitutes.
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Conclusion

Like all worlds of secondary deviance organized to facilitate the lives of
other deviants, the world of homosexual prostitution is a shifting and diffuse
community.' Its values and norms overlap and differ from the values and the
norms of the worlds of girl and women prostitutes, but at the center of each is
the confluence of sex and money. In the one, the money serves to create the
image of eroticism on the part of the client; in the other, the money serves to
protect the self-image of the prostitute. For boys and men, the taking of money
is often the first step toward the world of prostitution; for the girls and women,
the taking of money is more often the last step in the process. Both prostitute
types are continuous with the character and values of the world that they serve,
the girl or woman prostitute with the world of the heterosexual as a deviant
alternative, the boy or man homosexual prostitute as a form of deviance for the
deviant.

Notes

1. In these latter populations the incidence of homosexual experience is larger, prob-
ably upward of one-half having had such experience either in or out of prison.
However, the etiology and conditions of such homosexuality are basically quite
different, relating in most cases to deprivation, aggression, and seduction.

2. Sex law reform occurred in the state of Illinois as part of a general reform of the
criminal code in 1961. For the manner in which the law’s reform was translated for
police officials, see Sowle (1961).

3. That this is a crucial issue is only coming to be understood, and it seems impossible
to act upon. Merle Miller, in his article in the New York Times Magazine (1971),
quotes Martin Hoffman: “Until we know about the mechanisms of sexual arousal in
the central nervous system and how learning factors can set the triggering devises
for these mechanisms, we cannot leave a satisfactory theory of homosexual behav-
ior. We must point out that heterosexual behavior is as much of a scientific puzzle as
homosexual behavior. We assume that heterosexual arousal is somehow natural and
needs no explanation. I suggest to call it natural is to evade the who issue; it is as if
we said it’s natural for the sun to come up in the morning and left it at that.”

4. Extensive homosexuality is here defined as a minimum of fifty-one times or contact
with twenty-one or more boy or men partners.

5. An extended study of the composition of these populations may be found in
Humphreys (1970).

6. Ernest W. Burgess makes this useful distinction in his article, “The Sociologic

Theory of Psychosexual Behavior.” Burgess says: “Accurately speaking, the vari-
ous forms of sexual outlet for man are not behavior, they are conduct. Conduct is
behavior as prescribed or evaluated by the group. It is not simply external observ-
able behavior, but behavior that expresses a norm or evaluation” (1949).

7. The homosexual community does provide for an easing of strain by training work-
ing- and lower-class boys and men in middle-class lifestyles and even middle-class
occupational roles to a greater extent than most people realize. In contrast, for those
whom homosexuality becomes the salient organizing experience of their lives there
may be a concomitant downward mobility as their ties with and commitments to
systems of roles that are larger than the homosexual community decrease.
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As they still are in most states of the Union.

The crucial thrust of these ideas is that sexuality is part of the private life of the
individual. The role of the homosexuals in this struggle for change is quite interest-
ing, for they represent a group of persons who are organized to promote change and
who will cause change in other areas as a result. Thus, the intense stigma attached to
homosexual men in contrast to the fornicator or the adulterer is what gives them
some social power and cohesiveness. This is parallel to the argument that the Ameri-
can civil rights movement is a vanguard for the rights of the poor of whatever race.
The black laboring under a special disability can call attention to the problems of
class, poverty, and opportunity in a more dramatic way than whites in a comparable
social situation.

Estimates of the frequency of contact with prostitutes, either men or boys, by
homosexual men are presently unknown.

The cost to men of sexual encounters with men and boy prostitutes, unlike contacts
with girls and women prostitutes, has not increased with general affluence. This
may be a function of the large number of transients and apprentices who drive down
the price (Esselstyn, 1968, p. 133).
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A Conformity Greater than Deviance:
The Lesbian

The lesbian differs from other women in the gender of the object that en-
gages her sexuality. This is a significant gesture and one that engenders a
potential for the emergence of deviant adaptations in other aspects of her social
life. It is unfortunate that in the very limited body of research on the lesbian the
significance of this difference in object choice tends to consume nearly all of
the researcher’s attention (Some of the more useful examples of the sparse lit-
erature are Anonymous, 1966; Armon, 1961; Cory, 1964; Deutsch, 1933; Keiser
and Schaffer, 1949; Magee, 1966; Meaker, 1955; Mercer, 1959; Ovesey, 1956;
Rheingold, 1964, esp., pp. 372-80; Wilber, 1965; and The Ladder, published by
the female homophile organization, the Daughters of Bilitis, is useful and often
insightful reading, as is the publication of the Minorities Research Group in
England, Arena 3). This disproportionate concern results from the vulnerabil-
ity of the researcher to the same impulses that motivate the lay audience in their
erotic enrichment and complication of the homosexual role. This enhanced
eroticism derives from beliefs about the degree to which the interests and ca-
pacities of homosexuals are organized around the sexual impulse with an atten-
dant increase in the amount, variety, and pleasure in their sexual performances.
In contrast to the homosexual man, however, the homosexual woman has per-
haps a more labile stereotype, one that is capable of greater integration into the
fantasy life of the society. Because the society seems less interested in the
repression of homosexuality among women than that among men, there is per-
haps less pressure to conceive of the behavior as narrowly, nor is there as much
need to protect the self against the fantasies generated by thinking about the
behavior.! Indeed, since men are the producers of most sexual fantasies, it is
perfectly possible for them to conceive of the lesbian as simply being
unawakened heterosexually, merely waiting for the right man to appear. Since
thinking about the aroused woman is a significant source of sexual arousal for
men, the source of her arousal is a matter of indifference.

133
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As a consequence of the difficulty of separating sexual talk that is sexually
arousing from that which is informational, we generally neglect the degree to
which the lesbian shares all of the problems of a woman in the society prior to
usual age of marriage, some of the problems of the single heterosexual woman
later in life, and some problems of the single person in a largely married society
whether that person be man or woman, heterosexual or homosexual. Thus the
problems of dealing with family and friends, of earning a living, of finding
emotional and social support, and—possibly of greatest importance—strug-
gling, as all persons do, to create and live with a constantly changing self are
common to persons with all forms of sexual commitments. Even at the level of
sexual activity we generally neglect the degree to which the lesbian’s commit-
ment to sexuality largely reflects general patterns of sexuality among women,
the difference in the gender of the object choice notwithstanding. Central to
the contention of this book and reflecting a concern that is the thread of this
work is that homosexual women follow conventional feminine patterns in de-
veloping their commitment to sexuality and in conducting not only their
sexual career but their nonsexual career as well. This should not be particularly
surprising considering that despite the specific experiences that influenced the
homosexual woman’s sexual object choice, which are still obscure, the lesbian
is exposed to the numerous and diffuse, subtle and unsubtle, experiences and
relationships that generally serve to promote conventional gender-role identi-
fication in the society. Moreover, many of these experiences and relations oc-
cur prior to the emergence of adult-like sexuality during adolescence. There is
little reason to assume that these sources of gender-role learning are not assimi-
lated in much the same way as occurs with women who are exclusively hetero-
sexual.

One of the major characteristics of socialization of women in the United
States is the degree to which the general outlines of its processes are relatively
simple and devoted to a single outcome, what Talcott Parsons has called, after
Ernest W. Burgess, the domestic pattern (Parsons, 1942). Whatever the desires
of women for glamour, career, or companionship, the most pervasive commit-
ment of the society is the production of wives and mothers among all women.
Much like the United States military’s inability to conceive of a soldier who is
not modeled on the rifle-carrying infantryman, the society does not conceive of
nor does it train, except by inadvertence, women who have more complex roles
than wife and mother. In the process of socialization, patterns of both assertion
and aggression are specifically restricted through comparative statements about
the appropriateness of such behavior for girls and women. Such control over
the early development of a capacity for dominance in interpersonal re-
lationships results in greater personality lability and conformity to the needs of
men.”> Much of the bargaining behavior observed between mothers and their
children points to this lack of moral assurance that their orders will be carried
out.
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This single-model system of producing women has other consequences that
are discernible in the language of the psychoanalytic theory. It is in this litera-
ture that the enigma of women’s sexuality as well as the problem of femininity
and womanhood has been most frequently, if not most profoundly, confronted
(some analytic and nonanalytic discussions of this problem are de Beauvoir,
1953; Benedek, 1953; Bonaparte, 1953; Freud, 1950; Graubard, 1964; and
Kagan, 1964). In keeping with the biological biases of the analytic tradition—
i.e., in contrast to an author like Simone de Beauvoir—the psychoanalyst Jo-
seph C. Rheingold discusses what appears to be the role that biological differ-
ences play in the development of femininity and the sexual commitments of
women. Given his belief in the preeminence of the body, he says, “The denial of
the body is delusion. No woman transcends her body” (Rheingold, 1964, p.
215). Such an orientation turns historical conditions into biological necessity.
That the role of women has been so limited, controlled, and simply packaged
has allowed the psychoanalyst and most other observers to grant to the biologi-
cal organization the character of an absolute sign. As a consequence of this
simplistic training system, regardless of its historical source, the biological fact
of childbearing has been allowed to become central to the social meaning of
womanhood. Thus the girl or woman is subjected to social training processes
that focus on molding her into the “mother of the family” rather than into other
roles.’ Indeed, the alternative roles available for women, especially those of
“career,” whether professional or glamorous, are almost as deviant for the soci-
ety and nearly as impregnated with sexual stereotypes as is the role of the
“lesbian.*

Previous research in the sexual behavior of the lesbian (there has been little
interest in any other aspect of their behavior) clearly supports the contention
that the patterns of overt sexual behavior on the part of homosexual women
tend to resemble closely those of heterosexual women and to differ radically
from the sexual activity patterns of both heterosexual and homosexual men
(Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). The exceptions to this generalization result either
from research in prison environments or from certain other limited situations
where the constraints operating on sexual performances and role assignments
are basically different from those observable in the rest of the society
(Gialombardo, 1961, Ward and Kassebaum, 1965). This homogeneity of be-
havior among women in the sexual realm (regardless of the gender of the
sexual object choice) and the profound differences between men and women
begin, overtly at least, in the different introductions of the two genders into
sexual experience.

Early adolescence is for most girls a profoundly nonsexual period, both in
the sense of sexual fantasy as well as overt sexual activity. During this period
when the genital fixations of boys are being determined either in masturbation
or in heterosexual experimentation that is linked to peer group ties, the girl is
learning patterns of behavior that are only indirectly invested with sexual el-



136 Sexual Conduct

ements. It is not that the sexuality of girls is inhibited while the sexuality of
boys is not, nor that the sexual drive is stronger in the boy than in the girl, but
that the opportunities for learning and performing sexual activity are not pro-
vided. The appropriate language of the sexuality of girls in adolescence is not
the language of repression, but the language of the absence of learning. There
are those girls who during adolescence do become detached from the conven-
tional patterns provided for them and develop an interest in sexuality for its
own sake or for the sake of pleasure. This detachment and the opportunity to
learn sexual as opposed to cosmetic patterns is more likely to occur much later
(if at all) for most women, often in their late twenties and early thirties. About
half of all women who masturbate to orgasm do so after experiencing orgasm in
heterosexual relations. This indicates that the capacity for women to experi-
ence their self as a sexual object develops differently than is the case with men.
Even the experience of orgasm comes much later than for men (Kinsey et al.,
1953, figures 148-50, p. 717). It is a common experience for the latter during
adolescence (about 90 percent experience it by age sixteen). It becomes com-
mon for women only later in life (90 percent by ages twenty-nine to thirty).
These differences do not indicate anything about the biological elements of
sexuality, but they do suggest the profound differences that result from the
period in social life when the sexual is directly engaged. For most men sexual-
ity is learned in adolescence prior to profound linkages with the rest of life, and
such earlier experience allows greater experimentation and greater detachment
from other societal elements. For women the acting out of sexuality occurs
much later and in response to the demands of men and within the framework of
societal expectations. For most women sexual activity does not occur for its
own sake, but for the sake of children, family, and love. Thus sexuality for most
women has less autonomy than it has for men, and the body (either of the self or
of others) is not seen by women as an instrument of self-pleasure. This vision of
sexuality as a form of service to others is continuous with the rest of the social-
ization of women. Even though the lesbian occupies what is conventionally
seen as a sexually deviant role, this same pattern of socialization remains in
control. For most women, including most lesbians, the pursuit of sexual gratifi-
cation as something separate from emotional or romantic involvement is not
particularly attractive; indeed, for many it is an idea so strange as to be impos-
sible. This is in part reflected in the number of sexual partners that lesbian
women report. In the original work of Kinsey and his associates it was observed
that, of the lesbians interviewed, only 29 percent had sexual relations with
three or more partners and only 4 percent had contact with ten or more partners.
These figures are extremely close approximations of the proportions for all
women whether homosexual or heterosexual (Kinsey et al., 1953, p. 475 and
table 78, p.336). They contrast dramatically with the same figures for hetero-
sexual men which in turn are far less than for homosexual men.
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The adolescent and preadolescent learning environments seem to be as de-
nuded of sexual elements for the lesbian as for the heterosexual woman. That
this absence is not the result of repression of drive is demonstrated by the fact
that during adolescence, or even after involvement in heterosexual activity,
women rarely report profound feelings of sexual deprivation. Similarly, sexual
arousal by fantasy or the presentation of visual sexual materials is far less
common for women than for men. The very content of dreams is less sexual, as
in the content of daydreams and other fantasies. The greater diffusion of sexual
arousal is paralleled on the physical level where women are less genital and less
visually oriented toward sexual materials. Sexual arousal for women is both
more tactile and tends to result from exposure to materials (nonerotic reading
materials or Hollywood-style movies) where the sexual elements are presented
in the context of legitimizing emotional circumstances (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp.
642-89). What is significant here is that women do respond to sexual stimula-
tion, but not at an emotional distance.

The reported rates of sexual stimulation in absence of emotional contexts is
somewhat higher for homosexual than for heterosexual women, but it is far
lower than for homosexual or heterosexual men; and it is also far lower for the
lesbian woman than one might suspect, given the obviously greater salience of
sexuality. Sexuality for the lesbian should be more self-conscious, if only be-
cause it becomes the basis for her commitment to deviant patterns; however, the
more general character-molding processes of the society are the dominant fac-
tors. Despite the currently oversimplified image of the lesbian as a counterfeit
man, the gender of the object of her sexual desires is one of the relatively few
attributes that she shares with men.

The remainder of this chapter is focused on the various aspects of the lesbian’s
life, hopefully beginning to detail those aspects that she shares with the con-
ventional world and on the way in which conventional imperatives interact
with a deviant adaptation. The interview materials were drawn from a series of
open-ended interviews with about twenty lesbians. Much of the rest of the
material is drawn from research with heterosexuals and association with per-
sons in the homosexual community, both men and women. The findings from
these experiences should begin to express the diversity of lesbian experience
and to suggest some of the sources of the variation in that experience.

On Becoming a Lesbian

The detachment from conventional life that lesbians experience may ulti-
mately focus on sexuality, but rarely will specifically sexual events organize
this detachment. The sense of alienation that leads to a vulnerability in the
direction of sexual deviance may find its roots in many sources, but what seems
to be conspicuous is the feeling of estrangement. Even with the existence of
such a feeling, the staging of a lesbian’s overt sexual involvement is as delayed
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as it is for her heterosexual counterpart. For the lesbians we interviewed, this
appears as a rather consistent pattern. The discovery of their homosexuality
usually occurred very late in adolescence, often even in the years of young
adulthood, and the actual commencement of overt sexual behavior frequently
came as a late stage of an intense emotional involvement. Indeed, in many
instances these women’s first emotional attachments, which began to generate
in them a recognition of their special sexual inclination, involved only the
most preliminary forms of sexual activity, unmarked by anything as unambi-
guously sexual as genital contact.

This romantic drift into sexual behavior was typified by one lesbian who
described the beginning of her first homosexual affair in the following way:

R: The fall after graduation from high school I started at [a residential school]. I met a
girl there who was extremely attractive. She had a good sense of humor and I was
drawn to her because I like to laugh. Many of the girls used to sit around in the evenings
and talk. As our friendship grew, our circle narrowed and narrowed until it got to be
three or four of us who would get together at night and talk. Then there was only three.
Then two of us. And maybe after a couple of months of this our relationship developed
into something more. Starting out by simply kissing. Later petting. That type of thing.
It didn’t actually involve overt sexuality [genital contact] until February [a period of
about nine months].

Clearly, for the woman in question there was only a vague sense of what was
associated with such behavior. There was little awareness of what a lesbian is
and what she does.

Int: When was the first time you began to talk about yourself using terms like lesbian or
homosexual?

R: Even when I was involved with her for five or six months, we didn’t talk about it. We
didn’t give ourselves names. We spoke about how much we cared for one another. But
we didn’t discuss it. I may have thought it, but I don’t know.

A second lesbian described a situation that was very similar. In this case
there actually was some mild homosexual play during mid-adolescence, though
with no apparent recognition of a homosexual inclination.

R: It was at home with my cousin. It was like a game we played in bed at night. It really
wasn’t, to the fullest extent, sex. It was caressing, fondling. It was, as I said. something
we did at night . . . we never talked about it.

However, her strongest emotional attachment was to come several years later.
Between the first relation with the cousin and this second attachment, there was
no sexual involvement, and the second “affair” was itself overtly sexual only to
a limited degree.

R: We met at the [a residential hotel for women]. We started out just being friends and
then it became something special. She taught me a lot of things. I love music and she
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taught me how to listen to it and appreciate it. She liked things I liked, like walking. We
read a lot together. We read the Bible, we read verses to each other. We shared things
together. We caressed each other and kissed. I think it was a need to have someone there.
And 1 was there and she was there and we just held on to each other.

Int: Did you ever become sexually involved on a more physical level?

R: Not to the fullest, and when I say not to the fullest extent I mean we didn’t take off
our clothes and lie in the nude with each other. I enjoyed being with her. I got something
from her without going through the actions of sex.

Yet, although the young woman in question went on to become involved in
several overt homosexual affairs, the above-described relationship and the
woman involved became and remained for her a model of what an ideal rela-
tionship and love object should be like.

What is common to all of the above statements is the low order of signifi-
cance given to performance of sexual acts. The delay of entry into sexuality
parallels that of the heterosexual woman, and indeed, given the absence of a
man who conventionally begins or initiates physical sexual expression in the
course of interaction, there should be (and is) a greater delay in the beginning
of physical sexual involvement for the lesbian than for the heterosexual woman.
The “nondiscussion” of the sexual aspects of behavior also derives from a lack
of acceptable or even available names for the activities that are to be engaged
in. Without such names the sexual act stands alone without an available set of
verbal cues that reinforce a desire for the act in the absence of either the other
person or other physical cues for the evocation of desire. A major element in the
sustaining of sexual experience is the act of thinking about the experience, for
without such internalized language, fantasies, and symbols, the experience is
rarely self-generating. Indeed, the lesbian who moves most easily into the physi-
cal aspects of homosexual experience is the one who has had a prior body of
heterosexual experiences that organize her sexual life.

It is not uncommon for lesbians to report that the realization of their own
homosexuality appeared early in adolescence or even during childhood. Typi-
cally, one lesbian reported acute “shock of recognition” upon encountering a
dictionary definition of homosexuality during very early adolescence. Another
reported a sense of tentative recognition in childhood.

R: Talways had this fantasy about being a cowboy or Robin Hood. And then I realized
they always had a girl friend, a Maid Marion. So in my fantasies I began to have my girl
friends.

There is a sense in which such a report is difficult to evaluate. After the child
or adolescent experiences a “sense of difference” in her relations to others, her
problem is to resolve this difference by explaining it or finding social roles
either in fact or in fantasy that organize the sense of difference and make it
meaningful. The amount of existential distortion in such recall remains an
unknown quantity. One must remember that this retrospection occurs after an
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identity has been refashioned to contain an active homosexual component,
and it is not uncolored by an understandable desire to establish a sense of
continuity with the past.

What is interesting in these two cases of early recognition of a label for their
“sense of difference” (as was true for others like them) is that active involve-
ment in sexual behavior did not occur until the subjects were in their early
twenties. For them, apparently, labeling themselves as having, however tenta-
tively, a socially deviant choice of sexual objects was not a necessary or imme-
diate stimulus to alienation from other socially ordered aspects of sexual career
management. Most lesbians are not exempt from the constraints and norms that
regulate the development of the sexuality of women in general. This appears to
be particularly true of the timing or phasing of entry into active sexual roles, as
well as of the quality of relationships required to facilitate that entry.

While the pattern described above has the suggestion of modality, in this, as
in most things, human behavior is complex and tends to present itself as a
range. One does encounter modes of entry that were immediately sexual and
that occurred earlier in adolescence. In one case (though there are surely oth-
ers), the onset of early homosexual activity was associated with sexually segre-
gated, institutional arrangements. Such environments have historically been
charged with generating large proportions of homosexual behavior, though the
degree to which this experience has consequences outside the institutional
context is equivocal. When these institutions are penal in nature there is a
selection factor operating since many girls who are sentenced to such institu-
tions have had prior sexual experience. Thus the homosexual activity occurs
among a more sexually experienced population and, indeed, may well link to
other than sexual needs (see Chapter 8). In the case of other, nonpenal, sexually
segregated institutions, there may be a greater likelihood of passionate school-
girl attractions, but the acting out of these attractions is more likely a figment of
men’s imagination than women’s eroticism.

Our limited number of interviews yielded only one example of a young
woman who actively sought a test of her lesbian tendencies. One must note the
degree to which her extensive heterosexual experience did not predispose her
to aggressive sexual pursuit of girls and women, even though she had the
model of boys and men to follow in her own case. It would appear that the
expression of dominance in sexual interaction is probably independent of the
dimension of preferred sexual object choice.

R: I’ve had these tendencies ever since I can remember. In high school I'd look at this
or that girl and I'd have the desire to talk to her, get to know her better. I was never
aroused by just any girl, I always had to have a special attraction to her. I just didn’t want
her, I'd want her to want me. I didn’t want to be the aggressive one...I started dating
boys when I was twelve and a half and just stopped a month ago. I had light petting
when I was thirteen or fourteen, I had intercourse when I was sixteen or seventeen. I'm
not a tramp or anything. I don’t like having sex with a guy, I just did it to cooperate when
they got too pushy. I've never enjoyed it, I never had an orgasm with a guy.
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Int: How did your homosexuality become sexual?

R: Through this guy I was going with. He wasn’t satisfying me and so I told him how
I felt. That I had this attraction for girls. I heard that there were lesbian bars and I told
him I wanted him to take me to one so I could find out if this was what I wanted. And
he went along with it, thinking that after I found out I might go back to guys. So he
asked a friend who knew about these things and got an address. He took me there and
left me. I met a girl there and went home with her.

The number of homosexual careers characterized by an experience comparable
to this is hard to determine. We suspect that the proportion is very small, much
smaller than the proportion of women who have such an extensive history of
heterosexual activity during adolescence. What might be necessary, in order
to be able to articulate a sexual need as this young woman did, is an unsatis-
fying learning of heterosexual experience that produces a sense of personal
alienation.

Curiously, the experiences that followed for this respondent fell into an
essentially feminine pattern despite the seemingly “masculine” and detached
character of her pursuit of the lesbian experience. In short succession she had
brief contact with three women, all of whom left her as unsatisfied as did her
previous encounters with men. It was only the fourth contact, which had a more
extended and intense emotional content, that provided the respondent with her
first positive sociosexual experience with either gender as well as her first
orgasm. Apparently, the process of development that constrains the woman in
our society to become trained in the rhetoric of love prior to the rhetoric of sex
can be discarded only with a more total rejection of feminine identification
than most lesbians are capable of.

Missing in the interviews was one of the most popular representations of the
introduction into homosexuality provided us by modern fiction: seduction by
an older woman. While there were some instances in which the initial partner
was an older woman, in most cases there was advance evidence of movement
away from conventional heterosexual patterns. In several of these cases the
older woman was the object of seduction rather than the seductress. This is not
to say that seduction by an older woman cannot occur. There is the likely
possibility that we failed to talk to lesbians for whom seduction by an older
woman was the mode of entry into homosexuality and, more importantly, the
cause of detachment from more conventional patterns. Even so, the size of such
a group is probably not very large. The real social importance of the image of
the older seductress, an imagery providing the basis for many popular “ex-
planations” of the “causes” of homosexual behavior, lies in its function of
reducing a sense of parental guilt and shame. Suddenly, as the image of the
corrupt and corrupting seducer appears on the scene, the need to examine rela-
tionships and processes closer to home is considerably reduced.
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The Roots of Homosexuality Among Women

As has already been suggested, the great concern to identify and label the
sources that supposedly induce homosexuality is reinforced by the guilt- and
anxiety-reducing functions of such labeling. The availability of certain expla-
nations allows the homosexual to counter societal rejection and the inevitable
and terrible cruel sense of self-rejection with an “it’s not my fault” posture.
Explanations that postulate biological accidents or seductions as the cause of
homosexuality allow parents to avoid the unanswerable question: What did 1
do wrong? In a society in which the repression of the homosexual is commonly
punitive and nonrational, there is a requirement to view homosexual behavior
as pathological. Out of this requirement a number of pseudorational etiologies,
cures, and preventatives have arisen.

Clearly, understanding the sources of homosexual behavior is possible on
some ultimate level. This is very important, if only for what might be learned
about general human behavior in the process. However, it is our feeling that a
better understanding of the sources of this behavior will reveal a complex
process in which there is great variation in the combination of attributes that
produce similar outcomes. What is most important is to avoid the frequently
made assumption that the possession of extensive knowledge about the pro-
cesses initiating a homosexual commitment would provide substantial knowl-
edge about the processes that initiate a homosexual career. Implicit in such an
assumption is the belief that subsequent homosexual behavior will represent,
to a significant degree, a reenactment of the originating circumstances. Such
assumptions seem to be unwarranted. The factors that initiate a homosexual
career—indeed, any career—remain only a part of a series of elements in a
dynamic and variable process.

Much of the literature on the lesbian, particularly the psychiatric literature,
emphasizes the quality of life in childhood when crucial gender-role distinc-
tions are learned and places a special emphasis upon the significance of
parent-child or parent-parent relations which appear to impinge upon this
development. In our small group of lesbian interviews, two factors emerged
with noteworthy consistency: first, about half of the women reported that
their parental homes were broken by death, divorce, or separation; second,
although our discussion of group attributes should not be interpreted as
hard statistics based upon an unbiased sample, it was particularly impressive
that in almost every case there was a strongly expressed preference toward one
of the parents, with attitudes toward the other parent or substitute parent rang-
ing from condescending neutrality to open hostility. However, the preference
for the father or the mother was almost equally divided.

Thus, some described their parents in the following way:
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R: If...Inever had to see him [father] again, I wouldn’t mind one bit. I remember when
I was a kid I caught my parents fooling around. It made me sick. I hated my father for
touching my mother.

Another described her stepfather as follows:

R: I was five when my mother asked me if I cared if she married him. He wasn’t a threat
to me. I ruled the roost when I was five and I have since. It wasn’t because I was
spoiled. If I did something wrong, I was spanked for it by my mother. And when I was
young, by my uncles. But I never thought much of him as a man and neither did my
mother. My mother couldn’t look to him to do the things other men did. She’d either do
it or have me do it. There was nothing wrong with my stepfather, but she wouldn’t think
of asking him because he always whined or cried if she asked him. (Discussing her
stepfather’s reaction to the disclosure of her homosexuality.) My father, I don’t know,
you could call him dense, but homosexuality—or almost anything—they don’t seem to
register.

On the other hand, descriptions by other lesbians of relations with parental
figures took a totally different cast:

R:Ilived with my grandmother till I was ten and then I went to live with my father. My
mother was a surgical nurse and was constantly on call and couldn’t take care of the
kids. I feel pretty close to my father. We liked to go fishing together, build things like
bookcases. We get along, but we both have tempers.

Or:
R: Mother was sick a lot of the time. She was just there. Someone to be taken care of.

While it is evident that extreme relations with parental figures in any direction
appear to predispose individuals to deviant patterns, the same predisposing
factors are equally evident in many families that do not produce homosexuals.
Clearly, the term to be underscored is predisposing. The question simply stated
then becomes: such predisposing factors, plus what, lead to lesbian commit-
ments? And this is a question that is not likely to be answered in any com-
prehensive way in the near future.

A second approach to the roots of homosexuality is found in a listing of
physical, genetic, or hormonal “faults.” Within the limits of currently available
research findings, there is little to suggest that homosexual populations can be
differentiated from heterosexual ones on these characteristics. The only marked
biological difference for the lesbian group interviewed was that a large number
began menstruation earlier or later than most girls with whom they were grow-
ing up. None reported difficulty with menstruation. Among those who felt they
were late in arriving at menarche, most reported a sense of relief when they
began sharing the experience of their peers. Like unconventional family situa-
tions or attachments, the out-of-phase onset of menstruation appears not to tie
in specifically with a homosexual adaptation but rather to a tendency to experi-
ence alienation from modal development and socialization processes.
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Linked to this interest in physical explanation is another argument about
the sources of homosexuality among women, one that is difficult to take seri-
ously. This argument states that homosexual women are really heterosexual
rejects; more simply stated, the lesbian becomes such because she is not suffi-
ciently attractive to “make out” as a woman. Our own findings run contrary to
this. Few of the women interviewed were in any sense obviously homosexual
(whatever that might mean), overly masculine, or physically ugly. Though
there is a great deal of subjectivity involved, the interviewers’ opinion was that,
as a group, the women were conventionally feminine in appearance.

Another line of explanation involves social rejection and holds that the
crucial factor involved is an inability to manage conventional social relation-
ships successfully, a kind of social ineptitude that leads individuals to seek a
more supportive social milieu. Experiences exemplifying this possibility were
noticeable in several of the interviews. One lesbian, for example, described
herself in adolescence in the following way:

R:Iwas unhappy, unsure of myself socially, though not intellectually. I wore braces and
had acne. My sister, who was ten years older, was quite beautiful. I was always the
other daughter. Following behind her in school, I got used to the expression of disbelief
that followed when teacher realized that I was her sister.

Or in another case:

R: Iwas the original clumsy dolt. If there was anything to break, I would break it. I was
too large to manage. I couldn’t say the right things. After a while, I was just scared all
the time. And that just made it worse.

On the other hand, another lesbian reported:

R: My high school years were very happy simply because I was active in so many
things. President of this and a member of that. I went to many parties. I was in charge
of many functions. Being active, having lots of friends, being smiled upon by the gods
because I was also an honor student, which wasn’t difficult for me, and I was happy.

However, this latter kind of report was relatively rare. Most described some
moderate amount of social activity during school; very few could be described
as isolates. The essential factor that appeared to be emerging was an estrange-
ment from conventional heterosocial involvement that was beginning to flower
among their peers.

It is possible to speculate that this sense of alienation, regardless of source,
may well be one of the central elements in the genesis of much of deviant
behavior. The sense of difference, regardless of its source, whether some inter-
nally felt discontinuity, or an affirmation of difference provided by legal agen-
cies, opens the way to detachment. At the same time, there are major forces
seeking to decrease this sense of difference, rarely directly, but merely through
participation in routine social arrangements. It is often difficult to predict what
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direction or particular form of deviance will arise from the sense of difference.
Judging what the alternative potentials were at the beginning of a deviant
career is nearly impossible from examining an actor at the point of completion
of a deviant adaptation.

Almost all the women reported some heterosexual dating and mild hetero-
sexual play during their high school years. Only two carried it to the extent of
intercourse, although a larger number indicated that they had experimented
with heterosexual coitus after homosexual experiences. The sense of difference
seemed in most cases to precede their withdrawal from conventional social life
rather than the reverse. The young woman who reported such a happy period dur-
ing her high school years described dating activity during that same period in a
way that begins to foreshadow an eventual departure from that happy world.

R: It was when I was fifteen or so, the sophomore or junior year. That’s when everyone
really started dating. I had a very close girl friend. It was very traumatic for me at the
time. We had gone to junior high and through the freshman year together very inti-
mately. We shared everything, did everything together. And then, in our sophomore
year, she began going steady with this boy. And then it hit me. You know, all of a
sudden she wasn’t around anymore. This boy friend was a good friend of mine and he
said to me this buddy of his wanted me to go out, the four of us to go out. I didn’t
particularly want to go, but I'd just go so I could be with my friend. After a while I did
go out. I dated as much, if not more, than the other girls, I enjoyed going out to an
athletic thing or to dances because I like to dance. But as far as the boys were concerned,
I wasn’t interested like the other girls were interested. You know, looking for someone
to care for or marry. At that time, they were thinking about things like that.

Lastly, we might consider the casual explanation that attributes a corrupting
influence to literary representations of deviant behavior. Generally, there is
scant evidence that literature serves as a crucial triggering mechanism for devi-
ant sexual tendencies. In only two cases did respondents report reading about
lesbian behavior prior to becoming homosexual. For one young woman, such
reading apparently had little consequence, since her homosexual experiences
were not to begin for some five or more years; she remembered it as merely “a
trashy sex novel where the beautiful girl is rescued from an evil lesbian by
being made love to by a “real man.” In the second case, The Well of Loneliness
was read by one lesbian while she was in her late teens.

R: AsTlook back now, it really is a silly book. But then...it was like an explosion. I had
had these strange feelings for a long time, and then to discover that I wasn’t the only one
in the world like that.

Even though extensive reading is absent from the early histories of the lesbians
interviewed, almost all had later read extensively in the available “lesbian
literature.” But once again, the pattern of general adult reading resembles that
reported by Kinsey for women as a group—that is, relatively limited sexual
arousal from literature.
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On Being in the “Community”

For both homosexual women and men one can talk about the existence of a
community, at least in most relatively large cities. As for many ethnic or occu-
pational groups, which also can be said to have a community, this subcommu-
nity does not require a formal character or even a specific geographical loca-
tion. It is, rather, a continuing collectivity of individuals who share some sig-
nificant activity and who, out of a history of continuing interaction based on
that activity, begin to generate a sense of a bounded group possessing special
norms and a particular argot. Through extensive use such a homosexual aggre-
gate may identify a particular location as theirs. In almost all large cities this
location includes one or more taverns that cater exclusively to a particular
homosexual group. In these bars the homosexual may more freely act out her
self-definition as compared with less segregated situations. Recently, several
homophile social and service organizations have appeared, and they offer a
more public image of the homosexual. These various kinds of social activity
reinforce a feeling of identity and provide for the homosexual a way of institu-
tionalizing the experience, wisdom, and mythology of collectivity. The cul-
tural content of this community has been described in the past with irony, but
more recently with a sense of affirmation, as the “gay life.”

For the individual homosexual, the community provides many functions. A
major function is the facilitation of sexual union; the lesbian who finds her way
to the community can now select from a population that, while differing in
other attributes, has the minimum qualification of sharing a lesbian commit-
ment. This greatly reduces what is for the isolated lesbian the common risk of
“falling for a straight girl,” i.e., a heterosexual. The community provides a
source of social support; it is a place where the lesbian can express her feelings
or describe her experiences because there are others available who have had
feelings and experiences very much like them. It is an environment in which
one can socialize one’s sexuality and find ways of deriving sexual gratification
by being admired, envied, or desired, while not necessarily engaging in sexual
behavior. Lastly, the community includes a language and an ideology which
provide each individual lesbian with already developed attitudes that help her
resist the societal claim that she is diseased, depraved, or shameful.

While all the lesbians interviewed were part of a community to one degree or
other, a larger proportion of lesbians avoid such communities than is the case
for homosexual men. This possibly occurs because the lesbian has less need for
the community, since her homosexuality is not so immediately alienating from
the conventional society. The lesbian may mask her sexual deviance behind a
socially prepared asexuality. Not all categories of women in our society are
necessarily defined as sexually active, as, for example, the spinster. In line with
this, the image of two spinsters living together does not immediately suggest
sexual activity between them, even when considerable affection is displayed.
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The same is not true for men. The bachelor is presumed to be even more sexu-
ally active than the married man, and the idea of two men past young adult-
hood rooming together strikes one as strange indeed. It is possible that the
differences in the staging of entry into sexuality and the concomitant variation
in learning situations between men and women also allow the woman to handle
later sexual deprivations more easily. More homosexual women than homo-
sexual men, then, should be able to resist quasi-public homosexual behavior
that increases the risk of disclosure; they are also more able to resist relations
that involve only sexual exchange without any emotional investment.

One lesbian, who had previously avoided the community (during a long
period of heterosexual marriage followed by a period of no sexual activity) and
now was only involved with the community on a fairly marginal basis, ex-
pressed resistance to “the gay life” and its tendency to reinforce lesbian com-
mitments at the expense of greater alienation from conventional society.

R: No, I didn’t consider myself part of the gay world and I consider myself fortunate.
From what I’ve seen of the gay world, not the elite, but kids who hang around the bars
get too...involved. Particularly the young girls. It drains all of her energy, all of her time,
and her money. I see an awful lot of girls who have a lot of potential and ability which
has never been used and will probably never be used because they waste all those good
years. They hang around the bars and just because they’re homosexual the gay life
becomes everything.

Another lesbian, who had spent eight years defining herself as a homosexual
and had experienced three fairly long homosexual affairs before she encoun-
tered the homosexual community, represented one of the positive aspects of the
community. She came initially from a working-class background and had pre-
viously worked at a fairly low-status, semiskilled occupation. Her affairs,
initiated largely on the basis of adventitious meetings, were conducted with
the most limited awareness of other lesbians and with lovers who were drawn
essentially from similar social backgrounds. Entry into the gay world for this
young woman provided her with her first sustained experiences and rela-
tions across social class lines which were not organized to maintain her
lower-class status. The very salience of sexuality in this community pro-
vided a basis for her transcending many conventional social barriers exist-
ing in the larger society. In rather short order, her aspirations in many other
areas of life began to rise. She became dissatisfied with her occupation and
started training for one that paid more, possessed higher prestige, and re-
quired greater skill. Her commitments to art, music, and eating, and thus the
very style of her life, began a rapid transformation. Clearly, for some persons
the homosexual community represents a new kind of opportunity structure,
while for others it is a resource that is paid for by withdrawal from the larger
community.
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Women Without Men

The most common image of the lesbian is probably that of a pseudoman, a
woman who, in her biological inability to be a man, is a caricature of masculin-
ity. This is the denotation that stands behind that hackneyed word “dyke.”
There are a few lesbians for whom a masculine identification is terribly impor-
tant, and for some it manifests itself as transvestism (in the case of women,
wearing of men’s clothing). This need for adopting a masculine self-image or
playing a masculine role emerges from very shadowy origins, and, if little is
known about the etiology of homosexuality in general, still less is known
about this phenomenon. Where transvestism appears, it is associated with a
feeling of alienation that leaves few viable connections with conventional
social life, although the language of cause and effect somehow seems out of
place. Some of this apparent masculine behavior is surely linked to the di-
lemma of a woman having to engage in initiatory behavior in zones of life
where she had been trained to be reactive. This takeover of masculine imagery
may well be most likely to occur among those women whose family patterns
have given them an imagery of initiatory behavior as being exclusively mascu-
line behavior. Those who have the most rigid distinctions between men’s and
women’s gender-role behaviors may be the ones who find that their deviant
object choice must be integrated into pseudomasculine public performances.
The great intensity of feeling and a quality of overdetermination are other
distinguishing characteristics of this commitment, both of which may justify
labeling the behavior “compulsive” in a way that is not justified in describing
most lesbians.

The polarity of sexual roles, which is part of the content of sexual learning
for the lesbian as well as everyone else in our society, has fundamental conse-
quences for such a woman who is now involved in homosexuality. It is this
tendency of the lesbian to model her experiences on heterosexuality that pro-
duces such role categories as “butch” (the supposed man-husband surrogate in
the lesbian relationship; the partner is the more aggressive, controlling, mana-
gerial, money-making, etc.) and the “fem” (the woman-wife surrogate with an
attendant attention to feminine attributes and activities). The very existence of
these role categories in the homosexual community’s argot results in an uncriti-
cal acceptance of their validity both by the homosexual world and by hetero-
sexual outsiders. Indeed, the importance of the continuing value of the terms
may lie more in their clarification of the structure of interaction in the commu-
nity than in guiding any of the members of the community itself as they interact
with persons they already know.

While, as suggested, few lesbians become committed to this totally mascu-
line role as a near-permanent lifestyle, many more lesbians may experiment
with this kind of strategy for a short period, particularly during the identity
crisis that occurs at the time of the first self-admission of a deviant sexual
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commitment, or at entry into the culture of the homosexual community. During
this early phase of career development, it is not unlikely that many lesbians
overreact because they are still imbued with the essentially heterosexual lan-
guage of their earlier socialization and think of themselves as an accident of
nature: a man trapped in a woman’s body. Such a self-conception surely helps
in reducing uncertainty and in creating the necessary distance from previous
and less viable identities. At this extremely crucial moment of transition, over
identification with masculinity helps the deviant to reduce dissonance. It is the
experience of one researcher who has dealt with lower-class lesbians that ho-
mosexual patterns among these women are nearly identical with woman-man
relationships in the slum community. These women take over the most immedi-
ate surrogate role behaviors that are available in the local community, with
some women acting out clearcut “stud” roles compared to the other women
who continue to operate within the usual definitions of femininity in the ghetto.

Another reason that this role-style may be attractive for short periods is the
obviousness of that style. This obviousness becomes helpful to the newly
“turned out” lesbian, who may not yet have become adept at other styles of
handling sociosexual relations. One young lesbian commented:

R: For instance, when I first got into the gay world with the first girl, there was no butch
or fem. We didn’t know, though I was slightly more aggressive.

Int: In making love?

R: No. I mean in taking care of things, managing, planning. When we made love, there
was a kind of flow, a sharing. So I eventually came out in the gay world as kind of
butch. Mostly because I felt you had to be somewhere. Later, if someone asked, I said
I'was butch, but mostly because I didn’t want any of these bull dykes coming on to me.

Almost all of the women we interviewed saw themselves as women who
wanted to become emotionally and sexually attached to another woman who
would, in turn, respond to them as a woman. This was expressed rather clearly
by a lesbian who thought of herself as being classified as a “fem.”

Int: Do you have a preference as to active or passive role?

R: For me it would be reciprocal. But among the gay people I know, I guess I am
classified as fem. Probably because I'm not the aggressive type. I don’t go around
asking girls to dance—I can’t lead for one thing.

Int: Do you prefer girls who are butch or fem?

R: That’s hard to say. I think that most of the girls that | have been attracted to were also
attractive to men, some of them very much so. Also, there has to be some community of
interests so that there is something to talk about. A way of seeing things the same way.

Another young woman, whose first two lesbian contacts were both “butch”
types, commented:

R: They didn’t like me to touch them, or anything. They had to do everything. Just like
most men. If that’s what you want, you might as well go “straight.”
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Despite what we feel to be an essentially feminine quality that pervades the
sexual commitments of most lesbians, there is often a distinct masculine aspect
to lesbian life. What is deceptive is that many of these masculine elements arise
from nonsexual sources and have nonsexual roots that are missed because one
is dealing with a specifically homosexual population. One such partial, non-
sexual explanation is offered by Simone de Beauvoir in her discussion of the
lesbian in The Second Sex (pp. 421-22). There she observes that the descrip-
tive phrase “women without men” has a literal meaning beyond just describing
sexual behavior. When they abandon the social route that for the majority of
women culminates in heterosexual marriage, most lesbians must take responsi-
bility for a whole range of activities and skills that ordinarily fall to the man in
the family. For these women such skills as repairing a lamp, learning how to
handle tools, and managing an independent personal economy lead to a differ-
ent set of expectations with reference to many other functions in the rest of the
world. Without a man to manage relationships between her and the demands of
the external world, the lesbian must learn a whole set of instrumental tasks that
are only learned to a very limited extent by other women.

A quasi-masculine appearance also insulates the lesbian from the relations
that create demands she either cannot or does not desire to accept. One young
lesbian, who is both feminine and attractive in appearance, described the dys-
functions of her femininity at work in the following way:

R: At work all the people are “straight” [heterosexual], and I have to put on this big
scene of being heterosexual. And I don’t like putting on fronts. But the men who come
in like to flirt and expect me to flirt back. If I could just tell everyone that I'm homo-
sexual, I wouldn’t have to put on this big front, but everyone won’t accept it.

In considering this insulation function of a nonfeminine presentation of self, it
is important to remember that it need not be considered by all persons as indica-
tive of homosexuality; it can also be defined merely as asexuality.

Another aspect of this question of the style of self-presentation involves the
lesbian community. For lesbians who are involved in the community, there may
exist a constraint to appear less feminine than many of them might individually
be in a free choice situation. In the community context, uniform or recogniz-
able styles of dress or presentation quickly establish group membership and
heighten the sense of group solidarity.

Family Relationships

One thing of which we may be fairly certain is that parents do not deliber-
ately raise their children to be homosexuals, for in all known societies exclu-
sive adult heterosexuality is an intended outcome of the childrearing process.
Nonetheless, homosexuals do emerge from families, and no matter how un-
usual or strained the family may have been, the lesbian is confronted with the
same problem that everyone faces upon becoming an adult—she must work out
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some relationship with her parental family so that her new self-definition may
be expressed (either in concealment or in public identification). The mere fact
that a commitment has been made to a deviant sexual pattern that limits the
possibilities of realizing some of the conventional parental expectations, such
as getting married and having children, makes this transition more difficult for
the lesbian. However, there is no indication that the distribution of solutions to
this dilemma for the lesbian population differs substantially from those adopted
by heterosexuals. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that substantial
strains on more specific levels do occur.

For a small proportion of the lesbians we talked to, family connections were
minimal. This severing of family ties varied between rejection of the lesbian by
the family, rejection of the family by the lesbian, or a mutual rejection. But this
was the case for few, and in most instances some partial family ties were main-
tained, if only through one sympathetic member. This was typified by one
lesbian who described her family relations in the following way:

R: The only one I see is my brother and his wife. At least once a month I will go and have
dinner with them. Their children are always glad to see me, and I am very fond of them.
They know, but we don’t talk about it. Once I brought a girl friend along, but it seemed
to create too much embarrassment. I am sure, though, if I were ever in trouble, they
would come through for me. We don’t talk about them [parents and another brother]
often. Even though it’s been a long time, it still hurts.

So, while cases like this one appear and while it is evident that homosexuality
played an important role in the rupturing of family ties, there are numerous
instances in a general population where family ties are ruptured over factors
having nothing to do with sexual deviance.

Some larger proportion of lesbians manage this problem by masking their
homosexual activity from all or almost all family members and seem to cope
with family relations fairly well. One commented:

R: Once mother accepted the fact that I didn’t want to live at home and that I wasn’t
going to get married, it worked out very well. I talk to them about once a week and go
out every few weeks. My girl friend comes along, and she gets along very well with the
family. Mother, particularly, is pleased that I have such a well-educated and refined
roommate. I am sure that she doesn’t know. I don’t think mother or father can conceive
of something like homosexuality.

Frequently parents suspect, or even know, but decide to ignore the possibility
or the fact of lesbianism. In one case it was quite clear that the mother was fully
cognizant of her daughter’s sexual preference, since it was the reason for the
daughter’s expulsion from a school. However, following that event no further
reference was made to lesbian activity. Indeed, in most families where there is
knowledge or partial knowledge there is avoidance of the issue. In relatively
few cases, perhaps as few as those involving complete rejection, there is full
knowledge and an open, casual acceptance.
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What should be clear is that there is no one pattern of family adjustment for
the lesbian, particularly not one predicated exclusively around the fact of les-
bianism. There are satisfying family relations and unsatisfying ones, relations
that are disruptive for the individual lesbian and those which are highly sup-
portive, relations of intimacy and of distance, and relations where the family
simply is not a very significant factor. The tendency for strain is evident. For ex-
ample, in a large number of cases the disclosure to parents of her homosexual
commitment was made by the lesbian as a manifestly aggressive and hostile act
directed toward one or both parents. The pattern of alienation that we com-
mented upon in our earlier discussion suggests that in many instances disor-
dered family patterns can be observed; however, these family problems might
be best understood in terms of general approaches to the study of the family
rather than in terms of a special theory organized around the concept of homo-
sexuality.

Earning a Living

Most lesbians are confronted with the problem of earning a living. When a
woman forgoes the conventional path where a husband would perform this
role, labor force participation becomes much more important. In some cases
this more serious involvement with work adds to the public misconception of
the masculine character of lesbians, for, in our society, “serious” work still
remains predominantly in the masculine sphere. This is, of course, a problem
that all women who take work seriously, homosexual and heterosexual alike,
must face. As we have noted before, it is often assumed that the occupationally
committed woman is somehow imperfect. Serious commitment to work remains
in most cases for women an unexpected outcome of the childrearing process;
more than the suggestion of deviancy is implicit.

The heterosexual woman with strong work commitments, particularly where
work becomes career, is still treated as exceptional, with abundant ambiguities
and indications of role strain. This is marked by the fact that the “career woman”
is frequently defined in many of the stereotypical characteristics that are found
in the stereotype of the lesbian (e.g., aggressive, castrating, man-hating, driven,
and frustrated). Clearly, what appears as preferences or capacities for authority
roles in the public sphere of work are too often too automatically translated
into comparable preferences in the privacy of the bedroom. (Ironically, the
lesbian with limited commitments to work tends to have that attributed to the
same “character disorder” that gave rise to her homosexuality, rather than an
expression of conventional patterns of socialization for girls and women.)

One lesbian who worked at a fairly skilled job wrote an article in a British
lesbian publication that described her sense of frustration at constantly being
passed over for promotion by men who she felt were no more (and often less)
competent than she. This woman understood that the judgment was being made
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that most women are only temporarily involved in the world of work and that
there is little point in training them for higher positions, since they ultimately
marry and withdraw from full labor force participation. She commented that she
wants to tell her superiors that she is a lesbian and unlikely to marry, but her
desire to do so is curbed by her anticipation of the firm’s reaction to her sexual
object preference.

Most lesbians, then, appear to be more seriously committed to work than
most women. Reflecting this, they tend to have relatively stable work histories.
Most movement between jobs is associated with an upgrading of jobs. Some
lesbians, to be sure, display extremely erratic work histories, and this is fre-
quently associated with difficulties in managing personal and sexual relations.
One commented:

R: When I broke up with ——, things just went to hell. I must have had six different
jobs in less than a year. Just when things were settling down, I met ——. Off on the
merry-go-round I went. Nothing seemed to matter, just being with her. Then I realized
that she was supporting me and that was a drain on the relationship.

Other lesbians are persons with a very limited commitment to the world of
work, who might be termed highly dependent. Such lesbians, however, may not
differ in many respects from their heterosexual counterparts who find in mar-
riage many of the supports for their dependency needs. Parenthetically, this
relatively small proportion of highly dependent lesbians may be “overrepre-
sented” in both lay and professional views because these women are among the
ones most likely to seek therapy and the ones most likely to participate in the
visible part of the homosexual community. As a consequence, they help sustain
the “fem” motif in the “butch-fem” polarization of the homosexuality among
women; such a view is, of course, a caricature of heterosexual relations. It
would appear that, for whatever reasons, lesbians with disordered work patterns
constitute a minority of all homosexual women. Knowing what we do about the
problems associated with adopting a deviant social role, we should not be
surprised to observe that some part of a lesbian population has this kind of
difficulty; rather, we might better be surprised at the number who appear to
function well in the world of work.

A significant factor in the work adjustment of the lesbian is obviously the
character of the occupation or profession that she selects. For some occupa-
tions, aspects of a lesbian commitment may actually prove helpful. The lesbian’s
sexual commitment frees her from many of the normal demands of family life
and particularly from the demands of childbearing and rearing. In other occu-
pations this same sexual commitment may prove difficult to manage or at least
may constrain the lesbian, either by restricting her occupational activity or by
limiting her sexual activity. Also important is the degree to which work can be
separated from other spheres of life.
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Many jobs place demands on aspects of the individual’s conduct that would
be considered private activity in other occupations. For example, the job re-
quirements of the public school teacher or federal government employee set
severe limits on the conduct of one’s personal life. And, while lesbians are
employed as teachers and government workers, they must either learn to con-
duct their sexual relations with greater discretion than many other lesbians
(and conduct these relations in an atmosphere of greater fear and anxiety) or be
prepared to have their careers suffer. One lesbian occupying a high-paying
position with private industry commented on this:

R: My company advertises me as one of the features of our service. My name is on the
letterhead. It has been hard work and it has taken years to arrive at this position, this
reputation. The hardest thing is knowing that all of this can be wiped out at any moment
because of some publicity. I don’t think the people with the company would object, but
the customers? Who knows? —— [her girl friend and roommate] likes to go to the gay
bars. I do too, but not so much. So we go, but I keep waiting for someone who knows
me at work to come walking in. It’s like living under a sword or with a time bomb.

Another factor that is important in understanding the homosexual’s work
problems is the degree of involvement with other people that the occupation
requires. Many people have very strong feelings about homosexuality, and
many more feel uneasy in its presence. One lesbian who worked at a routine
office job for several years said:

R: I work very hard at not letting people at the office know. I don’t think I would get
fired or anything. It’s just the nervousness I know it would start. The other girls look at
you curiously. Any touching, even accidental, is taken for a pass. I've had it happen
before, when I got careless and let someone know who talked. I got so that I'd wait for
the john to be empty before I'd go in. I don’t want to go through that again.

Another woman observed:

R: You can’t get too close to people at work. It gets too complicated. You start going out
and they want to know too much about you. One girl tried to fix me up with her brother.
It is really better to be a little stand-offish.

Still another factor is the amount of interest the lesbian takes in her
job—that is, the degree to which work itself is rewarding or engaging. For
many people work is merely a way of earning a living for others it is an
important and gratifying activity. In the latter case, work not only becomes
a constraint on, but also an important substitute for, many of the relations
and gratifications that the lesbian, almost by definition, is denied. The
potentialities that work offers the lesbian obviously differ widely, and the
fate of the professional woman is different from that of the shop clerk or
waitress.
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Friends

None of us has an opportunity to select our parental family, although as
adults, even with the pressure of social expectations, we can modify the degree
and extent of our involvement. But part of growing up means that it is fre-
quently very difficult to share new experiences or tastes with parents who are,
by definition, a generation away in experience, or even to share such things
with siblings with whom one has had a prolonged, diffuse, and complex rela-
tionship. This fact makes friendship so very important; friendships tend not
only to be supportive and reinforcing but also to be more specific and con-
trolled than familial attachments. So the lesbian must count available friend-
ships as an important resource in the process of coping with the contingencies
of her existence. Perhaps more than in the other areas of social life we have
considered, the homosexuality of the lesbian becomes a highly conspicuous
factor in her friendship selection.

None of the lesbians we interviewed could be considered isolates, although
it is probable there are some who had been, particularly during various transi-
tional states. For most, the inclination to speak aloud their feelings and desires
becomes something of a constraint in forming friendships with other lesbians.
Although it is interesting to note that almost all the lesbians we interviewed
included some homosexual men among their friends, for some of the lesbians
homosexual men constituted their only close men friends. This need for the
socialization of deviance is one of the major foundations of a homosexual
community. One relatively isolated lesbian, who was very critical of certain
aspects of the homosexual community, described the importance of her few
lesbian friends in the following way:

R: There are two or three girls here I think I could talk to, get some sympathy. I don’t
think it would be a matter of seeking advice so much as letting off steam. As a matter of
fact, that did happen last spring. One of the girls, we both cried on each other’s shoul-
ders for a while.

While a homosexual commitment endows friendship with a special signifi-
cance, it may also be the factor that makes friendship less stable. This instabil-
ity arises partially from the fact that the population from which the individual
lesbian is likely to select her friends is the same population from which she also
is likely to select her lovers and sexual partners. As a result, most discussions of
friendship were filled with a sense of anticipated impermanence. The fact that
friends are often ex-lovers or are current or recent rivals appears to foster an
ultimate reserve or, in some extreme cases, a constant mistrust. Almost para-
doxically, the instability of many lesbian alliances, a fact that contributes to
making friendships among homosexual women so important, also tends to
limit the quality of friendships that develop. However, despite this reservation,
most of the lesbians interviewed reported managing their friendships fairly
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well, at least in the sense of having friends with whom they could spend their
leisure time and to whom they could turn in moments of stress.

Many of the women also reported having close friends who were not homo-
sexual and who had knowledge of their homosexuality. The existence of such
friends obviously facilitated adjustment. This seemed particularly true for those
lesbians who had made the best occupational adjustments—i.e., those who had
jobs they enjoyed or those who had relatively stable work histories. Both of
these—nonhomosexual friendship ties and work adjustment—may well be
linked, however, to the somewhat elusive elements that are associated with
meeting the conventional world on its own terms. Friendship with knowing
nonhomosexuals often appeared to have a limited quality, indicating some-
thing like a “separate worlds” phenomenon. Indicative was the fact that very
few lesbians can handle an attempt to bring their two worlds together, but of
course, this would be characteristic of virtually all deviant subcultures.

Another large proportion of the lesbians reported having nonhomosexual
friends who did not know they were homosexual. Such friends play a role in
filling the lesbian’s social life with people, but to the extent that these friends
do become an important resource in a lesbian’s life, they also become a source
of considerable anxiety. One lesbian described her situation in the following
way:

R: Some [friends] may suspect. I don’t know. Normally I just don’t tell people unless
there is a reason for it. You know, where the question comes up, where I might have to
explain some peculiar behavior Once or twice it came out when I had too much to drink.
I try to watch it, but you can’t be on your guard all the time. Normally, my practice is not
to tell people unless I'm pretty sure what the reaction will be.

The lesbian population observed represents, then, differing basic styles of
handling the question of friendship. For some, it meant living in almost exclu-
sively homosexual social circles, while others lived in homosexual and
nonhomosexual social worlds simultaneously. There were also different styles
of living in the nonhomosexual world. Little is systematically known about
what determines these alternative patterns, although the ways they relate to
work and family certainly are involved. And perhaps here, more clearly than
elsewhere, it is evident that the content of social life for lesbians can be more
adequately grasped by understanding the social response to homosexuality
than by understanding the psychodynamics involved.

Finding Love

Romantic love as a mass experience is an invention of the modern world. As
such, it plays a peculiarly important role in stabilizing social life. This is par-
ticularly true for that form of love that embodies, and is partially expressed
through, sexuality. Few people grow up in our society without an understand-
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ing of the desirability of love. Even fewer doubt that its absence represents a
crucial personal impoverishment, and extremely few fail to respond to the rheto-
ric that emerges from it. The lesbian is no exception to this. The difference here,
as in many other spheres of life, is that for her the establishment of an enduring
love relationship is more problematic.

Almost without exception, the lesbians we interviewed expressed a signifi-
cant commitment to finding such an enduring love relationship. Perhaps be-
cause their alienation from the larger society is centered in the sexual area, and
as a result, they are more conscious of its role, their sense of its importance
appears to be even greater than it would be for other populations. What appar-
ently is involved is an almost nineteenth-century commitment to romantic
ideals. Their aspirations were fundamentally those embodied in “the American
dream”: a comfortable home, an interesting job, access to enjoyable leisure
activities, and, above all, a sustaining and loving partner. This may rest in the
fact that love, as a social value, becomes a way of overriding the inevitable
uneasiness accompanying a deviant commitment.

Unfortunately, as frequently occurs with goals that are extremely important,
the very enormity of the importance of love often frustrates success. This frus-
tration may take several forms. One is the endowment of casual relations with a
greater intensity of feeling than the relationship can sustain. One older lesbian
observed:

R: This falling in and out of love is something that the younger girls do. They turn on to
each other and it fulfills a certain psychological need of the moment. They think they’re
in love. And, of course, it breaks up after a while. What would you expect? Sometimes
they’ve only known each other two weeks.

Another form of frustration stems from the tendency to develop impossible
expectations regarding the performances of their partners. This was expressed
with considerable clarity by one young woman.

R: Maybe it will pass but right now love is very important to me. Being very near
someone all the time. Wanting to love them and having them love you back. It’s like
being on a high and not wanting to come down. Maybe it’s my fault. Maybe I've just
had bad luck in the lovers I’ve known. They seem to come down too quickly and then
it becomes ugly and sordid.

Still another tendency is a balancing and frequently self-defeating reserve
that derives from an understandable anticipation of instability in relationships;
it is a means of self-protection against a very likely unhappy ending. One
lesbian, whose commitment to a substantial emotional investment was strong,
described her reluctance to share living quarters with her current lover in the
following way:

R: Guess I feel a sense of security with her. It’s not just sexual attraction. I don’t know
how to explain it. I can talk to her; she understands me. If it broke up, I'd be crushed.
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There’s something there that I’ve never had before. It’s just like I can’t let her go. The
only happiness I find in life right now is her.

Int: Would you like to live with her?

R:1don’t want to live with anyone. I’ ve been stuck with too many lemons. I find living
by myself very enjoyable. She can come over whenever she likes. But if she’s living
with me...I just feel crowded. I want to know that whatever happens, this place will be
mine.

So, as with friendship, the lesbian appears to have both a greater need for love
and, out of that greater need, a greater probability for frustration.

It also should be remembered that some lesbians do manage long, enduring
relationships, but others have difficulty managing even temporary affairs. In
this, as in other areas of life, there is considerable variation in the capacities
between lesbians at any given point in time and for given lesbians during
different phases of the life cycle. The differences emerge as the need for and
meaning of love change. Moreover, while the quest for love is problematic for
the lesbian, it is not totally lacking in its problematic aspects for heterosexuals,
who, after all, have at their disposal a larger number of substitute rewards and
formal constraints that function to bolster a love relationship.

Self- Acceptance

Perhaps the single most important variable in understanding the adjustment
of the lesbian is the process or the degree to which she comes to accept her-
self—that is, to manage her feelings about her emotions and preferences and to
bring into some balance what she is and what she wants to be. Put into its
simplest terms, this is her ability to like herself. Much, of course, depends upon
the outcome of many of the things we have discussed: relations to family,
extent and quality of friendships, utilization of and role in a homosexual com-
munity, work adjustment, and success in the quest for love. These, of course,
function in a complex and interactive system about which we know relatively
little, primarily because of the scarcity of inquiry into these areas of life. How
significantly success or failure in any of these specific areas of life leads to more
general effects remains an important. but unanswered, question. However, it is
clear that the most crucial expression occurs in the area of existential self-
consciousness, for it is here that these more abstract judgments of success or
failure are translated into the alternatives of contentment, happiness, confi-
dence or despair, demoralization, and self-hatred.

Once again, what is problematic for most heterosexuals becomes more prob-
lematic for the lesbian. The problems have their sources in some elements that
are particular to the lesbian adjustment, other elements that are shared with
those who occupy nonmarried or childless roles in the society, and still others
that are shared with persons whose sexual choices are regarded as odd or pecu-
liar. Like most individuals, the lesbian can expect positive confirmation from
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the world on most of the roles that she strives to maintain. To the degree that
these role performances elicit negative responses, the lesbian will be further
detached from those living more conventional lives. From what we have sug-
gested before, however, the majority of lesbians do maintain a major commit-
ment to a number of conventional relationships. At the same time, the lesbian
does experience a continuing sense of doubt when in interaction with conven-
tional persons whether they know or do not know about her homosexuality. If
the guilty secret is discovered by those who do not know, the lesbian fears that
she will be rejected; if she is among those who already know, there is the danger
of their interpreting her behavior solely through the screen of the deviant ele-
ment in her life. This problem is clearly not omnipresent, nor does it necessarily
infect every encounter. But nonetheless it is a background element, a sense of
uneasiness that may serve to distort interaction with persons who appear con-
ventional. Indeed, the existence of a pervasive deviant adaptation can lead to
interpreting the behavior of others toward the self when such behavior seems
ambiguous in nature. When someone’s reaction to a lesbian is purely in terms of
her nonmarried status, she can still interpret it in terms of her homosexual
interests, thus making her world more dangerous than it is.

The homosexual adaptation, for the individual actor if not for the audience
of interaction, has a potential both for organizing life and for the consequences
of failure. What little public language there is for the lesbian is predominantly
negative, and her sexuality is certainly more striking than her other social roles.
Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that many lesbians appear to have difficulty at
this level and that most talk about it at one time or another. Nor is it surprising
that the search for an effective basis for self-acceptance is fairly costly and most
typically involves learning to deny the importance of certain activities, rela-
tionships, and forms of status that the society defines as eminently desirable
and part of the “natural” course of life.

Several of our respondents indicated just how costly this process can be.
One lesbian fled her homosexual commitment by entering an unsuccessful
marriage that continued for six or seven years. This was followed by a period of
sexual inactivity and later by involvement in homosexual activity. She com-
mented:

R: Sex is not very important to me now, in spite of the fact that there is greater sex
activity. It is not as important as it was when I was in my twenties by any means. I've had
too many years of conditioning; having lived without it, I made a conscious effort at
psychologically conditioning myself not to think about sex. And I was fairly successful.
Int: Are you happier now?

R: Yes, I have...well, I don’t know about happier. I was happiest when I decided not to
live a straight life. In other words, I wasn’t going to try to look for another man or to get
married again. I’m not sure I am happier now that I made a second decision to live as if
I were a lesbian. But there was a great deal of...peace is not the word. I felt I was
reconciled with myself.
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Decisions for this lesbian were problematic, but she is not entirely exceptional.
A majority of the lesbians we talked to had experimented with the possibility of
heterosexual relations, and a good proportion of these had seriously consid-
ered marriage. One described her situation as follows:

R: The first fellow was the dashing type, involved in everything. He was part owner of
——. I was serious because I enjoyed being with him; I found him interesting, even
fascinating. But he didn’t excite me physically: as a person he excited me. I enjoyed
doing things with him. But physically, for instance, when he touched me I said I felt
nothing, absolutely nothing. So if he made any attempt or made any suggestions, I put
him down and said I didn’t want it. And if he argued. I'd get sick to my stomach and
think: my God, is he going to force me? But he never did. He wasn’t pushy about it.
guess he thought it would be all right after we got married, so he proposed. I cared for
him, but I didn’t love him. It got to a point where every time he took me out, he
proposed, so I broke it off.

Int: Did you ever feel the temptation to try to fake it?

R: Of course I thought about it at the time. He really was a nice boy and I thought...well,
maybe it won’t be such a bad idea. I might even be surprised. But then I realized I
couldn’t; it would be too much a lie.

The temptation is clearly to sacrifice the sexual gratification for significant
gains in the availability of conventional rewards and statuses: the approval of
friends and family, a recognized position in the general community, a family of
one’s own, and so on. Another young lesbian, reporting an almost identical
occurrence, added:

R: For a while we all thought I would get married; my parents were happier than
I can recall. One of my mother’s big disappointments was the fact that there would
be no grandchildren. I love both of my parents a great deal, and I would do almost
anything for their happiness, but I couldn’t do that. I think I was saddened, too,
when I broke it off. Then I knew that I wasn’t ever going to have children. And I
would like to have some...for myself.

For the lesbian who learns to accept herself, this surrender of access to major
cultural goals may be among her most difficult tasks. Moreover, we suspect that
this surrender is never final, but that the desire for such goals tends to reemerge
at different degrees of intensity, at different points in the life cycle, either as
nostalgia about the past or as anxiety about the present.

The need to see oneself as conforming to the moral order of the society also
creates problems. The entry into a deviant career does not automatically bring
release from moral constraints; to the contrary, the need to deal with conven-
tional morality may loom more sharply for deviants than for persons following
sexually conforming patterns who can readily assume universality of their moral
commitments. More specifically, religiosity plays an important role, and nearly
all of our society’s organized religions take hostile positions with respect to
homosexuality, defining it as wicked and sinful. This frequently creates a great
problem for the lesbian who— like the homosexual man—must somehow at-
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tempt to reconcile her religious commitment with her sexual identity. For one
lesbian, this was the greatest obstacle to her self-admission of homosexual
preferences. She observed:

R: T just felt that it had to be unnatural. [ knew how men and women made love. It was
present in their very biology. I didn’t have the slightest idea of how women might: I
didn’t know what I could do to provide pleasure for another woman. I somehow
decided that if God had intended women to love one another, He would have made it
more obvious, like He did for men and women in love.

For most lesbians there is a movement away from religious involvement,
particularly from the conventional communions. For some, this involves a kind
of agnosticism or merely an avoidance of religious subjects and thoughts. For
others, however, the roots of religious training and conviction run too deeply.
Some of these women manage by rearranging their religious beliefs, thereby
developing a personal style of religion and a personal image of God. One very
religious woman described her feelings by saying:

R: I stopped going to church when my minister told me that if I couldn’t control the
feelings, I could control acting on them, that it was a challenge. I just knew that God
would not have given me these feelings if they were so bad. Somehow I know He
understands.

Other lesbians, unfortunately, can’t make this kind of transformation in their
beliefs, and for them the resultant sense of self-rejection and self-hatred be-
comes severe. A number of such lesbians attempt to anticipate divine punish-
ment by self-punishment, thus risking the disruption of their lives generally.
One such lesbian accounted for her refusal to follow up many encouraging
prospects in her field of work by saying: “I didn’t because I felt I didn’t have the
right; I was too unworthy.” However, the role of the church may change as an
increasing number of the major religious bodies are now in the process of
rethinking their original position on the question of homosexuality, particu-
larly the question of whether it is, by definition, sinful and is a sufficient basis
for exclusion from the religious community.

Psychiatry and the growing use of the language of mental health increas-
ingly play arole in this process of self-acceptance. A large number of the women
interviewed had been in one kind of psychological therapy or other, and a large
number of them displayed considerable familiarity with the literature of psy-
chology and psychiatry. The effects of such experiences appear to be mixed. On
the one hand, it should create problems for full self-acceptance, since the pre-
vailing clinical view of homosexuality is that it is an expression of pathology.
On the other hand, use of the language of psychother-apy lessens the risks of
self-hatred, because it permits the lesbian to see herself as the outcome of a
process over which she had little control.
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Conclusions

The major shortcoming of many previous discussions of the lesbian has
been one of omission rather than commission; the lesbian has been described
almost exclusively from the perspective of what has appeared to be her distin-
guishing characteristic—her sexual conduct. What has always been missing in
these discussions is the rest of the activity that fills the lesbian’s daily life. Even
when such aspects of life have been considered, they have been used to show
the way her sexuality expresses itself in this nonsexual activity. Rarely, for
example, has her sexual activity been viewed as something that can be, and
is, an expression of other forms of social activity. In our present, tentative,
unsystematic, and incomplete investigation, we are attempting to alter this
perspective somewhat—to impose a sense of this complexity upon the study
of homo-sexuality among women.

A second goal of this study has been to present a sense of the diversity of
forms that homosexuality among women may take, and to relate this diversity
to a number of different dynamic factors and contingencies. While we may be
inaccurate in selecting or recognizing these factors and contingencies, we feel
confident in asserting the need for this kind of complex view. More than any-
thing else, our success rests upon our ability to help move consideration of this
problem away from dangerously simplified notions of the lesbian or the cause
of homosexuality among women.

We are not trying to argue that homosexuality among women is natural. To
the contrary, we are arguing that it is unnatural, but unnatural in the way that all
human behavior is unnatural: it is without an absolutely predetermined and
fixed shape and content. It is a complex condition that derives from the human
ability to think, act, and remember and the need to live with other humans.

Notes

1. Even though the society does not seek to repress homosexuality in women in quite
the same manner that it does homosexuality, the numbers of women involved in
overt homosexual contact are somewhat lower than for men. Using data on young
women college students comparable to that referred to in Chapter 5 for young
college-attending men, there is a remarkable difference in the rates of single homo-
sexual experiences. The incidence figure for men is 30 percent, while the compa-
rable incidence for women is 6 percent. Of this small proportion, two-thirds (or 4
percent of the total) have had homosexual experience limited to early adolescence
with a few scattered experiences later in the teens. This leaves only 2 percent of the
college-attending women who were interviewed with any significant homosexual
experience and less than 1 percent who were exclusively homosexual in behavior
and object choice.

2. This may account for the Kinsey finding that there were no differences in the sexual
patterns of women when socioeconomic status was held constant, except for age at
marriage and therefore age at first coitus, a fundamentally dependent variable in this
case. Women’s sexuality is designed to conform to a relatively wide range of men’s
sexual performance without major upset or anxiety.
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Rossi points out that for the first time in history there is a situation in which
childrearing is the full-time business of the woman rather than being simply one of
her many duties, as in the past (Rossi, 1964).

Changes in the technology and social organization of work have considerably less-
ened the strain of choosing between family roles and work for middle-class women.
However, the problems of managing a strong career commitment, including aspira-
tion levels appropriate for a given career, appear to remain problematic. As Mervin
Freedman observed in describing his study of Vassar students:

The interviews also reveal some reluctance on the part of women to assume
leadership in various professions or fields except for those which possess con-
siderable female connotation—for example, social work. They are likely to re-
treat from any exceptional accomplishment which may threaten the security of
men.... All in all, as I see it, most women today are still striving to maintain the
integrity of the family and, at least to some extent, the continuity of traditional sex
roles. (1967, pp. 119-20)






7

The Prostitution of Women

Prostitution is conventionally defined, in order to distinguish it from other
sociosexual activity, as the granting of sexual access on a relatively indiscrimi-
nate basis for payment, either in money or barter, depending on the complexity
of the local economic system, with the payment acknowledged to be for a
specific sexual performance. This service may be performed by either boys or
men or girls or women for either boys or men or girls or women, though in
practice in nearly all societies acts of prostitution are commonly performed by
girls or women for boys or men or by boys or men for boys or men. While the
prostitutes may be selective about the kinds of sexual activities that they will
perform for money, it is clear that some kind of sexual act is available from
them. Likewise, prostitutes may be relatively selective about their clientele,
choosing not to take those who are dirty or deformed, those who request sexual
activities that they think aberrant, or those who violate certain of the norms of
conduct between prostitute and customer. However, within these idiosyncra-
sies the entree to the prostitute is the capacity to pay for the relationship.
Payment for the specific act is what distinguishes the prostitute from other
sexual partners who accept a variety of gifts while having sexual contact.!

This definition provides only a limited meaning of the prostitution of girls
or women to boys or men, which is the exclusive focus of this chapter. The
prostitution of girls or women is as much if not more vulnerable to the processes
of social and scientific simplification than are other kinds of sexual relation-
ships. While it is easy for us to recognize that there are profound social and
psychological differences between similar physical acts that are called homo-
sexual when they were performed in classical Greek society, in the Plains In-
dian cultures and in public toilets of large cities in the United States, the pros-
titution of girls or women remains too easily characterized as the world’s oldest
profession. While it has been recognized by some sociologists that the rate of
boys or men going to prostitutes or the prostitutes’ significance in the sexual
milieu is somehow connected to other outlets for sexual activity, such easy
functionalism is limited to a relatively narrow band of history and to a limited
set of cultural contexts. Indeed, the implied assumption of such a functionalist
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position is a fixed level of biological sexual appetite (commonly that of men)
which requires a fixed amount of satisfaction and which will be necessarily
found in some cultural arrangements.

The idea of the “world’s oldest profession” largely conceals from us the
central relation of prostitution of women to the conventional relations of men
and women, in both their familial and economic positions in the specific his-
torical societies in which they live. The label conceals the process of recruit-
ment to prostitution, the social norms about gender and sexual conduct among
the groups from which the women were recruited, the possibilities of exiting
from the prostitute role, and the differing relation between prostitution and
conventional sexual relations between the genders. The term “prostitution”
tends to mask the significant differences between prostitution as it has occurred
in such diverse locations as seventeenth-century England, the city of Kyoto in
eighteenth-century Japan, the nineteenth-century frontier communities of the
United States, the cities and villages of Southeast Asia (before and after Western
colonialism), or the Tenderloin of San Francisco in 1970. To see each instance
as equivalent in some cross-cultural scheme is to rip it from its historical con-
text in some dubious search for cultural universals.

To decry the search for cultural universals is not to impugn a concern for
cultural continuity and the existence of historical processes that allow older
forms and values to interact with and, at times, shape current social life. Our
attitudes toward prostitutes are based on the same origins as our current con-
ventional vision of the natural order that should exist between women and
men—i.e., nineteenth-century English models. Though the contours of most of
our society have changed in the intervening century, the available legal, moral,
and social scripts that exist for the act of prostitution are remarkably stable.

In the middle and latter half of the nineteenth century large numbers of
women in the English urban working class (including migrants from both Ire-
land and the rural counties) were vulnerable to prostitution. Economic and
social dislocation, the frequent deaths of husbands or parents, and the brutality
of the factory system exposed large numbers of women to sexual as well as
economic exploitation. The conditions of vocational and familial life for lower-
class women were sufficiently appalling that a medical observer of prostitution
in England stated that the working conditions of the prostitute seemed to be
less physically damaging than either work in the factories or the exhaustion of
repeated childbearing (Acton, 1857, p. 59). While adult women were at consid-
erable risk, there existed a parallel trade in girls, both post- and prepubescent,
who were kidnapped or purchased for the bordellos of continental countries.

When large numbers of women and girls were forced into, were seduced into,
or volunteered for lives of prostitution, it was close to impossible for the soci-
ety to attend to what was a visible social condition. The state of relation (or
perhaps irrelation) that existed between men and women was such that while
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novelist George Eliot allowed that her husband in his kindness used her but
once a month, the anonymous author of My Secret Life could wander the streets
of London seducing or buying large numbers of young women and younger
girls. The deep moral crises of English life were expressed in the sexual rela-
tions of men and women as they occurred both within and across classes.

The prostitute in this social situation came to occupy a very particular and
symbolically enriched role in the Victorian mind. While it is evident that the
actual experience of prostitution was highly varied—child and adult prosti-
tutes in expensive bordellos, streetwalkers in the port cities, kept mistresses in
St. John’s Wood—the combined reforming and condemning impulse of the
Victorian middle classes stylized the image of the prostitute, giving her mo-
tives and a life history and, indeed inventing an entire social apparatus through
which she could be experienced directly or in fantasy and put to social use. The
Pre-Raphaelite paintings of the lost woman, given up to degradation amidst the
finery of her suburban flat, yet more inviting than the good women around her,
are visual exemplifications of the profound moral ambivalences attached to
prostitution by the cultural elite. A number of themes formed the relations
between the genders in this bourgeois world and had direct impact on the
image of the prostitute: first, all (or nearly all) life chances for women had to be
obtained through men; second, the opposition between the maternal and the
erotic, the innocent and the impure was both an economic and a moral issue;
and third, there was a deep confusion between women’s social mobility and
sexual adventurism, a confusion that can be traced in terms of declining women’s
eroticism and increasing degradation from Moll Flanders to Vanity Fair to
Jane Eyre.

The joining of money and sex was crucial to prostitution and the social
connection that set the prostitute and men’s social and sexual relations with her
in a particular light. The sexual contact with the prostitute is that moment when
the most private and most public in a bourgeois society meet. Even the meta-
phors for sexual expenditure that emerged at the beginning of capitalism in-
volve an imagery of sexual excess as the spending of vital body fluids.? Sexu-
ality itself was experienced by cultural elites through the language of Calvinist
econometrics.

Sexual gratification in the nineteenth century among the middle classes in
England (and for large populations today) was legitimately expected only within
the marital bond. Even those presently quasi-legitimate forms of sexuality that
are proscribed but not punished today either because they are tacitly thought to
promote marriage (premarital coitus between those in love) or because they
apparently reduce sexual “drives” or “tensions” during the absence of a marital
partner (masturbation, either in adolescence or during marriage) were not nor-
matively available to the nineteenth-century bourgeoisie in England or the
white Anglo-Saxon Protestant sector of the United States.’ In contrast to these
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restrictions prostitution was thought to have quasi-legitimate functions during
the nineteenth and the first quarter of the twentieth century in the United States
and England; for, within the strictures against premarital coitus and masturba-
tion that grew out of the eighteenth century, the function of the bad woman was
to protect the virtue of those who were good—i.e., the “bad woman” aided a
covert and often overt maintenance of a “good” woman’s property value. Given
the large number of migrant men, many of whom would not marry, it was not
unexpected that police officials would conclude that the existence of prostitu-
tion was either a necessary evil or that it was a positive good in that it reduced
the number of rapes of good women in the community.

Most of the current values as expressed by individuals or collectively in
welfare institutions and the processes of criminal justice are inherited from
expressions of a nineteenth-century cultural elite. The symbolic structure
through which we experience the prostitute (the whore with a heart of gold, the
bad woman who loves and dies for the good man, the lost and unadjusted girl,
the lustful wench, the hardened whore, the victim of vice) is largely a cultural
inheritance or cultural survival. While the character of recruitment, the locus of
the activity, and the social sectors from which women are drawn have changed
substantially, the prostitute is experienced by the customer in many of the same
ways, and the legal structure that imposes sanctions uses the same explanatory
rhetoric for legitimating arrest and imprisonment. This interaction of an inher-
ited symbolic structure being imposed on novel sexual materials is not uncom-
mon compared to other forms of sexual behavior. The development of the sexual
sector is largely unplanned, and members of Western societies are, to a great
extent, indirectly socialized into sexual roles.

A basic shift from the nineteenth-century pattern of the use of prostitutes in
the United States correlates with a major campaign against prostitution after
World War I. This involved an increase in penalties, lowered tolerance of houses
of prostitution, and a national campaign against venereal diseases. This change
seems to be tied to shifts in the structure of premarital coitus and the rise of
romantic love as a collective ideology and individual option in mate selec-
tion. Romantic love and passionate sexuality, which now appear as such neces-
sary and ubiquitous elements in woman-man relationships are relatively new
ideas. Indeed, the majority belief in romantic love probably does not antedate
the 1920s in American society and is a post-World War II phenomenon in some
working-class populations. The Kinsey figures published in 1948 chronicle
this shift in overt behavior. While the proportion of men born in 1910 and after
who have ever gone to a prostitute is the same as for men born in 1909 and
before, the frequencies at which the post-1910 group went to prostitutes were
two-thirds to one-half of the frequencies of the earlier reductions were observed
even in the already low frequencies of the college educated; however, the most
substantial changes were among those of lesser education (Kinsey et al., 1948,
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pp. 595-609).* The differences between the college and non-college rates in all
groups show the impact of social class factors in this area of sexual conduct
(Kinsey et al., 1948, pp. 351-55). Nowadays it is clear that contact with prosti-
tutes accounts for only a small proportion of the sexual experience of young
men. Furthermore, most of this experience is centered around peer-group activ-
ity and initiation into heterosexual coitus (Kirkendall, 1961, pp. 22-25). Sig-
nificantly, it is among men who do not marry or who are divorced or separated
in their thirties that the proportion going to prostitutes increases to about 15 to
20 percent of all sexual contacts (Kinsey et al., 1948, pp. 249-59).

At first glance, it is possible to argue that these effects might be due to the
decreasing visibility and accessibility of prostitution resulting from increased
enforcement and increased sanctions. However, given the difficulty of control-
ling most victimless crimes, it is more likely that this change was the result of
other forces that affected the proportion of never-married men in the society as
well as a shift in the courtship patterns and an increasing importance of sexual
contact in sealing the love-marriage bond between premarital couples. During
the same time as this reduction in the frequency of going to prostitutes oc-
curred, there was a concomitant rise in the proportion of respectable girls and
women who were having premarital coitus. This was a shift from about one-
quarter of all women in the statistical groups born in 1900 and before in con-
trast to about one-half in all groups born between 1900 and 1929 (Freedman,
1967; Kinsey et al., 1953, pp. 298-302). This shift occurred at all social levels
and is equally true of girls and women with grade school educations and those
with college backgrounds. These changes in rates represent a fundamental shift
in the role of coitus in the mate selection process of our society, indicating a
major break from nineteenth-century values and a change in the status of women.

Premarital Coitus and Recruitment for Prostitution

Where the data from Kinsey and others indicate that there are substantial
differences in the measured sexual conduct of men when social class indexes
are examined, there is no such finding in terms of the sexual conduct of women.
To wit: the incidence and frequency of premarital coitus among men tend to be
a great deal higher than those for women, except among the college educated
where the differences are more moderate (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp. 78-80). It
appears that at the educational levels below college, especially among lower-
class men, the rates of premarital coitus were much greater than for women.

The explanation of these differences in rates resides in the differences be-
tween the two data sources. The data on men with high school and grammar
school levels of education in the Kinsey study of men is highly contaminated
with men who were interviewed in prison as well as those with criminal histo-
ries. The comparable data on persons with the same educational attainment in
the Kinsey volume on women did not include interviews with women in prison
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or with women who had records of delinquency or adult criminality. The pro-
cesses that exposed these men to criminal experiences and imprisonment also
served to inflate their rates of casual premarital coitus. The problems in inter-
preting these data are extremely well analyzed by J. Richard Udry (Udry and
Morris, 1967). However, even with these corrections, the premarital coital rates
of men are still higher than those of women, and this difference seems to have
the following significance.

Intercourse involving the majority of women at all social levels, but most
significantly among the better educated, takes place primarily with one to three
men, often limited to only the fiancée; in the Kinsey data nearly half of women
who had premarital coitus had it only with the fiancée (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp.
291-93). Overall, about 55 percent of women who reported premarital coitus in
that research did so with only one man, and 35 percent with between two and
five men. For women who married before twenty, as is often characteristic of
lower-class girls, the proportion with contact with five or fewer men was 90
percent (ibid., p. 335, Table 78.). What these figures suggest is that the patterns
of premarital coitus are relatively similar for girls and women across the social
class spectrum, but that there exists a minority of girls and women, both black
and white and primarily from working- and lower-class origins, who serve as
sexual targets for fairly large numbers of boys and men and at fairly high rates
of contact without pay. The conditions of middle and later adolescence for
many of these girls are disordered and demoralizing. In large measure this early
sexual activity is homosocially defined by the boys and men involved, that is,
it is most important in enhancing their social status among other boys and men.
Early involvement (ages twelve to fifteen) in heterosexual activity on the part
of a girl means, in nearly all instances, that the specific relationship will fail,
that she will in large measure be “tarnished goods” to both boy and girl peers.
For young women who have few interpersonal or familial resources during
adolescence, repeated sexual contact with boys (and young men) becomes a
device for gaining acceptance and social status. Unfortunately, few men are
capable at this age of dealing with overt sexual activity without reference to
homosocial peer group norms and standards. It is this group of girls and young
women that makes up the largest proportion of young women who are ad-
judged incorrigible or sexually delinquent by courts that deal with adolescents
and children. It is also this group that makes up the largest number of women
who become prostitutes.

Entry Into Prostitution

The conventional imagery of the first experience of prostitution has com-
monly been one of innocence betrayed or, if one follows the autobiographies of
literary prostitutes, a severely traumatic experience. It is our belief that most
autobiographical documents (not only those of prostitutes) require as subtle a
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reading as do most works of fiction. Prostitutes, like their customers, live their
lives and their individual sexual contacts through received categories that
have a historical dimension both individually and collectively. The act of
writing an autobiography for publication is as scripted a performance as enter-
taining a client. For most young women who enter the world of prostitution, the
transition is untraumatic, at least in the conventional middle-class meaning of
trauma. There is often a good deal of vacillation and drift, sometimes when men
accidentally or intentionally leave money as an act of goodwill or as a way of
expressing their detachment from the relationship. In certain black subcultures
a gift or what used to be called “show-fare” is part of the transient sexuality that
characterizes the group that Eddington called the aristocrats of the ghetto
(Eddington, 1967, personal communication). For most girls and women who
go into the life of prostitution following personal histories of adolescent disor-
der and premarital promiscuity, the transition is problematic (primarily in terms
of accepting money, not the sex itself). However, for some it may be an entry
into what appears to be a far more leisurely and unpressured life (Anonymous,
1959; Rolph, 1955; Young, 1964; McManus, 1960, pp. 81-86). The effects of
entering a life of prostitution are far more subtle than the simple shock of
discovering that one is a “bad girl.” The consequences of being “in the life”” are
attendant upon an increasing involvement in the world of prostitution, with a
correlative decrease in social relationships outside that world. A sense of de-
tachment from family or community often precedes the entry into prostitution.
The detachment is expressed through geographic mobility, lack of contact with
family, and disordered heterosexual relationships or marriages. To the degree
that the entry into prostitution involves a time-specific trauma, it appears more
often among girls or women who have not had earlier sexual conditioning by
multiple sexual contacts with a variety of men, who still maintain relations
with conventional alters or who conceive of themselves within the narrow
range of “good girl gone wrong.”

With the decline in the numbers of brothels or houses of prostitution—
institutions that remain only in some portions of the American South and in
other rather anomalous locations—the apprenticeship experience in prostitu-
tion is now dependent upon dyadic relationships between the apprentice and
either a more experienced prostitute or a man who operates as a pimp (Bryan,
1966). The apprenticeship involves learning on two levels. One level is re-
stricted to activities that are specific to the narrow scene or stage, which begins
with the presentation of self as sexually available for money and continues to
the exit line when the client departs. This learning experience involves more
tasks than simply getting over the experience of exchanging money for sex,
though this is the informing and central dilemma of the prostitute. It involves
learning ways of approaching men, ways of setting the price, ways of collecting
the fee, ways of managing the sexual contact, and then ways of letting the
customer go.
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The narrow situation of learning how to do the work varies, depending on
the site where the sexual presentation is made. In bordellos men come to the
women and the act is restricted to a single place. Women who work in bars or on
the street, unlike call girls, need to learn a wider set of skills in social manage-
ment (many men are approached, turndowns are obvious. a private place is
required). The individual entrepreneur is in a far more vulnerable position
legally and psychologically than one who works in a business enterprise. Each
of these events taken as a total experience involves making explicit what may
have only been implicit in all prior heterosexual contacts because, no matter
how many of these prior experiences there might have been, they could always
be regarded as part of a conventional structure of women’s sexual expectations.
When the commitment to taking money has been made, it means that the girl or
woman gives up pretending that her sexual contacts with most men take place
on an individual, affectionate, or romantic basis comparable to that of mate
selection. The situation is no longer one of courting or dating, but the specific
exchange of sexual access for money. This means that. even if the girl or woman
has refused no one previously, her present lack of discrimination is now a
public event.

During this apprenticeship period, the girl or woman must also manage the
nonsexual context of prostitution and the methods for bridging the gap be-
tween the nonsexual and the sexual. She must learn to name, recognize, and
attribute motives to other significant persons in the environment: customers,
steerers, the police, and other prostitutes. Part of this learning involves an argot
that is itself highly value-laden, and that in and of itself constrains the neo-
phyte into patterns of action and belief (Maurer, 1938). One of the most com-
plex of these tasks is learning the capacity to speak openly (this is not always
achieved; prostitution is not a form or a precursor of sexual freedom) about
sexual acts and sexual preferences, which in the past have arisen and been
performed in gestural and nonverbal contexts, and then to tie the new talk to
the pricing of the specific activity that is requested. The problem for the cus-
tomer is that, while the relationship between money and sexuality is what
makes the act possible, the economic portion of the act must not be allowed to
contaminate the sexual performance (unless the client wants an experience
with a “whore”). The structure of prostitute-client talk, once learned, becomes
highly ritualized and predictable, though it varies from one social level of
customer to another and from one situation of prostitution to another. Thus, the
centrality of the cash exchange is high for the lower-class customer, the sexual
activities preferred are limited, and the content of the sexual talk is narrow. On
the other hand, in contacts with middle-class men the price is set and not re-
ferred to again (though there may be psychic gain for the man as a result of pay-
ment), the sexual interests may be wide, and there is a certain expectation of
talk that transcends the immediate sexual character of the relationship. The
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capacity to meet all of these expectations is a relatively limited skill and may
account for the mobility problems of girls and women who enter at various
levels in the profession.

In this sense, entering “the life” is a process of managing a new conception
of the self, a new relationship to men, a new way of talking about the self, and
learning to meet a new world populated by special kinds of others. At the same
time, there is concomitant decrease in the frequency of interactions with con-
ventional others (except men in the new role of client) and in this process there is
a further alternation of a previously decreased capacity to return to the con-
ventional world. The life of prostitution, like many other forms of deviance com-
mits a person at the most deeply held portions of the self and, in the process,
produces far greater social and psychological similarities between prostitutes
than would have been expected from any set of etiological characteristics.

World of the Prostitute

The culture of prostitution is, like all cultures, composed of significant indi-
viduals who lay claim on each other in terms of time, energy, and affection. The
culture requires a large number of new definitions of others. However, these
new definitions often inescapably cut off many of the older, more conventional
definitions. The older definitions may still latently lay claim on the prostitute
and in some ways entangle her even when she is most enmeshed in her new
activities.

The world of the prostitute is primarily composed of other prostitutes, cli-
ents, steerers, and procurers, and in some cases pimps; it may include lesbian
lovers or madams; and—finally—the police and other agents of law and health
enforcement (Bryan, 1965; Cousins, 1938; Jackman, O’Toole, and Geis, 1963;
Pomeroy, 1965). Relationships among prostitutes are enormously complex,
but they seem in all circumstances to carry with them a substantial amount of
mutual dislike and mutual exploitation. The content of conversations is often
limited to the occupational life, for exposure of the self on other levels invites
exploitation due to increasing personal vulnerability. However, the sharing of
a special alienation and distance from the conventional society forces the pros-
titute back to other prostitutes for her social life. There is no one else with
whom she can share a significant daily experience. Relationships with clients
are equally difficult, but are most easily handled when they do not impinge on
or when they have the characteristics of relationships that might have been
sought in nondeviant contexts. Thus, the house girl who lives in a world of
other prostitutes and who services a lower-class clientele is less likely to devel-
op attachments to clients and more easily sees them as a series of replaceable
objects. The call girl, on the other hand, to the degree that she must pose in
public with her client in the roles that are defined as either conventional, or at
worst indiscreet, runs the risk of becoming emotionally involved with clients.
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This emotional involvement is expressed in demands that clients pay lawyers’
fees, pay for bail bonds, or help out when she is in trouble, and it results in
intense anger when they do not. In this case there is a residue of older expecta-
tions still involved, and the girl or woman has not fully made a separation
between her work life and her personal life. It is for this reason that the call girl
may report more intense feelings of antipathy for the customer than the street or
bar prostitute. This is complicated by the fact that the call girl may well have
had middle-class origins and be more committed to the romantic love ethic and
hence more susceptible to the claims of this prior self-definition.

Prostitutes are used by clients for a variety of reasons (Gibbens and Silverman,
1960; Winick, 1962; Kinsey et al., 1948, pp. 605-99). For lower-class men, such
reasons are often defined simply as sexual relief or the opportunity to experi-
ence a novel sexual contact, either in terms of a new partner or a tabooed
technique (usually mouth-genital contact). For the middle-class man resorting
to the prostitute is often more complex and is invested with greater ambiva-
lence than for non-middle-class men. Novelty in terms of the partner and the
sexual technique are certainly involved, as is the lack of future responsibility
for the consequences of sexual contact. Since many of the organizing con-
straints on sexual activity are related to maintenance of the family and its
future, the contact with the prostitute is significant, because it allows sexual
expression without such controls on behavior. The guilt consequent on the
violation of the norms commonly deepens and intensifies the erotic character
of the relationship. as does the degraded status of the prostitute who provides
sexual access separated from the entanglements of nurturance and affection. In
addition, there is available a sexual contact that does not involve the man in
the time-consuming, conventional buildup to coitus and frees him for other
pursuits. The frequency of contacts with prostitutes by men at conventions and
in other situations that are separated from the home suggests the loosening of
social controls that are necessary for such contacts to take place.

There are also those men whose sexual interests are sufficiently bizarre that
there is no population of conventional women who could understand these
desires or provide for them. Indeed, the expression of desires such as sadism or
masochism commonly, but not always, undermines the rest of a nondeviant
relationship. The proportion of such men is small, yet there exists a small num-
ber of prostitutes who will provide such services. The prostitute has to learn to
cope with the various demands of these clients and to sort out those who re-
quest things that she will not do—even for a price. Prostitutes tell each other
about clients, and it is in this interaction that patterns of client management are
learned.

The relationship of the prostitute to the pimp is poorly understood, and the
anxiety that this relationship raises in other men is considerable. This reaction
against the pimp is related to the impropriety of a man living off the earnings of
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women in a society where men must provide for women; in addition, men who
are not pimps envy the man who gets free that for which all others pay. The
strength of the tie of the prostitute to the pimp is best understood in terms of her
deprived emotional relationships with other men. In a world of changing faces,
in terms of both prostitutes and clients, the pimp remains a stable figure who
will speak in the terms of love and affection. Given that this is often a very
minimal relationship, it still provides a stable anchor for the prostitute in a
world where her private sexual experiences have been depersonalized; and the
replaceability of not only the client, but also the self, has been made most
apparent. Inadequate as it might seem to others, the tie to the pimp remains for
many prostitutes the single human relationship where she may combine both
sexuality and love, even if it is contaminated by money. Indeed, the very act of
giving the money away to the pimp is like divesting herself of filthy lucre.
Lesbian relationships have much the same character, but are probably less de-
moralizing. They arise from the need for affection and the alienation from men
that is implied in the exchange of sex for money. It is not that lesbians become
prostitutes, but that prostitutes, out of their reaction to the emotional poverty of
their world, seek loving human relationships.

The world of the prostitute’s secondary support-figures—the bell boy, the
bartender, the hotel clerk, and the cab driver who direct the customer and the
prostitute to each other—is a shadowy one The prostitute learns the cost of
these individuals and their services, their relative unreliability, and the exploit-
ative nature of their relationship to her. These support figures live in a quasi-
delinquent underworld that verges on the straightforwardly criminal. Because
the act of prostitution is illegal, the prostitute is thrust into a world of police,
courts, and correctional institutions. By this act of exclusion from the larger
society, she is included in a set of relationships with the criminal world that
complicate her life through contacts with narcotics, petty and major crime,
and the corruption of the agencies of criminal justice. Since the law is enforced
only against the “delinquent” participants in the act of prostitution, she is
forever confronted with the facts of unequal treatment. Since enforcement of
prostitution laws is uneven and often tied to changes in political climate, she
is vulnerable to financial blackmail by the police; and, since her position at
the margin of the underworld makes her a listening post, she is often pressured
to give information to the police. In all of this she is further alienated from the
society and forced into a criminal conception of herself within that society.
All of the enforcement procedures fail in their intent to reduce prostitution,
since they more often confirm persons in the activity rather than remove
persons from it.

Given that all forms of deviance may be seen as at least potential situations
for the development of major psychopathology, one of the major functions of
the culture of the prostitute is to reduce this potential by providing a system of
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supporting social figures who operate as a community. While there is a good
deal of evidence for pathology among prostitutes, it is probably reduced by the
existence of the culture of prostitution. At the same time, the existence of this
culture means that the prostitute’s capacity to return to the conventional soci-
ety is reduced. The potential for pathology is located first of all in the amalgam
of sexuality and money at its most obvious level. It is complicated by the
nature of the legal control procedures that are invoked.

Departure from Prostitution

Most prostitutes do not spend their entire lives in the career. Looks and
physical health are eroded—if not by the life itself, then by the very process of
aging. Some prostitutes marry out of the life into relatively stable family sys-
tems, while others drop out into service and related occupations, some of which
are at the margins of delinquent and criminal communities. There is probably
some degree of upward mobility for women who enter the life at the call girl
level from lower social class backgrounds; however, this is probably relatively
rare. Others remain in the system as a result of police involvement and prison
sentences, and still others through the use of drugs. The problem of how the ex-
prostitute copes with her past and learns to separate money from sexuality is
not known. Part of this capacity may be due to the very alienated relationship
that she had with clients, so that they really do not count as part of the sexual
past that she has had. It is definite that conditions in the United States make
escaping from the life of prostitution more difficult than, say, in Denmark,
where there is no statute against the act of taking pay for a sexual act as long as
the woman has another occupation. Danish authorities hope that through such
a mechanism sufficient ties will be maintained to the conventional community
so that the woman may have a past other than one of prostitution when she
chooses to leave this career.

Conclusion

As far as the immediate future is concerned, the social organization and
culture of prostitution will continue to have some strongly national character-
istics. However, its illegal status will account for a great many of the nearly
universal elements of secrecy, intense occupational involvement, and difficul-
ties in leaving the profession. Its ties with the criminal underworld will leave
the prostitute open to harassment, not only by the police, but also by other
prostitutes and other members of the criminal subgroups.

Even without the stigma of illegality, the dilemmas of managing an identi-
fication of money with sexuality and the problem of establishing an economic
measurement for sexual access will produce certain strains toward the creation
of a prostitute subculture. Learning how to manage the new concept of self and
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the management of the elements of the social world of prostitution will create a
situation in which the prostitute must be provided with an occupational world—
one in which the normal needs of social relationships will be provided by
reducing the effects of attenuating conventional ties. While it has been pointed
out that even the marriage tie and the courtship process involve the exchange
of economic and emotional security on the part of girls and women and sexual
access on the part of boys and men, the critical component in prostitution is
making explicit the nature of this exchange and determining its value in the
public medium of money (Davis, 1961).

Notes

1. From the point of view of the radical feminist, this generalized description of the
prostitute-customer relationship is universally applicable to the relations between
women and men, including the relation between husband and wife in all sexist
societies. From a political point of view, and for certain scientific purposes, this
focus on the commonalities in the political, economic, and social statuses of women
vis-a-vis men is both useful and powerful. Both the raising of consciousness and
political mobilization depend upon women seeing that their current social condition,
whether it is at present normatively legitimate or illegitimate, depends on their
inferiority. This strategy of seeing similarities is also useful from a scientific point of
view, because it seeks explanation for behavior not in a limited and given situation,
but looks to larger relationships for the source of explanations of behavior.

2. The significance of this idea of a limited amount of sexual capital that needed to be
saved and expended in legitimate sexual works (i.e., reproduction) seems to have
been codified in the first half of the eighteenth century. It has parallels in Tantric
Buddhism, where vital fluids in the man are to be retained during coitus, and in the
film Dr: Strangelove, where the character General Jack D. Ripper will not share his
vital body essences with women. The most significant use of the limited sexual
economy model is, of course, in Freud, where limited libido (a psychic energy
equivalent to a humor or fluid) must be rechanneled do cultural work.

3. Premarital coital practices in Northern Europe (which in prior centuries allowed
premarital coitus among those potentially marriageable to test the woman’s fertility)
find their continuity in a high incidence of premarital coitus in Scandinavia, but a
premarital coitus that is now restricted to a fiancée. The early steady dating and
multiple petting partners that characterize the United States are only beginning to
appear there. In the United States and England these patterns of fertility testing either
never existed or, for England, did not survive the rise of capitalism.

4. All of the published Kinsey data for men and women are based on white samples.
Data on blacks exist, but have not been published as of December 1971.
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Homosexual Conduct in Prison

The last half-century has seen some extremely uneven progress in some
areas of prison management, while at the same time there has been a marked
progress in the creation of a new ideology of prison management. However,
despite evidence of material and ideological progress, there remains a major
area of behavior with which prison systems have been unable to cope—the
problem of sexual adjustment that occurs in all institutions where one gender is
involuntarily deprived of social or sexual access to the other. In the area of
sexuality the prison is perhaps more spastic in its response than it is rigid (its
conventional posture to most behavior). Attitudes of prison managements un-
predictably vacillate from one extreme to another, both in their intrainstitutional
activities and in their public pronouncements. For the benefit of the public,
prison officials pretend that the inmate population is neuter or they act as if
homosexuality is rampant and uncontrolled. In actuality, institutional prac-
tices range from ignoring the behavior, if it is not troublesome, to periodic
witch-hunts, punishments, and internal transfers. This erratic course is partially
attributable to both the very limited social and sexual resources of a single-
gender institution for most of the keepers and the kept, and the extremely
ambivalent guidelines for sexual pleasure that exist in the surrounding society.

Aspects of Prison Social Organization

The prison is one of a number of closed, single-gender institutions—what
Erving Goffman (1962) has called dramatically the “total” institution—that
becomes nearly the exclusive environment of its captives during the time they
are sequestered. The category of total institutions includes prisons and jails,
asylums, and boarding schools, all of which are designed to keep people de-
tained for some purpose. There are, in addition, institutions that are not nor-
mally conceived of as belonging to this class which are designed for partial
social detention (of either a period of time, a place of work, or a stage in the life
cycle), such as schools for the lower classes and the army in peacetime, both of
which serve certain kinds of jailing functions for the society. These institutions
of partial detention often share to a greater or lesser degree some of the prob-
lems of total institutions.

179
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The prison, however, is the major single-gender institution in the society
that has (unlike the mental hospital and other closed institutions) within its
walls a population that is physically, and, for the most part psychologically
intact and is, at the same time, sexually experienced. The prison in the United
States (and perhaps universally) is faced with irresolvable dilemmas in its at-
tempts to manage such a population, either sexually or nonsexually. The prison
managers’ first duty is to maintain order among the prisoner population and
prevent escapes. Failure in these tasks, regardless of successes in such periph-
eral goals as rehabilitation, will result in the replacement of the prison manage-
ment. The rehabilitated prisoner disappears into the stream of the society and
fails to be credited to the competence of the prison management. Escapes or
riots, however, attract public attention and become evidence of the incompet-
ence of the administrator. Rehabilitation and, often, minimal humane treatment
become, as a consequence of this imperative of control, secondary and, in many
cases, unrealizable goals. In addition, the prison manager is also confronted
with the fact that under all circumstances his or her institution will be
underbudgeted, understaffed, and overcrowded. The budgets for penal institu-
tions are most heavily supported by the legislature and other budgetary agen-
cies when the funds are for increased levels of control (especially after a riot or
escape) and are commonly slashed when the funds are for increased treatment
efforts. These are the normal circumstances of the majority of American penal
institutions. An earlier reference to these institutions as the “cloacal region” of
modern society is still appropriate (Cantine and Rainier, 1950, p. 95).

In the drive for control, management implements measures that are antipa-
thetic to the rehabilitation of the prisoners and create aspects of the penal
situation that shape the acting out of sexual behavior. As part of this attempt to
totally control (and hence totally predict) inmate behavior, a series of degrada-
tion ceremonies are visited upon the newly imprisoned (Garfinkel, 1956). Such
ceremonial degradation of the prisoner is the mechanism by which his or her
relatively complex identity as a “free citizen” is transmuted into the relatively
simple role of “convict.” The sudden elimination of heterosexuality is part of
this whole deprivation procedure, but it is rarely the most critical. Loss of most
bodily pleasures, the capacity to direct one’s own movements, the choice of
work, the kinds of clothing, the times available for cleanliness, the hours of
sleep, the size of income—all of these things in addition to sexual enjoy-
ment—are denied the prisoner. These losses are important social-psychologi-
cal elements, first in identity stripping and second in identity creation.

It must be remembered that this process of identity change is never com-
plete, and only in institutions of total terror do the majority of inmates become
creatures of the institution itself.! Thus, while the character of the penal institu-
tion as demonstrated through its practices, procedures, and demands may cre-
ate the context and set some of the limits on the expression of inmate behavior
(including the sexual), equally important are collective standards of behavior
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that govern relations between men outside the prison and the individual life
histories and socialization experiences of the inmate population. Qualitatively
similar norms govern superiors and inferiors in power in nonprison situations
on the outside; this is the legitimating source of the inmates pleas to be treated
“like men” or “with dignity” by their keepers. This version of the forces acting
on the character of prison life is counter to some elements in the sociological
literature on total institutions, which conceive behavior as nearly wholly
situationally determined and fundamentally, even in the life cycle sense,
ahistorical in character.

The significance of nonpenal experience for the shaping of behavior in
prison not only arises from external norms and prior individual experience, but
from the fact that, while many prison managements seek a situation of total
control, none of them succeed. Hence the de facto procedures and demands of
prison life are always an accommodation between the administration and the
inmate population (Cressey, 1961; Clemmer, 1960; Grossner, 1960; Sykes, 1958).
It is this accommodation between the keepers and the kept that shapes and
controls the kinds of sexual expressions that the latter will have. Two inter-
locked but analytically separate inmate social structures emerge in this accom-
modation between inmates and the prison staff. The existence of such social
structures requires that the staff lose or give up power over a certain amount of
goods and services of the institution and allow inmates either shared or total
control over their allocation. One of these structures emerges around the exist-
ence of the favorite-prisoner phenomenon; that is, a prisoner who has a position
of trust or control over the lives of other prisoners or who is selected for “soft”
jobs in the prison. This is the formal, visible inmate elite (the librarian, servants
in the warden’s dining room, the clerical assistant to various prison officers)
who have more mobility, more access to information, more food. better cloth-
ing, more access to the power centers in order to make requests.? In addition,
there is the invisible inmate hierarchy of higher- and lower-status persons,
depending on the content of local criminal or penal norms. In this structure
inmates have power over each other through the methods of force or fraud or
through status positions gathered through nonprison exploits. In these two
ways an inmate social structure emerges that dilutes the direct controls of the
institution, cushioning the arbitrary exercise of power. There is a limit on this
accommodation, however, for the custodial staff must not lose total control of
the institution. It must at least control the perimeter of the prison (whether
walled or not) so that the prisoners do not escape, and the interior insofar as
publicly noticeable disturbances are concerned.

The inmate social structure is responsive to the intensity of control and to
those in whose hands it is located. There is a balance of power between both the
staff of the institution and the inmates and between the custodial staff and the
rehabilitative staff (if the latter exists). In many American penal institutions the
inmates have more power in the institution than does the rehabilitative staff.
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Power in the institution is represented primarily in the control of work as-
signments and discipline, and by and large, the final decisions in these matters
are predominantly in the hands of the custodial staff. Rehabilitative staffs are
often only of negative value to the inmate, since their positive recommenda-
tions are rarely mandatory, but the record they create of the prisoners’ antisocial
behavior and dangerous propensities will continue to dog their steps, not only
in the institution in which they currently reside, but in other institutions to
which they may go. The riot situation is often a consequence of a power struggle
between custody and the rehabilitative staff and the breakdown of previous
social relationships between custody and the inmate staff. Favorite inmates
lose their positions of strength and the capacity to give out rewards and ser-
vices to other inmates as the award of such goods and services becomes the
right of the treatment staff.

The difficulties between inmates, custody, and treatment may arise even if
the treatment staff merely exists, for the promises of reform by their very pres-
ence will generate discontent in the inmate population. The implication that
the institution will reform or aid and abet men to live new lives provokes unrest
when it is obvious to the inmate population that the promises will not be
fulfilled and that control of the institution remains in the hands of the custodial
staff. In this case the promises of rehabilitation are used as levers in the bargain-
ing process against control by custody, especially by inmates who are out of
power, and even by those in power, to gain further advantage. When there is a
direct confrontation between custody and treatment, the institution may be
ripe for a riot or at least major dissension. Custody and the favored inmates
covertly join together using the influence of the latter and the residual powers
of the former to gain control of the prison. By and large, such struggles are won
by the custodial faction in the prison.

The bargain that is finally struck in any penal institution between the in-
mates, the custodial staff, and the professional-rehabilitative staff will be the
major institutional factor creating the sexual adjustments of the inmate popula-
tion. This bargain represents the degree of control over individual behavior
(both staff and inmate) that the institution demands. In some institutions the
daily life of the inmate population is almost completely controlled by inmates,
and the custodial staff merely guards the walls. In other institutions nearly all of
the power is vested in the custodial staff (or, more rarely, the professional staff)
and each act of the inmate is determined. These two conditions represent the
rare ends of a continuum and most institutions fall between them in the degree
of management intensity.

Noninstitutional Factors Affecting Prison Sexual Adjustment

Despite our focus on the character of the prison itself, it is not the sole nor in
some cases even the major determinant of inmate patterns of behavior. Institu-
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tional behavior rarely arises sui generis, and it is only in the complex interac-
tion between the preinstitutional experience of inmates and staff and the insti-
tutional structure that an adequate picture of the final mixture may be formed.

There is an unfortunate tendency to view the sexual adjustment of prisoners
as arising exclusively from the contexts of prison life. It is frequently assumed
that any group of people who were incarcerated for any period of time would
react sexually in the same way as those who are presently in prison. This is a
major oversimplification brought about primarily because of a lack of informa-
tion about the prior sexual and nonsexual lives of those who are imprisoned
and the way in which this prior experience conditions a person’s responses not
only to sexual deprivation, but also to a general loss of liberty.

It is important to specify the range of sexual responses that are available to
those imprisoned. With the exception of the small number of prisons that allow
conjugal visits, there are only three forms of sexual behavior that are generally
available to prison populations (except for animal contact for those men on
prison farms). These are nocturnal sex dreams, masturbation, and sexual con-
tact with other inmates of the same gender. The meaning, amount, and the char-
acter of these adjustments will be strongly dependent on the meaning that these
same behaviors had for the inmate before he or she was incarcerated. Thus, the
problem for the inmate is not merely the release of sexual tension, but the social
and psychological meaning that such release has and the motives and beliefs
that it expresses for him. The source of this set of values does not reside in the
prison experience, but outside the prison in the community at large. Thus, the
prison provides a situation to which prior sexual and social styles and motives
must be adapted and shaped.

There are two major dimensions on which most sexual activity is based. One
is that of age with the primary break occurring between adolescence and adult-
hood. The other, perhaps of greater significance, is the differential meaning of
sexuality to the two genders. Thus, the striking differences between the sexual
orientations of men and women noted in the Kinsey volumes offer the best
starting point for a discussion of sex in prison (Kinsey et al., 1953, pp. 643-
689). The discussion that follows focuses on the responses of adult men and
women inmates to the prison experience, with only passing reference to institu-
tions for adolescents, as they are not unlike the adult institutions.

Social Selection and the Sexuality of Men Prisoners

Prison populations of men are not random selections from the larger society
and do not reflect the usual distributions of the population in terms of educa-
tion, income, ethnicity, occupation, social class, and general life style. The men
who make up the bulk of the imprisoned populations tend to be drawn from
deprived sections of the society or from families embedded in what we have
now come to call the culture of poverty. As a consequence, the sexual experi-
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ences of these men and the meaning that sex has for them differ in significant
ways from other portions of the population that are less likely to be imprisoned.

A number of dimensions of these differences may be found in the work of
Kinsey and his colleagues in which they report the substantial differences among
the sexual activity and attitudes of men who have differing amounts of educa-
tion (Kinsey et al., 1948, pp. 327-93). These findings are further amplified in
the volume Sex Offenders (Gebhard et al., 1965), where a comparison of impris-
oned men and men of the same social origins without delinquent histories
showed that the men with prison histories generally have wider sexual experi-
ence of all kinds than do men leading conventional and nondelinquent lives.
These variables suggest that at least the modal man in a prison population
enters institutions with differing commitments to sexuality than would a middle-
class or upper-working-class population. We can therefore suggest that the
response of these latter groups to institutionalization would differ as well.

Drawing on what we know about the dimensions of the prior sexual adjust-
ments of men who go to prison, our first major sense of the experience is actu-
ally how little sexual activity of any sort occurs within the prison.® Thus, even
after the shock of imprisonment has worn off (and often for the recidivist this
occurs quickly), there is no sudden burst of sexual activity of any type. Con-
firming these impressions is the low order of complaint one hears about sexual
deprivation, even when prisoners are presenting a list of grievances after a riot
or outbreak of some sort. Part of this is surely due to the closeness of custody in
the institution and the fact that men move and live in close proximity, and,
except for certain moments of the day, there is very little privacy—not so much
from the custodial staff as from other inmates.

However, another cause of this reduction is that sexual activity is normally
potentiated by or channeled through an existing set of eliciting social situa-
tions that do not exist in prison. The man in prison finds himself without the
appropriate stimuli that suggest opportunities for sexual activity or situations
that are appropriate for such activity. Without the existence of these social cues,
the biological substratum for sexual activity is never aroused.* The absence of
women, the sheer sensory monotony of the prison environment, and the ab-
sence of those social situations that call for sexual responses (being out on the
town, going to bars to drink, etc.) serve as effective inhibitors of sexual respon-
siveness. The most successful aphrodisiacs seem to be an absence of anxiety,
the presence of available sexual cues, an adequate diet, and plenty of rest. Of
these, only the latter two are common in the prison environment, and in some
cases only the last is.

The other source of sexual cues is fantasy, those remembered or desired
sexual experiences that commonly serve as the basis for masturbation. How-
ever, as a result of the social origins of the bulk of the prison population, there
is a major taboo against masturbation and a paucity of complex fantasies that
would sustain a commitment to sexual experience (Kinsey et al., 1948, pp. 497-
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509). Thus, unlike the middle-class man who learns and rehearses sexual styles
in the context of masturbation, the usual prisoner is drawn from a population in
which sexual experience is concrete and not symbolic; in which there is a taboo
on masturbation; and, finally, in which much of heterosexual experience is
structured around the need to have sexual encounters that validate his mascu-
linity among other men. In this environment it might be said that men have sex
with women in order to be able to talk about it with other men.

The Kinsey evidence is that even among lower-class men who do mastur-
bate, there is often no conscious fantasy accompanying the behavior and it
serves primarily as a mechanical release of felt physical tension. This is quite
unlike the middle-class situation, in which masturbation occurs at relatively
high rates and is accompanied by fantasies of sexual experience. These fanta-
sies then begin to facilitate further masturbation and a continuing commitment
to this sexual outlet. This adjustment rarely happens in the lower-class en-
vironment and, along with the sensory poverty of the prison environment,
accounts for the ease with which strong commitments to sexuality are aban-
doned. Thus, prisoners may complain about sexual deprivation in terms such
as, “I would really like to have a piece,” but often this is a continuation of
lower-class men’s talk about sex, not a passionately felt drive that will eventu-
ate in sexual activity.

Homosexual Adjustments in Men’s Institutions

Since most prisoners do not seem to feel an overwhelming sexual need,
homosexuality among men in this context must be seen as something more
complex than merely the outcome of sexual desire or the need for physical
release. There are varying estimates of the number of men who have homo-
sexual contact during their periods of imprisonment. The range is probably
somewhere between 30 and 45 percent, depending upon the intensity of cus-
tody in the institution, the social origins of the population, and the duration of
the individual sentence. Donald Clemmer (1958), in the only published study
of interviewed prisoners concerning their own sexual behavior, determined
that 60 percent of the prisoners restricted their sexual behavior to continence,
nocturnal emissions, or masturbation, while the remainder had some homo-
sexual experience usually in addition to solitary masturbation. Joseph Fishman
(1934) estimated this latter percentage to be from 30 to 40 percent, Gresham
Sykes (1958), from his study of one penitentiary estimated 35 percent, and
researchers at the Institute for Sex Research concluded that the proportion of
inmates ever having homosexual experience in long-term felony penal institu-
tions ranges from 35 to 40 percent.

The composition of this 40 to 50 percent of penal population who have
homosexual experience in the prison can also be estimated in terms of their
preinstitutional homosexual experience. From the interview data of the Insti-
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tute for Sex Research on a group of 888 white prisoners who were not sex
offenders, about 7 percent had homosexual experience for the first time in
prison (Gebhard et al., 1965). This would suggest that, of the total prison popu-
lation, between 5 and 10 percent of the total population having homosexual
experience did not have homosexual experience prior to incarceration. About
25 to 30 percent of the population will be having homosexual experience, but
will have been modestly experienced prior to incarceration. Between 5 and 10
percent of the prison population will have been extensively or nearly exclu-
sively experienced as homosexuals in the free community.

Even with these relatively high incidence figures, it seems quite clear that
the frequency of homosexual contact is usually quite low, even among cellmates;
and in no sense does it approach the rates of heterosexual or homosexual be-
havior of these same prisoners on the outside, except possibly for those prison-
ers who come into the institutions with well-developed homosexual commit-
ments and who become the “passive” partners in homosexual liaisons.’ In some
prisons, usually those with a very low order of control inside the walls, high
rates of homosexual behavior may be achieved; however, these are not the
prevalent conditions in most prison systems.

More important than the sheer incidence or frequency figures are the com-
plex series of roles involved in the homosexual experience in prison. Men with
no experience or only incidental homosexual experience prior to imprison-
ment and who have homosexual experience in the penal institution are a group
Clemmer (1960) calls quasi-homosexual. These two groups, those who begin
homosexual experience in prison and those who continue a previous minimal
adjustment, are that portion of the prison population that inmates describe as
“jockers” and “punks.” Those persons with noninstitutional extensive homo-
sexual experiences fall into the sexual argot roles of “fag” and “fairy” (Sykes,
1958). It is important to recognize that some men with extensive nonprison
homosexuality may be sufficiently aggressive to fill “jocker” roles as easily as
those with less experience.

The sources of this homosexual activity for the predominantly heterosexual
and aggressive man seem to be twofold. One element is certainly a search for
meaningful emotional relationships that have some durability and serve as a
minimal substitute for affective relationships that he normally has on the out-
side. This is not unlike the chance homosexual contact between men during
combat or in other situations of communities exclusively composed of men
under circumstances of fear and crisis. It represents an attempt to counter the
effort of the prison management to atomize the inmate community in an effort
to reduce the potential for inmate collusion, which could result either in con-
niving for goods and services or in attempting escape.

One of the collective responses to this institutional attempt to control be-
havior is the development of a resistant inmate community. At the individual
level, one of the responses is the establishment of homosexual liaisons. A sec-
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ond motivation underlying many of these relationships transcends the level of
affectional need and essentially becomes a source for the continued validation
of masculinity needs and a symbol or resistance to the prison environment. The
man whose primary source of masculine validation in the outside community
has been his sexual success (rather than work, family, etc.) and who has con-
ceived of himself as aggressive, competent, and dominant in his responses to
his world (commonly expressed in sex with women), finds that in prison he is
deprived of these central supports for his own masculinity. In reaction to this,
he enters into homosexual relationships in which he can be conceived as the
masculine, controlling partner and which for him and for other men in the
system validate continued claims to masculine status. A complicating factor
here is that some men suffer a profound psychological crisis when the supports
for their masculine identity are removed. In these cases either a severe homo-
sexual panic or falling into a “passive” homosexual role can be likely results.

The homosexual adjustment in prison, as opposed to continence or mastur-
bation, has the important advantage of being social and demonstrative. And,
from an inmate point of view, if the homosexual behavior is not “passive,” it
may well be wrong, but it is certainly not abnormal. It is the location of homo-
sexual behavior on a continuum of activity-passivity, masculinity-femininity,
and aggression-submission that define the “normality” of the adjustment. In-
deed, certain sexual techniques are defined as passive or feminine in the penal
institution, and these are what Irving Bieber has described as insertee roles
(active fellatio and passive anal intercourse) (Beiber et al., 1962). In these cases
the man who ejaculates is the masculine, aggressive partner. Robert Lindner
argues, quite persuasively, that the prison is a dependency-creating institution
where men are stripped of their initiatory capacities (Lindner, 1948). One reac-
tion to this dependency (which is perceived as enforced “unmanning”) by the
aggressive man is taking the “wolf” or “jocker” role. Lindner says that this
homosexual behavior is not “real” homosexuality, by which he apparently
means that it does not have the same etiology or motivation as the homosexu-
ality that one observes in most noninstitutionalized men. The homosexual
behavior of these imprisoned men is essentially acted out in terms of dominant
or predatory relationships. The aggressive men in adult prisons have been com-
monly recruited from boys who had the experience in juvenile institutions, or
from “hard rocks” in adult institutions. One of the most interesting findings in
the volume Sex Offenders was that a much larger proportion of offenders charged
with rape had their homosexual experience only in penal institutions and in
these aggressor roles than did any other sex offense group, or indeed the gen-
eral prisoner control group (Gebhard et al., 1965).

In the penal situation the insertee or passive partner is considered a member
of one of two groups. First, there are those who are described as “born” homo-
sexuals—persons who are homosexual on the outside and homosexual on the
inside. A portion of these men are overt and obvious, and they often appear in
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misdemeanant institutions for minor offenses. A 1934 study of an eastern ur-
ban municipal penitentiary reported that there was a brothel stocked with such
men who presented themselves as women (Henry and Gross, 1941). In 1952 in
a long-term penitentiary much the same arrangement existed, with a group of
well-known men operating as “women” prostitutes. Their cells were fixed up as
fancy cribs, and they sexually entertained other men for contraband funds. In
these situations the masculine heterosexual image of the active man is well
protected through a clearly defined prostitute-customer relationship in which
the other man acts and plays the role of a woman. In prisons in the South, the
overt homosexual may promote a homosexual relationship with an aggressive
man in order to protect himself from the tradition of violence that exists in these
institutions. This tradition of violence includes exposing homosexuals to gang
rape by large numbers of other men by whom this gang rape is then defined as
a heterosexual experience. Two such experiences in southern penal institu-
tions, widely separated in time and place, have been described by James Blake
(1956) and by George Devereaux and M. C. Moss (1942).

The second major group of men who are the passive recipients of homo-
sexual contacts in penal institutions are those who are called in inmate argot
“punks” or “made” homosexuals. Two major subtypes exist in the institution—
one such adjustment is often a more developed and a later historical conse-
quence of the other, and therefore a clean line between one and the other is
often hard to locate. The first type is the prostitute, a man who sells himself to
a number of others in the penal institution, but who is generally heterosexual in
the free community. Often these men were homosexually seduced during a
prior incarceration in a training school or other prison and then embarked on a
career as a prostitute to other men. There is a second group of men who do not
sell themselves, but who are each currently attached to a single man. Most of
these inmates have experienced the process of seduction. If they have future
sentences, they may become prostitutes or be reintroduced into homosexual
experience with a single other man. The general technique of seduction in-
volves an older inmate picking up a younger prisoner and—through constant
companionship, the giving of favors and teaching him the “ropes”—creating
an indebtedness on the part of the younger man. There then begins a process of
introducing the new prisoner to conventionally “married” couples in the penal
institution—those “jockers” and “punks” who are living together and who are
well-known to the inmate population. The purpose of this introduction is to
generate the belief that this pairing is a common situation in the penal institu-
tion. Prison-made pornography is available to stimulate arousal, and there are
certain situations in which preparatory body contact can be produced, such as
a rubdown. These overtures, hopefully for the “jocker” at least, ultimately gen-
erate a situation of sexual contact that involves either “leggin’s” (interfemoral
intercourse), anal intercourse, or fellatio with the “jocker” in the insertor role.
The process may vary in speed, in the amount of time at each stage, or even in
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the success of the approach. However the frequency of its occurrence and the
ubiquity of its existence in various institutions make it appear to be a wide-
spread byproduct of the imprisonment of men.

A more sensational, if rarer, event is homosexual rape, which is more likely
to occur in penal institutions where the custodial staff only controls the outer
walls of the prison. It also occurs in short-term detention institutions where
there is a highly transient population and an extreme mix of men of all types in
a closely confined situation. In the situation of the jail, highly aggressive men
with considerable prison experience may be housed with mentally retarded or
physically immature younger men who become victimized (Davis, 1968). This
is also a characteristic of loosely run institutions where social services for in-
mates are practically nonexistent, and in which the older “jocker” has some
control of goods and services of the institution. These goods and services are
used for seduction and when seduction fails rape of the indebted man may
result. Homosexual rape can also occur during riots when the whole social
fabric of the institution tends to collapse and immature and mentally unstable
men are assaulted.

One of the central problems of homosexuality among men in prison is the
management of the emotional content of the sexual situation. The mechanisms
by which men who conceive of themselves as heterosexual and who conceive
of themselves as aggressive and dominating can involve themselves in homo-
sexual situations are unclear. Lindner deemphasized the affectional element in
the relationship and suggests that the basic need for the “jocker” is to subordi-
nate other men to his will (Lindner, 1948). Among lower-class men in the free
society, the presence of women and the activity of coitus defines “masculinity”
and the promiscuity of these men suggests a need for continuous masculine
validation. In prison such validation can only occur through creating a surro-
gate heterosexual relationship. Ernest W. Burgess (noted in Devereaux and
Moss) has described this as a “romantic gesture” which attempts to recreate the
structure of a heterosexual relationship through an affair with a man: the “jocker”
dominates the “punk” and in homosexual behavior acts out his masculinity. By
doing so, he is also resisting the prison administration (Devereaux and Moss,
1942). In this sense, homosexuality for the aggressive man takes on certain
aspects of a social gesture against the identity-stripping procedures of the prison.
In the prison, toughness may substitute for intercourse as a measure of ma-
chismo. There is support for this view in the work of Lionel Ovesey (1950), in
which he suggests that many homosexual conflicts and symptomatology may
result from other than sexual needs and may, in fact, arise out of conflicts in
power and dependency needs. Patients produce pseudohomosexual ideation
when they have been attacked in their sphere of masculinity (quite often this is
the occupational sphere for middle-class men). Jack L. Ward (1958) has argued
that the acting-out delinquent who has also been attacked in his masculine
spheres through the stripping process of the prison acts out his power drives
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against the “punks” instead of dreaming of homosexuality. The “punks” are
those who don’t fight, who are dependent, who are “queer.” It is the physical
weaklings against whom the masculinity of those who are stronger is pointed.
In many cases this quite clearly substitutes for both the heterosexual and
heterosocial life that is no longer available.

Homosexual Adjustments in Women’s Institutions

Existing material on the social structure of the penal institution is strongly
biased by the imagery of institutions for men. The prison for women is amelio-
rated primarily by a general societal commitment to a belief in the myth of the
weaker “sex.” Women’s prisons often have no walls, utilize dormitory or even
private room arrangements in cottages, and are of considerably smaller size
than institutions for men. At the same time, there is a greater opportunity for
heterosocial contacts, since there are substantial numbers of men working around
the institutions—if not as guards, then as maintenance men or other employees.
These institutions seem, at least from the physical arrangements, to be far less
coercive and more enlightened than comparable institutions for men. Nonethe-
less, they remain penal institutions with many of the same commitments as do
institutions for men. Women’s prisons are like men’s prisons in that a publicly
defined “good” institution is one that is quiet, undisturbed, and efficient, what-
ever these virtues may cost in terms of treatment programs. Like the institutions
for men, they exist in a precarious equilibrium of power distributed between the
administration and the inmates.

There is a further complication as well: by and large, our society is biased
against committing women to prison, especially when any alternative is avail-
able. Thus the women’s prison often has within it women who have either
committed major crimes (most commonly homicide) or had long careers in
crime and who have been recidivistic. Thus, in a certain sense, the women’s
prison is composed of some women who have had no prior link to delinquent
lifestyles and a larger number who had long-term ties with such a life.

As we have noted before, the major dimension that differentiates between
the sexual adjustment of persons in the larger society is gender; that is, men and
women differ fundamentally in their sexual commitments. While this is obvi-
ous, the consequences for the differential sexual adaptation of the men and
women in prison are not.

The sexual adjustment of these women to imprisonment is strongly linked
to the general goals to which most women are socialized in the larger society.
Probably the most significant difference between men and women in this re-
gard is that women are socialized in the language of love before they learn
about sex, while men are socialized in the language of sex before they learn
about love. The consequence of this is that women commonly show con-
siderably fewer problems managing the physical elements of sexual depriva-
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tion than do men. While there is little evidence, one might expect that the
frequencies of any ameliorative behaviors, such as masturbation and homo-
sexuality, are considerably less frequent for women than for men in prison.
There is considerable evidence that such behaviors are less frequent among
women in the free society than among men, and one should not be surprised
that such continuity would be found inside the prison. In addition, women
seem to tolerate the absence of overt sexual activity far better than do men, and
thus the rates of overt sexual behavior in women'’s institutions should be con-
siderably lower than those found in prisons for men.

The typical response of women to the depersonalizing and alienating envi-
ronment of the penal institution differs substantially from that of men. Almost
universally in juvenile institutions, and in some observed cases in institutions
for women, women prisoners appear to form into pseudofamilies with articu-
lated roles of husband and wife. Then, especially in juvenile institutions, they
extend the family to include father, mother, children, aunts, uncles, and cousins
(Halleck and Hersko, 1962; Gialombardo, 1961; Ward and Kassebaum, 1965;
Kosofsky and Ellis, 1958). These family systems seem to arise from three sources.
One source is a process of compensation; the majority of women in these
institutions are from severely disordered homes, and the creation of the
pseudofamily often compensates for this lack. Spencer Stockwell (1953) and
others have reported that practically all of these women involved in homo-
sexual family structures had prior histories of exploitation or brutalization by
older men. This is a very valuable observation, since these characteristics are
also found in the histories of daughters in father-daughter incest cases, and in
the cases of chronic runaways where the running away has been suggested in
an attempt to prevent such incest experience. A new family is desperately
recreated in the penal institution to substitute for the disintegrated family,
which seems so characteristic of the delinquent girl or woman. The content of
these pseudofamily experiences is extremely limited in emotional character.
Sidney Kosofsky and Albert Ellis (1958) reported on the stereotyped romantic
content of illicit letters that were sent between girls in a school for delinquent
girls. They pointed out that the content of the letters contained very little real
sex or references to genital sexuality—most of the discussion related either to
family structure or to love and affection of the sort portrayed in sentimental
popular songs.

A second source of pseudofamilial organization results from the socializa-
tion of women. Unlike men, who form gangs in self-defense, women tend to
form families, the basic institution in our society that offers them stable and
legitimate roles. Finally, the pseudofamily serves to stabilize relationships in
the institution. It establishes orders of dominance and submission, the primary
models for which come from family relationships with parents, husbands, and
children. Since all social systems require some form of articulation that is hier-
archical in nature, it is not odd that women model their experience on the
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institution that they know best in the outside community. There is some evi-
dence that the pseudofamily is not as prevalent in institutions largely popu-
lated by older women, and it is possible to speculate that in these institutions
dyadic friendship patterns are more frequent and may be more similar to those
in institutions for men.

Inside the context of these familial structures there is the potential for and
the acting out of overt homosexual contacts. In the two most recent studies of
women’s prisons there are varying estimates of the number of women who are
involved in homosexual practices. This variation is probably a function of
differing definitions, with one definition limiting the estimate to overt physi-
cal contact (yielding a rate of about one-half the other) and the other probably
referring to the proportion of the population who are currently involved in
roles in pseudofamily structures (yielding a rate of about 85 percent).®

A minor part of women’s overt homosexual contacts may arise from depriva-
tion of sexuality, but the primary source is the lack of emotionally satisfying
relationships with members of the opposite gender and the desire to create the
basis for a community of relationships that are stable and predictable. The overt
homosexuality derives somewhat from the conventional sexual content of the
role definitions of husband and wife, but also partially from the fact that a
certain proportion of women who come into these institutions may well have
experience with lesbian relationships (often through experience with prostitu-
tion in the free community). This is not to say that homosexual women become
prostitutes, but rather that among prostitutes homosexual relationships are
sought because of the degraded conditions of paid contacts with men. The
processes of induction into homosexual activity in the women’s prison are part
of a search for affection and stability in personal relationships, and follow the
same principles of those observed in men’s institutions. The homosexual rela-
tionship offers protection from the exigencies of the environment, and the
physical homosexual contacts are less sought for the physical release that they
afford than for the validation of emotionally binding and significant relation-
ships.

Interracial Homosexual Contacts

A special complicating problem for the American prison is the existence of
racially integrated institutions for both men and women. The oppressive char-
acteristics of race relations in the society as a whole penetrate the relationships
between whites and blacks inside the prisons. In some states there is a dispro-
portionate number (and in some institutions even a majority) of blacks in penal
institutions relative to the number of blacks in the areas from which the prisons
draw, due to higher black arrest rates. This movement of the Negro minority into
a near parity of numbers or even majority status brings the racial conflict into the
confines of the penal situation. Further, there are cultural disparities in terms of
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preinstitutional attitudes toward sex in general, and homosexuality in particular,
which are also productive of specific conflicts about sexual adjustment.

Black men, deprived in the outside society of even more methods of validat-
ing masculinity than the most economically depressed of white men, find even
greater need for continuing validation of masculinity in relationships to women.
In this sense the black man, even more than the white, finds continuing valida-
tion of masculinity needs in aggressive homosexual relationships in prison.

Black homosexuality in general, and black homosexuality in prison par-
ticularly, seem different from the white experience. The black man is less likely
to express the degree of repugnance to homosexuality that white men do. In
like measure, he will be less likely to express strong positive sentiments toward
homosexual experience if he has had it. This lack of strong positive or negative
feelings characterizes black homosexuality both in the free community and in
the prison. The motivation of the Negro prisoner to have homosexual contact is
more directed by dominance needs and sexual access than by strong needs for
affective investment. Indeed, these needs may tend to involve the Negro pris-
oner more often than the white prisoner as the aggressor in homosexual rape
(Davis, 1968). Another conflict-producing element is the desire of some of the
white overt homosexuals for relations with black “jockers.” This desire on the
part of the white man is commonly a result of the general problem in men’s
homosexual relations of wanting an object who is somehow different from the
self, but also a man. This desire is also reflected in contacts of homosexual men
with men in military uniform or in an interest in sadomasochistic experience as
well as an interest in men of other races. All of these contacts are pointed to-
ward a differentiation between the two sexual partners. These contacts of white
men with black men in prison produce an intense potential for violence. Part of
this potential arises from white “jockers” who are jealous of the black “jocker’s”
increased status resulting from having a white “punk” (since the relationship is
viewed in heterosexual terms, one can read “white woman” for “white punk”).
But another element in this possibility of violence is the fact that black men
generally have a more emotionally detached attitude toward sex. In this situa-
tion, the white man often has much more intense sexual and emotional invest-
ments in the black man than the black partner is prepared to reciprocate. If the
black man leaves the white man for another partner, there is a much greater
possibility of violence resulting from the jealousy and anger on the part of the
deserted lover. Homosexual contact between white men may also result in vio-
lence, but the relationships are not imperiled from so many sources. The jeal-
ousy of white “jockers,” the fickleness of the black “jocker,” and the emotions
of the “punk” contribute to the instability of these particular liaisons.

This cross-racial situation is also observable in many penal institutions for
women, but it takes the form of family organization that has been noted before.
Even in segregated southern institutions cross-racial sexual feelings between
women are quite apparent. In these situations, a complex family constellation
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is created by women inmates. In practically all such “families” the black women
are assigned men’s roles and the white women assigned women’s roles. The
masculine partner is described as a “stud” or a “daddy,” and the feminine part-
ner is described as a “baby,” a “vot,” a “wife,” etc. For the black women, as with
black men, the institutional homosexual experience is less affectively loaded.
Hence, there is often the potential for jealousy and violence on the part of white
women because of the greater emotional investment in the sexual experience.
This black-white family structure has been observed in training schools in
[llinois, in Ohio, California, and New Jersey, and in other institutions across the
United States.

Conclusion

This conceptualization of the pattern of homosexuality in the prison for
men suggests a number of problems that face the prison in dealing with sexual-
ity. It means that, as long as the prison is an environment that is largely devoid
of situations where heterosexual affectional ties can be established, there will
be a tendency for the formation of alternative relationships, especially among
those men serving long sentences who have concomitantly lost contact with
meaningful persons in the free community. If, in addition, the prison does not
allow legitimate attempts of the inmates to control their own lives and does not
give an opportunity for expressions of masculinity and self-assertion that are
meaningful among men at this social level, there will be homosexual relation-
ships created to fulfill this need. The proposal for conjugal visits does not meet
this problem, in part because such an outlet is available for only the number of
inmates who have intact marriages. There is little evidence that the society will
tolerate sexual relationships for prisoners when these relationships are not shel-
tered under the umbrella of a marriage.

What is clear is this: it is not the sexual drive itself that makes a prison for
men full of unrest, in fact, most men survive the deprivation of sexual outlets
and normally survive transitory homosexual commitments to return to more or
less conventional heterosexual lives on the outside. What the sexual problem
in prisons for men does represent is a series of land mines—some for the admin-
istration, more for the prisoners. Inmates get into relationships that have some
potential for shaping their future commitments to sexuality, which leave them
open to exploitation, and especially for those who take the passive role—the
possibility of distortion of their self-conceptions. Further, there is some ten-
dency for these relationships to create problems of sexual jealousy. When a
relationship deteriorates or when a transfer of affection takes place, there is a
distinct possibility of violence. The violence that does occur often is extreme.
At this point it becomes a serious matter for prison management.

The dilemma for the prison manager is that often he or she is not aware of the
relationships until they erupt into violence. Attempts at intervention in this
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process through getting inmates to aid in the identification of those involved
may result in serious scapegoating of these persons out of the sexual anxieties
of the other prisoners. The segregation of these prisoners has also been at-
tempted. However, one major difficulty with this measure seems to be that,
when identified homosexuals (“jockers,” “punks,” or “true” homosexuals) are
removed from the situation, there is a tendency to co-opt other persons to take
their place. This tendency is also noted when the aggressive man is removed,
though the policy has usually been to remove only those men who are conven-
tionally obvious—that is, those who appear excessively effeminate.

Probably the only long-term solution is to adopt the policy of home visits at
intervals during incarceration and to provide alternative modes of self-expres-
sion for those social and psychological needs that, because of the current struc-
ture of the prison, for men result in homosexuality.

From the arguments posed above, it is suggested that what is occurring in
the prison situation for both men and women is not a problem of sexual release,
but rather the use of sexual relationships in the service of creating a community
of need-satisfying relationships that the prison fails to provide in any other
form. For the men prisoners homosexuality serves as a source of affection, a
source of the validation of masculinity, or a source of protection from the prob-
lems of institutional life. Similarly, women prisoners tend to create family struc-
tures in an attempt to ward off the alienating and disorganizing experience of
imprisonment; the physical homosexual relationships are merely part of the
binding forces of these relation-ships.

Therefore, the problem for the prison administrator becomes considerably
more complex than merely the suppression of sexual activity, it becomes a
problem of providing those activities for which the homosexual contacts are
serving as substitutes. The inmates are acting out their needs for self-expres-
sion, control over their own behavior, affection, and stability of human rela-
tionships. The homosexual relationship provides one of the few powerful ways
of expressing and gratifying these needs. Unless these needs are met in some
other way, there is little opportunity for adequate control of homosexual activ-
ity in the prison environment. It might be hypothesized that any attempt to
become more coercive and controlling of inmate behavior in order to reduce
homosexual contacts may result not in a decrease in activity, but perhaps in an
increase. By increasing coercion one increases the pressure to divide inmates
from one another, and one decreases their capacity for self-expression and self-
control. As the pressure builds, there may well be a tendency for homosexual
relationships to increase in importance to the inmate population as a reaction
to the intensity of the pressure.

Imprisonment and the concomitant sexual deprivation of inmates obviously
have some serious consequences, at least during imprisonment and have a
minor potential for complicating postinstitutional life. Little systematic re-
search exists that links the prior nonprison experience of the prisoner (both
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sexual and nonsexual), methods of institutional management, and the conse-
quences of the interaction of these two elements for the inmates’ future func-
tioning. The fact that many inmates adjust easily to the climate of deprivation
in the prison may be a measure of their pathology and inability to get along in
the outside community rather than a measure of healthy functioning. Just be-
cause we can manage to make people conform to a climate of deprivation, both
sexual and nonsexual, is no reason that we should.

Notes
1. See the extensive literature on the concentration camp for the techniques that were
imposed to create this condition.
2. As a consequence of low salaries, the tendency of prisons to be built in rural or

depressed areas as forms of subsidy, the fact that the custodial staff is often
undereducated, and an aversion to having women work in prisons, nearly all the
clerical work is performed by prisoners. This makes it impossible to keep any
information confidential.

3. From a preliminary analysis of the differences between the preinstitutional and the
institutional sexual outlet of adult men prisoners interviewed by the Institute for Sex
Research, the institutional rates are only one-tenth to one-fifth of noninstitutional
rates. For some men the institutional rates are nearly zero.

4. For a discussion of the necessity of socially facilitating cues for sexual arousal and
performance, see Chapters 1-3.
5. The notions of “active” and “passive” in homosexual relationships are more obscur-

ing of the actual conditions of the behavior than they are enlightening. The psychia-
trist Irving Bieber has suggested the words “insertor’” and “insertee” be substituted
for active and passive, since these latter words assume that role behavior in a sexual
act has major meaning in psychological personality terms (Bieber et al., 1962, pp.
238-54). For an attempt at clarification of this confusion, see Chapter 4 of this
volume. It must be pointed out that homosexuality in prison is quite a different
phenomenon from homosexual experience in the outside community. Thus, the
image of homosexuality as consisting of masculine-seeming men who are always
“active” derives primarily from both journalists and scientists observing homosexu-
ality in prisons and then extending their observations unchecked to the outside
world.

6. The two volumes are, respectively, Ward and Kassebaum (1965) and Gialombardo
(1966). For an excellent comparative discussion, see the joint review of these vol-
umes by Messinger (1967).
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Pornography: Social Scripts
and Legal Dilemmas

Nowhere is the semanticist’s injunction against overloading words with
multiple meanings and ambiguous emotions more applicable than in the con-
fusion surrounding the applications of the term “pornography” and, to a lesser
extent, the related term “obscenity.” While it is commonly recognized that the
processes of deciding what to include and not to include in the category of
pornography or obscenity are extremely difficult, it is rarely noted that the very
use of these terms in the process of labeling an event or thing as sexually
stimulating can produce a psychosexual response in the labelers and their audi-
ence very similar to that produced by the pornographic object itself. The very
act of labeling generates a sense of sexual anticipation and engages our fanta-
sies about the business of pornography and the erotic character of those who
produce it. In the same manner that the social apparatus that surrounds other
unconventional sexual expressions is conceived as being motivated sexually,
the production, wholesale distribution, and retail sale of pornography are viewed
as erotic enterprises. This process of simplification by which persons and situ-
ations are defined as totally sexual when they are marginally connected to
sexuality is perhaps one of the major sources of the potency of pornography
itself. Everything is grist for the mill of sexual fantasy because the process of
that fantasy strips away the hulls of reality, seeking only those kernels that fit
its needs.!

Partly because of the capacity of this fantasy to use the widest range of
materials in its routine organization (from Studs Lonigan to Fanny Hill, from
the Sears, Roebuck Catalog to Playboy), it is assumed that sexual fantasy and
its objective correlative—pornography—have a magical capacity to push hu-
mans (especially men) into overt sexual action. In this view of sexuality the
sexual impulse lies like the beast in every man and every woman (though less
so among the latter), restrained only by the thinnest tissue of social repression.
Underpinning most of the discussion of sex in this society (and one of its mi-
nor expressions, pornography) is an intense feeling that there exists some kind
of Hobbesian contract to protect us against natural (and bestial) sexual men and
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more rarely sexual women. On some ultimate level, it is held that sexual activ-
ity requires no explanation; it is, in a sense, explanation in itself. If, as Steven
Marcus (1964) maintains, the sexual behavior described in hardcore pornogra-
phy occurs in a socially and psychologically denuded landscape, so does much
of the scientific thinking about sexuality.

At the same time, human sexuality—however closely it appears to be tied to
biological processes—is subject to sociocultural molding to a degree surpassed
by few other forms of human behavior. While the number of forms that sexual
activity may take on a physical level is restricted by the fixed limitations of the
human body (there are, after all, only a fixed number of concave and convex
surfaces available), the objects that may be defined as desirable, the social
locations within which such activity may take place, and the specific activities
to be defined as pleasurable vary over social life to a profound degree—indeed,
to a degree that dwarfs the uniformities of biology. And, of course, on the level
of imagination—that is, on the level of the purely symbolic—the restrictions or
limitations of biology prove to be at best temporary barriers.

The Social Dimensions of Sexual Arousal

It is the authors’ contention, perhaps more explicitly in this chapter than in
others, that all human sexual behavior is socially scripted behavior. The sources
of sexual arousal are to be found in sociocultural definitions, and it is ex-
tremely difficult to conceive of any type of human sexual activity without this
definitional aspect. Thus, while there is frequently an almost hysterical con-
cern on the part of many men over being embarrassed by uncontrolled arousal
in situations involving social nudism, the fact is that this is an extremely rare
occurrence. The structuring of the social nudist situation so self-consciously
screens out an erotic content that arousal rarely occurs. The sexual potential of
any situation becomes effective for most men and women only if the situation
is defined as appropriate and the partner as sexually available. From these defi-
nitions both the possibility of sexual activity and, to a considerable measure,
the specific kinds of sexual acts follow. It is also equally clear that the sources
of the sexual scripts—the elements of definition—find their origins not in
biology or even training for sex itself, but in the application of social attributes
to both the situation and the actors. It is not the physical aspects of sexuality
but the social aspects that generate the arousal and organize the action, or, in
other words, provide the script.

The problem may be approached in another way. In U.S. society—and per-
haps in most Western societies—to learn about sex is to learn about guilt. To
develop a commitment to sex is to learn techniques for the management of
guilt. While personality problems for many individuals in the Western world
are directly linked to problems of managing guilt in the sexual area, it is diffi-
cult to assess the degree to which sexual behavior also receives its sense of
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intensity and potency from this same source. At any rate, the permeation of the
sexual area with a high guilt-provoking potential is a reason for the need for,
and an element in the shaping of, sexual scripts. Sexual scripts not only elicit
sexual responses, but they also establish the legitimacy of ordered sets of be-
haviors; they become the conventionalized strategies for managing guilt.

Freud (1949), in his essay on erotic degradation, deals essentially with this
problem. His discussion of the need to distinguish sharply between the erotic
and the maternal, and the use of symbols or rituals of degradation as a basis for
facilitating this distinction, is in fact a discussion of one aspect of the need for
sexual scripts. The problem Freud recognized—that is, the inability to be eroti-
cally attracted to what one loves or being unable to love that to which one is
erotically attracted—is somewhat extreme. Considering that the largest por-
tion of sexual activity in our society occurs within the context of a marital
union—rather than in pre-, extra-, or postmarital relationships—it becomes
clear that most individuals manage some degree of integration of both ele-
ments, the erotic and the sentimental, in a single dyadic relationship. What we
know little about are the processes that facilitate this integration of conflicting
elements. Sexual scripting, which takes many forms, ranging from the most
symbolic representation, the sexy nightgown, to the integration of behavior
and fantasy by one or both partners, may well play this facilitating role.

The critical characteristic of pornography is not merely that it deals with
explicit representations of sexual activity; recall its original definition: the
language of, or works about, prostitutes (Young, 1964, part 3). Pornography is
not arousing or exciting merely because it deals explicitly with sex, but be-
cause it deals with illicit sex. It is a challenge to find a single pornographic or
erotic work that has as its major focus the description of conventional sexual
activity that occurs within a marital relationship. The rule is: if the activity is
conventional, the context is not (the relationship, the motives, etc.); if the
context is conventional, the activity is not. The landscape of pornography—
“pornotopia” as Steven Marcus (1964) named it—contains prostitution, homo-
sexuality, rape, incest, sadomasochism, adultery, etc., as its most familiar con-
tours. Pornography deals almost exclusively with deviant social or sexual be-
havior. One consequence of this is that the need for social scripts to organize
the encounter with pornography is as great as, if not greater than, the need for
comparable scripting in actual sociosexual behavior. For, as a whole line of
social thinkers running from Durkheim and Freud to the present make perfectly
clear, people must not only learn how to manage guilt derived from things they
do, they must also learn to manage the guilt that derives from the things they
think about.

In a society characterized by a reasonably integrated normative system, it is
almost as difficult for most people to engage in vicarious deviance as it is to
engage in an act of overt deviance. However, it is obvious that more acts of
deviance occur vicariously—through fantasy or identification with actors in



200 Sexual Conduct

one or another of the cultural media—than occur on the level of overt behavior.
We can be sure that virtually all persons have on numerous occasions engaged
vicariously in major acts of deviance, both sexual and nonsexual. What makes
this possible is that the resources for the managing of guilt and for the appropri-
ate elaboration of accompanying social scripts are much greater on this sym-
bolic level through the modification and transformation of social identities
and social relationships. In consequence, opportunities for rituals of expiation
and a return to conventional moral postures are more available at lower costs on
this level than in the real social world.

Just as people rarely engage in overt acts of incest, vicarious participation in
an act of incest is also extremely difficult. Offered the possibilities of identifi-
cation with an actor in a literary work who is about to commit an incestuous act,
readers find that identification is made difficult by the anxieties that their
feelings about the act would generate. The organization of sexual arousal and
the capacity for vicarious participation would be disrupted by crippling am-
bivalences. However, the world of vicarious action may be reordered. For ex-
ample, if the characters involved in a novelistic depiction of incest truly do not
know of the familial bond and as a result they do not commit incest for them-
selves, the reader may have his passions stirred by his knowledge of that bond,
but still share the innocence of the characters. (This is one of the frequent
themes of the gothic novel.) Or the reader can know that one partner, the one she
or he does not identify with, engages in this behavior with a cruel and wicked
purpose, making the actor with whom she or he identifies essentially a guilty
victim whose later sufferings will prove to be adequate to justify a return to the
moral community. In other words, the world of symbolic representations has a
conspicuous advantage over the “real world.” In the latter, the commonsense
observation that becomes the basis of Talcott Parsons’ (1951) pattern-variable
scheme—that “you can’t have your cake and eat it too” clearly operates. In the
former, the logical impossibility becomes a sociological possibility.

Nevertheless, there are fundamental limits to the flexibility of the world of
vicarious experience or symbolic representation. When the reordering of social
life or social values becomes excessive, representations cease to be plausible
and identification becomes difficult or impossible (which is the reason why
most of the Marquis de Sade fails as pornography except for the manifestly
pathological personality), or we become unable to manage guilt and organize
sexual tension. There are limits to the power of sexual scripts.

The Ethnography of Pornography

This necessary intrapsychic relation between the world of pornography (and
in a direct sense the world of potential sexual arousal) and the world of social
roles, values, and social structures is also shaped by the kinds of pornographic
materials that are available and the social contexts in which they are seen. This
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is not to follow the arguments of Marshall McLuhan about the primacy of the
media, but to examine the ethnography of apprehending pornography and the
social contexts in which it may be seen. Not only do psychosocial elements
predominate in the organization of the pornographic object itself—the social
context in which pornography is perceived controls many dimensions of the
sexual response, whether one shares in a group presentation of pornographic
materials or sees them alone.

The stag film is an excellent example of the way in which we tend to ignore
the social context within which pornography is used and from which a large
part of its significance for the individual consumer derives. Out of context, the
blue movie is rarely more than a simple catalog of the limited sexual resources
of the human body. Prior to 1968, stag films were seldom seen by women and
were most commonly enjoyed by two kinds of men’s groups: those living in
group housing in colleges or universities and those belonging to upper-lower-
class and lower-middle-class voluntary social groups. More recently, the pri-
vate trade in both stag films and in longer and equally explicit films in movie
theaters and arcades has increased, especially in large urban centers. It is now
possible for many persons in the United States to walk into a theater on a well-
lit street in a reasonably decent neighborhood and see films showing mouth-
genital contact and intercourse, both heterosexual and homosexual. These rela-
tively recent developments serve to bring previously restricted sexual resources
to new audiences in new situations. The stag movie remains a staple in college
groups of young men and among voluntary organizations, but it serves both
similar and different functions for the major categories of persons who see
them.

The critical continuity between past and present is that most audiences are
still all-men. For the man college student, the stag films are a collective repre-
sentation of mutual late adolescent and young adult heterosexual concerns
and, to a lesser degree, they instruct in sexual technique. For this group the
exposure in a group situation is either concurrent with or prior to extensive
sociosexual experience. The group context serves to reinforce adolescent mas-
turbatory fantasies in an all-man context. As a transitional experience, it may
relieve tensions associated with greater heterosocial intimacy and the move-
ment from an all-man to mixed-gender social commitments. From all observa-
tional data, such men comprise only a small proportion of the attendees at the
X-rated film theaters. Exposure comes later in life for the second group after
marriage or, at the very least, after the development of sociosexual patterns. For
this audience the group experience itself provides validation of sexual appe-
tites in social milieus where other forms of validation, such as extramarital
activity, are inaccessible by virtue of age and social skills and, in addition, may
be subject to severe sanctions. The primary referent of the films in this instance
is in the area of homosocial reinforcement of masculinity and hence only in-
directly a reinforcement of heterosexual commitments. This reinforcement of
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heterosexuality is reflected in the way the films portray the obsessive myths of
masculine sexual fantasy. They emphasize, for example, that sexual encounters
can happen at any moment, to anyone, around almost any corner—a belief that
is a close parallel to the romantic love fantasy so very characteristic of women’s
arousal. In the case of the man, however, sex replaces love as the central el-
ement. These films also reaffirm the myth of a breed of women who are lusty and
free in both surrender and enjoyment. Given the kind of social context within
which the films are shown, there is little reason to assume that their sexual
arousal is not expressed through conventional sexual or social actions.

The body of newcomers to the audience for blue or near-blue movies ap-
pears to be made up of men over the age of thirty, of middle- and lower-middle-
income populations, for whom the experience is essentially private. The degree
to which they are drawn from the viewers who belong to fraternal and other
voluntary organizations, is unclear, but the functions of the two situations
appear sufficiently different so that there is no reason to assume recruitment
from one group to another. What is most likely is that this group of men is using
the film as an occasion during which they can masturbate or as a supplement to
their regular sexual diet. This use varies by location; theaters in New York
City’s Times Square and similar bright-light areas have more masturbators than
X-rated theaters in the suburbs. The private use of film erotica is linked more
closely to the private consumption of literary pornography than it is to all-men
group showings.

There is a small body of evidence that these films are also being used as an
adjunct form of sexual arousal among the small subgroup of persons in U.S.
society who are involved in collective forms of heterosexual behavior involv-
ing orgies, wife-swapping, and the like. The use of the stag film in this context
commonly occurs after the original involvement of individuals in this form of
behavior. Its utilization as a specific source of sexual arousal is secondary to its
mere presence in defining the situation as being more erotic. It is the fact of the
film’s social definition as arousal producing that is important rather than its
specific content. Indeed, this may be another instance of life imitating bad art.
The use of erotica “to get things going” is an ancient convention in pornogra-
phy. However, this use is probably as statistically rare as the behaviors that it ac-
companies.

Noncinematic pictorial representations of sexual activity lend themselves
to the same kind of analysis; unlike films, and more like written materials, their
use is essentially private. Nonetheless, patterns of use remain congruous with
other patterns of social life and process; they represent anything but the trigger-
ing mechanisms through which the social contract is nullified and raging, un-
social lust (whatever that might be) is unleashed. The major users of pictorial
erotica are young men and older boys. If these materials have any use, it is as an
aid to masturbation. There is no evidence, however, that the availability of
“dirty pictures” increases masturbatory rates among adolescents. This is a pe-
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riod in life when masturbatory rates are already extremely high, particularly for
middle-class adolescents. Indeed, in the absence of hardcore pornography, the
boys create their own stimulation from mail-order catalogs, magazine ads, and
so on. In middle-class circumstances, many young men and the majority of
young women in all social classes can enter early adulthood without ever hav-
ing seen hardcore pornography (Berger, Gagnon, and Simon, 1972).

If exposure to this kind of pornography, while facilitating masturbation,
does not substantially affect masturbatory rates, it is still possible that such
materials may shape the content of the masturbatory fantasy in ways that create
or reinforce commitments to sexual practices that are harmful to the individual
or to others (Steiner, 1967). While no research in this area meets the most strin-
gent of scientific criteria, research that does bear on the topic indicates that
exposure to pornography is most commonly a transient, trivial, and diffuse
event. It is explainable as an accidental by-product of normal adolescent so-
cialization or as a more direct consequence of conventional sexual success
among boys and men. It may be observed that most pornographic materials
share with the masturbatory fantasy a sense of omnipotence, but the acts
represented are rarely homosexual, and they are not sadistic beyond the
general levels of violence common in contemporary kitsch. Once again, one
suspects a reinforcing or facilitating function rather than one of initiation or
creation.

The pornographic book, in contrast to photographs and films, represents a
very different consumption situation. Few books are read aloud in our society,
and it is very unlikely that this would occur with a book of descriptions of overt
sexual activity. In fact, prosecutors take advantage of this by reading sections
of allegedly obscene books aloud in court with the aim of embarrassing the jury
into a guilty verdict. The privately consumed erotic book almost universally
provides nothing more than novel content for an existent fantasy structure or
reinforcement for fantasies that are already established. Few books lead to overt
action of any kind, and the erotic book is unlikely to be an exception.

The most difficult problem in defining the legal margins between pornogra-
phy and nonpornography is the rapidly changing fringe literature found on
public newsstands: the pulp books, national tabloids, men’s magazines, and
pinup collections that line the racks in drugstores, bus stations, and rail and air
terminals. It will be recalled that it was the girlie magazines that were most
often under legal attack for nude pictures in the recent past. (It must be noted
that the frequency of legal attacks is decreasing rapidly with the increasing
disarray of the moral ideologies in support of sexual censorship.) The most
recent magic line of censorship to be breached is that of pubic hair, though
recently it was the bare breast or exposed nipple. Not so very long ago, navels
were ruthlessly air-brushed away and Jane Russell’s cleavage was a negotiable
issue in securing the censor’s approval of the movie The Outlaw. The Gay
Nineties were made gayer with pinups of strapping beauties clad in tights re-
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vealing only the bare flesh of face and hands. The current limit of visual mate-
rials in the nationally advertised, publicly mailed magazine is the simulation
of coitus or mouth genital contact, but without including the genitals of either
gender. These boundaries are, of course, transgressed in materials sold in off-
street bookstores where a self-selected audience handles materials in their pri-
vate reverie. In winter of 1971 the magazine Trans-Action included a photo-
graph of someone making a pornographic photograph (including a photogra-
pher and a couple in physical contact, but obeying the concealed genitals rule),
and Playboy now routinely includes pubic hair and photos of concealed sexual
action.

The period of most rapid change has been the quarter-century since 1945,
with a constantly accelerating pace culminating in a rush over the five years
prior to 1971. Pictorial material of nude men and women, and mixed gender
photos limited by the concealed genital rule when body contact occurs, are
relatively widely available. More difficult to come by are photos of sexual ac-
tion, but the determined adult purchaser in a large urban place (especially in
New York City and San Francisco) can find them. In our era the pulp book,
available on the newsstand, freely describes most physical sexual activity with
an increasing degree of accuracy, commonly only slightly less explicitly and
more metaphorically than hardcore pornographic pulp books. Indeed, the mar-
gin between the respectable pulp novel and the hardcore novel is more and
more permeable. Scenes previously described just “off-camera” in the pulp
novel have become more elaborated and frequently include the conventional
language of the erotic literary subgenre. There are still, however, representa-
tions, frequently self-advertising, in pulp novels that are designed to set them
apart from the rest of the newsstand materials. The books that are most similar to
the hardcore pornography of the past still do not mingle freely with all other
pulp books. Porno books are clearly published for their capacity to elicit sexual
arousal, and they are purchased by an audience that knows what it is buying.

To view examples of fringe or even hardcore pornography exclusively in
terms of their sexual function is misleading. Since we tend to overestimate the
significance of sexual activity, we see the trends of representation in these
works as indicators of sexual behavior in the community. An increase in works
about homosexual love is taken as an indication of an incipient homosexual
revolution or even as the cause of a homosexual revolution. If we find more
books about adultery, sadomasochism, or fast-living teenagers, we believe that
there must be more adulterers, sadomasochists, and fast-living teenagers in our
midst. With a dubious logic reminiscent of primitive magic, many people be-
lieve that if the availability of such representations increases, so will the fre-
quency of such acts, and conversely that the way to cut down on this antisocial
be-havior is to suppress the pornographic representations.

While it is conventional to see most pornographic representations as being
without nonsexual meanings, either internal to the representation or in the
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external situation of use, it is apparent that both of these considerations are in
error. It is perfectly apparent from what has gone before that for varying kinds of
erotic objects to elicit an erotic response there are situations of consumption
that define both the sexual and nonsexual meanings and payoffs of that con-
sumption. Correlatively, the pornographic object itself is given its sexual mean-
ing by being embedded in conventions that are largely sexual or by having its
own internal conventions of presentation that link to nonsexual culture ele-
ments. Hence, Morse Peckham quite successfully argues that the erotic photo-
graph or drawing that seems totally detached from nonsexual life is a culturally
bound object deriving its erotic and aesthetic presentational values from non-
sexual conventions in social life.

Historically, the evidence for the socially scripted quality of sexual activity
was more evident in the fringe literature—men’ s magazines, tabloids, etc.—
with hardcore texts often shorn to a minimum of social signs. As it became
possible to use publicly more explicit sexual material there was a merging of
these two domains, fringe and hardcore, both in films and in literature.

Currently, there is a greater attempt to place sexual activity in the context of
a social script, with a greater concern for nonsexual social relations and social
roles, and a more direct treatment of appropriate social norms. Some part of this,
particularly its common trait of compulsive moralizing, is an attempt to estab-
lish a spurious—but legally defensible under the Roth decision—"redeeming
context.” This may also represent the producer’s awareness that more than simple
lust is involved, that the consumer may bring to the work a complex of motives,
many of which are nonsexual.

As Kenneth Burke (1935/1984) observed over sixty years ago, the Freud-
ians have too simple a model when they seek expression of the sexual in vari-
ous social activities—economic, political, religious, artistic, etc.—and it is
equally appropriate to seek expression of economic, political, religious, or
artistic motives in sexual activity.

For example, the psychiatrist Lionel Ovesey (1954) links many of the homo-
sexual fantasies of his men patients who express homosexual fantasies not to
their “latent” sexual commitments, but to their problems of managing other
personal relations, particularly in their jobs. In these cases the management of
dominance or aggression in nonsexual spheres of life, or the management of
ideologies and moralities of social mobility, may be the underlying and orga-
nizing sources of fantasies whose sexual content provides an accessible and
powerful imagery through which these other social tensions may be vicari-
ously acted upon. Attacks on a man’s occupational self-esteem produce feel-
ings of weakness and impotence, a weakness and impotence normally assigned
to submissive women or to homosexuals. The dreamer selects the imagery of
homosexual submission to stand for occupational submission.

These symbolic transformations are not random, but have a cultural pattern,
and the use of the sexual symbolic in American society—especially for men—
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is commonly linked to problems of efficacy and achievement. Sex is a domain
of activity where the individual man can conceive of himself as being plausi-
bly efficacious, even though he may be relatively nonefficacious in other spheres
of social life—spheres that might well be far more important to him as sources
of self-validation. Sexual scripts and sexual fantasies found in and evoked by
the pulp sex novel or X-rated film might then be viewed as ways of easing
nonsexual tensions or vicariously achieving nonsexual gratification through
the utilization of a sexual imagery. In line with this, William and Marlene
Simon (1962) found in an analysis of detective fiction that problems associated
with uncertainties of social mobility were a frequent theme in the establish-
ment of plausible motives for deviant acts. And William Simon (1957), in an es-
say on the political novel, observed that a number of political novelists such as
George Orwell, Eugene Zamiatin, or Norman Mailer, who found themselves in
personal positions of relative powerlessness, often resorted to sexual images,
symbols, or descriptions in order to act out their politics in particularly “pow-
erful” ways.

Two themes lie at the heart of the use of pornographic and semipornographic
materials consumed in private: the definition of situations and actors that make
sexual action possible (in particular, on how such scripts facilitate the manage-
ment of guilt deriving from engaging in deviant behavior); and, somewhat
related to the first, the nonsexual themes that inform sexual activity in pornogra-
phy.

The basic question in the integration of the sexual element in the social
script is: Who does what to whom in what kind of relationship, to what conse-
quence? Here it is evident that of the five key terms—who, what, whom, rela-
tionship and consequence—only one—the what—is essentially sexual, and
that the other four, frequently in a rather complex interrelationship, determine
the fifth.

This may be seen more clearly by briefly describing a not untypical literary
work, Sin Struck, which is organized around what appears to be a major theme
in the land of pornographic prose—sex and social mobility. All societies must
establish norms surrounding opportunities for social mobility that not only
restrict aspirants, by and large, to the use of a nondeviant means but that also
provide the nonmobile with potential sources of consolation: ways in which
the nonmobile find self-validation in their nonmobility. The common phrase:
“I could get ahead if only I...” appears and then follows some opportunity or
offer that makes our hero or heroine feel extremely virtuous for having rejected
it. It could have been cheating or stealing or being dishonest or ignoring the
basic virtues and joys of family life or being ruthless and exploitative in rela-
tions with other people. Using sex is clearly part of this group. Yet it remains a
fairly common temptation, even if most persons are perceptive enough to avoid
a genuine test.
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The initial question of the story Sin Struck is whether a young, aspiring, and
untalented actor from a small mining town in Pennsylvania can find happiness
and success by being a stud for an aging and insatiable actress. The answer very
clearly is no. Interestingly enough, the world of the theater and Hollywood are
very frequently settings for such novels. This is appropriate as it is widely
believed that these worlds are depraved and the ultimate examples of magical
mobility.

The character in Sin Struck will be punished for his use of sex to achieve his
goal by failing as an actor and being punished for several explicitly described
sexual encounters that clearly prove that even aging actresses can be great fun.
Next, he will move into a world of crime in collaboration with a professional
thief who we know is untrustworthy because of his consistent abuse of prosti-
tutes. The persons to be robbed are a wealthy Broadway producer and his nym-
phomaniac wife who deserve to be robbed anyway because they use their wealth
to sponsor orgies at which all kinds of aspiring young actors and actresses will
be misused. Already, the suggestion of easy expiation for our hero is suggested
by the social justice implicit in the crime. Enter a young woman in crisis; she
has been deserted on her honeymoon by her upper-class husband who is unable
to face his own impotence. The husband promptly dies in flight, making our
heroine both sexually and morally available. Our hero services our heroine,
convincing her that sex can be fun, and, at the same time, establishes his domi-
nant masculinity which was called into question by his subservience to the
aging actress. His partner in crime is promptly killed by the police while trying
to double-cross our hero; the partner goes to his death without implicating our
hero—which will make our hero’s ultimate atonement for crime psychological
rather than penal. The hero’s positive act of rehabilitation will be to rescue our
heroine, who, while languishing in a highly suspect hotel, has been seduced by
a multimillionaire lesbian from Alaska who wants to take her away to a life of
depraved comfort in her wilderness empire. The novel ends with our hero, now
secure in his masculinity, walking into the sunset with our heroine who is now
equally secure in her femininity; they are walking in the direction of a secure
and exclusively heterosexual life among the working class of some small town.
They have “found their place in the order of things.”

The plot is trite; so is the sex. But the social environment of the sexual
action is not incidental. Nor is it merely a flimsy attempt at meeting the Roth
decision’s requirement of a redeeming content. (The social plot is necessary to
a more unambiguous enjoyment of the sex detailed within.)

Historically, it was the materials on the fringe that contained the most evi-
dence of social scripts. However, evidence for minimal social scripting can be
found in nearly all pornographic materials, and, with the decreasing boundary
between the two, more rather than fewer elements of social scripts are to be
found. Indeed, the rapid onset of boredom with stag films when they are viewed
without other persons present probably derives from the absence of sufficient
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social cues internal to the film for integrating the presented materials and mo-
tivating arousal.

Perhaps the most significant aspect of these items that exist in the literary
fringe world of pornography is that they are most often the center of concern
when community standards are formulated. The girlie magazine, the pulp book,
the X-rated film, are visible and priced within the range of the mass market.
Because such items are sold at transportation depots or in locations that tap
neighborhood markets, they are the most visible portion of the problem and are
the source of the discontent among those who are committed to policing sexual
activity either directly or through the censorship of sexual materials.

The Legal Situation of Pornography

When any of the materials that are defined as pornographic enter the public
domain (apart from any questions of private utility) they attain their most seri-
ous aspect, for in this realm they attract the attention of law enforcement agen-
cies, and if those arrested are sufficiently affluent they require the attention of
the United States Supreme Court. The behavior of this judicial body in setting
standards in what is increasingly a national society deserves the most atten-
tion.

The Supreme Court decisions handed down on March 21, 1966 (Memoirs of
a Woman of Pleasure v. Massachusetts, Mishkin v. New York, Ginzburg v. United
States) are the landmark decisions on the present limits of legitimate expres-
sions of sexual behavior in the publicly available media (U.S. Law Week, 1966,
all citations are from this document). The three decisions, especially Ginzburg,
aroused a new affection for the Supreme Court among those who desire repres-
sive control of such materials and considerable regret among those who find
themselves on the permissive side of the censorship issue. However, the court
itself showed less than unanimity, since only three judges concurred with the
majority decision in all three cases. This lack of consensus on the part of the
court, resulting in a total of fourteen separate opinions, is only a slight reflec-
tion of the pluralistic ignorance of the larger society on these same matters.

The court reversed the state of Massachusetts suppression of Memoirs, better
known as Fanny Hill, under the Roth test of 1957—that is, “whether to the
average person, applying contemporary standards, the dominant theme of the
material taken as a whole appeals to a prurient interest.” One of the indicators of
the social worth of Fanny Hill was the translation of the book into Braille by
the Library of Congress.

The conviction of Edward Mishkin, owner of the Main Stem and Midget
bookstores in New York City, was upheld. In the words of the court, “Mishkin
was not prosecuted (by New York State) for anything he said or believed, but for
what he did.” What he did was commission, publish, and sell such illustrated
books as Mistress of Leather, Cult of Spankers, and Fearful Ordeal in
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Restraintland for an audience interested in sadomasochism, transvestitism, and
fetishism. It is apparent in 1972 that the state of New York would no longer
prosecute Mishkin for these materials, indicating a substantial drift in stan-
dards without court intervention.

But Ginzburg is the key decision. Ralph Ginzburg was being tried on postal
charges of obscenity for three publications: The House-wife’s Handbook of
Selective Promiscuity, an issue of the biweekly newsletter Liaison, and a vol-
ume of the hardbound magazine Eros. In this case the court departed from
earlier rulings by considering not the obscenity of the specific items, but rather
the appeal to prurient interest made in the advertising campaigns. The court
remarked:

Where the purveyor’s sole emphasis is on the sexually provocative aspects of his
publications, that fact may be decisive in the determination of “obscenity.”

To the court, one of the proofs of Ginzburg’s motives was his request for
second-class mailing privileges at Intercourse or Blue Ball, Pennsylvania, be-
fore obtaining them at Middlesex, New Jersey. Three of the justices voting for
reversal filed written dissents in which they argued that the court was creating
a new crime—that of pandering, exploitation, or titillation—that Ginzburg
could not have known existed when he committed it. Furthermore, the dissen-
ters said, if a statute creating such a crime had come before the court, it would be
found unconstitutional.

It is the Ginzburg decision that gives us the primary thread to follow in
seeking to understand “obscenity” as it is now seen by the Supreme Court and
how these institutional decisions relate to the sexual arousal caused by what is
conventionally termed pornography. With this decision, the court has moved—
in a way that may be inimical to the conception of law as abstract principle—
toward the arguments made earlier in this chapter about the factors that are
relevant to triggering a sexual response. The court’s sociological discovery
(whether intentional or not) is that, in sex, the context of the representation is
the significant element in eliciting the prurient response. That is, the physical
activity of sex and its symbolic representation have no power outside a context
in which the erotic elements are reinforced or made legitimate.

In doing this, the court did not change the rules under which any work will
be considered outside this context of presentation. If a book is charged—as
Fanny Hill was—with being obscene in and of itself under the Roth decision, it
will be treated in exactly the same way as it would have been in the past. When
aspects of the context of advertising or sale—the acts of labeling—are in-
cluded in the original charges, then the Ginzburg rules will be applied. This
was demonstrated in the court’s decision in May 1967, on a number of girlie
magazines. Obscenity convictions against the magazines were overturned be-
cause, as the court stated, “In none was there evidence of the sort of pandering
which the court found significant in Ginzburg v. United States.”
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Whether the majority of the court was aware of the significance of the change
it made in the definition of obscenity is not clear. From the tone of the opinions,
it is obvious the court felt it was dealing with a problem of nuisance behavior—
not only to the public, but to the court itself—quite analogous to keeping a
goat in a residential area or urinating in public. By making the promotion of the
work a factor in determining its obscenity, the court was reinforcing the right of
the person to keep his mailbox clean and private, not to mention the likelihood
that the court was cutting down the amount of misleading advertising.

The Supreme Court apparently considered pornography to have two major
dimensions. The first can be defined as dealing with sexual representations that
are offensive to public morality or taste. This concerned the court most impor-
tantly in the Ginzburg case. The second centers on the effect of pornography on
specific individuals or class of individuals, which is the focus of most public
discussions and prior court decisions on pornography. This dimension was
mentioned only twice in the array of decisions of 1966, but much of the confu-
sion in discussions of pornography reflects a difficulty in distinguishing be-
tween these dimensions or a tendency to slip from one to the other without
noting the change.

The first dimension—offenses to public morality—not only appears more
objective, but also has a cooler emotional tone. The problem becomes one of
tolerating a public nuisance, or defining what constitutes a public nuisance.
This issue becomes complex because the heterogeneity of an urban society
makes it difficult to arrive at a consensus on what the limits of public morality
might be. We might also add the complicating factor of our society’s somewhat
uneven libertarian tradition, a tradition that affirms the theoretical existence of
the right to subscribe to minority versions of morality. This entire issue obvi-
ously touches upon important issues of constitutional freedoms. As important
as the implicit issues may be, however, the explicit issue is public nuisance, a
misdemeanor, that usually brings only a fine or, at most, up to a year in county
jail. Talk of offense to public morality or public taste is relatively remote from
the old fears of serious damage to the community or its members.

The second dimension—effects upon persons exposed to pornographic pro-
ductions—generates more intense emotions. Claims are made that exposure to
pornography results in infantile and regressive approaches to sexuality that
can feed an individual’s neuroses. At the other extreme, it is alleged that expo-
sure tends to fundamentally and irreversibly corrupt and deprave. The latter
argument asserts that exposure to pornography either awakens or creates sexual
appetites that can only be satisfied through conduct that is dangerous to soci-
ety. More simply stated: Pornography is a trigger mechanism that has a high
probability of initiating dangerous, antisocial behavior. There also exists what
can be called a major counterargument to these, but one that shares with them
a belief in the effectiveness of pornography. This argument is that pornography
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serves as an alternative sexual outlet, one that releases sexual tensions that
might otherwise find expression in dangerous, antisocial behavior. For the pro-
ponents of this view, pornography is seen as a safety valve or a psychological
lightning rod.

These serious views of pornography appear to lead directly to the formula-
tion of empirically testable questions. These center about the general hypoth-
esis (stated in the null form) that those exposed to varying amounts of what is
described as pornography (what is represented in what media, in what amounts
is variable) at varying points in the life cycle (from childhood to old age) in
varying sociocultural milieus will not be more likely to engage in deviant
behaviors (criminal or merely deviant, sexual or otherwise) than those not ex-
posed in parallel circumstances. Stated this way, what appears to be a simple
causal picture turns out—as usual—to be complex. As we have noted before,
the evidence collected by the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography
seems to support this null hypothesis. What is significant is that no dramatic
changes in behavior appeared to follow exposure in any study. A parallel set of
findings is reported in the book Sex Offenders:

It would appear that the possession of pornography does not differentiate sex of-
fenders from non-sex offenders. Even the combination of ownership plus strong sexual
arousal from the material does not segregate the sex offender from other men of a
comparable social level. (Gebhard et al., 1965, p. 678)

The authors of this book sum up their feeling that pornography is far from being
a strong determinant of sexual behavior and that the use of pornography tends
to be a derivative of already existing sexual commitments. It has been ob-
served: “Men make the collections, collections do not make the men.”

Nevertheless, given the intensity and frequency with which the argument of
pornography’s corrupting powers is raised, one might wonder whether any
amount of negative evidence would be believed. Indeed, we suspect that com-
pelling evidence about the limited power of pornography will be greeted with
disbelief, not only by Puritans, but by sexual revolutionaries as well. Thinking
about pornography comes very close to being an autonomous sexual act, an act
that enhances and elaborates on an image of men and women making them
more sexual than they really are.

This major distinction of public nuisance versus public corruption results in
two different images of pornographers and their occupation. Projected through
the rhetoric of public corruption, we see them as someone self-consciously
evil: a representative of the anti-Christ, the Communist conspiracy, or—at the
very least—the Mafia. We also tend to see them in terms of the obscenity of ill-
gotten wealth because they deal in commodities that are assumed to generate
high prices.

Thought of as a public nuisance, the pornographer appears in somewhat
more realistic terms. Here we find not sinister villains, but a grubby
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businesspeople producing a minor commodity for which there is a limited
market and marginal profit and which requires that they live in a marginal
world. Furthermore, our collective displeasure may be derived from their asso-
ciation with a still greater obscenity—economic failure. However, whether por-
nographers are Mephistopheles or Willie Loman, they are among the few in our
society whose public role is overtly sexual, and perhaps that is reason enough
to abandon any expectations of rationality in public discussions of their role.

The significant social dilemma is the formulation of community standards,
and this has been the dilemma of the courts themselves. One interesting attempt
to strengthen enforcement of conservative standards is the interpretation of
federal law to allow prosecution of a seller in the jurisdiction in which materials
are received rather than in the ones from which they are mailed. Thus, in the
rather liberal jurisdiction of New York City, where judges must compare the
sale of obscene materials to all the other crimes that come before them, the
seller may well be seen as a small-timer and the crime may be judged a misde-
meanor. However, in a rural jurisdiction where religious standards are more
conservative and a pornography offense is viewed more seriously—especially
when compared with the strayed cows and traffic violations that make up most
of the court docket—the seller is a heinous criminal.

The accumulation of decisions by the Warren Court indicated a wish to
establish a national standard, allowing some jurisdictions to be more liberal
but none to be more conservative.> Thus the Supreme Court of that era at-
tempted to build a floor under the right of materials to be protected under the
First Amendment, at the same time constraining—through the use of the
Ginzburg decision—the importation of materials into conservative communi-
ties through wide mailing campaigns. In its more recent decisions, the court
indicated (somewhat Delphically) that its concern in the future would be with
three areas, none of them directly concerned with the content of any works
charged as pornographic. These were sales of smut to minors, obtrusive presen-
tation, and “pandering” a la Ginzburg. The court’s decisions, however, may
well be too conservative in a period when a national society is being created
through penetration by the mass media into larger and larger elements of soci-
ety. Indeed, it is likely that most legal revolutions have been imposed from
above and that communities will fall back to the set floor, if allowed to do so. To
trust to local innovation may be to trust to nothing.

The category “pornography” is as elusive as mercury. Its content in the past
no longer meets our present definitions. The use and users of contemporary
pornography vary. Indeed, it might be said that sex itself would not change if
there were no more pornography. Pornography is only a minor symptom of
sexuality and of very little prominence in people’s minds most of the time.
Even among those who might think about it most, it results either in masturba-
tion or in the “collector” instinct.
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What is most important about pornography is not that it is particularly rel-
evant to sexuality, but that it elicits very special treatment when it confronts the
law. In this confrontation the agencies of criminal justice, and especially the
courts, behave in a very curious manner that is quite dangerous for the freedom
of ideas as they might be expressed in other zones of activity such as politics,
religion, or the family. Our best protection in this regard has been the very
contradictory character of the courts, which carefully excludes the consider-
ation of sexual ideas from the general test of the expression of ideas: Do they
give rise to a clear and present danger? Our problem is not that pornography
represents such a danger—it is far too minor a phenomenon for that—but that
the kind of thinking prevalent in dealing with pornography will come to be
prevalent in controlling the advocacy of other ideas as well.

Afterword

The bulk of this chapter was written during 1967 and 1968 and revised in
1971 prior to the publication of either the general report or the technical vol-
umes of the Commission on Obscenity and Pornography, created by the United
States Congress. Much of the work of that commission was quite valuable and
supports the null hypothesis about the power of pornography. Perhaps the most
interesting single study was that of Berl Kutschinsky (1970), which found
declines in certain classes of sex offense behavior in Denmark following the
liberalization of its pornography laws. Both the timing of the reductions (the
first after literary pornography was made legal, a second after pictorial and film
pornography was freed) and the specific offense groups who were affected are
generally instructive about the character of sexual behavior. It is the detailed
analysis in Kutschinsky’s work that is instructive since it brings to bear on sex-
ual behavior a relatively complex social psychological model and suggests the
great variation that exists in the categories “pornography” and “sex offender.”

We find nothing in these new findings to change our view of the scripted
nature of sexual behavior nor of the relatively minor role pornography plays in
psychosexual development. The relationship between depictions of sexual
activity in every medium, when there is no special category called pornogra-
phy, is difficult to conceive. So much of our concern with pornography results
from its secret, degraded, and excluded status that it is impossible to predict a
response in the absence of guilt and anxiety.

Notes
1. It should be noted here that the publicly available content of sexual fantasy is almost
totally defined by men’s needs, as is the content of pornography.
2. No major obscenity case has come before the Court newly dominated by President

Richard M. Nixon’s appointees. While that new body of Justices may wish to more
severely limit the use of sexually explicit media, the increased tolerance in the last
few years of both consumption and changed general standards without a concurrent
social breakdown would seem to reduce their freedom of operation.
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Social Change and Sexual Conduct

During the last quarter-century, and especially during the last decade, U.S.
society has appeared to undergo an accelerating change in its sexual practices.
While the central focus of our attention has been on the young, since they
appear most vulnerable to the forces inducing change, changes have been found
in all age groups. Whatever the specific reasons for change among the youthful
population, our attention since the early 1960s has been directed to examples
of a revolutionary potential that includes political, familial, chemical, and
sexual elements.

The current state of confusion about interaction between sexual conduct
and other aspects of social change stems from four main sources. The first of
these is that, as a society, we are saddled with and delighted by an imagery of
change—indeed, of revolution—when we talk about sexuality. This climate of
opinion clouds our ability to judge accurately whether or not there is change
and, if there is, what direction it is taking. The demand for novelty, even in
scientific research, distorts the process of data collection. It highlights the dra-
matic to the detriment of the pedestrian and forces the creation of theories that
are overweighted in the direction of change. At the same time, the imagery of
change becomes a variable not only in scientific activities, but in social life
itself. For those who are changing, the experiences of change become a mark of
“being with it”; for those not changing, change becomes both a danger and a
measure of being “out of it.” The idea of change has become as important to the
twentieth century as the idea of progress was to the nineteenth (Bury, 1955).

The second and perhaps even greater difficulty that affects any discussion of
sexual behavior is our profound lack of information. Not only do we not know
very precisely the social statistics of sexuality (how many are doing it, with
whom are they doing it, at what ages and with what frequencies), but, more
important, there is even less information about the connection between sexual
activity and the social and psychological contexts in which such sexual activ-
ity occurs. Research efforts are fragmentary and often ill-founded, influenced
by fantasy and desire, and—worst of all—are pornotopic in design, seeking to
analyze the sexual without reference to the social or psychological circum-
stances that turn sexual behavior into sexual conduct.'

215
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It was this lack of prior data that made the original interpretations of the
books Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human
Female such curiosities (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953). Without prior baseline
figures, the cross-sectional data in these volumes were interpreted in any fash-
ion that their readers wished. Unfortunately, no one interpreted the data conser-
vatively by taking the viewpoint that, according to the Kinsey reports, there
was a decline in sexual activity from a promiscuous and licentious nineteenth
century. (Even though the decline in the rates of purchasing sexual contact
with women by men could have been viewed as a humanizing process in the so-
ciety.) Since there were no prior data that anyone was willing to examine, it was
presumed that the Kinsey data stood for a vast eruption of sexuality, despite the
fact that the amount and directions of short-run changes were small and—even
when they existed—were muted in the reporting of the data.

The third source of error is perhaps more problematic than is a lack of data.
It is the flawed interpretative mechanism or theoretical scheme or conceptual
apparatus through which sexual phenomena are commonly viewed, analyzed,
or gathered.” This flawed intellectual framework derives from two sources. The
first is experiential: sexual actors in our culture live in schizophrenic detach-
ment from their nonsexual life. They feel that their sexual impulses are auton-
omous, even though reflection on most of their experience will show them that
their sexual commitments are under extremely good control or are often of little
importance to them. Without such reflection, the sexual world appears to be
self-starting and self-motivated. It seems to exist sui generis in experience.
However, it is demonstrable that sexual activity is in fact not a very powerful
drive, and the word “drive” itself may be a misnomer. One can show that the felt
experience during sexual activity is quite distinct from the importance of sexual
activity during the rest of waking or even sleeping life. At the same time, the
major theoretical and intellectual apparatuses for interpreting the role of sexual
behavior in social life see it as an imperious drive that presses against and must
be controlled by the cultural and social matrix. The dominance of this drive
reduction model, mediated by cultural and social control, is preeminent in the
bulk of psychoanalytic, anthropological, and sociological literature.

The explanation of sexual change that flows from this intellectual posture is
very simple. The sex drive exists at some constant level in any population age
group; its intensity follows a rising and ultimately falling trajectory in any
individual life cycle. It presses for expression and, in the absence of controls
(whether existing in the external laws or mores, or in appropriate internalized
repressions learned in early socialization), there will be outbreaks of sexual
behavior.* The drive presses, society and culture constrain it, and when con-
straints are loosed sexual change occurs. This control-repression model of sexu-
ality has influenced the majority of discussions of the impact of social change
of various kinds of sexual behavior—it has yielded rather simpleminded con-
sequences. The introduction of the automobile, teenage dating, going steady,
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dancing close together, dancing styles related to rock and roll music, and short
skirts all have been asserted to be changes that would result in sexual excess.
The discovery of adequate treatment for venereal diseases and the widespread
availability of birth control devices were attacked because they would reduce
the dangers of sexual activity. The availability of sexually stimulating material
(pornography) has been attacked from the time when a nipple was the danger
point (1950 or so) to the emergence of pubic hair. All of the following reactions
are based on variants of the same faulty reasoning—that mutual sexual access
among the young will result in coitus, that sexual behavior is only constrained
by its dangers, or that the sexual beast can be aroused with instant success by
the mildest stimulus.

The fourth source of confusion is the self-interest of various onlookers. There
is a certain commitment to finding the world more sexual than it is, more excit-
ing, more pornographic. This pastime serves the self-interest of both sexual
radicals and sexual conservatives. The sexual radical and the sexual conserva-
tive are, of course, in disagreement about consequences of lowered controls
over the sexual drive—the former believing that there will be a genuine flow-
ering of a more human, more natural way of life, and the latter believing that
there will be a degeneration of the cultural fabric in all areas of social life. What
they agree upon is the transcendent power of sexuality when released. The
entire older generation, which is generally nonideological about sex, is in a
sense the ambivalent embodiment of these opposing radical and conservative
ideologies. They are the losers if sexual change occurs, one way or the other. If
sex is a therapeutic truth that they have hidden from themselves, they will have
been cheated of participating in it. If it is a corruption, then all they have
worked for will go the way of the Roman Empire.* Hence, the increased level of
cosmetic sexuality in the society, especially on the part of the young, makes the
older generation both jealous and angry. They are jealous because of what they
think they have missed; they are angry because the young appear to be having
such a good time. It is nearly impossible to live in this society and fail to share
some of these emotions when watching the youth revolution as portrayed by
the mass media.

While corrections can be made for the problems of data, self-interest, sexual
ideology, and for the current climate of mandatory change, without changes in
the faulted model of sexuality no serious discussion can be had about the future
of sexuality. As we have argued, the theoretical framework is fundamentally in
error. Even with the best of data, faulty interpretations would be made. Without
the application of a more complex, alternative model of sexual development,
our interests will continue to be dominated by the epiphenomenal aspects of
sexual change.
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Sources of Change

Changes in the sexual component of the human condition can result from
changes in the biological, technological, and psychosocial domains of life. It is
evident to us that, at the present time, the biological substratum is very nearly
a constant in human sexual affairs. Except for specific classes of genetic and
hormone failures, the vast majority of humans are biologically equipped to
perform sexual acts. There probably are more people suffering from sterility
and infertility than there are people with sexual performance inadequacies
resulting from physical difficulties. This does not obviate the fact that there are
many persons with socially defined performance difficulties in the sexual area,
but these are rarely due to biological defects.

While technology is the most visible engine of change in Western societies,
it affects the sexual aspects of life only through those institutions and persons
that link technological change to that process that we have described as the
gender identity-sexual identity-family formation-reproduction cycle. Devel-
opments in medical science involving venereal diseases and birth control are
the most powerful developments that specifically relate to this cycle and do so
by reducing the risks of sexual intercourse in the latter case and all forms of
sexual contact in the case of venereal disease. It does not appear that these
developments have had widespread impact on illegitimate sexual behavior
(though the substitution of the pill for the condom may have increased the
spread of venereal disease). They probably have had more impact inside mar-
riage, where birth control devices are most frequently used. Other technologi-
cal developments have not turned out to have as much impact on sexuality as
was originally anticipated. The automobile has not increased sexual activity
even among the young, though it has resulted in an increase in privacy for
noncoital sexual contacts. It has, however, become another element in the mas-
culinity package, resulting in higher rates of car theft and accidents. It is also
part of that successful consumer identity package that makes car ownership
both a measure of personal success and a tie to the conventional social struc-
ture. In these same ways other technological developments affect emergent
sexuality, but only through the intervention of psychosocial processes.

In the psychosocial arena the following processes seem to be most signifi-
cant in their impact on the family replacement cycle that we have described
previously.

The Economic Movement from Scarcity to Affluence

The movement from scarcity to affluence in the society has clearly varied in
its direct effect on individuals, but the sheer existence of long-term affluence in
a large sector of the society indirectly affects those who are not affluent. The
central consequences of affluence on sexual activity seem to be threefold: (1) It
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increases role flexibility throughout the life cycle, especially after the age of
twenty. (2) It changes the attitude of the affluent toward the value of objects and
ownership, while not reducing the desire to consume.® As affluence reduces the
value of things, they become more disposable, replaceable, and lose their unique-
ness. (3) It increases the attachment of all members of the society to societal
norms primarily through consumption rather than production values.

The Emergence of Social Movements with Sexual Side-Effects

A large series of social movements have emerged in the society that do not
have goals specifically aimed at sexual change but whose implementation
carries with them (either as general rhetorical baggage or as a specific commit-
ment to liberalism) a required assent to greater sexual freedom. One of the most
significant of these is clearly the so-called “youth movement,” beginning with
the hippies and moving through the commune and other current events in
youth culture. The political freedom of the young, the eighteen-year-old vote,
and the experience of the Vietnam War or political protest increased commit-
ments to general antiadult values. These oppositions can be expressed through
sexual activity during a time when the early experimentation with sexuality is
heightened by a reduction in adult controls over the behavior of the young.
The second major movement is women’s liberation, in which two major ele-
ments are intertwined—gender politics and sexual politics. It is possible to
think of a society with both a sexual double standard and equality between the
genders in occupational and social domains; however, given the complex in-
termixture of gender and sexual politics in American society, changes in one
will affect the other, so that the woman’s movement in both its gender and
sexual dimensions should have some effects on sexual activity; but they will
clearly not be simple ones. A third source of change is the general political
revolt of blacks, Chicanos, and American Indians which has created a series of
smaller possibilities of sexual change. The sexual relations between ethnic and
racial groups can more generally be used by all participants to work out mo-
tives representing exploitation, power, guilt reduction, and the like. Revolu-
tionary romanticism can enhance the sexuality of members of previously sup-
pressed and degraded classes and groups.

The Emergence of Specifically Sexual Social Movements

There are a number of sexual movements in the society whose ends are the
legitimization (legalization or normalization) of specific sexual or erotic mi-
norities. The thrust of these changes has come either through “disinterested”
legal reformers or through members of erotic minorities using legal redress or
confrontational politics. The goals of some groups are more radical than those
of mere reform. They seek not only the legalization of their behavior, but its
right to exist as a nonstigmatized public alternative to conventional marital or
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nonmarital heterosexuality. At the same time, there are other groups that seek to
increase the freedom of heterosexual relationships (e.g., kinds and numbers of
partners, techniques, feelings). These are often, but not always, related to the
encounter and sensitivity group movement. The legal reform movements seek
to change the laws affecting large classes of sexual behavior, moving ulti-
mately to a legal situation in which the only offenses are those that offend the
public taste and those that involve great disparities in age (with fixed lower
floor), force, or close blood relationships. The more radical legal reformers
would remove incest from the prohibited list if it did not involve great dispari-
ties in age, and there is some serious debate about ages of consent and what is
a public nuisance. Indeed, the Sexual Freedom League and other heterosexual
groups are working beyond sex law reform toward the celebration of what are
currently deviant sexual practices. The Gay Liberation group is the most pow-
erful of the erotic minority groups; it seeks both change in the general image of
homosexuality and an improved self-image for the homosexual. The slogans
“Gay is Good” and “Out of the Closets and into the Streets” suggest the con-
cerns of these groups. Other erotic minorities—transsexuals and transvestites,
for example—have done some organizing, but the impact of these groups is
unclear. There is no evidence that there has been internal organization among
women prostitutes and the various occupational subcategories attached to this
profession.

The Erosion of Rigid Gender Differences

The ritual use of Dr. Spock by the middle classes in childrearing, with the
involvement of middle-class fathers in family household activities, and the
existence of the mother who is also a professional career woman exemplify the
processes that have begun to erode some of the rigid girl-boy gender difference
in early childhood training. This erosion occurs most strikingly in middle-class
populations and among college students, thanks to the influence of youth
culture and changing parental commitments and models. Hairstyles, unisex
clothing, and nonsexual coeducational living arrangements are outgrowths of
this early experience and the effects of increasing affluence and role flexibility.
Among those with more traditional early gender training, the current more
permissive gender atmosphere of adolescence presents alternatives to a more
rigid set of role specifications.

The Eroticization of the Social Backdrop

While more fundamental processes are changing, we are also experiencing a
cosmetic sexual shift in the society. The backdrop of daily life and life as
experienced in the media has grown more erotic or, at least, what an older
generation considers erotic. There has been movement in sexually stimulating
pictures from the Sears, Roebuck Catalog corset ads of the 1940s to fellatio in
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three dimensions in the 1970s. Today, we have a larger volume of erotic litera-
ture, photography of naked people (mostly women), a literature celebrating
sexual athleticism, and (in person) braless, miniskirted, or bikinied women. (It
is significant that increasing eroticism partly increases the “object” quality of
women, an aspect of change that is opposed by another change-oriented group:
women’s liberation. The no-bra look is serving both men’s fantasies and a re-
turn to naturalness.) While there is a heightened sense of the sexual in today’s
daily life, this backdrop only affects behavior indirectly, without supplying the
social networks for acting out the behavior. And although it does not directly
affect behavior, the shifting of the backdrop does create new sexual expecta-
tions in both older and younger generations.

It is apparent that changes in these psychosocial processes will not affect all
sectors of the population at the same time or penetrate them at the same rate. In
terms of change, whether individuals or social groups are in the avant-garde or
at the end of the parade will have both structural and psychological conse-
quences. At the psychological and individual level, being the first to change
means dealing with certain kinds of anxieties and ambivalences; being the last
to change poses still another set of problems. At the structural-collective level,
change can be defined as valuable, if it occurs within the affluent or central
components of the society. If change occurs among the disadvantaged and
abused, it is regarded as the harbinger of revolution. The problems of sequenc-
ing and rate of change and of social position are central not only to the charac-
ter of change, but to the existential experiences of those involved in the process
of change.

Changes in Gender Identity

Today’s change pattern in softening gender identity lines seems to take most
of its force early in life: parents are more strongly curbing aggression among
boys, are having children of both sexes dress more alike (i.e., pants for boys and
girls), and are deemphasizing the occupational dimension of men’s lives in
childrearing. These patterns are supported by childrearing experts and have
most of their effect in middle-class and upper-middle-class families, with far
less significance in the white working class, among ethnic minorities, and in
lower-class populations.

These gender-softening factors affect some children early in life, but they
are more widely felt in early adolescence when many young people adopt
clothing fashions that reduce the differences between the sexes. Here, in the
world of youth culture, there is far more opportunity for such gender softening
to have cross-class consequences. During this period, conventionally gender-
trained young people come into contact with unisex themes and either comply
with the styles or resist them. After adolescence, the major attacks on rigid
gender difference are being carried out by either the women’s liberation move-
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ment or in the occupational domain itself, where the content of occupational
activity has become unrelated to those activities that were conventionally the
goals of masculine socialization. Most occupations no longer require large
amounts of aggression or physical strength. Furthermore, the increasing num-
bers of bureaucratic and service occupations require the management and ma-
nipulation of people rather than things. In many of these occupations, women
may be equal to or superior to men. Changes in gender difference, training, and
maintenance emerge at three time points and through a number of different
processes: (1) early in life, during gender identity formation, there are varying
and changing childrearing practices; (2) during adolescence there are reduc-
tions in the gender differences due to the youth culture; and (3) during adult-
hood both political and occupation factors work toward the reduction of differ-
ences between women and men in the world of work, both in terms of work
content and in terms of access to the positions themselves.

If there is a central theme in gender-identity training or definition at these
three life cycle points, it is that—from the point of view of an older set of rules
concerning the relations between men and women and the content of gender
roles—the present convergence between roles will have men moving further
toward the feminine role than women will move toward the masculine role. It is
clear that the content of these gender roles has never been fixed, and it is only
through using descriptive categories that originate in an older perspective that
we can describe this shift. In one sense, this sort of comparison is partly mean-
ingless and partly obscuring. No future individual of either gender who pos-
sesses a new combination of gender-defining elements that will be then labeled
as gender specific will experience himself or herself merely as a recombination
of older elements. There will not be the sense of dissonance between culture
and self that the present woman’s liberation participant feels, but the new com-
bination (say, total equality of sexual access) will be experienced as the natural
outcome of socialization and the sociocultural situation of that moment.

The decrease in accentuated gender-role differences has a number of poten-
tial sexual changes built into it. One of these is the possibility that boys and
young men whose early rearing is in such a tradition will have lowered commit-
ments to what Evelyn Hooker has called the “male alliance” during early ado-
lescence. They may be less exclusively homosocial in their relations during
this period. At the same time, they will be able to relate more easily to girls and
young women, could have lowered rates of early adolescent masturbation, a
lowered level of genital focus, and have lessened commitments to aggressive
fantasies as a part of sexual arousal. For these boys and young men the experi-
ence of early adolescence and later adolescence will contain lowered levels of
anxiety about sexual performance from the genital point of view, and a lowered
pressure toward premarital coitus as part of a masculine achievement syndrome.
There may even be slightly elevated rates of coitus as a consequence, partly
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because such boys and young men will be seeking intercourse in much the
same terms that girls and young women will be.

For those boys and young men more conventionally reared, the impact of
gender-role softening will appear during adolescence through the cosmetic
impact of youth culture. Both stylistically and in the existence of persons of
middle-class status who exhibit and voice a different pattern of attitudes to-
ward sex and women, it is possible to generate an interpersonal set of relations
among young men that support a change in relations between young men and
women. It is important to note that concomitant patterns of gender change do
not seem to be occurring among women; that is, there do not seem to be new
childrearing practices emerging early in life, and during adolescence the changes
among girls and young women seem quite slight. Changes among girls and
women are more likely to result from a decrease in the rigidity of boys and
men’s definitions of what girls and women should be. This change will result
from changes in the training of boys and men rather than of girls and women. It
is likely that, in the face of reductions in men’s sexual assertiveness, women
may have to be more self-directive in defining themselves sexually, because
the act of defining women as sexual will be less important to men. While many
of these early changes are occurring in middle-class populations, it is important
to note that they do not seem to be occurring among white working-class men
or in large sectors of other racial-ethnic subgroups in the society. It may be
possible that there will be a great deal of tension between men in the society as
some portion of the population of men adopts newer gender-role commitments
while other populations, often marked by differences in class and ethnic/racial
status, do not.

During adulthood the sexual consequences of gender-boundary softening
will be unclear. It could make for lower rates of extramarital coitus among some
groups of men because of stronger familial attachments, while there could be a
countermovement among women. If there is a single most likely outcome, it is
that there will be movement toward a less penis-oriented sexual encounter be-
tween men and women. There is already some evidence for this in the popular-
ity of the encounter groups movement (experience each other as people, not
sex objects), and in the sensualist movement, which is moving toward a more
total body concern in sexual activity (a definition that again is feminine in an
older sense of that word). The waterbed is an example of this shift in sexual
focus. It changes the kind of physical structure on which coitus can occur,
eliminating the fixed surface, and creating a flowing, moving environment that
denotes flexibility rather than rigidity in sexual performances.® If these move-
ments imply anything about sex, they imply pattern of sexual athleticism with a
commitment to a wider variety of sexual activities between sexual partners.

As a process operating independently of all other changes, a decline in
gender identity accentuation would produce men with a greater capacity for
emotional commitment to women earlier in life, with a lowered pressure for
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direct sexual gratification and with a wider interest in total bodily commit-
ments. At the same time, men would be more capable of responding positively
to changes in women’s roles as they occur. There are some historic indications
that those men who make this adaptation early in the general process of change
will have some problems in maintaining a softened gender identity that will be
free from external identifications—being called “queer” or “different” (as “hard
hat” sexuality views long hair). They may even encounter internal doubts and
reactions similar to pseudohomosexual adaptation, since there will be continu-
ing pressures toward the conventional definition of masculinity (Ovesey, 1969).
Some women will find that their older self-definitions of femininity will not be
enhanced in interactions with men who are not as domineering and assertive.

In large measure there do not seem to be as many kinds of changes occurring
to women’s gender roles at this point as there do to men’s. It is likely that many
changes in women’s roles will emerge in reaction to changes in men’s roles—
hence, the timing of changes for women will be later for men. As women move
to a more central occupational economic role in the society, the changes in
their behavior (sexual and nonsexual) will be less reactive in character.

The Emergence and Confirmation of Sexual Identities

At the present time in U.S. society a confirmed sense of sexual identity as
distinguished from gender identity begins to emerge at puberty as the sur-
rounding environment begins to treat differently the newly pubescent child.
While for some children this emergence into a new definition will be built on
the less restrictive gender identity pattern we noted above, for the most part the
integration of new sexual selves will continue to be built on relatively conven-
tional models. The changes that seem most significant for this period appear to
be caused by the mass media’s involvement with the youth culture and by
changes in the family produced by increasing role flexibility on the part of
adults rather than children.

It appears that adults are reacting to young people in early and latter adoles-
cence as being sexual—indeed, as being more sexual than they really are. Thus,
in the fantasy life of adults, there is a kind of constant eroticism among the
young and the overreaction of adults to youth’s cosmetic sexuality begins to
confirm its acting out. This means that young women in early puberty who
dress in sexually provocative styles appear not as girls, but as women. While
this shift in social identity has always been the pattern in adolescence, and
while the reactions of others have always been the process through which the
young of both genders have combined the new sexual roles with prior gender
commitments, the feedback loop now seems to occur somewhat earlier in de-
velopment, with adults reacting to young people’s dress and styles closer to
puberty.” This is explicitly true for young girls whose dolls now have breasts,
boyfriends, beauty contests, and rock concerts. While the gender role defini-
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tions of the children’s toy world are conventional, the sexual implications are
far more intense and significant. The young are more exposed to a wider range
of explicit sexual stimuli in the media than has ever been the case in this
society, and they are presented with images of their own sexuality—images
that, at this point, actually characterize a relative minority of the young.

While the young are becoming more eroticized cosmetically, they nearly all
share or reject vicariously (and in some cases are involved with) other social
movements (women’s liberation, students’ rights, sexual liberation, antiwar
activities) that enhance the supposed conservatism and moral inferiority of
their elders. Such specific issues, whatever their transience, operate to strengthen
the image of rebellion and to foster other forms of guerilla warfare against
parents and authority figures. Sexual activity and participation in drug subcul-
tures begin, in part, for most young people as personal vendettas with parents
and then become, for a minority, political in character (that is, a testing of the
ultimate basis of the parent-child relationships which rest in part on the physi-
cal and economic power of the former). As this political rhetoric of the family
emerges it can become, for a few young people, a serious alternative allegiance
to familial authority. For others, each separate cause can become a mixture of
justification and rationalization falling short of ideology.

At the same time that these events are occurring, events that should enhance
the probability of sexual activity on the part of the young, there is not a great
deal of evidence that such activity actually is being acted out by the current
generation of high school students. While the temperature of the adolescent
hothouse seems to be higher now than ever before, there has not been a concomi-
tant increase in early sexual activity on the part of the young. In short, the
earlier and more intense definition of the young as sexual does not seem to be
acted out by the young themselves; that is, there is not any direct conversion of
a new level of erotic identification into specific forms of behavior. It is likely
that this is in part a function of the continued existence of prior conventional
gender-role commitments on the part of the majority of the young, as well as the
continued commitment of both young men and women to the rhetoric of love,
interpersonal attachment, and, ultimately, marriage. At the present time there is
little social or interpersonal pay-off for sexual activity of any sort during early
adolescence, and minimal payoff for coitus during later adolescence. Outside
the conventional routes to marriage, the payoff for young women in both peri-
ods is close to zero, though for young men some rewards of homosocial adula-
tion for sexual success do exist (though these pleasures are not unalloyed).
Sexual activity during this period can become symbolic of antiadult attitudes
and be performed by either gender, or young women can drift into sexual activ-
ity at the behest of young men who are still acting out of an older masculine
ethic of sexual exploitation. In any case, there is no other specific societal
linkage payoff system that makes the behavior appropriate. Until the ideology
of “sex is fun” or “sex is good in itself” is more widespread, the acting out of
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sexual commitments does not seem to be likely in early adolescence. When
these young people enter later adolescence, however, and especially the early
period of serious mate selection, it is likely that these earlier (in the life-cycle
sense) definitions may well tend to increase the amount of premarital sexual
activity on the part of the young. During the mating period, the definition of
sex as a pleasure to which the young have a right can be combined with a payoff
system (dating-mating-marriage) that is currently in existence.

A new element that will affect this period of development is the increasing
flexibility of parental figures. While the adaptation of youth movement cus-
toms by parents is greeted with derision by the young, the amusement is often
mixed with more than a little anxiety. During the early 1960s parents who did
the twist were figures of fun, but now the serious sexuality of older persons is
becoming more apparent to young people. Using the conventional language of
psychoanalysis the central problem of adolescence can be seen as an attempt to
solve again the Oedipal dilemmas of early childhood and to come to terms with
an independent sexual identity. During childhood parental figures were as-
sumed to be stable objects, if not inside themselves, at least in their representa-
tion to their children. Indeed, from the Freudian point of view, the objective
correlative of the superego had parents remaining parents to their children
throughout their lives, providing a continuity of moral character that could
serve as a firm basis for either acceptance or rejection of parental values. The
emerging role flexibility supplied to adults by affluence has eroded both the
fact and illusion of this phenomenon, and parents have become increasingly
ambiguous figures for their adolescent children. In this struggle, children often
revolt in an attempt to coerce their parents into remaining the same. As a result,
there is a mutual identity struggle between parent and child, with the latter
often having a more rigid definition of the parent’s behavior than the parent has
of his or her child’s.

It may well be that the significant sexual changes occurring at the present
time are more apparent in an older generation whose responses to the increas-
ing sexual openness of the society can be acted out with fully formed sexual
commitments. The existence of these commitments is more apparent to the
young in this generation than it was previously, and the young are rarely pre-
pared for the dynamic changes that can occur in adults. This does not mean that
the young will not get used to them; it means only that the transition period for
the adolescent will grow more complex until sexual identity concepts change.
In the long run (one to two generations away) it is likely that there will be a
great deal more heterosexual activity in early adolescence and perhaps an in-
crease in eroticism among the young. It is also likely that there will be an
increase in sexual activity between persons of a wider range of ages, which will
serve to introduce sexual activity more widely among the young.
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Changes in Early Adulthood and Marriage

In general, it is likely that all the forces we have mentioned will lead to an
increase in sexual activity prior to first marriage on the part of the young. At the
present time, and for a number of years into the future, the boundary between
the sexually active young and those younger will be stable in the middle teens.
It appears that there will be a steady increase in the proportion of young people
who will have premarital coitus; however, for the present (the next decade)
there will be no great increase in the number of sexual partners for large num-
bers of women. While the institution of marriage is in disrepute in certain
circles (more among those who have lived in it than those who have not), the
institution of romantic love and its concomitant dyadic regression is not. In-
tense dyadic attachments are still the norm among the young, and they still
represent the primary situation in which young women engage in heterosexual
activity prior to marriage. If these are the main conditions that currently deter-
mine whether premarital coitus will occur among young women, then most
young men would be restricted by them. The current pattern is a steady increase
in the proportion of young women who are not virgins at marriage, but who
have coitus in the context of love and mate selection. Clearly, the increase in
the proportion of women who have had intercourse under these conditions will
also, as a result of misadventures, result in an increase in the number of women
who have had intercourse with more than one man. This proportion should
increase somewhat over the next ten years (say from 15 percent now to 30
percent by 1980). Larger increases in the numbers of sexually active women
prior to marriage are probably a generation or two away. Large increases will
require that women’s economic lives not be tied directly to those of men, as
well as a major ideological change in the way women view their own bodies as
sources of pleasure. In part, such a change can take as its ideological starting
points the language of women’s liberation (which will become somewhat more
meaningful to women just prior to marriage who may be joining the labor
force), the increased level of sexual content given to women’s identity during
early adolescence, and an environment of men who seem less exploitative
sexually.® These are the elements that are required to produce changes of this
type, but it will take some time for them to be developed. In this case, it would
seem that the more conventional patterns of mate selection will stay the domi-
nant style for the next fifteen to twenty-five years. Most young people will
continue to get married after relatively limited premarital sexual careers. This
does not mean that there will not be increases in the numbers of nonvirgins, or
that the frequency and incidence of premarital coitus will not increase. It merely
means that the emotional and normative content of premarital sexual life will
be relatively traditional for the vast majority of the young. If this is the case,
this group of young people will not be the cutting edge of societal change.
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The potential for change is somewhat greater during the periods of early
marriage and later marriage. One factor that may contribute to change during
this period is an increasing divorce rate. Much as failure in love relationships
can produce women who have an increased sense of their sexual selves, so
divorce can—for some women, if it does not erode entirely their sense of self—
produce persons who are more available sexually both to themselves and oth-
ers. An increase in the number of sexually active women in our society can be
produced in this manner and by the failure of other nonmarital forms of dyadic
sexual relations between men and women. This process will create a larger
population of sexually experienced women who will be more open to the lan-
guage of women’s liberation, both occupationally and sexually, and who will
be more prepared to act out a newly acquired sexual commitment. With the
backdrop provided by the heightened level of eroticism available in the media
and with an increased commitment to a sensualist ethic, it is possible for larger
numbers of women to seek out sexual activity rather than wait passively. If the
number of young, divorced women (those twenty to twenty-three years old) is
large, they can revert to being part of the never-married population and become
personal models for a different pattern of sexual activity for never-married
younger women. The difficulty of transmission of behavior models between
the divorced woman and the never-married woman in the past has been the
stigma of failure attached to divorcees, since they have failed in the activity to
which never-married women were devoting nearly all their time and energy.
The divorcee (or the failed affianced) in the past has failed in woman’s most
precious goal-getting and staying married. However, this pattern has begun to
change, thanks to larger numbers of divorcees and failed fiancées and because
of the emergence of a rhetoric supporting divorce and the single life as an
acceptable alternative to marriage.

The recently observed decline in the number of children per family could
also have direct and indirect consequences on sexual activity during and be-
tween marriages. With fewer children or no children in a marriage, there are
fewer economic, social, and moral obligations to hold the marriage together
during periods of stress. Smaller families and especially childless families are
more likely to increase the pool of divorced men and women. In childless mar-
riages the absence of children could reduce the conflict between the erotic and
the maternal, and men could continue to conceive of their spouses as exclu-
sively erotic creatures rather than having to share them with children. This
could increase the rates of sexual activity in marriage and increase the eco-
nomic resources that support a more flexible youthful life style. At the same
time, children do increase the emotional and social complexity of marriage,
providing novel experience for both men and women—because children do
develop the number of roles available to adults, not only in relation to children,
but to the surrounding social world as well. Marriages without children, or
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those which have a short childrearing period as a result of decline in total
numbers of children in the family, will have to find alternative sources of emo-
tional and social novelty in other activities, some of which can lead to more
extensive nonmarital contacts for each partner.

It seems that, as part of a general reduction of the economic and social costs
of marriage failure and a decline in the number of children, there will be an
increase in extramarital activity on the part of both men and women. The gen-
eral form of extramarital coitus will remain relatively stable; that is, as private
adventures on the part of the marital partners, though in some cases there will
be mutual extramarital coitus (one of many variants of “swinging”). There will
be ideological support for increases in extramarital coitus, both in attitudes
expressing limitations of conventional marriage and in a rhetoric supporting
sexual expression as a necessary part of human fulfillment. There will probably
be a flowering of extramarital coitus sometimes in the 1970s (the parents of our
typical fifteen year old) as part of the general crisis among middle-class mar-
riages. Whether or not the practice will become a normative standard for the
society is unclear. Any increase in extramarital intercourse will reinforce the
parents’ more prominent sexual identity for their adolescent children. In this
case, there will be completion of a series of feedback loops between the genera-
tions with increasing role flexibility on the part of parents, allowing an in-
creased commitment to nonmarital coitus, followed by a further impact of a
new set of sexual standards on adolescents.

Activity and Affect

Because of the factors discussed above, we believe that adolescents will be
more sexually active than their parents or even any generation that has reached
the age of thirty in 1970. Such aggregate changes that will occur among them,
however, will be relatively slow in occurrence, and the increases in the sexually
active proportions of the adolescent population will be smooth rather than
eruptive in character. There will be more of a steady increase of premarital
sexual activity, mostly after the age of sixteen. The incidence will increase
among women, and the frequency will rise among both women and men rather
continuously over the next twenty-five years. Toward the end of that period
there will begin to be steady increases in heterosexual activity among young
people who are under sixteen, and general increases in erotic behavior during
early adolescence. Most of the young will continue to get married, but there
will be both a larger number of divorces and a higher frequency of extramarital
coitus during marriage, though the two processes are not necessarily related.
The cosmetic level of sexuality in the society will probably increase with the
increased availability of reproduction technologies—inexpensive home tele-
vision recording equipment for example—that allow private creation of erotic
materials. The general level of the society’s erotic character will probably in-
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crease a good deal in terms of the availability of commercial erotic materials.
What the current availability of erotic material will do to the young person’s
long-term appreciation of erotica is unknown, but there will remain a substan-
tial market for most public forms of erotica among men for at least another
generation.

Given these changes in sexual activity, there is a parallel shift in the affec-
tive dimensions of sexuality that is perhaps more important—and, indeed, cen-
tral—to shifts that are not merely aggregative in society, but reflect a funda-
mental difference in consciousness. Along with the increasing role flexibility
that has occurred with the rising affluence of Western society, there has been a
concurrent, but not necessarily related, drift toward the increasing seculariza-
tion of the society. Sexuality, which was deeply linked with sin and normative
transgression and the problems of legitimacy in the minds of most Western
Europeans since the rise of Protestantism and the Counter-Reformation, was
historically linked to the working out of social metaphors. That is, the sexual
act was linked to experiences larger than the self and, even though these stric-
tures probably did not descend very far into isolated peasant populations, the
posture of the major religious institutions of the West toward sex was, at least,
roughly known and observed. With the emergence of capitalism and the rise of
European culture as a worldwide phenomenon, the prior social metaphors link-
ing individuals to collective and cultural forms developed new thematic char-
acteristics. The restraining hand of Puritanism was not only set upon the eco-
nomic world, but upon the sexual in such a way that the emerging metaphors
for sexuality in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were those of con-
servation as opposed to excess—metaphors that utilized a merging of a capital-
ist symbolic with psychic and bodily functions and organs, and that required
the increasing privatization of sexuality from the rest of social life. The eco-
nomic metaphor of sexuality became dominant; while the sexual commitment
was private in action, it remained social in its meanings. With the emergence of
sexual revolutionaries in many forms at the end of the nineteenth century, the
battleground for sexual metaphors still remained in the social arena. The rheto-
ric from Freud to the Esalen Institute, from D. H. Lawrence to Norman Mailer,
from Woodstock to Spiro Agnew agrees on the social significance of sexuality.
When one behaves sexually one is acting out the metaphor of sex as power, sex
as transgression, sex as reinforcing of natural masculine and feminine roles, sex
as the apocalypse.

While this rhetorical pattern still exists, it has lost a great deal of its power to
persuade because at the same time society was being generally secularized, sex
was being secularized as well. The experience of the sexual as being powerful
was a natural concomitant of cultural arrangements that carried with them a
belief in the dangers of transgression of legitimacy or (in its Enlightenment
correlate) the dangers of chaos and disorder. Once these larger sets of cultural
meanings had been overthrown or had evaporated, the experience of the sexual
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that was dependent on them lost its viability as well. Only those who saw sex as
having an autonomous meaning or as giving meaning to the rest of life could
believe that, when all other things were changing, sex and the feelings related
to it would remain the same.

At this point sex is close to having escaped from the world of the social
metaphor. If it does not exemplify health and illness, good and evil, excess and
restraint, the essence of the masculine and feminine, if it lies not in the domain
of collective or personal morality, but in the domain of personal choice, then
sex can no longer stand for significant social or personal oppositions. The
correct modern metaphor has been suggested by Nelson Foot (1954), who was
usefully commenting on Kinsey in the early 1950s, when he suggested the
phrase “sex as play.” If sex is merely a form of play, then our concerns with who
does it, how old they are, or the marital status of the participants is misplaced
(unless we are concerned with disease or pregnancy). Sex is fun and subject to
the morality of fun. It is entered into by choice of the two or more partners;
anyone may do whatever good manners dictate; the rules are made up by part-
ners who—in the Piagetian sense—are autonomous. We may wish to restrict
sex between children and their elders, but what objection do we have to older
people teaching younger people about games or sport? These are the essential
meanings of the phrases, “doing your own thing” and “whatever turns you on.”
Play is nonconsequential, except for professionals whose livelihood depends
on the activity. There is an interest in skill, but only to improve the intrinsic
quality of the game itself.

If one of the present characteristics of sex is that it is experienced powerfully
by many people who have a great deal of emotional commitment, then the drift
of sexuality into the world of play will begin to reduce this emotional intensity.
Sex will be experienced like eating—an important and indeed luxurious expe-
rience in some circumstances, but not the emotional center of experience. It
cannot stand for fidelity and infidelity, probably its most common social con-
nection today, nor can a woman’s surrender of her virginity be a major gift any
longer. Among the romantics, sex cannot stand for passion and constraint or for
the tension between ruling and submission. It is perhaps appropriate that the
movie Love Story, which includes both copulation and the flattened emotional
affect of the 1930s films, should be a major work of the late mid-century. This
indicates how much we have changed since Romeo and Juliet.

The relationship between the intensity of affect attached to conventional
sexual behavior and the amount of sexual behavior in any society is difficult to
determine. It does seem that there is no necessary connection between them. It
is perfectly possible to envision a society where there is low affective attach-
ment to sex and yet a great deal of sexual activity. It is equally possible to think
of a society where there is a lot of affective investment in sex and not very much
sex behavior. Affective investment means that the society and individuals in it
see sexual activity as important and central to their concerns and that sex
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behavior is normatively linked to larger collective concerns. Figure 10.1 sug-
gests the varying relation between the amount of sexual activity and the inten-
sity of affect related to heterosexuality in four exemplary cultures. The arrow
sug-gests the future direction for U.S. society in the relation between these two
highly abstract attributes. (For descriptions of Inis Beag and Mangaia see
Marshall [1971] and Messenger [1971] respectively).

Figure 10.1
Activity and Affect in Sexuality in Four Societies
Lots
X (Inis Beag)
Affective X (United States)

Investment
in Sex \ X (Sweden)

direction of change

Little X (Mangaia)

Little Lots
Amount of Heterosexual Activity of Any Sort

It should be clear that these cool feelings about sex are not dominant in the
social scene today. However, the rhetoric of sex as a matter of personal choice,
as being good for one’s happiness or as being of no one else’s concern is an
increasingly important value in our society. It is embodied in the sex law reform
that is stumbling forward in our society. The remainder of the sexual domain
can scarcely survive the revolutionary impulse. While the young still exhibit
romanticism early in adolescence and slightly later, this romanticism is not
now linked to sexual exclusivity. And although there is still a belief in marital
fidelity, its practice is fading in at least some portions of the population.

What we mean to suggest here are two things, neither of which will make
sexual conservatives or revolutionaries very happy. It seems to us that there
will be a general increase in the amount of heterosexual activity in the society
over the next twenty-five years (this will make the liberals happier and the
conservatives more unhappy) but that this sexual activity will not be experi-
enced as immensely therapeutic, nor will it be used in revolutionary changes in
morality and equity between genders, the classes or the races (which will make
the liberals unhappy and which will prompt the conservatives to say, “I told
you s0”).
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Afterword

What is essential in the creation of a scenario for the future is to recognize
that the participants in any future landscape will not behave in any way that we
can dictate. While present-day men may view a future increase in the number of
sexually active women with a sense of envy, it is very difficult to predict how
the men at that future moment will respond. Similarly, contemporary women
may feel that women in the future will be better off than today’s women, thanks
to fewer aggressive and exploitative men and greater equality between the
genders, but what the women who are alive at that moment will feel may not be
satisfaction. At the same time, we must not submit to the opposite tendency—
that is, to degrade change by saying, “They will be doing it more, but enjoying
it less.” The critical posture to maintain is that the future will not be better or
worse, only different.

Notes
1. For the distinction between sexual behavior and sexual conduct see Burgess (1949)
and Bohannon (1971).
2. Itis not at all clear what the relation of this intellectual attitude or apparatus is to what

Thomas Kuhn has referred to as “paradigms in science.” It might be fruitful to
examine the difference between a set of ideas about sexuality that cohesively struc-
ture research and thought and loose overarching intellectual metaphors. Any exami-
nation of Freud’s own work and that of his followers will demonstrate this. In
sociology the best exemplification is in Davis (1970).

3. The psychologist Prescott Lecky described analytic psychodynamics as
psychohydraulics; hence the metaphor.

4. Margaret Mead has remarked that the only thing the modern United States has in
common with ancient Rome is good plumbing, but the analogy tends to stick.

5. We emphasize after age twenty since the youthful period has always had a set of
larger options in Western societies.

6. Rigidity and flexibility are not value words here; they are descriptions of styles of
experience that can be differentially evaluated.

7. This is not the same as the past with early marriage or early definition as sexual in

preindustrial and early industrial societies. In those situations, reproductive maturity
and sexual maturity were coterminous with marriageability, and such culturally
approved transitions are vastly different from emergent sexual identity without
legitimate sexual behavior, marriage, or reproduction.

8. Thus Gloria Steinem can be conventionally erotic, which is the usual content of
normal late adolescence, and liberated politically as well. It is the novel joining of
these formerly disparate individual themes on a collective level that is significant to
social change.






Afterword: The Struggle Over
Sexual Change Since 1970

John H. Gagnon

Sexual Conduct was published in 1973. In the thirty years between the time
it became part of the conversation about sexuality and the present, sexuality
has changed in ways that were unpredictable from the middle moments of the
century. This version is an attempt by one of the original authors to bring the
work back into the contemporary conversation about sexuality. It should not
be a surprise that original text will be read differently in this new world by those
who may re-read it as well as among those who read it for the first time. One
cannot put a text into the stream of the unending conversation a second time
and expect it to have the same meanings. For the author and the re-reader and
those with secondhand knowledge of the original, this text is a different text,
even though only a few words have changed.

In this case not only has the conversation changed about sexuality, but so
have the sexual scripts and practices, and the larger social context of those
scripts and practices that are the subjects of this conversation. Thus while the
reported rates of coitus among those who are married have remained quite
similar in surveys conducted over the last half-century (Laumann et al., 1994),
it is clear that the meanings and contexts of the social drama of being married
and the larger social context (how marriages are treated by the social institu-
tions that impinge on marriage as a practice and institution) are now quite
different than they were then. To ask a married person in a study in 2001 (as
opposed to 1949), “How often have you had intercourse with your spouse in
the last month?” is to raise a new question. Even if the rates are the same (and
the data suggest that they are), the meaning of these rates for those who enact
the sexual events may be quite different. The questions then become: what
kinds of changes and changes in relation to what?

There is a tendency to believe that what we now think of as the domain of
sexuality is a coherent and universal region of thought and action—an ex-
ample of the fallacy of misplaced concreteness. Thus there is a belief that self-
masturbation must have something to do with sex practices with a partner, or
that fantasies about sex are ineluctably connected with behaving sexually, or
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that the play of children that involves each other’s genitals must have some-
thing to do with what will happen sexually to them when they become adults.
Consider for a moment that this well-oiled machine of “sexuality” may be a
rather incoherent and unstable world of actions and thoughts that are only
weakly connected to each other (Burke, 1935/1984). Consider the view that
masturbation could be a response to sexual deprivation in some cases, but
could also be a response to sexual plenty in others or may be only a way of
relaxing before going to sleep. That penile-vaginal sexual intercourse might
well occur for reasons that have nothing to with what is thought to be sexual
pleasure (the “orgasm’), but might be pursued because it leads to a better job, to
children, to personal security in a dangerous world, to a companion who likes
Mozart, does not smoke, and prefers the tango to swing dancing.

Many social practices in the domain “sexual,” as conventionally defined,
may have nothing to do with other practices in the same domain, and many
practices may be far more influenced by the nonsexual purposes and practices
that surround them than other conventionally defined “sexual” events. The
intellectual problem is to understand the socially constructed nature of the
domain of the sexual and to situate that part of the domain in which one is
interested in the larger context of social relations in which it is enacted.

Changing Names: Identities, Communities, and History

Selecting a name is a political act: it praises, it condemns, it neutralizes, it
collects together, it separates; when applied to a person or act or event, it directs
us to think in certain ways about that person, act or event (see the works of
Kenneth Burke particularly Permanence and Change (1935/1984), Attitudes
toward History (1937/1959), and Language as Symbolic Action (1966). “Sticks
and stones,” the school yard proverb goes, “will break my bones, but names
will never hurt me.” While often said to be violence averting and comfort
offering (after all, they could not just be calling you a “fag” or a “fruit” or a
“sissy,” they could knock you down and kick you in the ribs or stick a broom-
stick up your rectum), the names that people are called as often justifications
for lines of action taken against them. After all, consider the proverb, “Give a
dog a bad name and...”

One of the ways that human beings as individuals and as groups have for
dealing with “bad names” and worse actions is challenging the names that are
given to them, names that justify the actions. Such challenges can come in a
number of guises. Among those individuals who look like those who give them
bad names it is often possible to become invisible through changing one’s
family’s name. By changing one’s name one can change a stigmatized group
membership, one can attempt to pass, one can become invisible to the name
callers.! To do this with complete success, one, of course, must do more than
change one’s name, one must change or abandon one’s religion, relatives, per-
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sonal history, one must give up all that one once was and join the name-callers,
though without necessarily calling names oneself (see Philip Roth, The Human
Stain [2001] for a trenchant fictional example). Some might view this strategy
of dealing with “bad names” as less courageous than “standing up for one’s
rights” or some other more dramatic strategy of resistance, but as any honest
observer (and the findings of social science) can attest, the willingness to go it
alone in defense of principle is relatively uncommon.

Among those unwilling or unable to pass, there are other strategies of name
changing, some individual, others collective. New names can be selected be-
cause they appear neutral (Negro for nigger), or because they signal resistance
(black for Negro), or because they offer similarity to other names for other
groups (African American for black) or because they signal membership in a
larger community of membership (persons of color versus African American).
This movement from epithet to neutral to resistance to ethnic similarity to
international community is also a movement from being named by others to
naming oneself, to asserting who one is and the collectivity to which one
belongs. The joining of collective and personal assertion of pride comes with
African Americans choosing new names for their children and novel last names
for themselves, names that signal who they are because they want to assert who
they are.

The existence of collective name changing (or collective relabeling) makes
difficult writing works that span the moment when one collective name is
denied, abandoned or lost and another gained. This is because the bad names
and good names, the names that are imposed and the names that are chosen, are
signals of the kinds of people who were named and how they felt about them-
selves. At one point in American history “bad names,” names that called for
housing discrimination or denied entry to medical school or “I don’t want my
daughter to marry....,” for Jews were endemic, not only among Christians, but in
joke-telling among Jews. As anti-Semitism has declined, at least in many quar-
ters, the bad names and the practices they supported have declined in use. Self-
hatred, self-doubt, anxiety, the hidden burdens of oppression, often come with
bad names and the fear of bad actions. When these old dangers are attenuated,
new identities (and new communities) become envisaged and enacted in these
new circumstances. The novels written by young Jewish men after the Second
World War are products of a period of anti-Semitism attenuated (see Roth,
Bellow, Friedman, Mailer, or Malamud). The contemporary Jewish identities
made possible for Israeli Jews are made possible by living in a Jewish state with
its own perils and opportunities.

In the case of those persons who now call themselves gay men and lesbian
women one can observe a similar process of name changing, a process that
includes naming by others and finally self-naming. The changing of names is a
crude record of how the cultures in which they lived thought about them and a
record of the kinds of labels that people with same gender sexual practices
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accepted or resisted. There are names that existed for what are now gay men and
lesbian women before scientific labels were invented, labels that bespoke their
origin—"“bugger” (from Bulgar or foreigner) or sodomite (from the Biblical
city famously destroyed for its sexual sinfulness) for men who had sex with men
or “sapphic” for women who had sex with women (Katz, 1983; D’Emilio, 1983.)
There was a flurry of negative words that grew out of the attention given to
“sexual inversion” during the last third of the nineteenth century, “sexual de-
generacy,” “‘sins (or crimes) against nature,” “‘sexual perversion,” or more posi-
tively, “Urnings,” “intermediate sexual states,” or “the love that dare not speak
its name.” The words that triumphed out of the welter of alternatives were
“homosexuality” and “heterosexuality” for the condition and “homosexual”
and “heterosexual” for the person. According to the record the word “homo-
sexual” was prior in usage to “heterosexual.”

These latter are the respectable words today to be used in proper company
and in the scientific and popular media. Despite the use of these words in polite
company negative and vulgar words (as well as negative acts) are alive and well
in high and low places in the society. Gay men and lesbians report in places of
gay and lesbian concentration (outside gay bars, in gay and lesbian residential
areas, and the like) that men, mostly young, passing by on foot or in cars may
shout antigay epithets. Such epithets are also used to goad ostensibly “hetero-
sexual” men who are showing insufficient effort in situations associated with
manhood—drill sergeants refer to marine recruits as “pussies,” coaches refer to
boy and men sports team members as “ladies,” and political figures who are
deriding the unwillingness of others to go to war will use epithets that imply a
lack of manly heterosexuality. (See the New York Times editorial on violence
among firemen provoked by slurs on sexual preferences, January 6, 2004.)

Even the word “homosexual,” intended in its origins to be morally neutral,
has accumulated over its century-and-a-half-long existence the stigma formerly
attached to prescientific language or the common epithets in everyday use. The
words “fag,” “dyke,” and “homosexual” are often used interchangeably, or a
negative adjective will be attached to the label “homosexual” (as in the “per-
verted homosexual” or the “homosexual pervert”). The stigmatized status of
the conduct and the person often overrides the attempts to create a neutral
language for distinguishing between approved and disapproved forms of con-
duct. This attempt to stigmatize morally neutral labels is a measure of the
antipathy that those who disapprove of the conduct have for the conduct itself.

Beginning in the 1960s gay men and lesbians began the process of chang-
ing their collective names from “homosexual” men and “homosexual” women
to “gay men” and “lesbians” (D’Emilio, 1983; Plummer, 1980; Altman, 1982).
Until the 1980s there was struggle in both collectivities about appropriate
names. Among men there were individuals and groups who tried out such names
as “faggot” or “queer” (as in “We’re here, we’re queer, get used to it””) as well as
the general appellation “gay” or “gay man.” Names for new styles of self-
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presentation also emerged such as “leather-men” and “Castro clones,” argot
names based on sexual types (e.g., “twinks” and “bears”) flourished (and still
do), as did more political labels (e.g., “radical fairies””). Among women the self-
naming process was as complex, the names “dyke” and “fem” were particular
foci of trouble, since they appear to model themselves on heterosexual patterns
of the man-woman couple (see Hollibaugh, 2000; Newton, 2000). Out of this
decades’ long debate two names, gay men and lesbian women, became the
standard ways of self-naming (and naming by many others).

With the advent of HIV/AIDS in the early 1980s there was a resurgence of the
use of the word “homosexual” stimulated by the usage of the phrase “homo-
sexual and bisexual men” by the Centers for Disease Control and other health
and welfare agencies seeking a name for the epidemiological grouping in which
a substantial number of AIDS cases were being found. Tables in scientific ar-
ticles often used this label while using the label “gay men” in the text. The
tension between the “science” name and the “collectivity” name was explicit
until the science name was changed to “men who have sex with men (MSM).”
This change resulted from two recognitions. The first was that “homosexual”
was no longer a term that was applied to gay men by gay men. “Gay men” were
the objects of prevention campaigns that required a certain cultural sensitivity
to their own self-naming practices. As a consequence it was difficult to address
an audience of gay men with the label “homosexual.” Equally important was
the second recognition, that many men who had sex with other men did not
think of themselves of gay, but viewed themselves as men who were having sex
with other men whom they identified as “women.” As long as they penetrated
the other man, their own definition of themselves as men was unquestioned
(and to them “undamaged”). The new and more inclusive category of “men
who had sex with men” included gay-identified men as well as men who shared
the sexual practices, but not the identity, as well as men who had sex with both
women and men.

At the present time a new set of naming practices has emerged among van-
guard academic theoreticians and some folks in the everyday gay community
(Seidman, 1992, 1996.) The word “queer” is heard and written more and more
often, sometimes to describe a certain attitude toward the world in general (as in
“queering social theory”) or in describing a potential sexual collectivity (often
ideological or political) opposed to the dominant sexual collectivity (e.g.,
those identified as queers versus hegemonic heterosexuals). “Queer” and
“queering” represent a new name (and stance), which offers both an opportu-
nity to criticize the “gay” self-name and the identities and practices associated
with it, and which expresses the desire for a new set of identities, practices, and
relationships within the world of “sexual otherness” as well as a new set of
relationships with the dominant sexual ideology and practices of Western soci-
eties. At this moment “queer” or “queerness” wishes to offer a “postidentity”
politics, a politics beyond that which is seen as possible from a “gay identity”
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position. “Queer,” and the practices attending on the word, are viewed as more
political in character and more subversive of what is seen as “heterosexual
hegemony,” “heterosexual domination,” or “heterosexism.” At the same time
“queers” can include all who are opposition to “heterosexual hegemony.”
Whether “queer” will replace “gay” as the self-label of choice is unclear.

There is an interaction between the name chosen, the constituted identity of
members of a collectivity and the organization of that community (Escoffier,
1998). Gay men who live in gay communities in the opening period of the third
millennium are unlike the homosexual men who lived in the homosexual com-
munities of the post World War II period in the United States and unlike the
sodomites who lived in late seventeenth-century England. Who these people
living at different moments in history thought they were, who their intimates
thought they were, who their persecutors thought they were are quite different
in each instance. Names do make a difference and there is no name with a
permanent body of meanings.

For the author’s purposes certain names will be put in quotation marks in
order to signal the reader that the meanings are unstable or that the author is
trying to maintain a continuity with historical practices or that there is a struggle
about the appropriateness of the name to those to whom it is applied. The first
of these are “homosexual” and “heterosexual.” At some later point in history
similar quotation marks may surround the names “gay” or “queer.”

Given these complications about naming, the practice in this particular work
is to keep in our field of attention the problem of the interpretative instability
of the words and the social and sexual practices they label. The words we use to
name practices and persons are temporary compromises that emphasize certain
features of the practice and person, that call forth certain attitudes, ideas and
feelings in particular cultural situations and historical moments. This is true of
all words and all forms of naming. To name is to commit an act of social judg-
ment. No name survives intact the processes of use; indeed, if a name retains its
meanings in different times and places, it is evidence that substantial social
investment has been made by some actors or collections of actors to make sure
that it has the same interpretations in those different times and places.

The Changing Social Contexts of Sexuality

For the first half of the twentieth century the view that sexuality could be a
positive force in the life of individuals and societies was held by a small, and
sometimes vocal, minority in public life in the United States. Even as the ideas
about sex of Sigmund Freud as well as those of more sexually radical intellec-
tual figures were being accepted by certain elites in the cultural life of the
United States, the predominant publicly endorsed belief system (as opposed to
personal enactments of the sexual) was that a proper sexual life for an American
man or woman was a respectable Christian (Protestant if possible) sexual life,
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one that began with and was sanctified by marriage, had as its goal the produc-
tion of children, and was narrowly constrained in frequency, techniques, and
pleasures. This belief system prescribed a single standard of sexual conduct for
both men and women, specifying that both should be sexually abstinent until
marriage and sexually faithful afterwards. This single standard was often con-
tested in some circles and on some occasions by a double standard of sexual
conduct for men and women. The double standard argued that men, because of
their more sexual nature (i.e., their animality), were more likely to violate the
standards of chastity than were women, and men’s sexual wanderings from the
moral demands of these standards could therefore be understood and often
forgiven. This extension of forgiveness for sexual wandering was not extended
to women. Both ideologies consigned all sexual activities other than man-
woman, penis-in-the-vagina sex in marriage to the domain of moral depravity.

That these ideologies, and the sexual scripts that flowed from them, did not
conform to the sexual lives that many people actually lived in the turn-of-the-
century complex society that was the United States (with its population of
differing classes, races, ethnic groups, and regions) was often suspected, even
adapted to in various contexts, but not widely publicized (D’Emilio and Freed-
man, 1988). The guerilla war between those who held these traditional views
and who supported their enforcement and those with unconventional ideas
about sex in the secular arts and sciences was marked by little firefights of
censorship or scandal about particular books, plays or movies, and persons. For
most people in the United States these tiny signals of sexual discontent and
struggles of sexual repression were intermittent and far away. Being banned in
Boston often only had resonance in New York City, or perhaps in Washington
D.C., where many political ears were attuned to the sounds of depravity. Only
rarely were there sustained campaigns to liberalize sexual matters, and those
that were attempted often failed. In the first two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury Greenwich Village, New York, with all its radicalism about sex, gender, and
politics, was a long train ride from the heartland, and anyone who wanted to
share the delights of urban bohemia had to get out of town and having left,
would leave the heartland purer by going.

Despite the literary attacks on the narrow-mindedness of small-town America,
the latter felt itself and its sexual ways of life well worth defending (for exem-
plary attacks see Sherwood Anderson, Winesberg, Ohio; Sinclair Lewis, Bab-
bitt; and the works of H. L. Mencken). When issues of what was believed to be
sexual misconduct arose, they were dealt with in accord with local standards.
Indeed, whether in small towns or urban places, when push came to shove, most
of the important social institutions of the society publicly subscribed to these
ideologies and enforced their provisions when confronted with what was thought
to be sexual deviance. In most of the United States the forces of law enforce-
ment, the religious (as individuals and as institutions), and an ideology (if not
a practice) that extended sexual legitimacy to a narrow range of sexual scripts
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and practices served to repress any public outbreaks of sexual dissidence. Sex
outside marriage was not only immoral, but construed as un-American, a
conflation of the sexual with the patriotic that exists in many minds to this day.
Even in New York City the zone of tolerance for sexual unconventionality
rarely extended across the bridges, ferries, or tunnels from Manhattan to the
outer boroughs or the surrounding suburbs (see Chauncey, 1994).

In the period between 1914 and 1946, as the United States became “one
nation” rather than a series of regions, this grip of the sexual ideologies of the
small town on the national consciousness became weaker (the national prohi-
bition of alcohol was the last great national triumph of the values of the Ameri-
can small town in the first half of the twentieth century, a triumph that lasted
from 1920 to 1933.) A variety of structural and cultural forces for change were
in play to produce this decline and fall.> The social turmoil of two great wars
churned and mixed the population from all of the regions of the society, not
only through military service, but through great internal migrations, south to
north and east to west (see Bérubé, 1990, and others about the impact of World
War II on the lives of what were then “homosexuals”). The inflation of the
1920s and the long depression of the 1930s further sundered the fabric of small-
town society. The gates to immigration closed in the 1920s, reducing the in-
flow of groups with different cultural origins, and as Europe fell into depression
and war, Americanization was the only pathway open to the second and third
generations of children born to those who were once “the foreign born.” The
movies and radio, in different ways, promoted a new Americanized cultural
practice of woman-man love, an ideology of romance and sexuality that was to
infuse the lives of the young. This, even as the troubles of depression and war
kept many from marrying, left both women and men susceptible for longer
periods to a new dream of an unending romantic sexual life. The social bonds
and cultural beliefs that constituted the sexual worlds of the small town (and of
the immigrant family in urban places) were beginning to loosen. And as the
national government grew more liberal, urbane, and professional, it also grew
less concerned about enforcing the moral doctrines of small town and sectarian
society (for a useful summary of the period see Susman, 1984).

The post-World War II publication of the “Kinsey Reports” and the sexual
conduct that they reported was the sign that something had changed in the
society (Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953.) The reactions to these works, which offered
for the first time what was treated as a sexual mirror (however methodologically
or ideologically distorted, see Cochran, et al. [1954] and Wallis [1949] for a
discussion of the method and Gagnon [1978] for a discussion of both issues) to
the society, were often negative, but even these served to fuel the notoriety of
the reports. However, there were also strong voices of support, if not always for
the accuracy of the findings, for the idea that such studies of sexual life were
important and useful. While no new important, scientifically respectable na-
tional sex survey of the adult population was conducted until the 1990s, the
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notion that sex was a significant part of life, if a potentially troubling one that
needed sensible management and advice, became more respectable.

During the period from the late 1940s until the early 1970s a liberalizing
trend in sexual matters can be detected, despite the sporadic persecutions of
homosexual men and persons who committed what were then defined as sex
crimes that continued into the early 1960s (D’Emilio and Freedman, 1988.) A
variety of sexuality-related sexual reform groups often composed of profes-
sionals and social elites emerged during the 1940s and 1950s and promoted a
greater tolerance for sexual and gender difference. At the same time the mass
media in various forms included greater sexual content; a less repressive stance
was taken toward various sexual offenses and pornography; and mainline reli-
gious organizations (largely Protestant and non-Orthodox Jewish) were open
to changes in sexual practices and more approving of the role of sexuality in
the lives of individuals. From the information contained in the “Kinsey Re-
ports” and other smaller-scale studies it appeared that not only did sexual life
differ from the standards of small-town respectability, but that further changes
were to be expected. Little of this was greeted with delight by the remnants of
religious and social conservatives, but resistance to these changes during this
period was intermittent and relatively unorganized.

Such was the larger context of politics in which the first edition of Sexual
Conduct was written. It was this slow sexual liberalization in attitudes, in-
creases in levels of toleration of sexual difference, and moderate changes in
sexual behavior that the authors expected over the remainder of the twentieth
century. Their belief in the late 1960s was that sexual conduct in the next
decades would be framed by a general political drift in a more liberal direction,
a drift that would be supported by rising levels of affluence and consumerism
(see Chapter 10 of this volume and Simon and Gagnon, 1976.) What actually
happened instead over the last thirty years, however, was a much more con-
flicted struggle over sexuality, a conflict that has centered on an increasing
dichotomy between secular groups and social movements that emphasized
sexual diversity and tolerance and faith-based social groups that formed a new
social movement. In an important sense, this latter movement was a phoenix
rising from the smoldering embers of the sexual ideology of the small-town
America of an earlier era.

To the degree that Sexual Conduct focused its attention on the intrapsychic
and interpersonal levels of scripting, on what in traditional terms could be
viewed as a social psychology of sexuality, it did not address in a systematic
way two important dimensions of the social situation of sexuality. First, it took
for granted that the liberalizing trend of the then contemporary political situa-
tion of sexuality that was evident at the end of the 1960s would continue,
perhaps erratically, for the next decades. Like most works of sociology at the
time, it underestimated the capacity of religiously constituted social forma-
tions to reassert themselves in modern, technologically driven societies. Sec-
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ond, it did not directly address the role of culture, social structure and politics
in the formation, institutionalization, and legitimation of sexual scripts as well
as the ways in which they influenced the acquisition, enactment, and extinc-
tion of scripts at the individual level. These issues, particularly those of culture
and social structure, became more salient in later works (see Simon and Gagnon,
1984, 1987a, 1987b, 2003; Laumann et al., 1994; Laumann and Gagnon, 1995;
Simon, 1996; Gagnon, 2004). In the original formulation the scripts perspec-
tive was an attempt to bring sexuality as it was then understood into the do-
main of the social, and as such to be analyzed in the same manner as all social
conduct. However, this bringing of the sexual into the world of the social re-
mained incomplete because it did not systematically address the role of the
larger social, cultural, and political situation in which the sexual was enacted
in thoughts, words and deeds. The events, as well as the intellectual ferment, of
the decades following the original formulations of the idea of scripting, have
served to resituate the notion, as well as the practice of sexual scripts, in that
larger context of nonsexual ideas and practices.

The Rise of Sexuality-Related Social Movements

In the middle of the 1960s, at the moment of writing of Sexual Conduct, a
number of emergent “more liberal” tendencies could be recognized in the soci-
ety (see Chapter 10). The sexual content of the media in all of its forms was
growing more explicit. The cinema, the world of book publishing, the mass
magazines for men and women presented worlds in which sexuality was a piv-
otal force. Attempts to censor these materials were met with vigorous legal
strategies and increasingly the anticensorship forces were succeeding in their
tactics. The fringe producers of what was then called pornography grew more
aggressive in the production of materials (film, photographs, magazines, texts)
that were available in “adult” bookstores, in the mails, and in “adult” theaters.
The view that sex education was a good thing was more widely supported, and
local and national organizations were formed supporting a movement that would
be eventually called “comprehensive” sex education. At first more tentatively
and then more assertively it was argued that sex education that dealt with more
than “the plumbing” was important to young people and to health in general.
Attempts were made to reform the law, the legal system, and the police and to
take a more “hands-off” way of dealing with unconventional sexual practices.
Sexual law reform was in the air. Part and parcel of these changes were the
successes of the reproductive rights movement in terms of family planning,
contraceptive availability, and the establishment of the right to abortion.

Liberal and Secular: Women and Gays

In addition to these separate and often more formal organizational efforts
directed at social change relevant to sexuality (though many of these groups
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had popular support and fundraising arms), the 1960s were a period of
“liberationist movements” of many kinds (Foss, 1972). The civil rights move-
ment was a model for many that followed. The individuals who became impor-
tant in later movements often took their training in movement practices by
participating in or modeling their actions on the civil rights movement itself. In
the sexual arena the two most important liberal and secularist sexually related
social movements that claimed a mass base were the women’s movement and
the gay liberation movement. Both took gender and sexual issues and
foregrounded them as issues of political, economic, and social equality. Though
similar in these ways, these movements are quite different in their dimensions,
composition, and constituencies. The women’s movement has had a long his-
tory of periods of political activism and quiescence in the history of the United
States. The population that its activists sought to mobilize represented more
than half the population of the country, fractured by race, class, ethnicity, and
region, and a population that commonly lived in intimate emotional terms with
men (as fathers, brothers, spouses, and sons) whose normal masculinist views
and practices feminism was intended to change. The gay and lesbian move-
ment represented a minority of persons (even though it was widely and wrongly
claimed that gay men were 10 percent of the population of men), also frag-
mented by race, class, ethnicity, and region, whose gender preferences for
sexual partners and sexual practices were often against the law. This made its
adherents victims of discrimination and prejudice, and many of them lived
sexual and emotional lives that were alienated from family and nongay friends.
The tasks of social mobilization that these two movements faced were thus
quite different, though both couched many of their goals in the language of
what was going to become in the 1990s the discourse of human rights (Plummer,
2003).

While the histories of the contemporary women’s movement and the move-
ment of gay men and lesbians have differed in many of the internal and external
problems that they have faced, they have usually been on the same side of
major gender, sexual and reproductive conflicts. Thus on issues of women’s
rights and gender violence, issues of the legality of various sexual practices
(e.g., sodomy in man-man and woman-man sex) and abortion and rights to
adoption by nontraditional families, both the women’s and the gay men’s and
lesbian movements have been allied. In addition, in their beginnings, both
movements were faced with large bodies of traditional science about the “na-
ture” of women and men and the “nature” of homosexuals. In the case of women
the notion (based in folk wisdom) had developed in the nascent biological and
psychological sciences of the turn of the twentieth century that men and women
were fundamentally biologically different in their intellectual and emotional
constitutions, and therefore suited to different, though complementary roles in
the world of work and the home (for the sociological variant see Parsons and
Bales, 1955.) This gendered view of the world was extended to persons whose
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sexual partner was of the same gender. To the traditional “heterosexual” man
scientist it was clear that homosexual men and women were defective in some
important biological or psychological way (Socarides, 1968.) While there were
voices raised against these views by the late 1940s, these were the generally
held beliefs among scientists (shared by the majority of the public who were
assured of their folk beliefs by “science’) about what the “differences between
men and women” and the defective character of the “homosexual” were. A vast
body of scientific speculation, observation, and experiment had been accumu-
lated over the first half of the twentieth century to demonstrate these differ-
ences and their rootedness in human nature and evolution. This “vast body of
science” was then used to justify gender inequality and the persecution and
criminalization of “homosexual persons.” When these practices were challenged
this “vast body of evidence” was then cited to support the status quo on gender
and sexual status.

The intellectual response of both feminist and gay activists and academics
(often the same individuals) was, in some cases, to challenge these ideas on
their own grounds, that is, to raise the questions about what the quality of the
evidence for these assertions (Tavris and Wade, 1984; Tavris, 1992; Fausto-
Sterling, 1992). Often more significant was the use of the concept of the “social
construction of knowledge” to critique prior scientific findings about gender
differences. The roots of this concept in the interpretative intellectual strate-
gies fostered by Marx and Freud, the pragmatists in the United States, and the
sociology of knowledge is apparent. These interpretative strategies would ma-
ture into what is now called the social-constructionist perspective, though the
name does not precisely characterize its actual intellectual roots. From this
perspective, scientists, like everyone else, live in a given culture and at a spe-
cific historical moment, and share nearly all of their beliefs with others of
similar class, ethnic, religious, sexual, and gender interests; as a consequence,
it should not be surprising that one could find in their science evidence of these
cultural and historical positions.

The women’s movement has over the last four decades been a qualified
success in creating greater gender equality, particularly in terms of women’s
access to occupational and educational opportunity. As a consequence of this
movement, there are now more women in high places in the public and private
sectors, greater numbers of women in the professions, in the academy, as public
intellectuals, and in political life. These numbers, particularly in the profes-
sions formerly dominated by men, have not reached proportions equal to the
proportion of women in the population as a whole. There is evidence of a
continued “glass ceiling” for women in the opportunity to reach the highest
places in the current power structure of the public and private sectors. However
such continuing gender inequalities (as well as others) receive constant atten-
tion from activist individuals and organizations, who organize, lobby, do re-
search, influence the media, raise money, and demonstrate for women’s rights.
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This body of professionals who promote the “interests of women” now consti-
tutes the activist edge of the women’s movement. Perhaps the best marker of the
success of the women’s movement is that there is a cadre of persons constantly
scanning events in government, in the economy, in private institutions, and in
everyday life and asking the question, “How will this affect the lives of women?”
In this way the women’s movement represents a new and important player in the
world of interest-group politics that is characteristic of political life in the
United States.?

In addition to these “bread and butter” issues the women’s movement has
attempted to address a wide range of what could be viewed as problems that
existed and still exist in the personal relations between women and men in the
home and at work. Movement activists early focused upon the fact that a wide
variety of problems between women and men existed on the level of interper-
sonal politics rather than on the level of interest group politics. Many of these
issues were more directly connected to sexual life than were the issues of occu-
pational and educational opportunity. While equal pay for women would allow
women more easily to get out of unwanted, unsatisfactory or coercive relation-
ships with men (they could afford lawyers and could support themselves and
their children during and after divorce), equal pay (or similar reductions of
social inequalities) often did not protect women against men’s violence. The
relations between women and men are fraught with issues of sexual coercion and
rape in and out of marriage, physical brutality, violence against children, sexual
harassment at work and in public places, and remain critical issues for many
working-class and middle-class women, issues that in the past were usually en-
dured secretly. While all of these issues had public dimensions—e.g., the police
did not take domestic violence seriously; rape continued to be treated as a crime
that some women might have provoked; standards of proof in cases were often
impossible to meet; sexual harassment cases were difficult to bring and compa-
nies defended themselves vigorously, and in nearly all cases the men who were
dealing with these issues “did not get it"—these private costs of violence in
intimate situations were often harder to address. Some changes have been ef-
fected on the political level in the training of police, the establishment of
antiharassment codes, and changes in standards of proof in rape and sexual
assault cases—these have been the result of efforts at the “interest group” level.*

The issue of violence and coercion is only one aspect of the rights of women
to protect the integrity of their bodies addressed by the women’s movement.
The most intense conflict has been in the area of reproductive rights and the
right of the individual woman to control her own fertility. In an earlier period
this conflict centered on the rights of women to control their own fertility
through contraception. In the first half of the twentieth century attempts by
advocates of contraception were met by resistance from the medical profession
and leaders of various faith communities, resistance that was backed up by the
police, the courts, and the legislatures. It was argued that not only were contra-
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ception and family planning against the will of God, but that the general avail-
ability of contraceptives would foment sexual intercourse among the young.
Medical professionals argued that the threat of venereal disease and unwanted
pregnancies among the young would serve as a deterrent to premarital sex
(Brandt, 1985). In the absence of birth control women had more pregnancies
and births than they wanted and the rates of abortions among married women
and marriages forced by pregnancy were high. The emotional climate of anxi-
ety and fear among the married who wanted no additional children and those
who were having intercourse outside marriage was manifest. The right of women
to control their own reproductive conduct is a central issue for the women’s
movement, and the right to abortion has been the center of the conflict between
the women’s movement and the reinvigorated religion-based social movement
that vigorously promotes the gender and sexual beliefs and practices of turn-of-
the-century Protestant small-town life, though put in the setting of the mythical
white, middle-class, Christian suburban nuclear families of the 1950s (Rubin,
1994, Luker, 1984).5

At the same historical moment as the emergence of a new women’s move-
ment, the beginnings of the gay liberation movement appeared as well. While
there is evidence of prior gay and lesbian organizations whose goals were law
reform, increased social tolerance, and improvements to the living situation of
what were then “homosexual” men and lesbians, the moment when the gay and
lesbian movements took national form was in the mid to late 1960s (Humphreys,
1972; D’Emilio, 1983). During the previous decade efforts at changes in the
social acceptance and legal status of homosexual men and women were often
undertaken by ‘“nonhomosexuals” along with homosexual men and women.
After the early 1970s the gay and lesbian movement became self-determining,
interested in recruiting sympathetic nongay allies who might be helpful in
various ways, but leaving the intellectual and organizational heavy lifting to
be undertaken by new cadres of gays and lesbians (Escoffier, 1998).

In the opening phase of the gay liberation movement, activists faced the
same problems with contemporary science about homosexuality as did femi-
nists about women. The beliefs that homosexual men and women were gender
defectives in some moral or biological manner infused the scientific commu-
nity from biomedicine to psychology. Criticism of these received ideas from
the late 1940s until the early 1960s came from a variety of directions, predomi-
nantly from those interested in sex law reform as well as a small group of social
scientists (some of whom were homosexual) who challenged the views of ho-
mosexuals as being universally mentally ill, having diseased upbringings, or
being defective versions of either men or women. Homosexual law reform was
promoted using an argument that was apt for many “offenses against morality,”
the notion of the victimless crime. Applicable to many types of sexual conduct
that involved consenting adults (e.g., adultery, fornication, “homosexuality,”
sodomy, crimes against nature) as well as drug offenses and gambling, the
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argument was that the criminal law should not concern itself with acts to which
people jointly consented. Similar arguments for direct harm to third parties, or
indirect harm to more distant third parties or interests (e.g., harm to the family
institution), can also be made (Schur and Bedau 1974).6

Such challenges to the usual wisdom about man-man and woman-woman
emotional and sexual relations in part rested on a change in the status of
openly gay persons as researchers. Prior to the gay liberation movement the
views of those researchers who were openly “homosexual” or were suspected
of being “homosexual” could be discounted because of “bias.” A similar argu-
ment was often used against women researchers when they disagreed with the
conventional wisdom about gender differences. Being a member of a group
(particularly a group seeking a change in a culture’s dominant views) meant
that one’s arguments were closely examined for hints of self-serving findings
(or findings that served the interests of the membership group). The
counterargument was that “heterosexuals” rather than being objective as a
result of their lack of interest in sex with persons of the same gender, were
themselves biased against “homosexuals” because of their sexual interest in
the opposite sex. The “heterosexual” researcher had a stake in the sexual
status quo as did the man researcher have a stake in the gender status quo in
his research on women. The result of this turnaround in perspective (the
equivalent of the gestalt switch in observing images that have two possible
interpretations) was that it became possible for gay-identified researchers to
take priority in research on gay men and lesbians. By the late 1980s nearly all
new nonbiological research and some biological research on gay and lesbian
sexuality were conducted by openly gay researchers (Abelove et al., 1993.) A
similar process has occurred in research on women; nearly all of the active
researchers on the nonbiological aspects of gender are themselves women.
The question of the different interests brought to research programs by mem-
bership in different interest groups remains largely unaddressed, though the
theoretical question of “bias” remains open.

In the opening stages of the gay liberation movements, cleavages appeared
between lesbians and gay men in terms of the practice of everyday life, where
the gay and lesbian movement was going, and which life styles and identities
were appropriate for the future (Abelove et al., 1993.) As women, many lesbians
were starting in a different place, both materially and psychologically, than
were many gay men. A mutual sympathy that which existed in the opening
moments of liberation was eroded as community building started in the 1970s
(Warren, 1974; Wolf, 1979). It was clear to many lesbians that many gay men’s
sexual lives were recreational and pleasure driven, and that many gay men, as
men, were deeply misogynistic. In addition many lesbians, reared as women,
preferred relationships that were less sexualized and more emotionally stable
than the relationships that seemed to characterize the lives of many gay men.
Some lesbians had children from former marriages and had all of the economic
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and social disabilities of single mothers. In addition they were under threat of
losing their children if they were in openly lesbian relationships. Gay men were
viewed as overly concerned with sex and appeared to be more affluent than
their lesbian counterparts. (Gay men in turn often expressed the view that lesbi-
ans were excessively prudish and antisex.)

These issues of differences in sexual life styles, perceived affluence and
consumerism (often interpreted in class terms), and the not-so-muted sexism on
the part of gay men, led in the 1970s to a gay and lesbian movement whose
membership ties weakened on the basis of gender. Close personal and political
relations continued among activists and movement professionals, but the ev-
eryday lives of many gay men and lesbians, even when they lived in the same
physical areas of a city, were often separate. As a consequence the communities
that were being built for the two genders often had separate ideological and
political emphases (even though they might continue to use the same services).

The role of these somewhat separated new communities was a critical ele-
ment in the processes of identity formation for both gay men and lesbians. A
critical element in the rise of the gay liberation movement for lesbians and gay
men was the growth of what might be called “full-service” communities in
many of the large cities of the United States. As lesbians and gay men “came out
of the closet” and were open about their sexual partner preference to significant
audiences in their lives (parents, other relatives, workmates, professional col-
leagues, friends, acquaintances), they could begin the process of community
building. Full-service communities are created by collectivities of actors with
common interests disclosing their interests to each other and doing all manner
of things together. The doing things together is a sign of membership, and
taking on the signs and practices of membership is one of the bases of identity
construction (Escoffier, 1998; D’Emilio, 1992; Weeks and Holland, 1996).”

The kinds of identities that are possible for individuals to maintain are in
part dependent on the existence of and participation in certain kinds of com-
munities. As communities grow and change they influence the kinds of pos-
sible identities for community members; as individuals who are members of the
community change personally they are often interested in making the commu-
nity more comfortable for the kinds of persons they are becoming. The transi-
tion from the externally generated label “homosexual” to the label “lesbian” or
“gay man” was a signal of changed authority in labeling the self. The new
community offered a support for this change in identity its rituals (e.g., the gay
pride parade), its support services, and its commercial infrastructure (the gay
travel bureau or even the gay-staffed dry cleaner or organic food market). Much
like traditional ethnic communities, the communities of lesbians and gay men
increased their own economic health and the economic status of their members
by selective self-dealing. (The notion that the gay and lesbian community
might constitute an “ethnic” community begins early; see Cory, 1951.)
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In its earliest stages (the mid to late 1970s) the sector of this emergent com-
munity serving primarily gay men took on a strongly sexual cast, representing
a kind of collective explosion of sexual self-confidence. Historically the com-
ing-out process for many gay men in urban environments involved a period
often known as the “honeymoon.” The opening stages of participation of young
men in a situation in which one’s previously repressed sexuality and sexual
interests could be openly acknowledged and practiced often led to a period of
heightened sexual activity. In this period many men in the process of learning
the ways of the homosexual community and acquiring a practical knowledge
of local sexual scripts accumulated a large number of sexual partners. While it
is risky to generalize from the experience of individuals to the level of the
community, the sudden openness of the gay community in the early 1970s
provided a freedom for sexual experimentation for both those already experi-
enced in the more limited pleasures of the homosexual community and for
younger men who were just entering a gay life style. This collective burst of
sexual activity during the middle and late 1970s, particularly in various urban
sites in the United States (e.g., San Francisco, New York, Los Angeles, Houston,
and Miami) was also marked by new masculinized styles of self-presentation
(White, 1980; Levine, 1998). Sexual scripts in these circumstances changed
the “what” of previous sexual scripts; sexual practices moved from oral sex
(often preferred in transient sexual encounters with little privacy) to reciprocal
oral and anal sex as well as the emergence of various kinds of sexual costuming
that emphasized masculinity.

Clearly not all gay men participated in this sudden efflorescence of sexual-
ity or hypermasculine presentations of self, but such sexual and gender patterns
were at the center of individual change in a changing community up until the
recognition of the AIDS epidemic in 1981 (Murray, 1996). At the same time as
these sexual and gender changes were observed among gay men, the lesbian
and gay community in many cities (and nationally) was following an organiza-
tional pathway characteristic of growing and successful social movements. The
community of gay men was larger than the local residential and service areas
that were developing in the cities (i.e., the gay ghettos.) At the community level
the movement began to be more professionalized, to develop gay service and
political organizations, and to develop connections with surrounding commu-
nity organizations (the police, politicians, health care providers), and gay men
and lesbians ran openly for public office and were elected. These processes of
movement development were exactly the same as with the women’s movement,
including the development of a professional cadre of activists, both women
and men, who were attentive to gay-related issues in the worlds of government,
the academy, the professions, research, the media as well as in everyday life. By
the end of the 1990s such issues as adoption rights, child custody, gay mar-
riage, job discrimination, discrimination in the military, the repeal of sodomy
laws, the protection of gay youth, and health benefits for affectional partners
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were the bread and butter of a new class of professionals who were alert to issues
affecting the lives of gay men and lesbians. All of the major court decisions that
affected gay and lesbian sexuality and the right to marriage can be traced to this
professionalization of the gay and lesbian movement.

Lesbian members of both the women’s movement and the gay liberation
movement had a complicated relation to both. Lesbian participation in the
women’s movement was complicated by the continuing sexual and emotional
association of many women in the movement with men. In the opening years of
the women’s movement, many lesbians found it difficult to accept the legiti-
macy of the continuing woman-man relationships given that it was the limita-
tions of these relations that provoked the movement itself. Women in continu-
ing relationships with men were “sleeping with the enemy.” At the same time
lesbian participation in the gay liberation movement was often made difficult
by the sexism, consumerism, and sexual adventurousness of many gay men,
particularly those gay men whose sexual life styles had captured media atten-
tion. The gender differences between lesbian women and gay men in terms of
what they thought to be the crucial elements of being “gay” were exacerbated
by differences in valued life styles. These differences between lesbian women
and those in the women’s movement who remained affiliated with men and
between lesbian women and gay men led to separatist impulses and actions on
the part of some lesbians during this period. More intense patterns of within-
group interaction led to declines of interaction between lesbian women and
gay men and between lesbians and those feminist women who remained emo-
tionally and sexually associated with men.

At the same time the “impulse to separatism” from both women who were
associated with men and from gay men led to an efflorescence of cultural work
and political activities by these communities. After joining in the deconstruction
of prior scientific essentialist views of the inferiority of women, the separatists
began to produce alternative essentialist views of the superiority of women.
The argument was (and is) that women were a special kind of human being with
special kinds of emotions, skills, potentials and needs that were unlike (and
better than) those of men.? At the same time, perhaps because of their essential-
ist stance, many separatists were serious critics of the ways in which the women’s
movement and gay men (and some lesbians) were co-opted by preexisting
patterns of gender and sexual conduct. Sometimes these critiques seemed ex-
treme (e.g., that all penetrative sexual acts were acts of sexual violence; Dworkin,
1987), or antisexual (e.g., that all depictions of sexual activity between men
and women were degrading to women; McKinnon and Dworkin, 1997), or part
of a campaign to create the ideal lesbian (the critique of roles that seemed
derived from “heterosexual” models, e.g. the dyke and the fem, in the social
and sexual relations of women). Feminist activists, some lesbian, others not,
usually countered these views with serious replies (Vance, 1984; Snitow et al.,
1983). Many of those debates continue today in the area of pornography, in
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which some lesbians and feminists joined with rightwing groups to repress
explicit depictions of sexual activity between men and women by arguing that
such depictions are at the least degrading to women (much as certain depic-
tions of Jews, blacks, and Latinos are degrading to them) if not in themselves
provocative of sexual violence against women. Such activists have moved
their efforts to the international scene, where they are active in attempts to
prevent the traffic in women though criminal sanction and repression of prosti-
tution itself (Pheterson 1989, 1996).

This same impulse toward separatism led to forms of lesbian-only or lesbian-
focused separatist community building during the 1970s. A number of women-
only or women-focused organizations emerged: some offering various social
services, particularly to women with children, others relating to women’s sports,
music, and cultural activities, and still others to cooperative economic activi-
ties ranging from organic food markets to publishing of women’s literature. In
such a world composed only of women it was believed that the kinds of inti-
mate, emotional, and cooperative spirit thought to be characteristic of the es-
sential woman could be fostered (in a sense, a woman purified of the evils of a
world constructed by men).” The separatist experiment still has its adherents
among both women in emotional/sexual relations with women, and in some
cases among women who are not. The force of such groups seems, however, to
have been partially blunted by the AIDS epidemic: The hostility to gay men
was reduced by the impact of the epidemic on their lives, both in inhibiting
their sexuality and reducing their consumerism, and in some cases, creating a
more radical subgroup among such men (e.g., ACTup), with whom radical les-
bians could identify. It was also mitigated by the sheer difficulty of maintain-
ing a separatist egalitarian and cooperative life style within a surrounding
society that promoted economic inequality and competition (Levine et al.,
1997).1°

The tensions within the movements of gay men and lesbian women and
between the movements and those outside them are complex and evolving.
Gay men and lesbian women often have different interests in issues of family
and parenting, though these are narrowing as more gay men seek to sustain
relations with children from earlier marriages or to adopt or father children in
gay relationships. What were women’s issues have now become issues for some
men as well. Other family issues have become important—notably gay mar-
riage, and with it wills, rights to inherit, health care decisions and the like. The
couple composed of gay men or lesbian women have the same couple problems
as do couples composed of women and men and, when the former have chil-
dren, they also have similar problems of child care and schooling as do the
latter (Blumstein and Schwartz, 1983.) This means that a commonality of inter-
ests not only exists between gay men and lesbian women, but between these
couples and couples composed of women and men (e.g., health and child care
issues).
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While these relations to the majority gender forms of coupling produce a
common set of interests, some organizations of gay men and lesbian women
(often in academic locations where ideological “work™ is common) are also
expanding in their membership. There is a tendency among gay men and les-
bian organizations to reach out and include (at least by institutional label)
persons who have sex with both women and men, “bisexuals.” Bisexuals come
in many styles and the homogeneity among them may be more imagined than
real at this moment, but many organizations of gay men and lesbian women now
have bisexual members and label themselves GLB organizations to identify
their membership composition. The argument made for this extension of mem-
bership is that bisexuals, while continuing relations with the opposite gender,
have by their connection with the same gender declared their “outsider” sexual
status (see the discussion of “queerness” above.) This same argument is used for
the creation of GLBT organizations, in which the T stands for transgendered
persons. Even though there are a number of active organizations for transgendered
persons, the place set for them at the gay men, lesbian women and bisexual table
is part of offering all persons following a “queer” life style membership at the
banquet of “otherness.” It is clear that such a strategy of inclusiveness opens the
way for all persons who have unconventional sexual styles to join in the world
of “queerness.”

Despite the divisive issues that often characterized the emergence of the
overlapping, but separate gay and lesbian communities, a cooperative response
to the HIV/AIDS epidemic, caucuses within professional organizations and
community organization at the local level in some cities have served to con-
solidate ties between gay men and lesbians and alert them to common politi-
cal issues. At the present time, as with the women’s movement, there exists at
the national and state and local levels a set of gay and lesbian activists work-
ing in nongovernmental organizations, as aides to political figures and (less
commonly) as elected political officials. As with the women’s movement, gay
men and lesbian activists are constantly attentive to issues that affect the lives
of their adherents (as well as other issues that are more tangentially relevant).
The movement has a constituency that must be served (and that hopefully will
respond to efforts at fund raising); it has allies who are tapped for support on
common issues; it has connections with the media seeking to put before the
public its take on specific events, issues, and policies that are relevant to gay
men and lesbians. In the colleges and universities there are now departments
or programs for gay and lesbian (and bisexual and transgender) studies, and
gay and lesbian caucuses in most professional organizations. There are gay
and lesbian academics and gay and lesbian public intellectuals whose gender
preference in sexual relations is well-known to their colleagues and audi-
ences. The activist component of the gay men’s and lesbian women’s move-
ment is smaller than its counterpart in the women’s movement, its constitu-
ency is not large, but it is active, energetic, and responsive. Its existence repre-
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sents a major transformation of the political and sexual scene in the United
States.

Conservative and Dogmatic: The Religious Right

During the 1950s and 1960s some religious and political conservatives
were pointing with alarm to liberalizing and secularizing trends in the society,
making a case against what they viewed as the rising tide of immorality in the
form of pornography, tolerance of homosexuality, sex education, instability in
marriage, and premarital sex. While this appeared to many observers at the time
as the last gasps of a declining ideology, advocates of traditional sexual values
based in Protestant fundamentalist and evangelical churches began to seek
each other out. Both through the use of the mass media as well as the continued
road show tours by evangelists (including those who had regular programs on
television) among the faithful there began a resurgence of traditional values
among a receptive, increasingly coherent, and activist audience. Protestant
religious fundamentalists as well as other social conservatives were a minority
in most urban places and even towns outside the Southeast and the border
regions of the old Confederacy (e.g., the regions south of Route 40 from Co-
lumbus, Ohio and St. Louis, Missouri, and the traditional farm states of the
Midwest). However, the new media of television evangelism served as a critical
organizing force for these groups. The original label for this television-based
community was the Moral Majority, which meant to its membership that while
they might be outnumbered in the towns in which they lived next door to
secularists and (perhaps worse) mainline Protestant churches that supported
sex education and tolerated homosexuals, they, and their views, were a major-
ity in the United States as a whole. They saw themselves as a saving remnant, as
the only true Americans (Marty and Appleby, 1994).

The views that members of this movement espouse about gender, sexuality,
and the family are familiar restatements of the moral pieties of the white Protes-
tant small towns that dominated public moral life in the United States prior to
World War I. While the movement, like many social movements, has a quite
diverse membership, composed of people with differing social and cultural
origins and who join for quite different reasons, there is a common “bundle” of
sexuality-related values, practices, and programs. Legalized abortion, school-
based sex education, teaching about contraception and condoms, sex and child-
birth outside marriage, the availability of sexually explicit materials in all
forms and all media, and all forms of sexuality except between women and men
in the confines of marriage are nearly universally opposed by all adherents of
the religious Right (Laumann et al., 1994). Associated with these sexuality-
related positions, many members of the religious Right are supporters of “school
choice” and vouchers for religious schools, supporters of creationism and its
teaching in the schools, opponents of secular humanism and moral relativism,
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and enemies of a hard and fast separation between Christian faith communities
and the state. Not every member of the movement believes in every element of
this program, and many religious fundamentalists and evangelicals have no
interest in supporting the sexuality program advocated by the religious Right.
Nevertheless, the movement represents a resurgent player in the struggle over
sexuality in the United States."

It is important to point out here that while the religious Right has substantial
similarities to the historical “revivalist” movements that have been characteris-
tic of the United States, the historical context is radically different (see Fogel,
2000 for a different argument).'? Early religious “revivals” that advocated both
purification of the self and the purification of the social world did so in a world
in which the fundamental beliefs of the revivalists did not differ in large degree
from the people whose religious spirits they were attempting to revive. During
prior revivals a vast majority of the population were believers in a Christian
deity and the revivalists were attempting to reinvigorate those beliefs. At the
present time not everyone is a believer in many of the fundamentalist religious
views—not only about sex, but about the inerrancy of the Bible and the immi-
nence of the Second Coming of Christ—that characterize some groups who are
members of the religious Right. In the past the views of Protestant small-town
America were embodied in the everyday moral strictures of social respectabil-
ity in the United States. These strictures were what many people believed and
most people publicly affirmed (even as they acted otherwise). At the present
time the religious Right is a sizable minority, but still a minority, and only one
of a number of important social movements attempting to promote and impose
its views of an appropriate gender, sexual, and reproductive life on the rest of
the citizens of the society.

Over the last thirty years the composition and strategies of the religious
Right have substantially changed (as have the general strategies of conserva-
tives in their dealing with the federal government). In part the success of the
religious Right has been its responsiveness to the attempts of the Republican
Party to advance its electoral interests in the Southeast and Southwest, which
had been bastions of the Democratic Party since the end of the Civil War. The
disappointment of the conservative Democratic leadership in the South, as well
as the rank and file in there, with the liberalizing direction of the society during
the 1960s (particularly around issues of civil rights, women’s rights, issues of
sexuality, the role of religion in public life, and resistance to the Vietnam War)
made them amenable to the attentions of the Republican Party. The southern
strategy of the Republican Party has been a marked success, and in fewer than
thirty years the Republicans have come to dominate the southern portion of the
United States (Aistrup, 1996). With the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 the
party had shifted its ideological base to “social conservatism,” which rewarded
members of the religious Right. It has been argued by some commentators that
the actual rewards given to the religious Right by both President Reagan and
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President George H. W. Bush were modest, but in the area of gender, sexuality,
and reproduction the views of the religious Right have been given serious
attention and members of the social movement have found themselves in im-
portant places in making decisions in the federal government. It is doubtful
that the religious right would have the importance that it does now without its
supporters in the various strata of the Republican Party and the federal govern-
ment, both elected and appointed.

What the religious Right and other political conservatives have learned is
what political liberals had learned in the 1930s. To make or prevent social
change it is not enough to elect your candidates and have them go to Washing-
ton to run the country and return home if they lose the next election. In the
present era a successful social or political movement has to maintain its pur-
chase on centers of power, which in the United States are in Washington, D.C.,
and to lobby and promote its views whether in or out of power. The establish-
ment of an activist socially conservative cadre in Washington, keeping an eye
on issues of importance to religious and social conservatives was an important
step in the 1970s. Conservative think tanks and foundations were created that
produced opinion pieces for the press and supplied the conservative pundits
for television. A small army of lobbyists was supported, who would keep their
interests before the Congress and the executive branch. And from the upper
levels of these groups come persons who are available to take posts in the
federal government when persons whose causes they supported were returned
to office.

This is how successful social movements work in the United States, what-
ever their goals (Zald and McCarthy, 1987; McAdam et al., 1996). Not only do
they work at the grass roots with like-minded constituents: they also build
organizations, fund them, and staff them; raise money; lobby politicians; watch
the media and read the Federal Register; and find niches from which to pro-
mote their goals. The religious Right is now an important influence on the
Republican Party, and while it is not the only influence, its partisans are ca-
pable of expending the movement’s resources in money, votes, and demonstra-
tions to indicate when they are unhappy with national policies that seem to go
against their wishes. Given the positions of the religious Right on issues of
gender, sexuality, and reproduction it is not unexpected that at the moment a
conservative trend in these matters is in place. How directly influential this
trend will be in various aspects of sexual life is actually unclear, but it is clear
that when its adherents are in power they will seek to influence the expenditure
of resources to support their goals.

What has changed from the past is that the sexual views espoused by the
religious Right are now embodied in an identifiable social movement, rather
than being sexual views that were so taken for granted and widely held that
they could be thought of as the dominant view of sexuality in the United States.
In the past the religious Right’s vision of proper sexuality was like the flag,
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motherhood, and apple pie; it was the American view of legitimate sexuality.
Now the fundamentalists’ view of the good sexual life (or of the nonsinful
sexual life) is the view of a minority, contested and confronted by those with
other views. The moral high ground is no longer the sole property of tradition-
alists, but is now shared by the secularists and the advocates of human rights.
This means that each sexual script, practice, and actor can become the center of
a political struggle. This very transformation in the politics of sexuality is the
framework for changes in sexual life in the United States.

Sexual Movements, Sexual Scripts, and Sexual Practices

The struggle between the religious Right and other social conservatives and
more secular groups and movements about what is sexually appropriate in
contemporary society in the United States (and most recently in the rest of the
world) is constant and is waged on many fronts. Sex education, gay and lesbian
rights, availability of contraception and condoms to young people, sexual
content of the media, the legitimacy of sex research, as well the reproductive
rights of women are only some of the issues on which religious conservatives
and more secular groups engage. These struggles are now joined in the public
arena. They are reported in the media, legal cases are brought, legislators are
lobbied, administrative rules are contested, and everyday sexuality-related prac-
tices in health care and policing are occasions for debate and change. Sexuality
is now an arena of public contest between relative equals in strategy and skills,
if not in economic resources. In this public arena of contests over sexuality
(particularly in the areas of sex education, censorship, and gay rights) and
reproduction the confrontations are often between adversaries who are person-
ally well known to each other. The content of the arguments pro and con on any
specific issue are rarely novel, though the sites of struggle may change over
time. It is important to note that no decision by the courts, by the legislature, or
by administrative agencies is treated as final by these movements. As I write
this afterword, the Supreme Court changed its mind on the issue of sodomy by
a vote of six to three, reversing a decision made seventeen years ago. The gay
and lesbian movement had won in the courts, and representatives of the reli-
gious Right immediately argued that the door had been opened for gay mar-
riage and national moral collapse. At the same moment religious conservatives
had extended their influence at United Nations conferences that create interna-
tional agreements about sexual issues as well as women’s reproductive rights.
Such struggles can only be conducted by movement professionals who have
media and organizational skills that can be directed toward the right political
targets. Such professionals require a constant base of grass roots support in
terms of funds, votes and public protests.

This change of the location of sexual struggle is an important measure of the
transformation of sexual life in the United States. Prior to the 1960s sexual
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reform was usually in the hands of “expert” secular groups who were in opposi-
tion to what was thought to be the sexual conservatism of the vast majority in
the society. The struggles over sexual matters in the last thirty years have en-
gaged liberal and conservative social movements that depend on mass social
support and oppose each other as relative equals in the political arenas of the
society. The Christian Right and sexual conservatives, despite their protesta-
tions, no longer represent the unassailable center of opinion on sexual matters.
Now they are only one of the contenders in an explicit social struggle over
sexual matters. In the Leninist language of state economic policy, no one con-
trols the “commanding heights” of sexual values in the United States.

At the same time it is not always clear whether the struggle over sexual
“values” between contending social movements has much direct effect on the
daily sexual scripts and practices of groups and individuals in the society. The
recent decision of the Supreme Court to reverse its earlier decision that affirmed
the rights of states to forbid “sodomy” surely will not directly increase the
amount of oral or anal sex among the population of the United States, regard-
less of which gender individuals prefer as sexual partners. The change is the
equivalent of removing a “legal landmine” on which individuals might step as
they go about their sexual lives. Many laws proscribing various sexual prac-
tices have lain dormant for years and only appear as a legitimation of intrusions
in the lives of individuals for reasons other than the sexual. Thus in an attempt
to reduce premarital sex and pregnancies judges and prosecutors may charge a
young man with statutory rape if the young woman he impregnates is under
whatever age of consent for man-woman sex that jurisdiction may have (Levine,
2002). The rape charges are removed if the couple marries, which is thought to
remove the young woman and her child from the welfare roles. The law in this
and other cases, whatever its ostensible purposes, becomes an intermittent oc-
casion for the enforcement of local values.

What the victories and defeats in the struggle between sexual social move-
ments often do is to change the larger social context in which sexual practices
take place and in which sexual scripts are enacted. By restricting the intrusions
of the state in the sexual lives of individuals the Supreme Court has changed
the climate in which gay men and lesbians enact their lives. Sexual practices in
private are no longer matters in which the state has an interest. This increases
equality between man-woman and man-man and woman-woman sex, and makes
sexual practices less relevant as a basis for other social judgments. It probably
does not have an immediate effect on the ease with which persons perform oral
or anal sex for the first time or with a new partner. However, by protecting a
private zone for such practices it may make them more “thinkable” to persons
in sexual partnerships. It may also decrease the degree of “otherness” felt by
gay men and lesbians (as well as those who are sexually more experimental
among those having woman-man sex). It may also be an entering wedge in the
larger set of discussions about the extension of the institution of marriage (with
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all of its legal rights and obligations) to same gender couples. To the degree
that “being married” as the stage for a certain kind of woman-man sexual and
affectional life (including sexual and emotional fidelity) is extended to man-
man and woman-woman sexual and affectional lives, sexual scripts will be
modified. “Being married” implies “getting divorced,” child support, division
of property, all of which will serve to regularize gay and lesbian relationships in
reference to the state.

The struggle over what is sexually appropriate in the society, however, and
the gains and losses that a movement experiences in the short run, have only an
indirect influence on everyday sexual practices and scripts. It is not that such
political struggles are not important, but that they do not have an instanta-
neous influence on interpersonal sexual conduct or on intrapsychic scripts.
The influence of policy changes resulting from that social movement’s struggles
on the personal lives of groups and individuals is often slow and complex.
Whether condoms are available in high school health clinics (a matter over
which there is often conflict) has little to do with the prevalence of intercourse
among students. Condom use must be integrated into the sexual scripts for
youthful intercourse and become consonant with the self-conceptions of the
young people as sexual actors. What kind of person uses a condom, in which
kinds of relationships, and how the topic is introduced into the sexual situation
as it evolves for the actors are not predictable from the presence of condoms on
the shelf in the clinic or the pharmacy. At the same time the availability of the
condom can have an influence. When condoms are in the school environment
their use becomes a potential topic of boy-boy and girl-girl conversations. As a
subject of talk there is a greater plausibility for its appearance in concrete sexual
situations. Girls may insist on its use, and the possession of a condom by girls is
a signal of an attempt to have greater control over the sexual situation and its
consequences. These changes in sexual scripts are incremental at the collective
level, no matter how dramatic they may seem to the individuals involved.

The fact that changes in individual conduct are modest and slow after a
change in sexual social policy does not reduce the importance of the activities
of movements themselves. The movements, both those that are resisting sexual
change and those that are promoting it, are engaged in a debate that centers on
the importance of sexual life itself. Both agree that sex is a significant aspect of
social life and both are promoting, at least partially, a vision of the good sexual
life. The debate, no matter how exploitatively represented in the mass media
either as news or entertainment, is front and center in the experiences of many
audiences. In this encounter the secular liberals have an advantage, since his-
torically one of the mechanisms that supported the sexual values of religious
conservatives was a lack of public discussion of sexuality. The constant repre-
sentation of sexual issues in the media makes sex more important. While one
might complain that many people do not know the appropriate sexual facts or
have the appropriate sexual attitudes, it would be hard to deny that they are
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constantly exposed to information and entertainment about sexual life. Absti-
nence education means that there must be a discussion of abstinence from
what. Once the what is named, the terrain of sexual life is changed. Once there
is discussion, there is the occasion for counterdiscussion.

Nearly any sexuality-related issue can become a matter of contention, though
not all of these matters of contention become occasions for movement-level
conflicts. Thus the fact that many hotel chains in the United States offer erotic
movies for a fee on the in-room television set has become a matter of concern to
some conservative religious groups. These conservative groups have lobbied
the hotel chains and have publicized the existence of the erotic movies and
have recommended that their members and supporters boycott the hotel chains.
While such confrontations between these pressure groups and corporations
often receive media attention and exercise the pressure groups’ constituencies
(and may raise funds), the confrontations rarely result in the change of conduct
of the hotel chains. Similarly when the Disney Corporation, which operates
various theme parks, offered health care to the partners of their gay employees
and produced in their film division a number of films with sexual themes, there
was a conservative outcry and calls for boycotts of Disney theme parks and
movies, but the corporation did not change its policies or its production sched-
ule. Even those who protested these sexuality-related practices (as well as oth-
ers) understand that they are unlikely to effect a change in policy, since the
corporations have already calculated both the economic and reputational costs
and benefits before they institute any sex-related policies. Similarly, when other
corporations make what appear to be conservative decisions (such as the re-
moval of sexually explicit magazines or videos from their shelves), they have
made a calculation about profit and loss before the actual policy decision. All
such decisions, conservative or liberal, result in media attention and in some
cases may provoke a counterresponse and threats, but the effects on corporate
policy are usually modest.

The big-ticket issues that have engaged the sexuality-related social move-
ments (and the smaller pressure groups that fit under their umbrella) were (and
are) women'’s reproductive rights (primarily abortion), sex education, the sexual
content of the mass media, the sexual protection of children, gay rights and gay
marriage, the sexual conduct of young people, and what is viewed as the gen-
eral decay of the family institution. The emergence of the HIV/AIDS epidemic
in the early 1980s provided a new arena for conflict about sexuality, but pro-
duced little new substantive argumentation. The existence of HIV/AIDS was a
further opportunity for the religious conservatives to decry moral decline, sexual
promiscuity among the young, the homosexual agenda, gay rights and gay
marriage, the traffic in women and girls, the provision of condoms, and sex
education. There was little news in this. The response of the secular groups was
also familiar, but with the new support of those who were engaged in any
fashion in dealing with the epidemic.
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The struggles between social movements and their affiliated supporters,
both individuals and collectivities, over the proper sexual life only sometimes
directly affect the daily sexual lives of people in the society. Conflicts between
organizations in their attempts to modify national or local social policy are
often recorded in the news media, but there is often little evidence that changes
in policies dramatically change the sexual conduct of individuals. In some
cases where conflict results in changes in service provision (e.g., condoms are
or are not available in the high school, abortions are hard to come by in a given
locality), there may be modest effects on sexuality, but such effects are rarely
measured. Perhaps the strongest effects occur when an important medical ser-
vice is denied on moral grounds: e.g. prescription drugs are not provided, or
harm reduction programs are not funded. Once a policy is legislated or an
appropriation made in the area of sexuality, little effort is made to find out
whether it actually worked in the manner expected or whether it had perverse
outcomes. Evaluation is rarely a tool respected in domains of sexual struggle.'

The HIV/AIDS Epidemic in the United States

The HIV/AIDS epidemic first came to public notice in the United States in
1981. It was an entirely unpredicted event and in the opening period, approxi-
mately from 1981 to 1987, there was an extraordinary level of confusion about
the cause of the disease, its natural history and the modes of transmission. (See
the Scientific American for October 1988 for an accessible report about what
was then believed about the biology of the disease. Other useful contemporary
reports are United States Public Health Service, 1987; Institute of Medicine,
1986, 1988; and Turner et al., 1989). It is difficult thirty years later, when the
disease is better understood and the mechanisms for dealing with it are more
routine (even if not always successful), to capture adequately the denial, the
fears, and the relative chaos of the first responses to the epidemic. It was only
some years after 1981 that it was understood that the disease was caused by a
particular virus that was primarily transmitted through an exchange of bodily
fluids (most commonly blood or semen) from an infected to an uninfected
person. The virus causes a decline in the effectiveness of the immune system
and most persons who died (and who will die in the future) did so from oppor-
tunistic infections that are lethal only when the immune system is in a state of
relative collapse. Contemporary treatments for the effects of the virus are either
directed at the ability of the virus to weaken the immune system or at combat-
ing the opportunistic infections that result from the weakened immune system.
While it has been long recognized that the HIV (the human immunodeficiency
virus) is the cause of the disease, there are still those who doubt this connection.
(See Epstein, 1996, for an early history of these doubts, and for the current
status of the doubts, see the website http://www.virusmyth.net/aids.) At the
same time, attempts to develop a vaccine for the virus—either one that boosts
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the immune system of those infected or prevents the infection of the uninfected—
have to date not succeeded. As each year passes the date when a marginally
successful vaccine will be available is usually estimated to be ten years away.
(For the positive news on vaccine development for HIV see http://www.hvtn.org.)

In the opening phase of the epidemic the first persons who were identified as
infected were young, otherwise healthy gay men, in New York, Los Angeles,
and San Francisco. To some investigators the disease appeared to be infectious,
transmitted from one person to another, perhaps by sexual means. Early inter-
views with the infected men suggested that they had many men sexual partners
and that they were often involved in a sexual life style that included drug-
taking as well as histories of infections with other sexually transmitted dis-
eases. This connection between “homosexual” persons and the disease led
immediately to the speculation that this new disease was restricted to gay men:
it was a gay disease (the label GRID, gay-related infectious disease, was nearly
immediately coined). Because of this connection between a stigmatized sexual
life style and disease, an easy connection was drawn between infection and
sexual immorality by those who were opposed to “homosexuality.” It was freely
argued by religious fundamentalists that this new disease was God’s punish-
ment for sexual sin.

Unfortunately for these speculations by those who believed that they had
direct access to God’s intentions, new and different groups of persons were
identified who showed the same symptoms of immune system decline, oppor-
tunistic infections, and death. The same pattern of disease was found among
injection drug users (both women and men) and then among those who had
received blood transfusions and those who routinely received blood products
for the treatment of chronic blood disorders (e.g., hemophilia.)."* These persons
were both adults and children among transfusees and among hemophiliacs of
all ages. However the identification of these cases also confused the explana-
tory situation: it was clear that in many of the cases the mechanism of transmis-
sion was not sexual. Only after some time was the common infection agent
transmitted by the exchange of bodily fluids identified.

These three groups of persons as well as the female sex partners of syringe
drug users and their children have come to characterize the important popula-
tions who were affected by the epidemic in the United States and Western
Europe, with somewhat different proportions of each in different countries. (For
instance, the proportion of injection drug users in France was four times that of
England and in Australia the number of injection drug users who were infected
was vanishingly small. These differences can largely be attributed to national
policies about the supply of clean injection equipment.) When first observed,
the epidemic outside of the United States was concentrated in sub-Saharan
Africa and the Caribbean (particularly Haiti), where infections appeared to be
transmitted by sexual intercourse (vaginal and anal) from men to women and
(less frequently) women to men as well as through the use of contaminated
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needles in the course of medical treatment by both hospitals and native prac-
titioners. These different patterns of infection created great concern, and the
evidence that there was transmission through sex between women and men
made those in the West seriously worried about the epidemic spreading from
the original groups who were infected and becoming a disease of the general
population.

Fears provoked by the epidemic resulted in the publication of a wide variety
of sex-related content in the print and electronic media. Sexual practices such
as “homosexuality,” bisexuality, the prostitution of women, “heterosexuality,”
and sexual techniques such as anal, oral, and penile-vaginal sex became staples
of news and other reporting. In part this was an attempt by some elements of the
media to deal with the actual information gap that existed about the disease, its
modes of transmission, the social characteristics of those infected, the means of
prevention of further infection, and the steady accumulation of scientific dis-
coveries about the disease. Another part was the creation of a media representa-
tion of the “story” or “grand narrative” of the epidemic—a narrative that in-
cluded human interest stories about AIDS victims or sufferers, their relatives,
friends or intimates who behaved well or badly, the heroic researchers and
social workers and others who were in the fight against the “diabolical virus”
(Gagnon, 1994). An essential element in this narrative construction was the
constant reiteration of stories about the conflict between those for whom the
AIDS epidemic was a matter of morals and those for whom it was a matter of
health and illness. (For various narrative visions, see Shilts, 1987; Patton, 1990;
and Crimp, 2002.)

The epidemic in the United States put at the center of the society the issues
of sexuality that were already in the process of being fought over in the schools
and the mass media (and to a lesser extent in the churches and other institu-
tions) for a decade prior to the epidemic. The religious fundamentalists saw the
epidemic as a failure of moral standards among those who were infected either
through sex or drug use (this excluded those “innocently” infected through
blood products and transfusions). The more secular saw the epidemic as a health
problem in which all persons who were infected were deserving of all appropri-
ate care (medical and social). The other task of dealing with the epidemic, the
prevention of further infection, should be in their view undertaken though
culturally appropriate health and sex education and the promotion of safer sex,
but not the elimination of all sexual conduct outside man-woman marriage. '

While those preferring a “health approach” to preventing the transmission
of HIV/AIDS wished to expand programs of school-based sex education for
young people of all ages and to provide relatively uncomplicated access to
condoms for youth who were planning to have sex, it was exactly these provi-
sions that provoked the ire of conservative religious groups. Once again the
conservatives argued that sex education was the responsibility of parents—this
was before abstinence-only sex education programs had been funded and be-
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came sources of economic support for conservative groups—and that condoms
both were ineffective and provided a temptation for young people to have
intercourse. The only safe form of AIDS prevention was sexual abstinence,
which would also prevent unwanted pregnancies and other sexually transmit-
ted diseases. In addition the conservatives were particularly vehement about
the provision of information about homosexuality, particularly any informa-
tion that might make young people think homosexuality was not morally wrong
and sinful. Books that promoted understanding and tolerance of gay or lesbian
life style or parenting were particularly the target of the Right. Any materials
that seemed to “promote homosexuality,” including survey research studies on
the general population that attempted to find out the numbers of gay men and
lesbians, were suspect as promoting the “homosexual agenda.”

This conflict between moralists and secularists has been constant through-
out the entire period of the epidemic and the ability of one side or the other to
influence policy has often depended on whether there was a Republican or
Democratic majority in the Houses of Congress or which party controlled the
presidency. At the same time, given the tendency of both political parties to
govern mostly from the middle, many policy compromises have been made,
compromises that constitute the incoherent and conflicted AIDS policy that
now exists in the United States. Conflicts over HIV/AIDS polices, practices,
and personnel are a form of guerilla warfare in which the individuals, groups, or
movements supporting one or the other policy make attempts to advance their
position or to defeat the sexual policies of the other. Conservatives attempt to
undermine the use of the condom to prevent AIDS by having “set up” congres-
sional hearings, having administratively inserted false information about con-
dom failure on the websites of government health agencies, or having pro-
moted abstinence-only programs as an alternative. Those with health agendas
defend condom effectiveness, hold NIH consensus meetings on the effective-
ness of sex education, publish reports that argue that the sex-educated young
are not more likely to have sex than the sexually uninformed young, and criti-
cize attempts to insert false information about the sequelae of abortion. Each
little advance or retreat, victory or defeat costs time and money for each side,
but also serves to energize them.

The most recent stage of the epidemic in the United States beginning in the
mid to late 1990s has been marked by the development of antiretroviral drugs,
which in various combinations (or “cocktails”) have been able to slow the
course of HIV disease. The drugs are expensive and often lose their effective-
ness after a period of use, but their use has managed to change what was an
acute and nearly always fatal disease to a medically manageable chronic dis-
ease. Chronicity is, of course, a matter of definition, and the argument may be
made that when physicians have a way forestalling mortality even a short time
they will define a disease as chronic; however, in this case many persons who
were very ill have had their lives extended, and many have continued to live
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productive lives. Access to the drugs has been uneven with middle-class per-
sons, often gay men, more often being treated, while members of minorities and
drug users have often remained untreated. There is, however, at the present time
in the United States a working medical regimen capable of making HIV/AIDS
into a manageable disease, at least for some period of time. AIDS and human
rights activists are now campaigning to make such treatments widely available
to populations around the world, which has stimulated another complex debate
about patient rights, the costs of drug research, the costs of drugs to the very
poor, the ability of the infected in less developed countries to adhere to com-
plex drug regimens, and other associated issues.

The transformation of HIV/AIDS in the United States into a “chronic” treat-
able disease has resulted in an increased perception of it as a “normal” disease.
This has had a number of results. One is the decline of direct action or populist
HIV/AIDS activism such as the demonstrations and street theater promoted by
groups such as ACTup. In the late 1980s direct action by those infected with
what was then a lethal virus was coordinated with more conventional pressure
groups and lobbying. Evidence for the “normalization” of HIV/AIDS is that the
former has been replaced by an articulated and reasonably funded form of the
latter. HIV/AIDS, like other “normal” diseases (e.g., cancer, heart disease, men-
tal illness, or Alzheimer’s), is now “represented” by its own professional lobby-
ing cadre (with web sites, national and local affiliates, fund raisers, celebrity
sufferers, constituencies of rank and file sufferers and their families and friends)
in Washington, D.C., or in state capitals.'® Normalization through treatment
capability also appears to have resulted in a decline in the fear of HIV/AIDS
infection, and there have even been media reports of individuals deliberately
exposing themselves to infection.

Another contributing factor to the “normalization” of the epidemic has been
the decline of the incidence of new infections, particularly among white middle-
class gay men who made up the majority of the activists in the early stages of
the epidemic. At the present time the majority of persons who are being newly
infected with the virus in the United States are men who have sex with men
(more and more of whom are African American and Hispanic), minority shared-
needle drug users and their sex partners. The view that HIV/AIDS would be-
come a disease of minority and poor populations was predicted early in the
epidemic, perhaps as early as 1987 (Jonsen and Stryker, 1993). The changing
composition of the population newly infected in contrast with the past in-
cludes a substantial decline in the number of HIV-infected newborns and those
infected though contaminated blood products and transfusions. In contrast to
those infected by sex or drugs innocent AIDS babies always attracted media
attention, research, and treatment dollars that exceeded their small numbers. As
a result of advances in treatment mother-newborn infections are now rare and
new policies of required testing of pregnant women are in place (a policy re-
sisted on privacy grounds in the past.) Finally the absolute numbers of persons
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estimated to be newly infected each year (the incidence of infections) is far
lower now than in the past. The stability of the number for the last few years
(40,000 new cases per year since the middle 1990s) suggests that in the United
States HIV/AIDS may now be an endemic rather than an epidemic disease.

The impact of the HIV/AIDS epidemic on sexual learning and levels of
sexual knowledge in the United States has probably been largely restricted to
the direct influence of the mass media and its secondary influence on informal
and personal discussions of the epidemic. There was from the beginning of the
epidemic strong resistance from both the executive and congressional branches
of government to dealing with the epidemic itself (this was the period of the
first Reagan administration.) Its association with homosexuality and drug use
made it problematic for political actors, a portion of whose base was among
fundamentalist and conservative Christians, to deal directly with the epidemic.
These groups were opposed to any policies that would legitimate homosexual-
ity (or indeed, any form of sex outside marriage) and continue to oppose any
policies today that seem to deviate from their readings of the scripts for sexual-
ity that can be extracted from the Christian and Hebrew Bibles.

On the other hand, many of the prevention programs and the research on
prevention programs that were supported by the health minded, inside the
government and outside, were probably ineffective (except in the promotion of
the careers of those involved in the research or prevention activities). Many (if
not most) “top-down” interventions promoted by academics and the federal
agencies (the National Institutes of Health and the Centers for Disease Con-
trol) had only modest effects even on the selected populations on which they
were tried, and many were entirely misguided. The issue was and is that the
interventions rarely extended into the actual situations where sexual choices
were being made. Indeed the changes in sexual conduct at the individual level
that reduced transmission in various communities were often being under-
taken by individuals and groups for reasons unrelated to planned AIDS pre-
vention interventions. For example, in the opening stages of the epidemic,
rates of rectal gonorrhea were declining among gay men in San Francisco and
Denver before any attempts were made to change behavior “professionally” or
scientifically. It is likely that many gay men were responding to the unex-
plained deaths from HIV/AIDS prior to their identification as AIDS cases, or
were responding to the unpleasant consequences of other STDs. Even more
distant effects on reduction in transmission-related sexual conduct were that
the absolute numbers of persons involved in the sexual world most subject to
infection were likely to be declining as a result of the aging of the populations
or other selection effects such as entering into exclusive sexual partnership
with an uninfected partner.

The point is that the organizational and ideological conflict over sexual
(and other social) standards and AIDS prevention has probably been only weakly
related to the actual sex lives of individuals in the society (even those infected
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with the virus.) The evidence is that there has been change in the sexual lives of
gay men primarily in the area of increased condom use and declines in unpro-
tected anal intercourse. More important have been the changes in the social
organization of the gay community in the process of dealing with the epidemic.
The creation of community-based organizations, the display of community
solidarity in the face of the original lethality of the disease, the courage of those
facing death, the increased “openness” of gay men in general and those with
AIDS in particular, and the political activism of those with AIDS not only
affected transmission of the virus, but changed the image of gay men in the
society. In addition the epidemic gave the gay and lesbian community an in-
creased basis for mutual social support. These changes increased positive me-
dia attention given to those living with AIDS as well as to gay men in general.
No longer depicted as consumerist and sex-obsessed hedonists, gay men were
depicted as brave sufferers who were increasingly accepted by their parents and
relatives; more and more public attention was also given to men living in long-
term relationships, including relationships with their own and adopted chil-
dren. Gay men and lesbians were looking, at least in the mind of America, more
and more “normal.”

There is little evidence in the United States that the AIDS epidemic has
affected the sexual lives of most young people or persons in woman-man sexual
relations at any other stage of the life course. In part this is due to the structure
of woman-man relations in the United States. All national surveys of sexuality
in the United States show that (1) in general most persons having woman-man
sex in the United States do not have many sexual partners, and most often these
are sequential rather than overlapping; (2) that they do not have frequent sexual
relations with their regular partners; and (3) anal sex (the most efficient mode of
sexual transmission) while present, is not frequent or common (Laumann et al.,
1994.) In addition, important cofactors to infection, particularly other sexually
transmitted diseases, are not epidemic in the population. Such sexual and geni-
tal health regimes are not the seedbed for a wildfire epidemic among “hetero-
sexuals.” Even among other groups who are given sexualized identities or who
have sexually active lives, e.g., bisexual men and their women partners, com-
mercial sex workers, and some transgendered persons who are active in sex
work, transmission is infrequent. It is clear that man-woman transmission of the
virus is possible, but at the present time in the United States HIV/AIDS is
increasingly a disease of men who have sex with men who are members of
social minorities and those who have sexual partners who use syringe-injected
drugs or those who use such drugs themselves. There are man-to-woman and
(less often) woman-to-man transmissions through vaginal intercourse, but the
details of these transmissions and the cofactors that might also be present are
poorly researched. (Indeed, the questions about mode of transmission on the
major Centers for Disease Control instrument used by local health departments
seem designed to obscure rather than clarify the source of infection.) While the
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biology of the epidemic is reasonably well understood, its social organization
in the United States, which is the key to successful prevention, remains opaque.

The Future of Sexuality in a Globalizing World

If the future of sexuality and gender in the United States is complex and
unpredictable, so much more is their future on the world stage. The contempo-
rary movement toward economic globalization, that is, the drawing together of
all of the nation-states and the cultural formations that exist within them, into
a worldwide economic division of labor, seems at first far distant from the
sexual scripts and sexual practices of the people who make up the populations
of these nations. However, the coordination of trade practices and policies on a
worldwide basis involves far more than the exchange of goods in a hermeti-
cally sealed economic space. There are no purely economic relationships, ex-
cept in textbooks of economics. All economic relations are embedded in larger
networks of organizations (themselves composed of a complex set of indi-
vidual social relationships) that make the exchange of goods and money pos-
sible. As the terms and conditions of economic relations are set or change there
are effects that reverberate differentially and unpredictably throughout the en-
tire web of social and cultural relations surrounding the economic transactions.
There can be no “economic globalization” without impacts on the social and
cultural lives (here including the sexual lives) of the individuals who are mem-
bers of the trading units. The evidence for this assertion is twofold: the first is
the history of colonialism and imperialism, which are the antecedents of glo-
balization; the second, the well-demonstrated need of economic relations to be
embedded in predictable social relationships (Polanyi, 1944/1957).

The long period of colonial and imperial expansion of a changing cast of
Western nations (latterly including Japan and Russia) between the sixteenth
and twentieth centuries produced large changes in the sexual lives of the peoples
who were first colonized and later inducted into subaltern status in the political
and trading empires of the nineteenth century (Chirot, 1986.). It is clear that
outward colonial expansion in the search for resources and markets was not
always a benefit to the colonizers (much less to those colonized) and that
most economic growth was often internal to and between the great powers.
But the imperial project had other attractions than the bottom line (Ferguson,
2003). Among the attractions were the opportunity to civilize the natives, to
bear the white man’s (and woman’s) burden, to seek and find adventure, to
spread the true faith, to forge a new self on a strange stage, to have sex with
the natives, to threaten and dominate others, to gain the fame of discovery or
conquest, and, in general, to participate in the higher purposes and glory of
the “empire.” All these were the extra added attractions to individuals and
governments, attractions that were often more important than the economic
payoffs.
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Changes in sexual lives of the colonized were sometimes caused by direct
intervention or co-optation of indigenous practices, while at other times the
effects of colonization on sexuality were more distant and subtle. Although the
effects varied in different places and cultures, and separate colonial powers
conducted themselves differently, what is clear is that the sexual cultures of
colonized peoples were changed by their contacts with the colonizers.!” Even
acts of resistance to these multifactorial processes of colonialism ineluctably
brought cultural change (e.g., local men’s resistance to changes in the status of
“their” women by outside influences often made the indigenous treatment of
women more protective). After World War II (1946) these colonial and imperial
political regimes often ended violently, a process that often was exacerbated
during the Cold War period, when the United States and USSR were in a struggle
for world hegemony (Boot, 2002). This forty-year process of decolonization
and state building has not been an easy one nor has it always succeeded; colo-
nialism has reappeared in new guises and new states have often failed.

The HIV/AIDS epidemic was recognized just at the end of the Cold War
period (1981). It was clear from the beginning that the epidemic was multina-
tional (there were cases recognized in the United States, Haiti, West and East
Sub-Saharan Africa, and Europe) and had the potential to be global in its im-
port. This global threat clearly was the business of the functioning interna-
tional network of organizations concerned with population, health, and devel-
opment that had been evolving rapidly since the end of World War II (though it
has much earlier origins). This international organizational network included
various agencies of the United Nations (particularly the World Health Organi-
zation); “foreign aid” organizations funded by richer nation states (e.g., the
United States Agency for International Development); private foundations (e.g.,
the Ford Foundation); and scientific and academic groups (e.g., the Population
Council) dedicated to “development” of poorer nations, which were often former
political or trading colonies. This international network, which existed prior to
the epidemic and had already set in place and supported interventionist pro-
grams in maternal health, infectious diseases control, family planning, and
population control, was the logical set of organizations through which infor-
mation, resources, and people began to be organized to deal with this new and
poorly understood disease.'® After a faltering start in the 1980s, these interna-
tional agencies were joined by what is now a nearly innumerable body of
individuals and organizations who make up what might called “International
AIDS, Inc.” In a variety of ways this vast and heterogeneous collection may be
thought of as one more agency in the globalization process. While often re-
spectful of cultural difference and the sexual and gender scripts of societies
where HIV/AIDS is prevalent, “International AIDS, Inc.” is largely funded and
managed by its Western agencies. (Most organizations in the poorer countries
are funded by Westerners and their upper-level staff usually speak the language
of the donor country or countries.) Western medical practices and Western stan-
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dards of public health, disease prevention and health care management usually
predominate. It is a classic top-down or center-to-periphery program of illness
prevention and health improvement with the protocols written in Atlanta, Wash-
ington, Paris, or Geneva and the programs enacted “on the ground” (Scott, 1998).
These international responses to HIV/AIDS have facilitated the international
export of the sexual ideologies, scripts, and practices of Western Europe and the
United States into the other nations and cultures in the world as part of interven-
tions with the ostensible goal of disease prevention and health promotion.

Despite the fact that the lead international agencies that first responded to
the HIV/AIDS epidemic were self-consciously secular institutions with a con-
cern for scientific evidence, public health, and human rights, it was inevitable
that over thirty years the epidemic and the ways of responding to it would
become embedded in issues of national and international politics, morality,
ideology, and economics rather than remain a pure exercise in medical science
and public health. The response to most epidemics (perhaps to most crisis events
that disturb the normal state of affairs), regardless of their causes is often framed in
political and moral terms. In addition epidemics (like all social crises) attract
political, moral, ideological, and economic entrepreneurs for whom the epidemic
is an opportunity to advance (on the national or international stage) either their
own careers, their causes, or the commercial, political, strategic, or scientific
enterprises they wish to promote. Public health policies are now made and bio-
medical and social research on HIV/AIDS in the international arena is now
conducted in the contexts of moral, religious, and political argument.

Because of the economic, political, military, and scientific research impor-
tance of the United States in the global environment the intranational moral
and political conflicts about HIV/AIDS that have characterized the United States
have now shifted to the international scene. The substantive arguments about
sexuality made in the national arena by religious conservatives remain the
same in international contexts, and those who oppose them make the usual
arguments. At the present time fundamentalist Christians who are opposed to
abortion, to condoms, and to any sex education in the United States except that
recommending sexual abstinence have taken their argument to the Congress to
influence the prevention practices of international AIDS programs (i.e., mem-
bers of Congress who share these religious views about sex or who are in search
of votes or economic donations insert substantive or funding limitations on
what international programs may do). On the other side, those with secular
health agendas who emphasize disease prevention without massive changes in
local sexual practices in other societies, and who support programs of gender
equality and sexual rights, have been opposing such limitations on the AIDS
prevention programs in other countries. The exporting of the intranational
conflict in the United States about sexual standards is an instance of the ways in
which globalization proceeds; in this case, it is the globalization of sexual (and
gender) standards in the context of disease prevention.
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The future course of the HIV/AIDS epidemics is uncertain. The unpredictability
of scientific advance, political will in each country, political elections in the
United States, the rates of mutation of the virus, the robustness of the world
economy, and other exogenous factors that will affect the course of the epidem-
ics, means that no one can be certain of how the epidemics will play out. At the
same time we may be certain that the attempts to intervene socially to prevent
further transmissions or to treat those who are currently infected will change the
cultural situation of the genders and of sexuality in all countries of the world. On
one side are sexual and gender conservatives and traditionalists who see in HIV/
AIDS a moral issue that can be dealt with by a return to largely Christian religious
ways of life; on the other are those whose ideologies have to do with health
(including sexual health), individual choice in sexual and reproductive mat-
ters, gender equality, and human rights. The struggle between religious and
secular groups, a struggle that swirls around the epidemic, cannot but produce
changes in gender and sexual scripts in populations and cultures where the
disease is epidemic.

What is the future of sexuality in such a world? Its future is as obscure as that
of the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Traditionalist activists prefer similar sexual and
gender standards based on dogmatic religious texts (e.g., the Christian and
Hebrew Bibles or the Koran). These religious sects have constituencies in many
cultures (constituencies that are often the product of various historical colonial
incursions). However, they are divided into sectarian groups who compete for
members and view each other with suspicion on theological grounds—divi-
sions that blunt their combined efficacy.!” Secular activists are more united in
their sexuality and gender programs—they share a program of gender equality
and universal human rights (which includes and sometimes emphasizes sexual
rights.) These rights include that women should be able to control their own
bodies and have the same life opportunities as men, that sexual relations be-
tween and within the genders, among the young and sexual minorities, should
be protected. And that everyone should have access to information about sexu-
ality and gender on the basis of which they can make their own decisions about
how to conduct their lives.?! Such a program does not have the vigorous, proac-
tive support of large segments of the populations of many cultures that have
quite different gender and sexual standards, scripts, and practices. As a conse-
quence, secular groups interested in sexual health, sexual citizenship, sexual
rights, and gender equality appear at the moment to have a more coherent
ideological program, but not to have as large or as politically active a constitu-
ency as conservative groups. What is certain is that neither the religious conser-
vatives nor the secularists are going to leave the field of sexuality to the other.

The future of sexuality (and gender) remains open; the conversation and the
struggle that it has produced will continue. To vary the last words of the first
edition of Sexual Conduct: the sexual future will be better for some and worse
for others. The problem will be knowing which will be which.
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Notes

An inverse of this strategy was suggested by the humorist Harry Golden. He once
remarked that if a man wanted to check into a hotel with a woman other than his wife
in any of the states in the southeastern portion of the United States in the pre-civil
rights era, he should register under a name that would be interpreted as Jewish,
perhaps Mr. and Mrs. Finkelstein, or Mr. and Mrs. Cohen. No Christian, white
hotel clerk in “the sunny south land” (as H. L. Mencken described it) could conceive
that a person would pretend to be a Jew in any circumstances and therefore would
assume that the couple were husband and wife.

In part the decline and fall of the small town was an economic and demographic
process in which many small towns became ghost towns as a result of rural-to-
urban migration and the rise of industrialized agriculture. The process continues to
the present time with the rise of the rural mall built at new centers of transportation,
which ruins the main street merchant; the consolidated school district, which re-
places the local school; and the continued outmigration of the young to more urban
places. In the nineteenth century such Darwinian struggles between towns were
characterized by the differential location of railroad lines in one town or another. The
town that won the railroad line survived, the other usually died (Simon and Gagnon,
1966.)

For those interested in learning more about how this process of interest group
politics works in the federal arena, see Laumann and Knoke (1987).

A context of quietly threatened or potential violence is much harder to measure in
research studies than are specifically violent events or threats. The question in
surveys that ask a woman whether or not she has ever been threatened with being
struck or has been struck by her sexual/affectional partner is relatively precise
(Straus and Gelles, 1995), but the “climate of threat and fear” in a household that can
be provoked by a man’s fits of what appear to be undirected and uncontrolled rage
and frustration (hitting the wall, shouting while driving, cursing, drinking to excess,
etc.) is harder to assess. Such displays of aggression contain within them implicit
threats to all of those around him: if a man does this to the wall, what might he do to
me or the children? The angry man, even if he does not strike a blow or make a
threat, is attempting to get his way. How much sexual compliance on the part of
women is a consequence of these implicit threats is unknown, but there is probably
a reasonable proportion of man-woman sex that is a result of the management of
men’s anger by women.

Antiabortion or antichoice attitudes are not only held by fundamentalist Christians.
There are those who have otherwise generally liberal attitudes toward sexuality,
who oppose abortion under various circumstances (Laumann et al., 1994.) How-
ever abortion has been the flash point for the conflict between the women’s move-
ment and the religious fundamentalist Christians and their social conservative allies.
There is a constant warfare wherein attempts are made by antichoice groups at the
state and federal levels to limit the right to abortion and to limit access to medical
facilities offering abortions though demonstrations and, in many cases, acts of
terrorism and violence (clinic bombings and the murder of persons working in
clinics). Abortion rights in particular and other reproductive issues in general are
surely the most critical area of conflict between these two movements.

In the case of drugs the “no harm” argument has failed to persuade, as the increased
role of long terms of imprisonment for drug offenses demonstrates. (See also the
epilogue to Rothman, 2002.) It is obvious that a/l individual actions have greater or
smaller consequences for a wide range of persons. The persons affected can range
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from intimates to absolute strangers. That there is a web of consequences is some-
times a complex empirical matter, that is, determining who set in motion a sequence
of events and determining the benefit or cost for those affected is extremely difficult,
but that such a material sequence of events exists is unquestionable (Schur and
Bedau, 1974). The chain of consequences, however, is only sometimes treated as a
chain of responsibility. The decision to interrupt the chain of responsibility for harm
resulting from the actions of individuals is the result of social conventions that are
reinforced by differences in power between actors. Many “‘economic” or “political”
decisions can have calamitous consequences for thousands of individuals; such
decisions are often taken in service of what are regarded as higher principles, and
when these decisions are judged successful in the short run, the persons who made
them are rewarded for their abilities to address tough questions realistically. Often
individual responsibility for such decisions that are judged to have gone awry is
cloaked by assertions that the decision was taken as an agent for the state or the
stockholders, or that the acts were committed by taking orders from legitimate
others. Most of those victimized or rewarded by these decisions usually disappear
from the pages of history without notice and the former are treated as regrettable, but
necessary “collateral damage.” The full extent of the web of responsibility for the
consequences of individual action is unevenly examined, nor is it often taken into
account in highly individualistic cultures. What might be called “responsibility sto-
ries” are told or invoked only in particular circumstances and are part of the social
control tactics used selectively in various cultures (see Clarke, 1989 and Perrow,
1984; for the concept of telling “sexual stories,” see Plummer, 1995).

For the sake of clarity the point needs to be addressed that community and identity
formation not only involves being “like,” in some set of ways, persons who are also
members of the community. It also involves being “unlike” members of certain other
communities. The antipathy between the “Christian fundamentalist movement” and
the gay and lesbian movement (what the fundamentalists insistently call the “homo-
sexual movement”) is about issues of community and identity, both sexual and
nonsexual.

In scripting terms, most of these issues of what men and women or gay men and
lesbian women are “like,” and how they are different, involve debates about the
“who” in the script. Once the differences in the various attributes of the “who” have
been settled, the discussion of sexuality then proceeds to what the “whos” will do
sexually and more importantly, “why.”

Thus a tradition of spirituality based on “a return to nature’” and communal living as
well as drawing upon and reenacting historically repressed women'’s experiences
(such as the traditions of witchcraft) are mechanisms for establishing group bound-
aries and criteria for membership. The enforcement of these criteria becomes the
basis for measuring the purity of the current membership as well as the basis for
factionalization. Faction and splitting in small revolutionary groups has a long
history on the American Left, a history in which “the right line” or “the correct
analysis” of the political situation often became the basis for intragroup conflict and
factionalism.

To build a community separate and, in many senses, in opposition to the surround-
ing majority society with differing values is an enormous task. Not only do mem-
bers of the community have to maintain internal unity, but they also have to be able
to resist the temptations of the external society. Often community members whose
talents have been fashioned by the community find that these talents are better
rewarded by external society, and essentially migrate into that social world. As a
consequence community continuity is often only made possible by powerful reli-
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gious or other equally powerful ideological commitments. Here one thinks of the
Mennonites and Hutterites who have managed to live simple agricultural lives while
sharing the same physical territory with the media-driven, consumerist, and capital-
ist society that is so contrary to their lifeways. Orthodox Jewish groups have
managed to maintain community solidarity in urban settings, though many have
now moved to more isolated suburban settings. The more secularist utopian com-
munes that emerged in the 1960s have rarely managed such longevity (Berger,
1981/2004).

There is some evidence on a more anecdotal basis that certain religious funda-
mentalists separate their home lives from the culture around them through home
schooling, elimination of television and other mass media influences in the home,
and regular home prayer and church attendance. Such strategies of self-protection
against what are viewed as the evils of the larger society are also practiced by
families that have other political or ecological antipathies to American culture as it is
constituted at present.

As with all social movements, the adherents of the religious Right have a complex
of beliefs that they invoke to support their particular set of approved sexual scripts.
While some of these are reiterations of traditional views of gender and sexuality,
others extend to their views about the relation between their sexual values and
patriotism (they view themselves as real Americans); support for U.S. military
dominance and world preeminence (the United States is a Christian nation); and
support for the state of Israel (linked to belief in biblical prophecy). As with all
movements, appeals are made to various value elements in debates with those whom
they oppose.

It has been argued that the renewed importance of fundamentalist Christians on the
political and cultural scene in the United States is the fourth wave of religious revival
in the history of the United States, a history that extended to the colonial period (see
McLoughlin, 1980). This perspective has influenced the economist Robert Fogel
(2000) to view this religious movement as an engine of economic revival in the
contemporary United States. Largely ignoring the substantive religious views of
fundamentalists, Fogel has focused on the secondary economic effects of certain
religious values of Calvinist Protestantism (e.g., personal discipline, self-control,
saving, social responsibility, and family values). In Fogel’s view religious funda-
mentalism is good for the market economy. There is some echo of Max Weber in this
perspective.

Except perhaps by historians long after the fact. Historians of sexuality and gender
have examined such historical practices as “sexual psychopath laws” or “forced
sterilization” of those thought to be mentally retarded and have examined their
consequences. In these two cases neither the number of sex crimes nor the number
of “retarded” were reduced.

Of all sources of infection it was only infections from contaminated blood products
that were occurring in the context of medical care that could be contained by orderly
changes in the behavior of and technology available to health care professionals. At
the same time the negligence of the pharmaceutical companies whose subsidiaries
supplied blood products is a story of greed that is still unfolding (Loveton et al.,
1995; Feldman and Bayer, 1999). In the opening stages of the epidemic, when it
was clear, even without a test, that heat treatment of the blood products would lessen
infections not only from whatever was causing HIV, but other viruses as well,
companies did not heat treat their products because to do so it would reduce the
volume of product made from given amounts of blood and thus reduce their profits.
Companies had been “blood farming” in poverty-stricken areas as well as in prisons
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to gather the blood they used in manufacturing blood products, and they had been
mixing blood from many persons who were selling their blood. Both of these
practices insured that infected product would be sold—both the impoverished and
the prison populations contained many drug users who had viral infections, and
mixing their blood made sure that the entire batch would contain viruses. Many
companies continued to sell unheated product after it was clear that the practice was
unsafe, and recently it was disclosed in the New York Times that infected product
continued to be sold to less developed countries in order to increase profit margins.
These practices were widespread and involved nearly all nations. Hospitals and
blood donor organizations were often not much better, in that they usually did not
follow up with patients who might have received contaminated blood transfusions.
This was most likely to avoid legal suits for negligence. The loss was not only to the
individual patients, but to research knowledge, since these were infected persons
whose date of infection was known precisely.

Needle exchange programs for harm reduction among syringe drug users have been
resisted using the same logic. The provision of clean needles to those who inject
illegal drugs is thought to be a signal that such drug use is officially condoned to
both those who currently use drugs (and who ought to stop) and those who might
be tempted. The counterargument is that provision of clean needles reduces trans-
mission among those who inject drugs and does not increase the numbers of those
who begin syringe drug use. The empirical evidence is that the second argument is
correct, but needle exchange programs in the United States have been strongly
resisted as undermining the War on Drugs. It is likely that these antineedle exchange
views will occupy the commanding heights in this debate and that drug-related
infections will continue among the minority populations in the United States. Former
president Clinton has said that he deeply regrets not supporting needle exchange
programs when he was president and reports that he feared a political backlash if he
had done so.

This listing is not to malign the ways in which diseases get paid attention in the
United States. It is simply an observation that research about various diseases and
support for those afflicted with them are a political process in the United States. To
suffer in silence in the United States means that one dies in silence. The sudden rise
of funding for breast cancer research in the 1990s was largely a function of women
breast-cancer activists adopting the pressure-group tactics of gay men who were
responding to government indifference to the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The system of
resource allocation for health that results from the application of political pressure is
the American way of doing the business of health. Scientists often complain about
political intervention in scientific decisions without noticing that their research is
often the primary beneficiary of this political system. Indeed, scientists doing re-
search on a disease are delighted when pressure is put on politicians by activists and
dismayed when these same activists raise issues about the appropriateness of the
research agenda designed by the scientists.

It also should be noted that this social-movement (or pressure group) system of
doing business has also created, primarily through the Internet, a vast body of
reliable information about various diseases and their treatment that has proven
invaluable for patients seeking to learn more about their illness, the ways in which
the disease and they themselves should be treated, and their rights in the treatment
process. This improved access by patients to knowledge about disease and its
treatment has reduced the monopoly on knowledge that experts in the health care
system once held. Patients may not be able to do the surgery or prescribe the drugs,
but increasingly they can know what surgeries can be done and their consequences,
along with the effects (and side-effects) of the drugs they are asked to take.
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The degree of penetration of European cultural practices into the colonial sexual
scripts and practices of European colonies is quite diverse. In some colonies “a third
culture” might emerge that often had a specific geographical identity (Useem et al.,
1963). These areas were not the colonizers and not the colonials in cultural terms,
but were sites in which a new culture emerged to facilitate interactions between
colonizers and colonials. These third cultural zones often included sites for the
prostitution of indigenous women. If the prostitution of women was a feature of the
culture prior to the arrival of colonizers, its ambience and personnel were usually
adapted to the colonizers’ preferences and often restricted to colonist customers. If
prostitution did not exist in the precolonial period, it was usually initiated by the
colonizers (see, for a Japanese example, Nagel, 2003). These “third culture” zones
often served to protect the surrounding culture from direct incursions. At the same
time these third cultural zones often served as jumping-off points for deeper pen-
etrations into the local cultural situation—missionaries were a particular force in
leaving the increasingly “Westernized” areas and plunging into the “native” areas to
convert the “heathen.” In this process they directly suppressed local sexual, cos-
metic, and clothing practices, or forced them to be practiced out of the sight of the
colonists. (It is an irony that many anthropologists lived with missionaries as they
attempted to reconstruct the “primitive” cultures that the missionaries were under-
mining.) The process of extending the third culture into the mental life of individuals
and into the material life of the colonized society (that is, the creation of a culturally
hybridized way of being that mixed colonizers’ and indigenous practices) was
aggressively promoted by both religious missionaries and by colonial administra-
tions that supported new educational, health-care and governmental practices that
were to produce a more manageable indigenous population (Useem and Useem,
1955). In some locations entire cultures and their sexual scripts and practices were
exterminated by the long-term presence of the colonizing group.

These interventions undertaken for the benefit of the peoples of poorer nations
could be seen as a form of neocolonialism and have been labeled as such by some.
It is clear that benevolence may often have perverse effects (Gaylin et al., 1981).
There are a wide variety of traditionalist groups in the world that have common
perspectives on sex and gender values and perspectives, but that are often competi-
tive with each other. Thus the revived Russian Orthodox Church and fundamentalist
evangelicals from the United States agree on issues of sexual values, but the former
view the religious proselytizing of the latter in Russia as an example of American
colonialism. There is a similar conflict between evangelicals from the United States
and Islamic groups as well. The cleavages within traditionalist groups may be
greater in the international arena than within the United States.

It should be clear to the reader that this author is a secular relativist and is generally
on the side of the secularists in political, religious, and similar matters. At the same
time it is important to recognize constantly that uninvited and even many invited
interventions in the lives of others, however well intentioned, whether by secularists
or dogmatists, are “interventions.” Even when invited to intervene in the affairs of
others, those invited should always consider that they have usually been invited by
only some of the members of the “others.” The decision to intervene by outsiders
will preempt many other courses of action by the local people to deal with the same
problem (e.g., decisions about how to deal with HIV infection by the World Health
Organization or the Centers for Disease Control will take the place of local decisions
to deal [or not deal] with the same problem). There are no “Pareto-optimal” interven-
tions in the affairs of “others.”






The Writing of Sexual Conduct:
Two Recollections

“SexuaL Conpuct: As TopAY’s MEMORY SERVES,” BY JoHN H. GAGNON

The chapters that constitute Sexual Conduct were first written as indepen-
dent essays for publication, usually after being presented before various audi-
ences for various purposes. Most were published in other places before being
modestly revised for inclusion in the book itself, but the separate essays never
achieved the desired unified power that a full and rigorous rethinking and
rewriting might have provided. In this incoherence the volume betrays its his-
torical and personal contexts. Some of the individual essays began as the theory
sections of grant proposals tailored in part to the interests of funding agencies
(here I think of the chapters on sex education, male “homosexuality” and the
youth culture sections of the chapter on youth and adolescence). Other chap-
ters grew out of invitations to give talks or write articles, which were treated as
opportunities to consolidate fragmentary responses to particular topical ques-
tions (e.g. the law and pornography).

Nearly everything that we wrote emerged from almost daily conversations
that extended over the authors’ entire period at the Institute for Sex Research
(its name at the time) between June 1965 and June 1968. The conversations
were quite meandering and unfocused and free associational—the particular
sexual topics on the agenda were rarely the only matters talked about. We
would chat about many events of the day, a nonsexual topic in the press or a
child or family reference would lead to a sexual idea, a note or two would be
taken, one or the other of us would agree to write something, we would have
lunch, we would turn our attention to more bureaucratic topics (getting grants,
constructing questionnaires, contacting advisory boards—normal science). |
wrote in the morning, Bill in the afternoon or evening. We freely revised each
other’s language. There would be sticking points that we would resolve or we
would find ambiguous wordings that smoothed over differences, make-do’s
that were sometimes better than the original ideas. In musical terms the essays
were compositions for one instrument written by two composers who often
sang alone, searching for a single voice.

279
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All of this inwardness was performed in the unusual academic context of an
institute in which the spirit of Kinsey was a material presence. Kinsey was dead,
Martin had left, Pomeroy was nearly off to his second career as a therapist,
Gebhard and Christenson remained the embodiment of the Kinsey tradition.
However, the locked fireproof green cabinets of coded interviews, the green file
cabinets holding erotica, the library and archives of forbidden books on more
green shelves, the soundproof doors opening into offices off the quiet hallways
all indicated the special mysteries that were concealed there.

In this cloistered place we were writing grant proposals, getting funded,
hiring colleagues and graduate students, doing pretests of interviews for a na-
tional survey of college students (a probability sample based survey that
NORC—National Opinion Research Center—conducted in 1967, belying the
notion that a sex study could not be done on a random sample), and starting up
a study of “homosexual men” in Chicago (which became the basis for the study
conducted by Alan Bell and Martin Weinberg in San Francisco in the early
1970s), opening the institute as an institution to outsiders who wanted to use
its archival holdings.

On the Bloomington campus the opportunities and troubles of the 1960s
incited our imaginations and participation. Students going south for the voting
rights drives gathered in faculty living rooms. Red-diaper babies, mainline
Christians, sweet-faced Quakers and soon-to-be hippies were cautioned about
the dangers they would face and asked to put aside their doctrinal differences
(Why don’t you believe in premarital sex?) for the common cause. Black stu-
dents, newly freed from being “Negroes,” gathered in the old football stadium
(in which operas were performed in the summer—T7urandot was a great favorite)
and on the lawn of the house of the president of the university to stop the spring
ritual of the Little Five Hundred bicycle race. Students were beaten and arrested
by the local police and suspended by a dean of students while peaceably sitting
in at the Business School protesting Dow Chemical’s recruiting on campus (the
police said “Get the colored boy” when they noticed a black student in the
group). Dean Rusk came to town for a photo opportunity to promote the Kennedy-
Johnson Vietnam war policy in a “safe location” in the conservative Midwest (a
portent of things to come). The university was asked to invite an antiwar speaker,
even a week apart from when Rusk spoke, to balance the message. The university
said no. Rusk was shouted down. The university was not a sanctuary for unfree
speech. “Napalm, Napalm,” the dissenters shouted. Marijuana was being smoked
and LSD taken. Teenagers in the town needed coffee-shop sanctuaries and the
local police arrested faculty children in drug sweeps. Allen Ginsburg came to
town to incite the students with poetry and offend the governor of the state
(who said to the then-president that he better get that cocksucker off campus).
The Indianapolis newspapers agreed, though in less dramatic language. Our
leftwing students said they were being spied on by the FBI; we cautioned that
they were not big enough fish to attract the feds. We were wrong.
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We lived in small houses in older parts of town. We had young children. We
went to faculty parties and dinners with a mixed bag of faculty types. Even as
we moved into our small houses, the more affluent and fecund faculty were
moving into California-style manses on treeless lots in the more distant sub-
urbs. Consider life in a town of 30,000 people that needs suburbs. The roads
from these suburbs were soon lined with the fast-food restaurants and other
necessary franchises that the search for status and security requires. The center
of town was dying even as the 1960s ended. The only new building was the
police department.

‘We both left in the summer of 1968, unmourned and dismissed in the official
1970s record of the institute as two graduate students who had passed through
on their ways to Ph.D.s. This course of events should perhaps be treated as a
cautionary lesson to the graduate student young to complete their degrees
before leaving graduate school. Bill went to the Institute for Juvenile Research
in Chicago; I went to Stony Brook. We continued to work together on the
survey of college students and other papers until the publication of Sexual
Conduct in 1973. Even if we had wished to make Sexual Conduct whole, we no
longer had that mental proximity that drove the original invention.

So much of our daily lives in Bloomington were so completely academi-
cally and familialistically conventional that it is hard to identify sources in the
place from which the ideas might have emerged. Perhaps it was only our con-
finement in the institute where sexological sexuality was so densely archived
that it demanded submission or rebellion. It is clear to me that any systematic
resistance to the received wisdom of the place required the both of us. Sexual
Conduct was truly a collective product. In our resistance, the resources that we
brought to bear emerged from the margins of the sociological discipline. The
ambition to make “sex” social, to offer an understanding of the sexual that did
not rest on individual biology or psychology, was a fusing of personal and
disciplinary ambitions. If we could understand sex using the same mundane
concepts that sociologists use to explain getting a job, becoming a banker, or
choosing a career, then we would have remapped a terrain previously mapped
as the enchanted and the irrational. What we wanted to do was to change what
was good to think about sexuality.

Burke

The importance of Kenneth Burke’s work to our project cannot be overesti-
mated. Burke has had an intermittent presence in sociology in the United States
appearing, for instance, as “dramatism” in the early work of Erving Goffman or
as “the vocabulary of motives” in C. Wright Mills. Burke was a more constant
presence in our own work, but like most of those influenced by him, we were
unable to use him systematically. Given Burke’s protean style of thinking and
writing it may be an impossible task to overlay any other project on his “sys-
tem” without being absorbed by it.
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Burke appears in Sexual Conduct in two guises. The first and perhaps most
common is an acceptance of his stance or attitude toward the analysis of social
life. The Burkean turn of phrase, which signals the inconstancy and complexity
of the meanings for social action, are well known. Examples are “science as the
bureaucratization of the imaginative,” “a tolerance for ambiguity,” “the situa-
tion is the motive,” and “trained incapacity” (probably taken from Veblen).
Consider the “attitude” of only the first of these. Science, the apotheosis of
modern creativity, operates in an entirely bureaucratized organizational con-
text ranging from the orderly practices of a laboratory’s centralized purchasing
office to the committees that select the winners of the Nobel Prize. Closer to
everyday practice, the scientific method with its emphasis on order, reproduc-
ibility, objectivity and impartiality is the exemplar of idealized bureaucratic
practice (whether it meets this ideal is another question). At the level of mental
life, the alleged fount of untrammeled innovation, there is a constant emphasis
on a linear process of thought either in private practice or in public presenta-
tion. To do modern science requires, at the levels of both collective and mental
life, a bounding of the imagination. It is not possible to think “anything” in
science, for even the wildest flight of fancy must be submitted to a system that
is disciplined as the social and material organization of commercial aviation.

While we celebrate the “creative individual” in the sciences in the daily
press and on television (hoping to produce a parallel to similarly valued “cre-
ative individuals” in the arts), Burke points out that scientific “creativity”
cannot exist without bureaucratic thinking embedded in operating bureaucra-
cies. The celebration of the scientific hero masks the actual bureaucratic condi-
tions of the production of knowledge—individualist cultures offer rewards to
“individuals” despite all of the evidence that the work is produced by orga-
nized collectivities. In a more directly political application of this insight,
Burke might have argued that this symbolic masking is the way a capitalist
society can justify unequal rewards to individuals (“captains of industry” or
“masters of the universe” or “Nobel Laureates”) by ignoring the contributions
of the collectivity to production.

Each of the familiar Burkean “catchphrases” and many of those that are
unfamiliar, rewards careful reading and reflection. Often Burke simply offers
them in the midst of another argument, throwing them out to cover a certain
“intellectual move” in the discussion of an entirely different topic. In such
cases, the specific meaning of the “catchphrase” and why it appears in this
particular context invites an explication de texte.

Less often, but as important, there are specific extensions of Burke’s ideas in
our work. Probably one of the more productive ideas in Sexual Conduct was the
argument that sexuality was less causal than caused, less determining than
determined, less interesting as an independent than a dependent variable. In a
typical Burkean reversal we argued that not only did people perform nonsexual
acts for sexual reasons (arson caused by the sexualized motives linked to the

9 <
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excitement of watching brave men quell a raging fire and rescue fair maidens),
but that sexual acts were equally or more often committed for nonsexual rea-
sons (boys having sex with girls in order to affiliate with other boys; we labeled
this “homosociality”). Further, we argued that the definition of the motive
always depended on the perspective of the definer; for the policeman, our
arsonist (even with an erect penis) is a criminal; for the psychoanalyst, another
candidate for the couch.

This argument is prefigured in Burke’s essay, “Freud and the Analysis of
Poetry,” republished in the volume of collected works entitled Attitudes To-
ward History. Burke argues that in complex situations when many factors are in
play, the question of what causes what is always in doubt (an issue reargued
over a different subject matter in an essay titled “What are the Signs of What?”).
Freud, Burke argues, when confronted with a situation where there is a prob-
lem—perhaps a certain ineptitude in performance that manifests itself in the
office, in the bedroom, in driving the family car, and in the choice of political
ideology—will always choose the bedroom as the place to start the analysis.
No matter how complex the problem, the sexual will be given priority in Freud-
ian explanation, and the remaining “problems” will be viewed as symptoms.
Burke goes no further in his analysis at this point except to point out that
allocating causal priority to a simple cause is the normal practice of science and
that it is no surprise that complex problems are often not solved by simplifying
assumptions, since the problems are not simple.

For us the implication of this argument was an opportunity to examine the
causal or symbolic priority of other elements of the situation. Perhaps trouble
with the boss or problems with conforming to the party line or the damaged
right fender for which the driver was at fault, were singly or in combination the
reason for the unreliable erection. The sexual dysfunction that propels our
fellow to the analyst (or in modern days, the pharmacist) is a decision that gives
priority to sexuality as the source of the other troubles. If our fellow instead had
gone first to the personnel director of the firm, or the ideological commissar of
the party, or the insurance agent for the car, the problem with the unpredictable
penis might have been solved.

Our argument that sexual matters could be viewed as consequences of non-
sexual purposes did not follow in detail this particular analysis, but opening
the richly ambiguous questions of “what causes what” and “what are the signs
of what” offers an opportunity to resist and reformulate the received wisdom on
matters sexual. At the time we wrote Sexual Conduct nearly everyone agreed
that sex was a powerful biologically grounded drive that was in a contest with
culture (or right thinking) in either a good or bad way. From this point of view,
sex was a natural force with which humans had to reckon from birth to death.
Sexual Conduct was an attempt to treat sexual practice as it is performed and
understood in the same fashion as all other social practices, as a thing of artifice
and social construction, smoke and mirrors with serious consequences. In the
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same way in which we have imposed upon ourselves regimes of social inequal-
ity or health care or religious belief, we have imposed on ourselves a specific
sexual regime. This regime is not ordained by higher powers or forces, but
emerges from the intended and unintended actions of individuals and collec-
tivities as they attempt to impose their received views of “right thought” and
“right practice” on themselves and others. The sexual regime that is in place in
the West makes sex appear to be a force of nature, a force that magically sweeps
us away to redemption or perdition. Sexual Conduct was meant to challenge
this “orthodoxy” and hopefully, in the Burkean tradition, to resist future ortho-
doxies.

Career

The touchstone of sociology is work. The study of social stratification, eco-
nomic sociology, organizations, political sociology, even deviance, is cen-
tered either substantively or metaphorically on the reality or imagery of occu-
pations and professions. Sociology, which is the science of the social world
after Eden and before Communism, absorbs all human activity into the world of
work, which is, after all, the only respectable domain of social action. Our
subjects work at the emotions, child-rearing, sex, play, crime. It is the working
that makes them and their practices worth studying. It is therefore not a surprise
that the concept of “career” as an organized sequence of learning, practicing and
ultimately (more or less skillfully) performing the requirements of the complex of
roles that are an occupation or profession should have been extended to include
other “nonoccupational” role complexes. Much of Chicago sociology of the
Park and Burgess period was about “careers” in the city. The umbrella of “career”
sheltered the most unlikely activities. Jobs that did not have sufficient status or
income to merit a career designation in the conventional order of things were
discovered to have careers: the Chicago flat janitor, the funeral director, the taxi
dance hall girl. Down among the dustbins, on the mortuary slab, in the demi-
monde of dime-a-dance, the saving grace of labor was identified.

The career metaphor was extended further by the Chicago criminologists,
from Sutherland to Shaw and McKay and Lindesmith. It became possible to
have a career as a professional thief, a jackroller, a juvenile delinquent, and a
morphine addict. The moral distinction between banker and gangster was erased
by including such miscreants in the working world (it was discovered by Chi-
cago sociologists that Mayhew’s “those who will not work™ were working all
the time). Howard Becker, who is the most important intellectual descendant of
this tradition in Chicago sociology (last embodied at Chicago by Everett
Hughes), has provided careers for Chicago schoolteachers, medical school in-
terns, marijuana smokers and jazz musicians.

The career metaphor as a sociological idea was easily accessible to us, as two
graduate students in the University of Chicago Sociology Department even as
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it was being converted into an outpost of Columbia (and, to a lesser extent,
Harvard and Reed) during the 1950s and early 1960s. It offered us what it
offered other sociologists, a way of “demoralizing” the occupational world and
legitimizing both the study and the activities of “immoral” social actors. Women
who worked as prostitutes as well as the supporting cast of characters who
worked with and lived off them were easily assimilated into a socialized view
of sexuality. The workers in the pornography business from the talent who
posed for the pictures to the clerk at the X-rated point of sale could be viewed
as workers who had to be recruited, trained, offered incentives, and disciplined
to perform their tasks while performing the rest of their lives in their roles as
lovers, spouses, parents, adult children, students and, sometimes, potential re-
searchers. In a more complicated fashion youthful men and women with same-
gender erotic interests (this is actually too simple a way of describing this
process of self-recognition and invention) could be viewed as learning the
sexual and social ways of a changing community of others with similar appear-
ing sexual interests and desires. By entering the gay male and lesbian commu-
nities young people were embarking on a metaphorical career that would not
only shape their interpersonal sexual lives, but their identities as well. They
would become “gay men” and “lesbians” as they became accomplished per-
formers in the social life of the community. When Sexual Conduct was written,
the potential social complexity of these communities was underestimated by
the authors. Our underestimation of the richness of the lesbian world was a
function of its invisibility and our underestimation of the multiple dimensions
of gay male life was a function of the visibility of its sexual aspect. Recall that
these two essays were written in 1967-68 when the future of these communities
and the identities that they sustain was indeterminate, at least to us.

The concept of career had a still further and more radical use. It was clear to
both of us that many of the similarities in attitude and outlook among members
of an occupational collectivity were the result of the creation of a shared cul-
ture and shared social practices. Daily participation in a community of like-
minded and like-practicing others produced people who had many things in
common (sociological ideas are often uncomplicated). It was clear that both
distant and proximate motivations that individuals offered as their reasons to
choose a profession (“For as long as I can remember, I have wanted to help
people,” says the medical school applicant) is often erased in the process of
training and assimilation into the profession. This seemed to us by extension to
identify a crucial defect in any theory of childhood determination of any adult
sexual practices or desires. The personality homogeneity of homosexual men
and women that psychoanalysts traced back to shared childhood trauma seemed
to us more easily explained by the shared adolescent and adult social situation
of “homosexual men and women.” If there were personal problems in the lives
of such men and women they were more easily traced to social prejudice and
discrimination than the traumas of childhood. The “shared” alikeness of “ho-
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mosexual men” in public venues seemed to us more an issue of communication
efficiencies rather than inborn defects. Finally, we argued that the question of
the etiological origins of homosexuality was a remarkably unrewarding intel-
lectual task given the cultural and historical character of eroticized same-gen-
der relationships. No childhood (and by extension, no gene) could produce a
“homosexual” in all times and places, since there is no essential homosexual in
all of those times and places.

This critique of the early life determination of “homosexuality,” which was
based on the importance of contemporary events in the determination of sexual
practices led to a more extensive rejection of universal developmental models
in general, including those of the life course. Whatever life courses existed did
so within specific historical and cultural contexts and were more properly de-
scriptive in character than prescriptive. When we were working on the portions
of Sexual Conduct that dealt with childhood and adolescence, the works of
Erik Erikson were much in favor. Indeed, in our grant application for the study
of college youth we were more praising of Erikson’s life-course model than we
actually felt. More descriptive of our actual view was a conversation about the
notion that social scientists had discovered a prescriptive life course just at the
moment when the social and cultural conditions that were the basis for a stable
life course were disappearing. In this way social scientists were trying to prop
up through their expert opinions a way of life that was already waning, thus
conflating social change with social deviance. The nostalgia for community
that now pervades some sectors of sociology in the United States has this same
flavor of attempting to make the future safe for the past.

This particular extension of the concept of career also led the way to a
general reconsideration of the causal priority nearly automatically given to
early experience in the developmental process in psychology and life-course
sociology. The usual interpretative strategy is to assume that what has happened
earlier in life dictates the response of the person to new situations. According to
such a perspective, as experiences accumulate there is a narrowing of possibili-
ties of individual change or novelty, the past becomes an inescapable burden
carried around on the back (and in the mind) of the aging individual.

Based on our own biographies and our observations of the world around us,
it seemed more reasonable to view human development, particularly in mod-
ern, complex societies, as a discontinuous rather than a continuous process. As
an individual faces new circumstances in life, either of a regular and predict-
able kind (e.g., changing schools in childhood or affectional sexual partners
later in life) or of a more accidental character (an illness that limits association
with peers or the death of a parent or sibling), these changes in the life world of
the individual have an independent and powerful influence on adaptation. The
way a child responds to the death of a parent is not solely determined by the
past, but by the new social opportunities and constraints that are experienced
in that situation.
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Human development becomes the constant shuffling of possibilities as indi-
viduals face novel demands on adaptation. The idea that there is a single causal
pathway from childhood to adulthood (e.g., as the explanation of sexual prefer-
ence) seemed a cultural prejudice toward continuity. This desire for continuity
in the explanation of the human life course remains prevalent both in the scien-
tific construction of biographies as well in the stories that individuals tell
about how they came to be what they are. Such origin stories favor narratives of
how the past had shaped the present rather than how the demands of the present
had overwhelmed what persons were in the past. To find a new life, either in the
Foreign Legion or the gay community, is to be made anew. Here the influence of
the idea of life as a sequence of concurrent careers (e.g. educational, occupa-
tional, familial, sexual, residential, criminal) can be observed along with a
certain Burkean irony about the possibilities offered by alternative interpreta-
tions of conventional wisdom.

The process of development seemed to us to require unlearning as well as
learning, forgetting as well as remembering, the denial of the past as well as the
acceptance of the present. The person who knows how to tie his or her shoes is
no longer the person who does not know how to tie his or her shoes. It is
difficult for the person who “knows” to instruct those who do not know because
“knowing” erases the process of learning. The knower no longer knows what it
is that he or she once did not know. The same processes characterize all sexual
development. First intercourse may require nudity in the presence of the other,
the modesties of childhood must be selectively unlearned and nudity legiti-
mated in front of various audiences. The worlds that we have lost apply not
only to historical ways of life, but to the pasts of individuals. Our ways of life as
children are lost to us as we grow older. It is possible to raise the question of
whether the old man or woman is the same person except in name as the child he
or she once was.

History

Two senses of the world that I know Bill Simon and I shared. First, was a
certain view of our lives as accidental and contingent, lives that could have
turned out quite differently, and second, a recognition of our marginality to the
larger sociological profession as advanced by the Graduate Program in Sociol-
ogy at the University of Chicago and recorded by the official historians of the
department and the discipline.

Here (as in other unnoted places in this document) biography intrudes as an
important element in the intellectual crafting of Sexual Conduct. However, it is
not the details of the biography that are critical, but the historical and cultural
situation of the authors as social actors. Our life courses, working-class depres-
sion babies, wartime adolescents, postwar workers and students, apprentice sex
researchers by accident while the first wave of the baby boom came to young
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adulthood—our presidents, Roosevelt, Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson,
Nixon. In another article, not on sexual matters (“The Anomie of Affluence,”
published in the American Journal of Sociology), we suggested that the differ-
ence between Robert Merton’s thinking about anomie and ours rested in part
on the historical staging of our lives (Merton was born in 1910), and the cul-
tural and historical backgrounds that made certain ideas possible to express.
We were not arguing in an old-fashioned Marxist sense that the times deter-
mined the ideas, but that the times offered opportunities to think about old
questions anew. Our experience of the continuous affluence of the 1950s and
1960s when contrasted with the restrictive economic times of our childhoods
and adolescences offered a biographical experience that could be mined to
examine the notion that affluence and the general satisfaction of material wants
for the many in the society might offer new forms of anomie.

What does this have to do with Sexual Conduct? In its opening chapter we
argue that sex between men in classical Greece and on 42nd Street in the 1950s
were not the same kind of conduct, even though the bodily organs engaged
were identical. The anus, the penis and the mouth do not have transhistorical
meanings, nor do such social actors as men and boys. The point was that such
practices were historically and culturally determined and did not stand for any
transcultural or transhistorical practice called “homosexuality,” indeed they
may well have not been motivated by what we recognize as sexual desire. This,
of course, meant that it was not useful to write an essentialist history of homo-
sexuality in much the same way it was problematic to write an essentialist
history of the Jews or the Batavians. Our assumption was that the pre-Christian
Israelites were culturally not the same as the Reform Jews of contemporary Los
Angeles or the Orthodox Jews of contemporary Jerusalem. Similarly, the mod-
ern inhabitants of the Netherlands have as little to do with the fictive Counts of
Batavia as the members of the contemporary U.S. Congress have to do with the
Founding Fathers of the Republic.

The idea was that humans were cultural historical creatures between which
there were vast discontinuities in social practice and mental life. These
discontinuities existed not only across contemporary cultures, but across his-
torical periods. It was often hard to locate the exact boundaries when a histori-
cal period, say in territorial England, became estranged from its past, but we
were sure that such an estrangement always happened. Continuity with the past
is maintained through common social practices and mental life. Thus Jane
Austen’s world is not the same as Virginia Woolf’s no matter how much we
strain to match one with other. Just because Woolf read Austen does not allow
us to say that Austen influenced Woolf, but that Woolf reconstructed Austen for
her own purposes. When we read Woolf on Austen we are reading Woolf, not
Austen. Their connection is an act of present invention, not the discovery of
common cultures. The worlds of thought and feeling that we have lost are truly
lost. It is only through an imperialism of the cultural present that we colonize
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the past with people whose mental lives reflect our own. In Sexual Conduct we
note in passing that the American “everyman” of the Cold War period was
Charlton Heston, who has promiscuously inhabited all periods in history and
all cultures, giving us the illusion of the continuity of humanity. Through
Heston, moviegoers believe they share a common culture with Moses, El Cid,
Michelangelo, Will Penny, and the Planet of the Apes.

The goal of this particular exercise was to argue that sexuality is exactly the
same kind of historically grounded social product as all other aspects of social
life. The sinful sexuality and virtuous democracy of the Aryans of classical
Greece have the same ideological relation to contemporary sexuality and de-
mocracy. It is a relation constructed through our contemporary interests (note
that no one seeks the origins of our sex lives or politics in equally ancient, but
Semitic and authoritarian Sumer). It is only our will to connect the past with
present, to invent the connection, that makes that connection a social reality If
the arguments of Sexual Conduct could persuade our audience that sex, the
essential and universal biological uniformity, was the contingent product of
the historical and cultural moment, then we would have succeeded in socializ-
ing the sexual.

Coda

There is not much discussion of the facts of sex in these reflections on the
writing of Sexual Conduct. That is because the book was primarily a theoretical
attempt to bring to bear on sexual matters what were then alien modes of thought.
It offered an alternative interpretation or frame of reference for the facts of sex
that were then honored and pointed out that these particular facts were unlikely
to be the facts in the future. At that time, more facts, even more methodologi-
cally sound facts, about sexuality interpreted through the usual frames of
biologized or individualized “sexology” would have produced more of the
same.
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“SExuar ConpucT IN RETROSPECTIVE PERSPECTIVE,” BY WILLIAM SIMON

The application of the basic themes of a scripting approach to studies of
human sexuality could be found, I now realize, in the very earliest of the col-
laborative efforts of Gagnon and myself. It was, in retrospect, implicit in the
title of a relatively early essay, “Sex Talk: Public and Private” (Simon and
Gagnon, 1968). Much of what followed, like virtually all writing about human
sexuality, was the attempt to commit public talk about what was and remains
essentially a private experience. Public talk about sexuality, especially in the
guise of science, pretends to represent sexuality’s fundamental truth when at
best such discourse can only be metaphors against which the varieties of per-
sonal experience could be assessed. And, similarly, clinicians and educators
armed with these metaphors had and continue to have great success in using
such metaphors to explain to individuals who they are and what they are feel-
ing; too often public talk about sex was undeservedly viewed as the truth of
private experience. We, the producers of discursive descriptions, producing
metaphoric nouns that functioned like measures of central tendency, tend to
ignore comparable modifiers that might distinguish between the otherwise as-
sumed common aspects of experience or the pluralized personal aspects of such
experiences. We often fail to be fully sensitive to possible “measures of vari-
ance or dispersion,” ignoring the alternative meanings and shades of meaning
that such metaphors might possess in the varied contexts of specific lives.

Our earliest joint writings were concerned with this issue and particularly
the impact of what was often an unreflective valorization of the fact of sexual
behavior, a view shared by folk psychology writings as well. It was as if sexual
behavior as a fact (or as the appearance of fact) could claim to speak its own
truth. From the very beginning, the material that would constitute Sexual Con-
duct argued against the vulgar behaviorism that then dominated and to a con-
siderable measure continues to dominate work in the “sexual sciences”. In an
early essay, after noting that at best we had described only several kinds of
entry into a lesbian identity and several kinds of subsequent careers, we cau-
tioned the readers that the variety of identities and kinds of careers in the larger
world must surely be still larger (Simon and Gagnon, 1967b). Still later, this was
formulated more succinctly by observing repeatedly that there are more rea-
sons for being sexual than there are ways of being sexual (Simon and Gagnon,
1986). A first principle for us was the recognition that the limitations of the
body were not synonymous with the limitations, if any, of sexuality.

Sexual Conduct, at least viewed retrospectively, was never intended to only
replace one model of psychosexual development, a model commonly rooted in
linear epigenetic histories, with another, one that was equally monolinear, but
differing only by being more explicit in a commitment to a social learning
approach. At least I hope not, though if it had been only that, it would have
served as an improvement compared to those who still prefer to work within
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more traditional ahistorical medical and biological models. Rather than the
formulation of a specific theory, we were working towards the elaboration of a
conceptual apparatus, i.e., scripting theory. And it may have been this “loose-
ness” that may have provided for the continuing relevance of the book despite
the profound changes in patterns of sexual behavior that were at the time about
to be recognized.

Prematurely Postmodern

Two fragments of language occur to me as being useful in elaborating and
clarifying the implicit posture of Sexual Conduct. The first of these is from
Kenneth Burke, whose extensive writings have been among the most important
to both John and myself. Burke once introduced (1937/1959) as a “pivotal
term” the bureaucratization of the imaginative. This process, as unattractive as
it sounds, is of course critical to the practice of positivist science as it is cur-
rently conceptualized: a set of procedures that required a uniformity of percep-
tion that is what is intended by the virtual fetishizing of concepts such as
reliability and intersubjective confirmation. In other words, adherence to meth-
ods that allow all others to see what specific other scientists might have seen.
This version of science clearly is useful, but it is also deceptive and, most
importantly, it is ufopian, with profound implications for its application to
human affairs. In the broadest application of that term, science itself ultimately
remains a vulnerably human affair.

This is not to say that the utilization of other perspectives, particularly those
that narrowly focus upon the biological aspects of human sexuality is without
value. On the contrary, they are of vital, though not always of imperative,
significance. These are not competitive truths, unless we make them so. I prefer
to view them as alternative ways of viewing the same reality—albeit alterna-
tive and provisional ways of viewing the same reality.

The positivist practice of science requires the formulation of standardized
concepts and concepts tend to freeze the conceptions and preconceptions of a
time and place, as if we were defining something that was permanent. However,
as Nietzsche (1887/1968) observed, “Only that which is without history can be
defined.” A taxonomic perspective of biology extended to such thoroughly
human behaviors as the sexual has the capacity of decontextualizing the phe-
nomenon so labeled in specific times and places. This scientistic commitment
can be seen in the proliferation of labels, typically ending in “-philia,” a label-
ing process that invariably produces what can be called the tyranny of the
normal, now extended to include the normal “deviant,” the normal “pervert.”

The “normal” applied to any sexual behavior is the application of public
talk to conduct (behavior coded with cultural meaning) that must be suffi-
ciently homogeneous to be useful. However, especially over time, in social
settings as differentiated and prone to change as ours, this may be a question-
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able assumption that must be subject to constant reexamination. The useful-
ness of such descriptive concepts may follow as much from the ability of shared
language to create and impose meaning as it does from its ability to adequately
express or mirror meaning. This is, of course, the central issue in the continuing
debate as to whether homosexuality is a biopsychological species constant or
a sociocultural construction. Sexual Conduct was an early and—I would like to
think—still valuable contributor to that debate.

Our constructionist bias could be noted in our very early (Simon and Gagnon,
1967a) assertion that the “why” of homosexuality was far less interesting or a
less useful question than the question of “what happened then” of homosexu-
ality. This was a reflection of our continuing awareness of the significant differ-
ences in homosexual conduct implicit in the experience of those otherwise
engaging in identical homosexual behavior (the same, of course, might be said
of heterosexuality or any other sexuality). Similarly, more explicit in our initial
writings on lesbians than in writings on gay men—but present in both—was
the recognition of the significance of gender socialization that we consistently
viewed as the sociocultural shaping of a biological reality.

Clearly, I anticipate that with the current revisions of dominant gender distinc-
tions, particularly as these are stripped of their “natural” or “theological” le-
gitimations, the meaning of almost all sexualities will be substantially altered.
Consistent with this position, noted now partly as an act of self-defense and
partly as an act of self-advertisement, in my more recent publication, Postmodern
Sexualities (1996). 1 spend very little time in considerations of homosexuality
because I don’t think that it is, in itself, a very interesting theoretical question.
This is not to say that the consequences of continuing homophobic, if not
erotophobic, cultures and institutional practices cause no great and costly harm.
At the moment, I have little to add to this question beyond the expectation that
the ultimate denaturalization of the sexual will move us to a more general
recognition of the ugliness of the residues of homophobia.

The Political is Personal

The second fragment of language comes from a perceptive reviewer of Sexual
Conduct who, while observing that Sexual Conduct was an important book,
one possibly destined to become a minor classic, felt that it would have been a
better book if it had not been based upon an N of two. Which, in turn, I now read
as the possibility that John and I were not conceptualizing what would develop
into a scripting approach, but might merely have remained the application of
conventional sociological theories of social interaction to the specifics of sexual
behavior. As difficult as it may seem to say this now, at the time we both viewed
our sociological apparatus as exemplifying a neutral, almost objective point of
viewing. To be sure, we were convinced that what we wrote was written with far
more verve or style and with far more literary elegance than most sociological
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writing, but that what we said could and should have been said by many others
utilizing the same instruments of sociological thinking.

I gave a special emphasis to the “now” of our present retrospection, looking
back through the layers of subsequent experience (layers of contextuality) and
layers of subsequent reading of the works of others as well as our own (particu-
larly our essay “The Anomie of Affluence,” 1976) (layers of intertextuality), I
must acknowledge how naive the assumption was that Sexual Conduct was
based upon a sense of what was plausible to us as we were then, as we were
situated then; a plausibility that partly and paradoxically was conditioned by
our marginality to our own profession as it was then, and unfortunately may
still be. It was also a plausibility premised upon our ignorance of literatures,
particularly feminist theory and poststructuralist theory, that in many instances
were yet to be written, or translated. Possibly it was our very fondness for
literary theory as practiced at the time that sensitized us to what would become
the hallmark of most “new critical theory”—the role of language in our collec-
tive efforts at representing reality—that words were far more than passive la-
bels. I can now disagree with that reviewer; being based on an N larger than two
would not have made Sexual Conduct a better book as much as it would have
made it a different and less generative book.

Let me approach this in still another way. C. Wright Mills’ most frequently
cited observation is that the value of the “sociological imagination” was its
ability to allow us to begin to understand the contours of our own lives as
expressions of larger sociohistorical forces. What we did not wholly under-
stand at that time, or at least I did not understand, was the degree to which this
is a two-way street; I did not fully understand the degree to which our vision of
these larger sociohistorical forces was inevitably shaped by our individual
experience.

I now realize that those who want to commit public discourse about the
meaning of human sexuality must create representations that are burdened by
the meanings of language we borrow or appropriate and to which we add our
own uses and meanings, both intended and unintended. I note the latter be-
cause we, like most others, often understand what we ourselves have said only
after we have spoken.

Reading Backwards

Sexual Conduct was actually a series of essays rather than a coherent linear
text. Most of it, as I have indicated, represented our views at the time, which
could be described as a pure kind of social learning approach or, in more con-
temporary language, a moderate social-constructionist position. The turning
point, as least from my point of view, was to be found in the preliminary elabo-
ration of the book’s early chapters. Being aware of all three levels of script-
ing—cultural scenarios, interpersonal scripts, and intrapsycbic scripts—re-
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quired a conception of the sexual act as being a negotiated outcome, one
requiring a consideration of the inputs of all three levels. For me, the journey
to the subsequent elaboration of “a scripting approach” was the recognition
that the level of intrapsychic scripting could no longer be treated merely as an
outcome of the other levels of scripting. We could no longer treat the interper-
sonal act as a gentle confluence of cultural and psychological experience in the
development of interpersonal scripts. Moreover, we never held the dialectic
between cultural scenarios and the intrapsychic scripting to be an expression of
a permanent conflict between natural drives and the social uses of the sexual.
Rather we came to see it as a conflict of a society turned in upon itself, a society
that was becoming increasingly complex, increasingly individuated. To para-
phrase Alfred Schutz, the difference between the realm of the cultural and the
realm of the intrapsychic is the difference between the problem of finding order
in our world that increasing numbers find lacking in our world. With different
emphases, I think both John and I began to move in this direction in the first
articles that we published separately following the publication of Sexual Con-
duct (Gagnon, 1973; Simon, 1973).

I think that I initially tended to underestimate the significance of the level of
intrapsychic processing of sexual experience because of our conventional so-
ciological approach which viewed the intrapsychic aspect as being largely
controlled by what theorists—from Elias to Bourdieu and Giddens—termed
habitus, i.e., the ability of socialization to create a kind of second nature, where
social conventions are experienced as natural impulses (Epstein, 1991). But
also because it was an aspect of the production of sexual behavior that was least
directly or efficiently approachable via the preferred techniques of the relevant
positivist behavioral and medical sciences. From Freud on, the task of repre-
senting the activities and content of intrapsychic life has proven to be embar-
rassingly resistant to the kinds of research strategies that are fundable.

Is There a Moral to this Story?

This re-reading of one’s own experience and writing, I believe, has implica-
tions for research and clinical practice. As I observed here, in committing pub-
lic talk about sex we have the capacity to convince others that this public talk
represents the truth of private experience. As we come to recognize that such
categories as homosexual or heterosexual or masculine or feminine have lost
much of what once appeared to be their essential homogeneity, I believe that it
becomes intellectually and morally irresponsible to speak of homosexuality or
heterosexuality without serious qualification, any more than one can speak for
men or for women except in the most restricted or qualified aspects of develop-
ment or behavior. In the pursuit of truth in a world where there are only truths,
we may have contributed to the perpetuation of our common sexual cultures as
cultures of secrets and lies.
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At the level of research, we may have to stop obsessing about complex
correlations and causal models that tend to transform the human into grotesquely
bland hyperrealities. I fully appreciate that quantitative research is something
of an abstract art form and that its practitioners must treat human beings as if
they were merely aggregates of attributes. However, our statistical portraits—
perhaps sketches might be a better word—of human experience, important as
they are, are only guides to understanding, not formulas for understanding. The
overarching theory or generalization might be looked at with suspicion except
where the observed and explained variance approaches 100 percent and per-
haps not even then. Lastly, with respect to research, we must open the discus-
sion to many more different voices and, perhaps, limit the ways in which we
have used, and continue to use, the postures of objectivity to needlessly secure
our own anonymity in ways that protect our personal secrets and lies.

It is also important to bear in mind how the continuities in our sciences can
also be the ways in which a future generation is trapped in the legacies of the
experiences and vision of a past generation. The history of human sexuality has
been marked much more by change than by constancy and thus we can expect
few final truths until we come to an end of human history. Until then, we might
learn to be somewhat more modest, more self-reflective, and more tentative.
However, this posture does imply an abandonment of the ideals of science; for
me, more than being a set of procedures, science is essentially an ethical posi-
tion. It is a commitment to not knowingly lie, while knowing that we are all
potential victims of unknown biases and distorted vision and that we be pre-
pared to engage in public discourse, to explain why we believe what we believe
we have seen or understood. In this context it is more important that we try to
understand why we differ than engage in a contest trying to establish who
among us stands closer to what may be a permanently elusive truth.

Lastly, though far from any claims for personal competence, this perspective
I believe also has implications for clinical practice. These issues were best
treated by the late Robert Stoller in his chapter, “The Mind versus the Brain: Or
the Mona Lisa has no Eyebrows” (1985). He urged his follow clinicians to
listen to each client as if she or he was a distinctive voice; to approach them in
the manner of an anthropologist approaching a strange culture, with great con-
cern for the ethnocentric baggage they may be bringing. The clinical setting is
not exempt from the burdens of history. For example, clinical models of adjust-
ment or well-being still tend to feed upon functionalism’s organic analogy
inherited from the biological sciences. This is exemplified in the continued
currency of the Eriksonian and Kohutian models of development with their
emphasis upon qualities of integration, stability and cohesion that the contem-
porary world increasingly renders problematic. And possibly still more distort-
ing is the continued practice of object-relations-based theorists to anchor char-
acter-determining experience in the depthless silence of early infancy.






The Never-Ending Conversation:
Two Interviews!

At the 21st Annual Meeting of the International Academy of Sex Research
Meetings in Sermione, Italy in 1995 and at the 25th Annual Meeting of the
same organization in Stony Brook, New York in 1999, German social psy-
chologist and sex researcher Gunter Schmidt interviewed John Gagnon and
William Simon, respectively. These two interviews were published in German
in the Zeitschrift fiir Sexualforschung in 1998 and 2002.

Desire is a Fuzzy Matrix: An Interview with William Simon?

Schmidt: A few days ago I happened to read a review you wrote on Alan
Bell’s book. This review has the title “In search of the deeper truth.” This
sounds a little bit sarcastic, I have to say. Is there no deeper truth to sexuality
(see Simon, 1997)?

Simon: That may be, I think, the deeper truth about sexuality. After all these
years, the one conclusion I have come to is that there are no permanent signifi-
cant truths about sexuality. That which is permanent is rarely significant and
that which appears to be most significant rarely turns out to be permanent.

Schmidt: What then is the task of the sex researcher if there are no greater
truths to be found?

Simon: I think our task is what it’s always been. Not unlike poets and drama-
tists, our task is to give voice to those who have no voice; to hold up mirrors
through which people can recognize themselves. For me, the offense that we
who engage in public talk regarding sexuality commit is to hold up images of
the self and of the “normal” that alienate people from their experience of them-
selves. For example, there is the prevalent view that mature and healthy sex, in
addition to heterosexual, must be deeply imbued with sentiments of love. That
may sound very attractive, but I don’t think that describes very many people’s
experience. Montaigne, in his essay on experience, describes a critical inter-
play between knowledge and experience. With the rapid growth in recent years
in research and scholarship focused on sexuality, we have become proficient in
producing impressive quantities of “knowledge.” However, too often in our
enthusiasm for the persuasive generalization or the “validated” hypothesis,
we’ve banished from visibility the full range of current experiences.
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Schmidt: In the absence of greater truths, do you have visions or utopian
ideals with regard to sexuality?

Simon: No, but I have fantasies. For many of us, the present appears bereft of
attractive utopian visions. Not since the Renaissance have we been as lacking
in a vision of a more attractive tomorrow than we are currently. However, one of
the things I have learned is that as a species our capacity for prediction is not
very great. Alfred Schutz, the great phenomenologist, was absolutely convinced
in 1939 that the National Socialists would ultimately rule the world. And I am
amazed that somebody as bright as Schutz could not have seen beyond, that
there’d be an alternative world after Hitler. One of my favorite quotes comes
from Schutz: “Nevertheless,” he said, “we will die as we have lived, trying to
find order in ‘our’ world that we find lacking in our ‘world.””” And I think that’s
true for many of us almost all of the time. Namely that we are out there scram-
bling to find order in our world that is frequently lacking it, which is what
makes a social scientist in the first place. Theorizing, however primitive, is
inseparable from autobiography. The danger, I think, is not to recognize this
and to impose our image of the future on our children by describing the local
and temporarily significant as if they constitute a universal imperative. That’s
the great source of conflict between generations. Such intergenerational con-
flict perhaps is inevitable in a social context with a pervasive sense of liminality.
Which is why my own children are semi-Martians to me.

Schmidt: You place a great deal of focus on changes in sexuality. Can you
discuss such changes without having an idea—maybe a less than scientific
idea—about how you would like things to be?

Simon: At the end of his lectures on biology at MIT the Nobel laureate
Salvador Luria observed that any one mode of perception or digestion—or
mode of organizing sexual behavior, we might add—is only one of an infinite
number of ways in which that could have been organized. Whatever occurs in
nature or social life is really something of a miracle and ought to be treated with
all the respect and curiosity that miracles deserve. Yes, I remain enormously
optimistic. I think these are very, very exciting times. They will be different. For
example we have a generation, at least in North America’s uppermiddleclass—
and I suspect Western Europe and Germany is not vastly different—-that’ll now
have many more years of premarital sexual experience—in many cases cohabi-
tation—than any prior generation we know. Moreover, this generation comes
of age in the context of a more explicit erotic landscape than any of us could
have predicted less than a third of a century ago and in the context of widely
held beliefs regarding the virtual universality of the sexual as a compelling
human interest.

Schmidt: What is exciting for you with regard to these developments?

Simon: I don’t mean to romanticize; much of this change can be terribly
disordering and self-alienating. But I have the feeling something new is being
born every day, including new visions of the future.
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Schmidt: You are a bit envious?

Simon: Of course, the swiftness with which technology transforms itself
creates the near permanent illusion of some dazzling new experience waiting
just beyond today’s horizon line. As Buckminster Fuller used to remind us, it
took humanity millennia to invent the vacuum tube and anything you might
want to use the vacuum tube for. From the vacuum tube to the transistor it took
approximately half a century. To go from the transistor to microminiaturization
to the chip took less than ten years. With these shifts of technology have come
pervasive changes that alter our very sense of time and space. Persons whose
age differences are relatively small, sharing the same culture, may in fact repre-
sent a different response to the world. As the layers of cultural stratigraphy
become increasingly narrow, the pluralization of the world increases. The very
possibility of learning to live with a tolerance for ambiguity and differences
strikes me as being extremely exciting.

Schmidt: You are quite enthusiastic!

Simon: Yes. Though current ethnic strife around the world does little to
encourage optimism. Such instances, however, may represent a symptom of
change rather than a resolute obstacle. “Globalization” inevitably brings with
it largely unmeasured amounts of cultural globalization.

Schmidt: Is this part of what you have termed the “postmodemization of
sex?”

Simon: Yes. I think the critical element is increasing pluralization within
what previously appeared to be homogeneous defining and constraining iden-
tities, mainly involving gender. Initially I was very hostile to the emergence of
queer theory. I now take the queer theorists much more seriously. The concep-
tual deconstruction of both sexuality and gender tends to follow the disassem-
bly of both in experience. Both gender and sexual orientation come to lose the
illusion of a homogeneous unity, fragmenting into a mosaic of meanings and
gestures that the self struggles to coordinate. Sexual identity, sexual prefer-
ence, and sexual behavior are more loosely correlated than ever before and will
become more so in the near future.

Let me put it this way: I think each generation seems to have its characteris-
tic or signature mental disorder. The early part of this past century could prop-
erty be called an “age of anxiety.” And our most commonly recognized neuro-
ses were anxiety neuroses. By midcentury, with the beginnings of affluence, the
signature disorder became narcissistic disorders. And now it’s the multiple per-
sonality that seems to be very fashionable. Or the borderline case, typically
individuals with so little structure that therapies designed to repair damaged
psychic structures will not help. This shift points to what might be termed a
shift in the politics of the self.

Schmidt: Do you think this development of disorders is a mere construction
or does it reflect real personality changes over time?
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Simon: It’s a real change in the architecture of personality or, perhaps more
accurately, there has been a dramatic shift in the distribution of configurations
of personality and, of critical significance, the goodness of fit between specific
types of personality and the surrounding social world. Those who become
clinical cases are often not as different from everybody else as most of us would
like to think.

Schmidt: So all of us are borderline, but only a few realize it?

Simon: Many of our inherited theories of personality tended to privilege
characterological stability as preparation for life in a stable social order. Flex-
ibility, a kind of characterological opportunism, might be seen as more suitable
where change becomes a continuing aspect of social life. The borderline phe-
nomenon as it was initially described in the psychoanalytic or psychiatric
literature was largely a disorder of successful people. People that previously
managed well who then began experiencing significant psychic distress. People
with many of the same symptoms who more effectively struggle to manage the
pervasive liminality of persistent change without visibly failing apart remain
invisible, so they never become part of the clinical statistic.

A world that increasingly trains us to bargain with it for what we want to be
must first train us to bargain with ourselves, it’s the flexibility and uncertainty
of alternatives that are enormously frightening or unnerving for many. During
much of the modern age virtually everyone negotiated with themselves for
their destinies, but we learned to do it behind our own back. For many, that
process of self-negotiation ceases to be hidden. Some call it the emergence of
an executive self.

Schmidt: Does that mean that the intrapsychic scripts become more and
more relevant?

Simon: Yes. And this has several dimensions. one, that the varied and some-
times incompatible components that enter intrapsychic life now will become
much more manifest. And we may move from a kind of monosexuality toward a
more polysexuality and not necessarily in the sense of bisexuality, but rather in
different ways of experiencing yourself and others as being sexual. Gender
identity, sexual identity, and sexual behavior are less commonly experienced
as being cut from a single cloth.

Schmidt: Which means for one and the same person there are many ways to
be heterosexual or homosexual.

Simon: Yes, or bisexual. There are times I may desperately want to possess
the desired object. There are times I want to be the desired object. Now what
happens conventionally is that we assign these two roles: You’ll be the object
of desire, I’ll be the subject of desire, to use those cliches. And we end up sort of
performing. But which one of these I am in my head cannot be determined from
observation. I am currently beginning some research on sadomasochism—con-
sensual sadomasochism. And one of the things that becomes increasingly clear
to me is that for many people their manifest role in this form of sex play is the
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price for entry into the behavior. For example, one characteristic of being a
masochist or the submissive, presumably, is that you don’t appear to have to
take responsibility for what’s going to happen. For men to enter that role is
often exceedingly difficult. So they may enter the role being the dominant. But
that may not tell us a great deal about who they are in their heads during the
performance. The difference between that which gets you into the scene and
that which triggers excitement may not be the same as that which you experi-
ence yourself as being in the performance or even that which sustains excite-
ment.

Schmidt: How do the intrapsychic scripts develop? And when do they de-
velop?

Simon: Individually, really sort of accidentally.

Schmidt: Accidentally?

Simon: Yes. I don’t think there will be a general theory. I think there are some
general principles that we ought to learn to observe, but the specifics of desire
invariably involve an ultimate mystery. The word that postmodernists perhaps
have overused is terribly valid here: that term is contingency. And when my
students ask: “What do you mean when you say contingency?” I say what it
means is: Any particular behavioral outcome just as easily could have been
something else, something seemingly quite different. So the moment at which
something becomes eroticized is really something magical about the human
experience. One of the major deceptive palliatives that social science provides
is obscuring what is essentially the accidental nature of our personal and social
destinies. Or, as Norbert Elias cautioned us, it may be an error to think of a
process as if it were a system.

Schmidt: That is, we don’t know for certain what it is.

Simon: Yes. And I think we at least begin to open a lid and take a look at
some of the variability. Where it comes from, how it comes about. We may look
at it, we may try to explain it, but it would be a mistake to anticipate reducing
it to a formula, even a complex formula. in current work on the sexual scripts of
gay men I’m currently doing with David Whittier (Whittier and Simon, 2001)
we found ourselves describing sexual desire as a fuzzy matrix.

Schmidt: Does that mean that intrapsychic scripts can develop and rede-
velop over the whole lifespan? Or do you think childhood and adolescence are
especially important?

Simon: For the vast majority, I think adolescence is the time in which we
learn to eroticize desire. We never come to sexual desire innocently. It is not the
desire that is new, but the attachment of that desire to sexual possibilities.
Desire is like Velcro; it attaches very easily. And like Velcro, it invariably
carries residues of earlier attachments. Freud observes in an early essay—unfor-
tunately describing himself as well—that we’ll make little progress in under-
standing our sexuality until we have a generation of doctors who can remember
their own youths. It is significant that even for those of us who spent our lives
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studying adolescence as a subject, it remains among the most abstract yet most
obsessively preoccupied with the sexual of all lifecycle studies. All of us went
through it. Why are we so silent? You have the notion of finding links so that
the really satisfying sexual act somehow manages to touch many of the layers
of change and adaptation that ultimately connect to early constructions of
desire. I think that’s what my friend the late Robert Stoller meant with his
wonderful concept of microdots: The current partner doesn’t have to be a teen-
ager as it were, but there ought to be a lot about her or him, as it were, that allows
me to recognize desires formulated during earlier ages.

Schmidt: Stoller’s microdots, however, are mostly formed in early child-
hood.

Simon: That’s because of Stoller’s training as a psychoanalyst. In my view
we are born desiring organisms and, as a result, we come to sexuality with an
existing history of desire. That, however, does not mean, that any desire is
inherently sexual.

Schmidt: Is the microdot for you a synonym for intrapsychic script?

Simon: No, microdots might be defined as the raw material out of which
intrapsychic scripts and interpersonal scripts are fashioned—they are complex
metaphors that condense histories of meanings and uses. They are what I call
the desire of the dream that is hidden by the dreamer in the dream of desire.

Schmidt: Microdots in Stoller’s thinking are mainly developed uncon-
sciously. When I listen to you I get the impression that the intrapsychic scripts
are actively constructed by the individual, they don’t just happen.

Simon: We certainly may be more authorial than earlier generations, if only
because we have more alternatives. Thus traditional societies only require that
we learn to be actors in scripts that the world has prepared for us. And there is a
middle stage, the age of anxiety, where we learned to be critics; we are con-
stantly watching the performance with fully social idealizations in mind. And
now increasingly we have to add taking responsibility as the authors of our
own scripts. And if not authors of our own scripts in terms of what our bodies are
doing in engagement with other bodies, then at least as authors of the scripts of
what’s going through our heads.

Schmidt: We have been socialized in a quite different period of social his-
tory. How do men and women of our age adapt to all the sudden change we are
experiencing? Do we reconstruct our intrapsychic scripts, too?

Simon: Many manage it by becoming gradually deeroticized. Roland Barthes
made a useful distinction between what he called the “text of bliss” versus the
“text of comfort.” I would translate this in sexual terms as the “orgasm of excite-
ment” versus the “orgasm of reassurance.” Individual and interpersonal viabil-
ity is affirmed by sex, and that too is a source of pleasure, a form of gratification.
Orgasm becomes an articulate witness; it affirms: “Yes, I am still potent; yes,
you are still attractive.” For others, a crisis of aging—particularly in a youth-
obsessed culture—often occasions previously unexpected experiments.
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Schmidt: So sexuality acquires quite a different meaning.

Simon: Yes. So we remain sexual, but it becomes problematic, less urgent,
and the memory of the historically cumulated idealizations attached to the
sexual continue to resonate. I have a niece who is about forty; two of her female
friends recently unnerved her by leaving what appeared to be very successful
marriages. And when asked why did they leave, they replied almost identically:
“This may be the last time I will ever know being in love again.” The sexual,
that once was scripted almost entirely as rituals of social solidarity, must in-
creasingly be scripted as rituals of self-solidarity that allow the actor to
reconfigure identity themes that often differ from the less intimate, more public
of our presentations of self.

Schmidt: In the paper you gave this morning you raised a very interesting
issue: What are the resources of desire? Perhaps you could summarize here what
they are.

Simon: In terms of the significance of the experience, the nineteenth and the
twentieth centuries may have created the most overeroticized worlds that hu-
manity has ever known. I think for most of humanity the sexual really wasn’t a
measure of central preoccupation or a measure of moral worth. The modern
world conflated the sexual with so many forms of significance that many expe-
rience it as an intimidating hyperreality. The generation that now is coming of
age, those who initiated sex experience at relatively early ages, may in fact be
much more pragmatic about their uses of the sexual.

Schmidt: A sort of “dedramatizing” sex?

Simon: Yes, and not seeing it as quite as important or compelling. For my
generation, to find somebody to have sex with, if you were heterosexual, you
frequently had to marry. And for the honeymoon you allegedly went away and
spent four days having sex. Today’s young people seem to drift into cohabita-
tion. In many cases their peers and parents are aware of it. And they move in
with each other. I have the feeling, that if somebody said, “Let’s go to the
movies tonight,” they would just as soon go to the movies as stay home and
have sex.

Schmidt: And the movies would be as much fun as going to bed with each
other.

Simon: Yes. There may be a deflation of the sexual. Deflation may not be the
correct word. Perhaps, pedestrianization might be more apt. A shift over a rela-
tively few generations from a sexual anomie of deprivation to a sexual anomie
of affluence.

Schmidt: Does that make sex more serene?

Simon: Perhaps duller for some, but also less painful and perhaps less costly.
We’ve mischaracterized the cohorts that followed the sexual revolution. There
has been much public talk about unintended pregnancies, we talk about epi-
demics of STDs, but we forget that millions more shared that postrevolutionary
history than experienced either of these unfortunate outcomes. I think they
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may have been better equipped to handle their own lives, as well as handle the
lives of their parents. Recently, for example. Arthur Miller wrote a play about a
woman who so thoroughly loathed her husband that she couldn’t stand being
touched by him. However, she can only express her feelings by a hysteria that
leaves her partially paralyzed. And in the aftermath of televising the play the
host turned to Miller and asked why such a women would have continued to
endure such a marriage. Miller replied, “You know, I was twenty-seven years
old before I met my first divorced person.” There are very few who grow up in
your country and my country who by age fifteen haven’t experienced divorce
in their own family or one fairly close to them. Many of the young occasionally
engage in shocking behavior and social critics are prone to say: “See what
loosening of moral standards has done.” We don’t see that the vast majority of
them may have been liberated, in part, by watching their parents’ generation go
through a second adolescence.

Schmidt: So it’s not just an evil that happens to them when their parents are
separating. There is an opportunity for them in the process, as well.

Simon: Freud again—with age I think I have learned to respect him more
and more—noted at the end of Civilization and Its Discontents that we commit
two sins against our children: The first one, that we wait too long to tell them
about sex, is surely irrelevant for much of today’s world. The second one is still
very relevant. He said we wait too long to let them know that people’s emotions
are complex—that you can love and hate at the same time—leaving the young
children feeling that they are the only ones who are weird or strange because
sometimes they love us and sometimes they hate us. Today early sophistication
in regard to the complexity of human relationships may be a better training
school than any form of formal sex education. It’s obviously better if parents
learn to continue to talk to each other and not use their children as a battle-
ground. But overall I am not sure that children have been really hurt by divorce
as much as those who grow up in households that remained intact where people
didn’t speak to each other, where the anger was felt but never expressed. Hope-
fully this may be a generation that is kinder in expecting less of their parents
and may learn to be as kind in what they expect of themselves.

Schmidt: Let’s stick to the topic “sex as drama.” Many Western intellectu-
als—sex researchers included—have been very attracted to this notion. Susan
Sontag explored this idea in an exemplary way in her famous essay on the
pornographic imagination, saying that sex will forever be something beyond
good and evil, beyond rationality, beyond love, beyond everything. Do you
think this idea makes sense?

Simon: Unfortunately no. I actually lived in a commune during the sixties.

Schmidt: You did?

Simon: Oh yes. And it was a very complex relationship with eleven or twelve
of us. It was also among the happiest and most productive periods of my life. By
the way, we saw these communes naively in the late sixties and early seventies
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as what the future was going to be like. But, at best, it really was a resocializing
setting, affording new sexual capacities, values and styles. I learned, for ex-
ample, to be much more casual about my own body. But I also realized how
quickly conventionalized this seemingly exotic situation became. This is one
of the major implications of Stoller’s later nonclinical work on S&M clubs and
on the porn industry. Part of what he was then saying is that any reality, as
exotic it appears, when translated into a seven-day-week, twenty-four-hours-a-
day setting, ultimately becomes pedestrian. What we have done, of course, is
unrealistically create pornographic phantasmagoric worlds which inspire as
they frustrate. The future indeed may have less need for these elements of
fantasy; it may balance out in the sense that the emotion may be less intense but
the experience more frequent and less commonly requiring a fragile balance of
conflicted emotions, particularly the conflict between personal desire and so-
cial expectations.

Schmidt: Let’s come back to adolescence. You mentioned before that this
time in life is so important because we then learn to eroticize desire. Can you
explain this more?

Simon: Yes. We can talk about two distinct but overlapping dimensions.
One is the experience of the desire for sex and the other is experiencing sexual
desire. They are not really the same. For many boys of my generation, at least in
North America, sex was an obsession. You could describe most of our early
experiences as experiences where having done “it” was significantly more plea-
suring than the actual doing. The same may have been true for many women, as
a matter of fact, who having done it...

Schmidt: Having done “it” for other reasons?

Simon: Yes. As a confirmation of gender competence, to approximate a ro-
mantic relationship, other things like that. That’s what I would call the desire
for sex. But it’s not sexual desire or that which is associated with the beginnings
of sexual excitement.

Schmidt: This term “eroticizing of desire” sounds like it has been taken from
the French. What is your relationship to the French philosophers, for example
Foucault or Baudrillard?

Simon: I think I was to varying degrees influenced by both. It may be irrel-
evant for this, but again it’s speaking of contingency. In the late seventies, early
eighties as a sex researcher I could truly describe myself as being thoroughly
burned out, really bored. And at the time two of my three children were in
college. One was at Berkeley, who as an undergraduate was allowed into
Foucault’s seminar. And the other, who is a filmmaker, did his junior year at the
Sorbonne, where he attended lectures by Christian Metz, Kristeva, and others.
And they began talking with me about these people—and these were people 1
had never heard of And so for the next few years I partially retired from the field;
it was like going back to graduate school. I think we all ought to do that several
times in our lives. It was the pure pleasure. I think many of us forget that we had
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much more fun being students than we have being teachers. Foucault, despite
substantial differences, hit me like a case of diarrhea. His social-constructionist
view of sexuality was not unlike the view that Gagnon and I had developed
somewhat earlier (Gagnon and Simon, 1973). However, he placed the concep-
tions in a much richer intellectual context. It was his influence that moved me
from a fairly conventional social learning position to that of a radical social
constructionist.

Schmidt: Did you meet him?

Simon: No, but I did meet Baudrillard, who I found wonderfully unpreten-
tious and thoroughly likable—despite his somewhat hyperbolic prose. In gen-
eral, I was influenced by the French rediscovery of the Germans, which is really
what we are talking about: a Heideggerian return to Nietzsche. As a graduate
student I attended a seminar led by Max Horkheimer who came to visit one
quarter at the University of Chicago. And there were about sixty of us attendant
at the first meeting of the seminar. It was called “Society and Values” and he
announced that there would be only one text for the quarter’s work; it would be
Nietzsche’s Genealogy of Morals. The next time the seminar met there were
nine of us. I fortunately was one of them. However, even with Horkheimer’s
guidance, the Genealogy of Morals wasn’t the same book I read twenty-five
years later. The French texts had prepared me. And so in that sense I think at
least I personally owe the French at this point an enormous debt. Roland Barthes
obviously has played a great influence on my thinking. Foucault, Baudrillard,
Barthes, and Castoriades would be the four most important.

Schmidt: Among French thinkers.

Simon: French, yes. And I must confess I have found less among contempo-
rary German social theory. Luhmann had become the resurrected Talcott Par-
sons. I already suffered that as a graduate student; I don’t need to do it again.
Habermas bores. He persists in creating grand theory with very little by a way of
direct contact with ongoing social life. I noticed that in recent years he redis-
covered George Herbert Mead and the importance of the exchange of symbols
in social interaction. Mead assumes that there is a community of consensus,
what I call a paradigmatic society, a world with a predominance of shared
meaning that allows the regulatory “generalized other” to emerge so easily
because training in each household sufficiently approximated training and
meaning in all other households. So that consensus produces civility. Unfortu-
nately the need for civility does not by itself produce consensus. In highly
individuated social orders, where individuals living virtually identical lives
have difficulty recognizing each other or experiencing a common bond, this
becomes a critical question. One not easily resolved by any theoretical formu-
lation.

Schmidt: In your lecture today you mentioned two metaphors: postmodern
“pulp” and “skin.” I think these are very central to your concept of the
postmodern. Can you explain?
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Simon: Yes, sure. “Pulp” is literally the interior of a piece of fruit. One of the
things that the postmodern world does is make us very pulpy. While we incor-
porate many inconsistent and changing elements we increasingly find our-
selves lacking a kind of coherent, comfortably constraining “skin.” That’s what
traditional society really provided. Now increasingly we have to self-consciously
fashion our skin. We have to tailor it, we have to suture it, or find some basis for
integrating the multiple roles into a single, coherent identity. Sometimes there
are master identities that are so powerful that, failing all else, make you plau-
sible to yourself by giving you a way of explaining your current existence. This
is why I believe—though I have no evidence for it, it’s an intuition—that
“coming out” in the gay world all at once seemed to be progressively easier and
easier during the seventies until the eighties. As problematic as being gay
was—and it was and is in a homophobic society—it allowed to you to under-
stand yourself, you became plausible to yourself. Now casually people tell me
at cocktail parties: “You know, I am a child of alcoholic parents” or “I was
victim of child sex abuse.” And I must wonder why are these people are telling
me these things?

Schmidt: And this is “skin”?

Simon: This is skin, the interface between the interpersonal and the intra-
psychic, the basis for maintaining or refashioning a coherent identity; one that
somehow accounts for and makes plausible the narratives of the self. For some,
it appears seamless, as if derived from a single cloth, For others, it may take the
form of a patchwork garment that is manifestly the object of continuing revi-
sion. There is so much of this in the resurrection of ethnicity’s and religious
fundamentalism’s that we previously thought would quietly fade away. We can
see it in Yugoslavia today. We can see it in most Western countries, with the
appearance of passionate religious fundamentalists, individuals who manage
the pulp, the confusions of the inner self, by making some social code an
absolute imperative. The politics of the self are changing and in their resolu-
tion may rest the future of the politics of society.

Schmidt: This is quite a superficial form of identity, isn’t it?

Simon: Yes, it is superficial in the sense of describing our appearance in the
world. But something more than that is social context where identity frequently
must adapt to changing contexts, changing audiences, and changing opportu-
nities. That is what the passionate religious fundamentalist can do that the rest
of us find increasingly problematic: Find expressions of their fundamentalist
belief and place every faith over the totality of their life. Patriarchy didn’t
merely describe the household; it described the relation between the king and
the subject, the teacher and the student, the healer and the patient, the employer
and the employee. Wherever you went, patriarchy gave you a sense of all was
right with the world and you were right in the world. Now one is so uncertain.
That’s what I mean by a postparadigmatic society: That the shared master iden-
tities of the world, one that fashioned a sense of who you were, has diminished.
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One of the things that define the postmodern condition, again, is the increas-
ingly temporary quality of our lives. The changes surround us. And not only is
there change, but also pervasive pluralization; almost everything comes in
multiple forms. Charles H. Cooley put it in a wonderful phrase: “Choice broad-
ens as it moves through history, like a river.” To which he adds, by the way:
“Requiring much stronger swimmers, because otherwise more will drown.” And
what he is really talking about is having to pick and choose without the world
picking and choosing for you. And again, many learn to do it easily—many
more than we think, I hope. And for others, the ambiguities of the temporary, the
fact that again we may all be temporary—our employment, our relationships,
our expectations—learning to live with the provisional for many of us who are
conditioned to worlds of stability can be enormously painful and unnerving.
But I think there are others for whom the absence of such conditions would
simply be boring.

Schmidt: Today you talked about “Sexuality: The Future of an Illusion.”
Why is sex an illusion and what is its future?

Simon: It’s an illusion, again, very much in the same way Freud meant reli-
gion is an illusion. Namely, that its meaning and significance is metaphysical
and is produced by the variable world of human uses, rather than being a natu-
ral continent dark in mysterious ways waiting for heroic biologists to fully
explore and return having captured its absolute essence. I think we are going to
find that humanity, down to some very fundamental levels, is beginning to
exhibit the capacity to change and to adapt to change much more quickly than
our history up until now has prepared us for. At this point, again, history be-
comes far less of a guide. We really are reinventing the world consistently. So
sex as illusions, as concepts, both personal and shared, becomes the more im-
portant truth than the actual organs. So I really mean it as being an illusion, in
that sense. We have to begin to respect it as such. These metaphysical beliefs
are not to be taken lightly because they are not rooted in some organ or some-
how encoded in our DNA.

Schmidt: And the future of sex?

Simon: Otis Dudley Duncan, a very wise person, once described social forecast-
ing as logically impossible, morally dubious and esthetically unattractive. The
only aspect I can affirm with any confidence is that the human uses of the sexual
will surely continue to frustrate any simple or overarching generalizations.

Schmidt: That’s a good ending. Thanks a lot, Bill Simon.

Simon: Thank you.

Revisiting the Text: An Interview with John Gagnon’®

Schmidt: Twenty-five years ago you and William Simon published Sexual
Conduct, a “path-breaking study,” as Ken Plummer put it recently, “constitut-
ing the approach which now is commonly known as the ‘social-constructionist
approach.”” Do you share this evaluation?
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Gagnon: My answer has two parts. The first part is to agree that the book that
we wrote offered an original alternative to prior ways of thinking about sexual-
ity. So in that sense it can be described as path-breaking. I am not sure that’s
exactly the right word, perhaps we only remapped what was thought to be a
well-understood terrain. The second part is to say I don’t think we have viewed
ourselves as social constructionists. We have never had any sense of ourselves
being directly influenced by the German constructionist tradition exemplified
by Alfred Schutz, Peter Berger or Thomas Luckman. That tradition had no
direct connection to us. Our thinking was much more rooted in the tradition of
pragmatism in the United States, an intellectual orientation that is very, very
American, especially in terms of its attempt to declare independence from its
European origins.

Schmidt: What persons are you thinking of?

Gagnon: Simon and I had been trained in sociology at the University of
Chicago, but the Chicago department was changing dramatically when we
there in the 1950s. George Herbert Mead, Robert Park and Herbert Blumer were
no longer heroes of Chicago sociology. Young people, who were influenced by
the Chicago school, primarily in the person of Everett Hughes, students like
Erving Goffman and Howard Becker and others who would continue some
aspects of the Chicago tradition had all left. The old faculty had been replaced
by a new generation trained at Columbia University. The Chicago tradition was
replaced by the middle-range sociology of Robert Merton and Paul Lazarsfeld,
a perspective which dominated the intellectual climate at the end of our careers
at the University of Chicago. Actually there are two other intellectual threads
which connected the two of us. First is the work of a man named Kenneth Burke
who was a profound influence on Bill and me. Burke is not widely known either
internationally or even in the American sociology anymore, though there has
been a revival of interest since his death two years ago.

Schmidt: He was a sociologist?

Gagnon: No, he was a music critic, a book reviewer, a literary critic and
scholar, an intellectual. He belongs to the tradition of American eccentrics,
people who are outside the mainstream, who are not academics, but who are
public intellectuals. Bill and I were influenced independently by Burke. He
began reading Burke when he was in literary studies at the University of Michi-
gan. Before that Bill was an activist in the far left of the American labor move-
ment. I started reading Burke in college because I was interested in his ideas
about interpretation. We actually used fragments of Burke’s work, but these
were critical elements in our shared perspective.

Schmidt: We will come back to Burke. But which was the second thread of
connection between Gagnon and Simon?

Gagnon: The second connection was and is that tradition in the Chicago
school of thinking about nonoccupational aspects of social life metaphorically
as a “career.” The career model offered a processual and contingent perspective
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on how people assimilated new ways of living, how they enacted them, and
how life choices changed the self. This perspective goes back into the roots of
Chicago criminology when Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay began to write
about criminal careers in the same way that others wrote about conventional
occupational careers. The metaphor could then be extended to marijuana smok-
ing, pregnancies out of wedlock, homosexuality. Also thinking about alternate
life paths as careers allowed a certain moral neutrality while thinking about
deviance. The careers of a banker and a gangster could be analyzed in exactly
the same way: learning how to do a job, acquiring skills and insider knowledge,
learning how to deal with all of the other social actors in a particular social
milieu. By emphasizing the common features of learning and performing the
usual moral differences between occupational and life style categories could
disappear. The concept of social careers was an important idea in conceiving of
certain parts of Sexual Conduct.

Schmidt: Let’s come back to Kenneth Burke and read a few sentences from
your book. “Part of the legacy of Freud is that we had all become adept at
seeking out the sexual ingredient in many forms of nonsexual behavior and
symbolism. We are suggesting what is in essence the insight of Kenneth Burke
(1935/1984): it is just as plausible to examine sexual behavior for its capacity
to express and serve nonsexual motives as the reverse.” Is this tone of the
central messages of Sexual Conduct?

Gagnon: Yes, absolutely. Following Burke we began to think about the way
in which sex (both symbolically and physically) could be expressive of other
interests (work, politics, religion) and that the sexual did not have a priority in
causal explanation. If there is a network of different influencing factors, Freud
always chose the sexual to explain all the others. By this simplification you
often eliminate what is most interesting, which is that the sexual is one element
in a dynamic network of forces, including gender, class, race/ethnicity, nation-
ality. You may do something sexually dramatic for quite mundane other rea-
sons. That came directly out of the Burkean texts.

Schmidt: What makes the difference between sexual behavior and sexual
conduct?

Gagnon: The sexual conduct phrase actually came from Ernest W. Burgess
who worked with Robert Park. Park and Burgess were two of the great figures of
the second Chicago school. What Burgess was arguing—this was in a critique
of Kinsey—was that behavior is always morally evaluated. There is no human
behavior without moral, hence social, evaluation. So you don’t have biologi-
cally naked sex behavior, you have socially clothed sexual conduct. And so we
took the phrase “conduct,” because we wanted to say we are not talking about
socially unevaluated behavior. The crucial issue is, sexual behavior is socially
constituted so that it becomes sexual conduct. Actually this formulation is
backwards and wrong. It probably should be said that thinking about sex as
behavior is one aspect of the way we conduct ourselves sexually. Sex becomes
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behavior when we decide to take off the cultural clothing of sexuality which is
its socially “natural” condition to reveal the unnatural condition of sex as
naked behavior.

Schmidt: Three years after the publication of Sexual Conduct the psycho-
analyst Robert Stoller developed similar thoughts in his theory of perversion
and in his theory of sexual excitement stressing the sexualizing effect of mean-
ings. Did you know something about Stoller, when you were writing Sexual
Conduct?

Gagnon: No. And I don’t think Bill did either. Bill and Stoller developed a
very close relationship later on. And I recall that an interesting correspondence
then resulted, in which Stoller indicated the importance of the ideas of Sexual
Conduct for his own work. He had read the book and he had used some of the
ideas in it. I am less persuaded by Stoller’s notion of the microdot. Stoller’s
microdots have their origins too early in childhood for me and remain influen-
tial far later in life than I give them credit for. We did however take a critical
microdot-like example from the novelist Jerzy Kosinski in a discussion of the
independent role of the intrapsychic in arousal.

Schmidt: T remember this story, where a man is attracted by his female col-
league and it doesn’t work if she was accessible?

Gagnon: Yes. So he fantasizes about a airline stewardess raising her arms
above her head to put away a bag in an overhead bin. Her breasts are pulled up
by her brassiere and this becomes an erotic provocation in a way that is similar
to the microdot. However, we preferred a less restrictive source of erotic sym-
bols, a more general menu of arousing symbols than Stoller.

Schmidt: However similar ideas developed in quite different places, in quite
different disciplines, in quite different schools of thinking in those years. You
and Stoller get rid of traditional approaches of sexuality—the naturalization of
sex and the concept of sex drive.

Gagnon: Stoller began in the context of psychoanalysis as a practitioner and
theorist. Consequently, he has had a more difficult intellectual task in revising
Freud given the centrality of libido theory to psychoanalytic practice than we
did. We resisted Freud in general.

Schmidt: And admired him at the same time.

Gagnon: Freud was one of the great men we had to push aside in order to
establish our own point of view. And so we may have simplified him more than
we should have. But we were young and he was in the way. [ don’t think we were
as generous as we should have been, or even as thoughtful about what he could
have given us. Stoller’s position was much more complicated than ours because
he had to keep Freud, and had to selectively retain and honor those elements
that still worked for him as a practicing psychoanalyst. And so his reading of
Freud is much more nuanced than ours was, at least in that first version. I think
that Bill in his own work has reconstituted his relationship to Freud in impor-
tant ways. I think I have done that less than he has.
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Schmidt: So one hero you tried to put aside as a young man was Freud, the
second was Kinsey. Is there a connection of Freud and Kinsey?

Gagnon: Well, I think that I resist the label “sexology” because it has at its
core the theory of sexual naturalization; that idea that stretches from Krafft-
Ebing to Masters and Johnson that sex is a natural phenomenon. Kinsey’s
naturalism is very different than Freud’s. Freud’s notion is that nature must be
resisted to create civilization. Kinsey’s view of nature is much more beneficent.
In his view nature produces a variety of opportunities to be sexual. For Kinsey
the problem of civilized sexual culture is that it’s like agriculture. It produces
only one sexual product, one sexual crop. The only approved crop is hetero-
sexuality.

Schmidt: Destroying variability...

Gagnon: That’s right. Kinsey—and I think this is why he is so badly misun-
derstood—really was a taxonomist of evolution. He believed in the beauty of
diversity in nature. Nature provided you with all these variations. And what
culture did, was to place limits on nature. This turns Freud upside down. How-
ever, nature remains for Kinsey the origin of desire. And so we had to get rid of
both of them in order to get a completely socially determined sexuality. We had
to eliminate nature.

Schmidt: And you did it by creating what you call the script theory?

Gagnon: We created script theory in an attempt to have a device to describe
how people go about doing sex socially, and to demonstrate the importance of
social elements in the doing of the sexual.

Schmidt: What would you say, what is script theory in your sense today?

Gagnon: Where did it go? I think we lost control of it. You know, one loses
control of every idea. When I hear people say the word “script” at a meeting, |
often don’t recognize what they are talking about. But that’s inevitable. I think
that at this moment neither Bill nor I have made a fully coherent argument
about scripts.

Schmidt: In your recent book The Social Organization of Sexuality there is
a small and very comprehensive description of script theory. In its shortness it’s
quite informing. Can you respond to this?

Gagnon: [ am actually quite labile in my intellectual relationship to people
I respect intellectually. When I talk to them I am always actively influenced or
resistant to what they are saying and I often revise my own ideas as they talk. In
a way there is sort of a Gagnon-Laumann script theory in the book you men-
tioned, and there is a Gagnon-Simon script theory and there is a Gagnon script
theory and there is a Simon script theory without Gagnon. As I listened to Ed
Laumann talking about social networks and the importance of networks, script-
ing linked into those ideas. One can think about a sequence of events (such as
all the separable events that make up a wedding) as a sequence of scripts and
then think about who is present or absent at various moments in the unfolding
of the larger set of events. The key ideas are the copresence or absence of actors
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and the ordering of the scripts. And so you get a matrix which is “scripted
events” on one axis and “actors” on the other and the social arrangement then
becomes the matrix of actors and events. In the work which I did with Bill there
was a much greater concern with what went on inside people’s heads—with the
intrapsychic and the social origins of mental life.

Schmidt: Do you still stick to the three levels of scripting, the cultural scripts,
the interpersonal scripts or the just mentioned intrapsychic scripts?

Gagnon: The reason that we invented the three levels of scripting was to
deal with the quasi-independent relation between the agentive individual, the
interactional situation and the surrounding sociocultural order. This was al-
ways the weakness of traditional culture-personality theory in anthropology.
The individual often appeared to be a simple replicate of the sociocultural
order. The same simplification appeared in robust sociological theories which
emphasized the dominance of the social order in the production of social life. The
problem for such theories is that they could not account for variations in indi-
vidual conduct in what appeared to be the same socially structured situation.

We formulated the concept of cultural scenarios somewhat later than the
intrapsychic and the interpersonal levels of scripting, though this idea was
implicit in Sexual Conduct. Cultural scenarios was the name we gave to the
instructional semiotic system that is the intersubjective space of the sociocul-
tural. All social institutions have instructions of how to behave built into them
and these instructions are not internal properties of individuals, they are the
property of the organized collection of individuals who were enacting that
institution or situation. In between these two levels was the interpersonal, so-
cial conduct in the presence of other individuals. I think that Sexual Conduct
was good on dyads (perhaps guided by the dyadic nature of much of sexuality),
but less good on complex social situations or complex sequences of events.
This is what Ed Laumann was good at, understanding the contribution of audi-
ences to ongoing social action. My work with Laumann made me more sensi-
tive to the role of ‘“‘stake holders”, both individual and institutional, in what
appear to be purely interpersonal interactions.

Finally to preserve the independently acting individual (this has some con-
nection to Mead’s “T”’) we needed intrapsychic scripting, a socially based form
of mental life. What went on in people’s heads was critically important since it
embodied planning, remembering, fantasy. I actually think at the time we wrote
Sexual Conduct, Bill was better at theorizing about mental life than I was,
better at thinking about the intrapsychic.

Schmidt: More interested I think. Is that the connection to Stoller?

Gagnon: That’s the connection to Stoller. It is also the connection to poetry.

Schmidt: To poetry?

Gagnon: Yes, he had read a lot of poetry and in our discussion of the intra-
psychic he was always arguing that thought processes are not always linear, but
there are always masses of unrelated associations. So creating the poem, par-



314 Sexual Conduct

ticularly the modern poem, means disrupting conventional prose/speech, call-
ing on private images and experiences. Essentially everyday thought is noisy,
messy, chaotic. I think it was this conception of the symbolic that brought him
back to Freud.

And from my point of view it is abnormal to think scientifically. Most thought
processes, as you go through the world, are impressions and fragments and
pieces. You have to create an environment in which linear and highly coherent
thought can go forward: you find a quiet room, you close the doors, you turn on
the computer, you look at the screen, you type, you pretend like there is noth-
ing else going on in the world or in your head. But that describes a specialized
environment for a very specialized form of thinking.

Schmidt: Is the differentiation of cultural scripts, interpersonal scripts and
intrapsychic scripts still reasonable for you?

Gagnon: It remains an analytic device for me. In my new thinking the criti-
cal tension in the individual is managing the relationship between the public
and the private. The private is the domain of the intrapsychic. Both cultural
scenarios and interpersonal scripts are enacted in the public domain. It’s not
that the intrapsychic does not depend on these other two domains. It’s that you
can manipulate mental life more freely than you can manipulate either other
people or the culture at large.

Schmidt: It gives way to more variance?

Gagnon: That’s right. You can allow fantasy to flourish. And the flourishing
of fantasy is not only sexual. Political and social fantasies abound. For instance
in order to make a better world we must first fantasy “how can we make this a
better world?” Marxist communalism was first of all a fantasy in a burgeoning
capitalist world about how to create a post-capitalist world. Certain social or-
ders create a need for this more complicated mental world. And as modern
social orders get more complicated, there is actually an increase in the density
and significance of intrapsychic life. As concrete situations get more various,
psychic life has to get even more various. Dealing with a concrete social situa-
tion requires a concomitant mental effort. And as we come in contact with an
increasingly sexually complex world, we have to bring more mental resources
to bear to understand that the person you are going to deal with is not only a
man, but a man of a certain culture and history and biography. We can deal with
that by narrowing and simplifying the other to their body or their organs. How-
ever if we want to have a shared social relationship we have to take account of
the variousness of this sexual situation from all the other sexual situations we
have been in. And that requires a great deal of mental agility in private matters.

Schmidt: Is that what other sociologists call “reflexivity”?

Gagnon: I think so, it’s a version of reflexivity, but hopefully a more highly
elaborated version than the usual version. Again it is closer to Burke and per-
haps Freud. Sometimes when social scientists talk about reflexivity, it’s too
automatic, too simple. It is as if reflexivity did not cost anything. Being reflex-
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ive is enormously complex because the actor has to think of many possibilities
and many consequences not only for others, but for the constitution of the self.
The pressure to select, to choose one of many lines of action, increases the more
you get into the public world, but at the same time the integrity of the fantasy
must be maintained. This relationship between mental life and other levels of
scripting is the aspect of scripting about which I have been thinking. The other
part is the ways in which the cultural and interpersonal order are connected in
mental life. Culture has no direct relationship to interpersonal relations. It must
go through the heads of the actors. The task of the actor is to continually link
and adjust and transform and stabilize the interpersonal and the cultural while
maintaining the plausibility of the self. At the same time the interpersonal and
cultural worlds the actor inhabits are not passive, for other individuals and
social institutions are always trying to either constrain or change the indi-
vidual. The levels now become interactive. I think in our first version it was a
bit more static. There was culture, the interpersonal, the intrapsychic, sort of
freestanding.

Schmidt: In Sexual Conduct your first version of script theory you don’t
have the cultural scripts.

Gagnon: It’s largely implicit and it’s actually more visible in the chapter on
pornography than in other places. Sexual Conduct as a book is enormously
uneven. It’s trying out a lot of different ideas.

Schmidt: It convenes a number of essays on quite different areas.

Gagnon: Yes, I think that’s a real difficulty. But on the other hand approach-
ing each topic separately allowed us to try out our theoretical perspectives
deductively. When we wrote about homosexuality among men, we emphasized
the concept of careers. It is in this essay where the idea of career is very visible.
When we wrote about lesbianism our concern was the relationship between
gender differences and sexuality. In both of those essays we also addressed
what we called the specious problem of etiology. When we wrote about pornog-
raphy, we were interested in how culture offered people sexual stories which
they then bring into their own lives. Pornography was also a textual testing
ground for the script concept.

Schmidt: And then you were talking about childhood and adolescence, a
very broad chapter in this book.

Gagnon: Yes, it’s a rich chapter full of underdeveloped ideas. For instance
it’s where we invent the concept “homosocial.” As a concept it is now abso-
lutely ubiquitous, and nobody knows where it came from. But it’s first used
there, though perhaps in a different spirit. We were looking for a word to substi-
tute for “homosexual.” At the time, when thinking of the affiliative behavior of
boys in adolescence, the available language of psychoanalysis was “these are
homosexual groups” or “this is a homosexual period.” We invented the word
“homosocial” exactly to get rid of the idea of the casual centrality of sexuality,
first the social, we argued, then the sexual, second.



316 Sexual Conduct

Schmidt: It could include sexual acts, too?

Gagnon: Yes, but it subordinated the sexual acts to social processes. These
are groups of boys in whose social practices the sexual is embedded, but it is
performed for other social purposes. It doesn’t give priority to the sexual. The
sex is interesting to the boys, but not nearly as important as the approval of
other young men. And once again this was the concrete version of the Burkean
notion, that you do sexual things for other social purposes.

Schmidt: Let’s come back to the intrapsychic scripts. Was Stoller a specialist
in this?

Gagnon: I don’t want to psychoanalyze Stoller. But I think that his situation
was different, the kinds of people he saw were different. He sought out more
dramatic instances of sexuality to analyze.

Schmidt: And around you?

Gagnon: We were working primarily in the world of the mundane, and Stoller
remained, as a psychoanalyst must, in the world of the drama, of powerful
emotions, of events filled with affective intensity. If there was a weakness in
Stoller, it was his belief in the intensity of the sexual. He still believed that the
sexual was powerful.

Schmidt: But only because it took over emotions and energy from non-
sexual sources.

Gagnon: Right. But essentially it was still powerful. It was still a drama. And
for Bill and I, at that time, we saw the sexual at a much lower level of emotional
intensity. The script for us was not Faust. And I think that Stoller and psycho-
analysis in general invites dramatic stories, important stories. We were inter-
ested in ordinary people and everyday tasks: How did people get home from
work, have dinner, turn on the television, watch the television, have sex to-
gether, then go to sleep? And in a way we were the voice of the common man
and woman, which is what sociology pretends to be. It’s the story of everyday
life. We were in fact the enemies of the traditions that stressed the power of the
sexual for purposes of social change or appealing to sexuality as a source of
personal or political redemption, or as the primary terrain of social meaning.
We said that sexuality was routine, and that it was produced by routine social
causes.

Schmidt: Quite unromantic!

Gagnon: Quite unromantic. But I think both Bill and I are romantics as
individuals! But being in this crazy discipline of the everyday and of the unre-
markable and the nonmiraculous, we worked against our own personal inter-
ests. For many people sex remains the only place where there are miracles. Sex
and love remain the world of the miracle. You cross a crowded room, you fall in
love, you change your life—something transformative happens. And what we
were saying was: the feeling of transformation is socially orchestrated, you feel
transformed, but you are enacting the script of transformation. My work with
Laumann went somewhat further, the argument is: Of course you can fall in love
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across a crowded room. The question to ask is how did the two of you get into
the same crowded room? And the answer is everyone in the room has the appro-
priate social characteristics to be in the same crowded room. The emotions are
real, but arranged by social structure and enacted through sexual scripts.

Schmidt: Coming back to the cultural scripts, do you think that Foucault is
some expert on cultural scripts? Are discourses cultural script?

Gagnon: I have lots of ambivalence about Foucault. I think he was a poor
historian, but I also think that he asked more general questions than we did. He
tried to grasp other, perhaps larger issues. And I think he is wrong in a number of
ways. For instance, I think that the impulse to reduce things to texts, discourses,
is an error. Because what social life is really about is performances. It’s really
people performing in social spaces. Scripts are closer to the performative than is
discourse. I think what Foucault does is too texty, it’s too parochially French,
with in its interest in discourse and the power of discourse.

Schmidt: You said ambivalence, so there must be something that you could
take from Foucault?

Gagnon: I am not sure. In many cases I don’t understand his arguments and
I don’t know where they take me intellectually—what these ideas do for my
thinking. If we interpret what he says as meaning that people have power over
other people and they use discourses to do so, well, I would suggest a reading of
Marx. Often I think much of Foucault is not very new except to folks who are
not well read in history and the other social sciences. Other people have made
his arguments better, or at least more clearly and less infused with the local
intellectual circumstances of Paris in the 1970s. Foucault is sort of an intellec-
tual figure who I worry about and push against largely because of his impor-
tance to others, but I don’t think I actually have ever really been engaged by
him.

Schmidt: Looking at American social constructionists, be they feminist or
gay theoreticians, they much more refer to Foucault, as I see, than to Simon and
Gagnon. Is that embarrassing for you, disappointing?

Gagnon: Well, disappointing. I think we were there first. And at least some
people think that we said it better. Most of the non-social-science people who
do gay and lesbian studies and cultural studies have not read very much in the
relevant social sciences. What they have read is their business, but for instance
they don’t know anything about the American pragmatist tradition. They don’t
realize that the notion, that the meaning is in the response, which is at the core
of Derrida, was said by George Herbert Mead and Kenneth Burke decades ago.
Only Richard Rorty seems to have recognized the common roots of these ideas
in Hegel. It’s the usual American provincialism, that if they say it in France—it
must be so. There is a deference to French intellectual life by Americans, that in
fact, I don’t think it always deserves. Being knowledgeable about France and
French ideas is a way American intellectuals separate themselves from the com-
mon herd.
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Schmidt: You say it as a person who really loves France.

Gagnon: Oh, yes, absolutely. I think the French probably more than any-
body else in the Western world are resisting being Americanized. They value
their language, they think that speaking French is better than speaking En-
glish. It is admirable, a way to avoid being Coca Cola-ed to death. But at the
same time French intellectuals don’t read anybody else either. And they don’t
read anybody who writes in Lyon either. If you don’t write from inside Paris,
you aren’t anybody. The deference which contemporary Americans show to
French intellectuals is similar to the deference Americans showed to European
culture in general at the end of the nineteenth century. Members of a colonial
society showing deference to its intellectual superiors. If you say “Foucault,”
you don’t have to make any more arguments.

Schmidt: Your rejection of the naturalism in the Freudian and Kinseyan
sense offered quite new perspective on social change in sexuality.

Gagnon: Well, I think what we were trying to do is actually in the last line of
the book.

Schmidt: We have to cite it.

Gagnon: (Reads) “The critical posture to maintain is that the future will not
be better or worse, only different.” This sentence was our attempt to say that the
future of sexuality was not a matter of “progress” or moral improvement or
utopia or dystopia. We are always involved in the human struggle to make the
future. But the future that is being created is just going to be different than the
present, not better or worse. This phrase also signaled our belief in the histori-
cal/cultural constitution of mental life, which we alluded to in the beginning of
the book. When the future comes who and what we are now will be lost. Each
generation is always the dinosaurs to the future. We have lost the nineteenth
century, the twenty-first century will lose us. The past is always the worlds we
have lost.

Schmidt: In contrast to some Freudians, for example Wilhelm Reich or Herbert
Marcuse, or in contrast to Kinsey, you then cannot have a positive utopia of
sexual change.

Gagnon: Yes, that’s the root theme that ran through all of this work: the
antiutopian, the antidramatic, the antimagical, the antiromantic.

Schmidt: Dedramatizing sexuality?

Gagnon: That’s right. I think perhaps that was really the key idea. The fact
that there was no magic in the world. We were really searching for disenchant-
ment. The world is no longer enchanted, and it cannot be enchanted again. And
the search for enchantment in sexuality must end in failure.

Schmidt: This means, too, that you have no sympathy for the cultural pessi-
mistic attitude many social philosophers present?

Gagnon: The notion that culture is declining or so? No, it’s just going to be
different. If you asked me how I would like the world to be, I could only repeat
to you the standard democratic platitudes: equality, democracy, justice. I would
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repeat all those catchphrases, like everybody would. What else would you say?
But the world is not going to be like that.

Schmidt: What should it be sexually?

Gagnon: I think the only way that you can make the world sexually the way
you want it to be is to have ambition for your ideals as the psychoanalyst Heinz
Kohut put it. This is what Marx was: he was ambitious for his ideals. I don’t see
anyone, or any movement, which has new ambitions for sexuality. And particu-
larly given the posture I took, how can you have ambitions for the mundane? It
doesn’t go together, to be ambitious for the commonplace. The desire to make
orgasm better, to help men to have more erections, that is like improving cook-
ing. You have to construct something interesting out of the sexual. That some-
thing has to be richer than the behavioral, sexuality has to be transformed. But
then, into what? Into better communication, into Habermas’s just communica-
tion?

Schmidt: Sociological research shows that many people are looking for
authentic emotions, passion, exciting thrills coming from sexuality. So they are
ambitious.

Gagnon: Well, I think that in the everyday world the belief in the romantic is
still very powerful. And I think it’s not just the sexual, I think it’s about love. I
think we underestimate the importance of the intensity of love. People are
looking for intensity, spontaneity. Our argument was that spontaneity is scripted.
We had already undermined ourselves. It wasn’t that life was not variable, it was
only scripted variously. Spontaneity is always bounded, even in fantasy. You
are always enacting a script, even when you are playing with it, trying to make
it anew, you are making up a system of scripted action. And in a way there is
only the social. It’s actually a much darker vision than the notion of decline.
Because the notion is that at one time sexuality was something important and
now there is decline. And our argument was: there never was anything wonder-
ful. And it’s not going to get better or worse. We simply say: In 1940 they did it
that way, in the year 2040 they’re going to do it this other way. That’s what the
creature does. It’s a cultural animal. A gloomy perspective, I must say.

Schmidt: In what respect gloomy?

Gagnon: Because there was never anything special. Or if there was some-
thing special, it was only because we as cultural / historical creatures made it
special in the ways the culture dictated. So many social theories begin with
the notion that from out of nowhere we will eventually be blessed. Perhaps
this is the source of the current alien craze. Or that there is some larger
purpose to human life. I think that our book is a celebration of purposeless-
ness. That the only purpose to sexuality is the one we create in a given time
and place. God, evolution, the state, patriotism, progress, communism, capi-
talism, those are all collectivist notions which we have imposed on our-
selves to avoid purposelessness.
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Schmidt: You have made a lot of predictions in your book, or speculations
about the future. Please imagine for a minute, that you are a sleeping beauty,
falling asleep in 1973 and awake being kissed by a princess or a prince in these
days. What would you be astonished about and what would you be not aston-
ished about, seeing today’s sexual landscapes?

Gagnon: Starting now, I think I would have been struck by the transforma-
tion of gay and lesbian life and feminism in the West. The intellectual bravura
of the gay and lesbian movements and feminism is deeply surprising, if you
start in 1973. In Sexual Conduct we had a sentence that said, “the homosexual
community...serves simply as a sexual marketplace.” And I don’t think that
anyone can now make the claim today. The gay world is an immensely rich and
complicated social world, a community created and creating an identity, it is a
fascinating set of options. And the amount of original thought which is going
on—it is really a very rich intellectual world. I am not sure I agree with all of it,
but it’s clearly an interesting place.

We probably overestimated the sexual originality of American culture at the
behavioral level. I don’t think that I would have been surprised by the amount
of pornography. The erotic landscape seemed to me already on its way to cur-
rent development in 1973.

Schmidt: What about the heterosexuals?

Gagnon: I don’t think they changed very much, that’s really been kind of
remarkably stable. What does happen actually? Well, they have intercourse a
little bit sooner. They have a few more partners.

Schmidt: Not only sex partners but love partners.

Gagnon: Love partners. Basically serial monogamy now begins at fifteen or
sixteen and proceeds through life.

Schmidt: That’s a difference. If you look on their grandparents...

Gagnon: That is a difference. But in a sense even if it is not the same couple
over the life course, but many couples, the Durkheimian effects may remain the
same. The opposite-gender couple remains the primary way of organizing emo-
tional and psychic life, children, houses, cars, ownership. Actually maybe the
triumph of capitalism is its capacity to maintain at the individual level large
numbers of satisfied consuming and reproducing couples. I think what’s most
interesting is the remarkable disconnection between the cultural erotic life of
the society—the amount of erotica—and the absolute conventionality of the
people.

Schmidt: A discrepancy between...

Gagnon: ...this level of the production of erotic cultural scenarios and this
level of what people in fact do.

Schmidt: Do you have an explanation for it?

Gagnon: I do, but it will sound a little crazy.

Schmidt: That sounds interesting!



The Never-Ending Conversation: Two Interviews 321

Gagnon: I think there are really two arenas of sexual action which don’t
have anything to do with each other most of the time. There is the domain of the
symbolic and the domain of the behavioral. People go to the domain of the
symbolic not because it compensates for how dull things are, people in fact are
perfectly happy with their dull sexual lives. It’s because what the symbolic
domain offers you, and now this is a much more general argument about capi-
talism, is a world without social friction, a world without cost. You can play,
you can have contact with beautiful bodies, you can look at lovely things
without investment. That’s the difference between owning an automobile and
looking at an advertisement for an automobile.

Schmidt: Different worlds, but both are important.

Gagnon: But they are independent in many ways. They come together every
once in a while when there are in moments of cultural crises, you may have
people saying: “My fantasies are not the same as my behavior.” But otherwise
people do not compare the world of fantasy and the world of what they do
everyday and neither has a natural priority. The most important thing is that it
is very pleasant.

We have to move outside the sexual and we can see it everywhere, fantasy
consumption, fantasy celebrity, If you want to know that you are watching a
movie and you are not sure—you think you may be hallucinating, but you
won’t know—you know it’s a movie when the car pulls up to park in New York
City and there is no other car parked on the block. Well, fantasy copulation has
the same quality. You don’t have to pull next to other cars, look and see how big
the parking space is, block traffic and listen to the horns blowing, go through
all the maneuvers of parking—there is always a space available in fantasy.

Why are you satisfied emotionally from an advertisement in which a beauti-
ful person drives a fancy car up in front of a fancy building and stops? An
advertisement that calls the BMW the ultimate driving machine. In reality
everyone in New York knows that the ultimate driving machine will only go
fifteen miles an hour in city traffic, if they are lucky. It’s the psychic indepen-
dence that exists between real-world driving and the fantasy of driving. One
does not criticize the other. Similarly there is real-world sexuality and the fan-
tasy of sexuality. And they are simply separate. Fantasy is a world without
friction. No one denies you, and you can turn it off. I think that’s how people
live in the postmodern world.

Schmidt: In what respect?

Gagnon: There is an increase in the importance of intrapsychic life which is
absolutely crucial. To survive the modern world requires more mental activity
rather than less.

Schmidt: Are you going to reprint Sexual Conduct?

Gagnon: We have made an agreement with the original publisher. The new
version, we think at this moment, will have an introduction about the origins of
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the key ideas, the circumstances of invention. What were the biographical,
cultural, historical circumstances of writing the book, including the fact it was
written during the sixties. It was written during a period of crisis, by two people
who had a tangential relationship to that crisis. At the end of each chapter we
will put a few comments trying to not destroy the original structure. And then at
the end there will be a discussion of where the central ideas of the book have
gone. We will leave the original text the same, only making it nonsexist in its
language.

Schmidt: It is sexist?

Gagnon: Yes, it was the 1960s, so we were not yet aware of gender-neutral
language.

Schmidt: More than twenty-five years ago, I met you and Bill Simon in a
New York Hotel. And by chatting around you said, “We have just one problem:
to know who is Marx and who is Engels.” Did you decide upon this question?

Gagnon: (Laughs) A revolutionary remark!

Schmidt: T was deeply impressed!

Gagnon: I think that I had the wrong people in mind. The better choice
would have been “Who is Freud and who is Durkheim?”

Schmidt: Thank you very much, John, for this talk.

Notes

1. The title for this section comes from Kenneth Burke, who describes an individual’s
experience of intellectual life in the following fashion:

Where does the drama get its materials? From the “unending conversation” that
is going on at the point in history when we are born. Imagine that you enter a
parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have long preceded you, and they
are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and
tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had already begun long
before any of them got there, so that no one present is qualified to retrace for you
all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until you decide that you
have caught the tenor of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone
answers; you answer him (sic); another comes to your defense; another aligns
himself against you, to either the embarrassment or gratification of your oppo-
nent, depending upon the quality of your ally’s assistance. However, the discus-
sion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you do depart,
with the discussion still vigorously in progress. (Burke, 1957, pp. 110-11)

Burke does not discuss power here, though he understands that getting (as
opposed to putting) one’s oar “in” is always a matter of that. His foci are the social
conversation in which one is only a temporary participant and a reflection on indi-
vidual mortality.

2. In June 1999 William Simon (1930-2000) presented an invited lecture entitled
“Human Sexuality: The Future of an Illusion.” On June 24, 1999 Gunter Schmidt
conducted an interview with Simon concerning this lecture and the thesis of the
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“postmodernization of sexuality” as discussed in Simon’s last book (1996). An
account of this interview, as authorized by Simon, appeared previously in German
in the Zeitschrift fiir Sexualforschung 12 (1999): 36273.

This interview was conducted in June 1995 in a hotel room on the shores of Lake
Garda.
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