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Introduction



EVERYTHING WEIRD IS NORMAL—EVERYTHING NORMAL IS WEIRD


This is a book about sex. All sorts of sex. Sex between people with mutually ambiguous genders. Sex between gangs of female chimps. Sex between slutty amorphous blobs in the primordial ooze. Sex between you and your hand. All kinds.


But I just keep spiraling back to duck penises.


During the process of lovingly crafting the tome you’re about to read, I learned that only 3 percent of male birds have dicks. This information should not have come as a shock to me. For starters, how often do you see a bird with a boner? Not often, I hope. Also, I should know as much: I’m the executive editor of a science magazine, and I collect random facts about sex like it’s my job (it sadly is not). And yet.


Here’s the thing: penises are not a given. Birds, reptiles, amphibians, egg-laying mammalian weirdos, and some fish eschew the genitals we humans think of as traditional in favor of the “cloaca,” a sort of all-purpose, on-off ramp into and out of the body. Animals with cloacas use them for pretty much every sort of intake and outtake, save for eating and breathing—though some turtles do take gasps of air through these Swiss Army buttholes, when the mood strikes. Chickens also lay eggs through their asses, and that’s all there is to it. Sorry for ruining your breakfast, but the world is built on shit and blood, and you’re going to have to accept that eventually. It may not be pretty, but the cloaca is a magnificently efficient orifice.


The existence of this multihyphenate hole is not news to me. Still, I was also vaguely aware that male cloacas contained something phallic hidden within: a furled member that sat poised to emerge for intercourse.1 I suppose I’ve always assumed it must serve as a passable penis once deployed. Reader, it does not.


In point of fact, a male bird’s equipment—when gently coaxed from its cloacal comfort zone by the hands of a well-meaning biologist—looks something like a tiny larva. Often no bigger than a sliver of newly cut fingernail and shining with the half-baked, gooey look of a fragile embryo, these wee appendages serve only to sputter out seminal fluid. The delivery mechanism is a phallus-free “cloacal kiss,” wherein birds just… touch their respective parts together.2 This sometimes lasts for mere fractions of a second, with nary a thrust. In any case, penetration is so far off the table it might as well be on the floor.


It had somehow never occurred to me that male birds don’t all have respectably sized penises (proportionate to their puny bird bodies, of course) tucked away in their all-purpose poo-and-pee chute.


I blame ducks.


Ducks—along with geese, swans, and a number of flightless birds such as ostriches and emus—make up the proud phallic 3 percent of the avian world. But they don’t just have penises. They have horrifying penises. They took the concept of a dick and ran with it headlong into the gaping maw of hell. Male ducks possess massive, spring-loaded, corkscrew-shaped members (sometimes barbed, always ugly) that can, in some cases, stretch as long as their bodies.3 A duck penis is a sight to behold and, once beheld, impossible to erase from your memory.


There’s an interesting evolutionary story behind these horrid lengths. See, birds that pair up monogamously without fail tend to have short phalluses, if they have them at all (most, of course, do not, but my point here is to make it clear to you that swans have really tiny dicks). Ducks, in contrast, do the worst kind of playing the field. They often engage in “forced copulation”—rape, in human terms—and that’s probably why they’ve evolved to have such relatively massive dongs.4 And also why those dongs are curled up tight like springs. And sometimes barbed.


See, the female duck has evolved tricks of her own to help her dictate which male will father her offspring.5 Her vagina is basically a haunted funhouse. It’s like the Winchester Mystery Mansion in there. Twists. Turns. Cul-de-sacs. Stairways to nowhere. I’m not kidding.


When a female duck is chill and cooperative (dare we say, consenting enthusiastically?), it’s simple enough for a male to get his penis into the actual vaginal canal so he can successfully inseminate her. But if she struggles, there’s a chance that he’ll wind up slipping through the biological equivalent of a trap door and spilling his seed into a dead-end pouch of skin. Forced copulations are still common, and no doubt lead to plenty of pregnancies, but this physiological quirk gives females a shot at, well, calling the shots.


A 2007 study led by Patricia L. R. Brennan put forth the idea that ducks have evolved in a sort of sexual arms race, with vaginas growing increasingly baroque while male penises get bigger and twistier to try to compensate, and this view is now widely accepted by people who think about duck penises for a living.6


It’s easy to ignore or forget the fact that duck genitals aren’t bizarre just because of their size and generally threatening vibes. Considering that 97 percent of birds do perfectly fine sans penis, it’s strange that duck penises exist at all. Scientists now believe that the common ancestor of all cloacal animals possessed a phallus, but clearly most descendants found the extra appendage increasingly useless. Some ancestral duck with a real toxic attitude shot bravely in the opposite evolutionary direction, presumably mocking its increasingly dickless cousins in the locker room while its own reproductive organ morphed into an eldritch horror.


Compared to the theatrical shock of duck sex, the sticky business of cloacal kissing seems like a bit of a letdown. Giant, horrible penises are just bound to get more airtime. Somewhere along the way, I guess I just internalized the assumption that birds must have penises—however puny those penises might be. I unconsciously assumed that penises defined sex, even in the animal world.


Our assumptions aren’t all that different when it comes to human proclivities.


Most of us are taught, at varying ages and to varying degrees, that “sex” happens when a penis makes its way into a vagina. We might have some pushback from more progressive people in our peripheries, but that doesn’t change the forcefulness of the predominant messaging. All sorts of people can have sex in all sorts of ways, we “know”; but advertisements, media, textbooks, and religious institutions repeatedly tell us that the default setting is a man with a penis lying atop a woman with a vagina, often under sheets that seem to magically keep his butt covered.


Those of us who fancy a bit of variety in our definition—whether in terms of the sexy acts being committed or the sexy people committing them—are constantly pushing back against this long-held sense of the status quo. But the status is not quo. The world of sex, at large, has very little to do with what we humans consider normal. In fact, the animal kingdom and all of human history are full of scenarios just like the antipenile revolution in the sky.


I don’t mean to suggest that we should remodel our society to reflect the smooth and utterly dickless copulatory practices of most birds. But take a closer look at evolutionary history, at other animals, at our own past, and at different cultures around the world, and you’ll find that sex, on the whole, is a lot weirder than you might think.


And that might kind of be the point of sex. It’s an elastic, adaptable, catch-as-catch-can, DIY-friendly, totally open-source method of reproduction and social connection that keeps the world as we know it spinning. It cares not for the fate of your penis. The dinosaurs that didn’t go extinct became birds, we all know, and birds with dicks, in most cases, became birds without. If humanity still exists in a few million years, who’s to say we won’t go the way of our feathered friends?


Sorry, I don’t mean to threaten the evolutionary future of your genitals. My point is that what is normal right now has not always been normal; nor will it always be so. From the biological realities of our carnal acts to our generally acceptable methods of courtship, the world of sex is the furthest thing from static. Instead, sex is a shimmering spectrum of colorful moving targets.


Before we dive in, here’s a quick disclaimer: I’m not going to literally attempt a speed run of all of history to get you from point A (the dawn of dicks) to point Z (the four hours it took the TikTok algorithm to diagnose me as a bisexual cis-woman who’s kinda “meh” about gender and married to a nice man with floppy hair). There’s just too much.


I’m also not a historian, let alone one specializing in the history of sex or in queer studies; I’m more of a great-at-finding-fun-facts-for-cocktail-parties girl, but in a professional capacity.


There are plenty of books out there in which people smarter and more interesting than I am have outlined portions of sexual history for you, in detail, and you can check those out to immerse yourself in, say, how same-sex attractions affected troops in World War II, or what queer cinema can tell us about France in the 1960s, probably, or how Dolly Parton became a gay icon. You can read books by evolutionary biologists to give you a crystal clear picture of our best guesses and latest theories about how nature invented dicks (duck and otherwise). You can read books by sexual health experts about the complete care and keeping of vaginas throughout recorded history. There are entire books dedicated to the practice of grafting monkey testicles onto male humans for the purposes of giving them more reliable boners.


This is not one of those books. This is a book by someone who decided to cram the entirety of the history of sex into roughly three hundred pages. But—you may ask—why?


I’m writing this because I wish I’d read it a decade ago. I’ve put a lot of work into understanding sex, personally and professionally—probably more work than most people have the time or resources to put in. I still feel like I’ve got a veritable dusty attic’s worth of hang-ups to unpack. My relationship with sex and my body is a work in progress. I’m writing this because I hope you can learn quickly what it took me far too long to learn: that today’s mainstream definition of sex is deeply flawed and that this has the ability to cause us harm. Sex can be anything and everything humans—and birds, and Neanderthals, and slime molds—dream or want it to be.


Here’s what you need to know. Whatever sex you can imagine today? Humans have been there before. Animals have done that and are still doing it. The whole world, I promise you, has been there and done that. And you can too!


I know one thing for certain: getting some context for how topsy-turvy our modern-day sense of what sex should and shouldn’t be was a crucial first step in my journey to being a happy and healthy human. So I come to you humbly offering a smattering, a taste, a mere assortment of amuse-bouches of sexual expression and queer existence and horny exuberance through history.


Sex has always been weird. Sex has always been normal. All that’s changed is how we talk about it.


From duck penises and koala chlamydia to gay cowboys and Lysol douching, we’ll peel back the layers of everything your high school biology and history textbooks got wrong—and, more importantly, everything they failed to even mention. Hold on to your cloacas.




















Chapter One



WHAT THE HECK IS SEX?


Where amorous bonefish from the ancient world give us a glimpse at the early days of boot-knockin’.


Here are five lessons I hope to have taught you by the end of this book:




1. Our earliest ancestors may have been queer as all heck, and a lot of cowboys were gay.


2. People have literally always wanted to bone as much as possible without having babies and were willing to shove crocodile dung up their hoo-has to do so.


3. That weird thing you like? It’s fine. I promise. Like, really. It’s probably not even that weird. Like, not to offend you? I’m sure you’re a unique snowflake and all, a real rebel without a cause, but, like, trust me, people have been weirder.


4. People have been conspiring to make you think you masturbate too much since the 1800s, if not earlier.


5. There are sexually transmitted infections that are good for you, and most of the ones that are bad for you still aren’t nearly as bad as you’ve likely been led to believe.





We’re going to get into all of this and a whole hell of a lot more to boot. But before we can talk about chastity belts, the surprising number of secret sex museums in European history, giraffes peeing on each other in a horny way, and mail-order radium suppositories, we need to answer one teeny-tiny question: What is sex, anyway? And to answer that query, we need to go back a couple billion years.


There was a time before sex. When the earth was new, all living things reproduced asexually: rather than finding sexual partners, individuals begot copies of themselves to perpetuate their ilk.1 This was simple. It was efficient. Every member of the species was capable of reproducing and did so without help from any of their kin. Life boiled down to eating, avoiding being eaten, and occasionally copy-pasting your DNA by splitting yourself in two. Some prokaryotes learned to swap DNA with one another on the fly, which helped their species adapt and combine genetics in new ways. But their offspring were still the result of whatever genes progenitors had handy at the time—not of a dalliance with another individual.


Sometime around one to two billion years ago, as best as the fossil record can tell us, the first eukaryotic organism decided to muck about and make things a lot messier.2 This common ancestor, likely a single-celled protist, maintained the ability to clone its own cells—in a way, we’re all reproducing asexually every time we make new cells within us, which translates to nearly four billion births a second per person—but it also started making sex cells, or gametes.3 (To complicate matters, some researchers argue that this last eukaryotic common ancestor, or LECA for short, was actually not a single cell containing all the genetic traits necessary to make a eukaryote, but rather a population of diverse single-celled organisms that swapped just the right genes at just the right time to make all the proteins it takes to build a defined cellular nucleus.4 Luckily for us and for the length of this book, we don’t need to know which scenario is correct in order to know that eukaryotes… happened.) Unlike the so-called diploid cells that each contain the entirety of an organism’s genetic code, gametes are haploid, which means they only carry half. They need to combine with other haploid cells to create a fully functional set of chromosomes.


Bangiomorpha pubescens, so named as the first known occurrence of “sexual maturity” for life on earth, is currently considered to be the oldest fossilized organism that certainly had these abilities.5 The specimens in question are thought to be just over a billion years old, making them the most ancient fossilized critters that appear to be single, complex organisms—as opposed to colonies of unicellular bacteria.


Unlike those of earlier organisms, Bangiomorpha pubescens spores show three distinct morphologies, representing cells it could have used to reproduce asexually, but also “male” and “female” cells similar to those used for sexual reproduction in modern Bangio algae. It seems likely now that all extant eukaryotes, or organisms with cells divided into membrane-bound organelles, have sex in their ancestral history—even the few that reproduce exclusively asexually today. They may have come from lineages that dabbled in both modes of procreation, then reverted (sort of like how whales and dolphins descend from animals that emerged from the sea, evolved into mammals, and then scooted their way back into the ocean for reasons unknown).


But this wasn’t quite sex as we know it. Plants reproduce sexually by trading pollen on the breeze. Our first sexually reproducing ancestors likely just oozed up against one another at the cellular level. When did we start, you know, doing it?


Our oldest evidence of penetrative intercourse is about 385 million years old and comes in the form of fossilized remains of the way too aptly named Microbrachius dicki. I know. I know! But believe it or not, M. dicki got its rather pointed moniker from Scottish baker-turned-botanist Robert Dick in the nineteenth century.6 Mr. Dick would never know that the ancient armored fish he chiseled free from rock were sexual revolutionaries. Not until 2014 did a study confirm that the remains showed the earliest known example of internal fertilization and copulation. And oh, did that reveal some glamorous origins for getting it on: M. dicki’s eight-centimeter-long body included a “bony L-shaped genital limb” called a clasper, which males used to transfer sperm to females. Not to be outdone, the species’ better half developed “small paired bones to lock the male organs in place.”


But the first known instance of sex as we know it still wasn’t really sex as we know it. Based on the placement of those bony, interlocking claspers, paleontologists say the frisky fish probably swam side by side to do the deed. “With their arms interlocked,” one of the lead study authors said in 2014, “these fish looked more like they are square dancing the do-se-do rather than mating.”7


I can’t speak for everyone, but I’d say we’ve come a long way. And our journey from square dancing in the sea to engaging in the thrilling array of activities we now call sex is full of shocking, disturbing, and hilarious twists and turns. M. dicki is just the world’s introduction to intercourse; once humans hit the scene, we really learned to have fun with it.


But enough about how sex came to be. Why did we start having it? The answer may not be as straightforward as you think.


A CONFUSING STRATEGY AT BEST


“We do not even in the least know the final cause of sexuality; why new beings should be produced by the union of the two sexual elements,” Charles Darwin wrote in 1862. “The whole subject is as yet hidden in darkness.”


We’ve learned a lot since then, but we’re still stumbling around in want of a proverbial flashlight. The question of why we have sex might seem to have an easy answer, but researchers are debating this great conundrum to this day.


An academic paper titled “Classification of Hypotheses on the Advantage of Amphimixis” may not sound like a thrilling read, but I promise it’s worth a bit of your time.8 “Amphimixis” is a fancy term for sexual reproduction (so fancy, in fact, that I learned it myself about five minutes ago), and the point of this 1993 study is that theories on the evolutionary purpose of sex were so numerous as to require organization. Even some thirty years ago, all the prominent inklings we had floating around about why sex might exist numbered in the dozens. Sex remains a mystery to this day.


One easy explanation for why sex took the world by storm—and the reason you probably learned in school, if your teacher broached the subject at all—is that sex creates genetic diversity. By creating kiddos with half of each parent’s DNA, which allows for countless potential genetic variations with each coupling, a sexually reproducing species can quickly proliferate an army of unique snowflakes. Genetic diversity is, of course, beneficial. If something goes wrong—a famine or a pathogen or any number of other inevitable disasters—having more types of individuals in play on the board ups your chances of someone having what it takes to survive. If your entire species is cloned from one common ancestor and that common ancestor doesn’t happen to have built-in resilience against the new plague in town, your entire lineage is toast.9


That’s what happened to bananas: Central American growers once relied on the Gros Michel cultivar’s ability to reproduce asexually to help them fill grocery stores with fruity clones. Then, in the late 1800s, a fungal plant pathogen called Fusarium oxysporum f.sp. cubense hit the scene.10 Gros Michel bananas were totally susceptible to fusarium wilt, and because the entire world supply, at least when it came to large-scale farming, was just a copy of the same banana, there was no hope that a few hardy individuals with useful genetic quirks would survive the onslaught. By 1950, most bananas being sold in stores were instead clones of the Cavendish banana, which was the closest growers were able to get to the taste of the Gros Michel while still producing a fusarium-resistant crop. Predictably, this is going to backfire on us any day now—the pathogen has mutated to target the Cavendish. Whoops!


But sexual reproduction isn’t as much of an obvious win as you’ve likely been led to believe.


Consider how much energy goes into sex. It requires that two individuals find each other and go through some kind of information exchange. It means that not all of your genes will make it to the next generation. Indeed, each sexual encounter risks your best genes being arbitrarily left in the dust while chromosomes that leave you vulnerable to disease and other pitfalls propagate. It doesn’t matter how molecularly resilient your ancestor was to one environmental hazard or another if you end up with the wrong combo of DNA on the relevant stretch of your genome.


And it’s not as if an asexual species is truly stuck with only the genetic material of its ur-ancestor. Mutations can occur by chance all the time, some of which will aid survival and thus be passed on due to the mutated party’s relatively long life, creating subtle differences between various clonal lineages.


Evolutionary biologists’ best guess is that sexual reproduction is simply a more efficient way to handle both good and bad mutations.11 That is, sex makes it easier to flush out genetic oopsies without losing entire lineages of the species (for example, someone with a not-awesome genetic predisposition for dealing with some particular environmental scenario may have some offspring that get more advantageous genes from the other parent instead). Moreover, in an asexual lineage, beneficial mutations show up one by one and can only be transferred if organisms happen to meet up and exchange information (like when bacteria learn how to avoid antibiotics by swapping DNA with others they come into contact with). By contrast, sexual reproduction makes it easy to create offspring with all the best new bits and bobs of DNA found in the collective grab bag of the species. This also means that there’s less likelihood of various distinct beneficial mutations creating competition between members of what once used to be a single, cloned species.


We see evidence for either or both of these hypotheses in so-called facultative organisms. Some creatures—mostly plants, but also some animals—can switch between asexual and sexual reproduction as needed. Many of them engage in what’s called condition-dependent sex, where their method of reproduction shifts based on certain environmental conditions. In general, it seems like such critters are apt to flick the sex switch into the “on” position when the world around them is changing in dangerous ways. The wee crustacean Daphnia magna, for instance, is more likely to do the nasty when food is scarce or temperatures are in extreme flux.12 When conditions are peachy keen, these plankton produce only “females” and reproduce by cloning. Similarly, the rodent parasite Strongyloides ratti switches to sexual tactics when confronted with a strong immune response from its host.13


In general, it seems that sexual reproduction is a shortcut to the kind of diversification that can help a species thrive. The “Red Queen” hypothesis—so named for Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, where Alice realizes she must run as fast as she can merely “to keep in the same place”—suggests that life on earth is so competitive that organisms need to keep their feet on the gas pedal of evolution just to have a shot. In other words, defaulting to asexual reproduction might mean your species misses out on a genetic opportunity that could otherwise keep it alive in the face of an unknowable future threat.


But the examples highlighted above also make one wonder why we—and so many other eukaryotes, which make up all living things save for bacteria and archaea—got stuck with sex as a full-time occupation. Why wouldn’t we have maintained the option to bud in a pinch, if our genes are hardy and mates are hard to come by? That seems to be the case for several species of shark, females of which are able to execute asexual “virgin births”—more accurately known as parthenogenesis—when males are scarce and conditions are cozy.14 If fish can take matters into their own hands, why can’t humans do the same? Even if we’re closer to understanding why sex happens in the first place, the reason why sex, once evolved, tends to become a species’ exclusive reproductive strategy remains murky.


One of the most perplexing aspects of doing the deed is that it often (though not always) means that a species will be split into different sexes, only some of which have the ability to create new offspring. In theory, a single hermaphroditic phenotype could handily cover both sides of the sexual equation. So why waste energy on having males at all?


WHY EVEN ARE MEN?


The question of why males even exist is an ongoing and completely straight-faced field of study. Still, I’ll grant you that it sounds like more of a misandrist Twitter rant.


Indeed, when I wrote about a study examining this conundrum in 2015, I published it under the headline “Scientists Examine Why Men Even Exist,” and I knew exactly what I was doing.15 The Tweets I got in response were not very nice, but the study was: biologists at the University of East Anglia spent six to seven years observing two sets of around fifty generations of beetles to try to suss out whether sexual selection might be the key to it all.


Let’s rewind briefly to Darwin. When he wasn’t busy having kids with his first cousin,i Darwin posited that something called sexual selection might be key to reproductive success. His more famous theory of natural selection held that only the most genetically fit individuals would survive long enough to reproduce, thereby making their DNA more likely to persist through the generations. But his theory of sexual selection granted that some qualities might dominate the gene pool not by nature of their inherent superiority but thanks to the ability of individuals to be picky about their sexual partners. Sex doesn’t just give you more opportunities to create combinations of genes that benefit your species; it also means you have to be “good” enough—by some definition or another—to get to reproduce. No sneaky budding shortcuts for you!




Since male beetles can’t make their own babies when times get tough and have little to do with raising offspring, the researchers in that 2015 study wanted to see whether the benefits of sexual selection might be enough to justify their existence. They removed selection from the equation for some couples by randomly pairing them up into monogamous sets, then upped the selection quotient for other females by placing them in groupings with increasingly extreme sex ratios—capping off with habitats featuring just ten gals with ninety potential mates to pick from.


Almost a decade later, they tested the genetic resilience of those two groups of beetles by inbreeding test subjects with their siblings. No matter which experimental lineage they came from, forcing brother and sister beetles to mate amplified any genetic mutations they’d acquired over the generations (this is why you don’t want to have kids with your close relatives, folks, and the kind of strategy that gave the Habsburgs their signature jaw, though Darwin clearly didn’t get the memo). In the groups where sexual selection had been weak or impossible, offspring started dying quick by the tenth cycle of inbreeding. But beetles descended from those able to practice sexual selection survived as many as twenty generations of sibling incest. Sexual selection, it seemed, gave them more to work with when times got tough.


This reminds us all of the importance of not looking for potential co-parents at family reunions. But the study also offered a small but compelling piece of evidence for the importance of choice in giving sexual reproduction its power. And so, choice could explain why an entire sex evolved seemingly for the sake of being chosen as mates.


From the 2015 study, it seems that perhaps males can serve as a sort of evolutionary doodle pad, where the species can give risky genes and behaviors a chance to stay around and prove their worth. A certain number of females must have DNA that allows them to safely come of age, have sex, procreate, and care for their offspring. That’s hard work, over a long-term horizon, and really stifles creativity—you don’t want to risk loads of potentially good, but potentially bad, mutations in that pool. So having another sex creates the opportunity for those nongestating individuals to live fast and die young, biologically speaking. A male beetle, for example, only has to live long enough to get lucky once to share some of his more beneficial genes, making it less of a tragedy if some of his other mutations are more detrimental.


But while we currently have more questions than answers about the existence of men, one thing is clear. The paradigm of “male” and “female” organisms butting uglies is an arbitrary way for reproduction to have panned out. Sex could have gone differently in any number of ways. And in many cases, it still does.






Footnote




i All kidding aside, research on the subject of reproduction between first cousins suggests that, while it’s not ideal from a genetic-diversity standpoint, it’s not the worst thing in the world. But this becomes less true the more often your family line dips back into itself, as evidenced by many royal families in less genetically literate eras, since your pool of shared versus unique genes gets smaller and smaller with each criss-crossed branch of the family tree. So it’s a seal probably better left unbroken, if your heart can help it.

















Chapter Two



HOW NORMAL IS HETERONORMATIVITY?


In which we learn how grandmothers and gay uncles are essential to the survival of the species, visit the ancient escapades of totally-not-gay men around the world, ask how American bison got to be so bisexual, and ponder if queerness is where it all began.


Picture the American Wild West—the great frontier. Manifest destiny and colonialism as far as the eye can see. Cows. Corn? I don’t know, I’m not a cowboyologist. A tumbleweed goes by. Someone yodels. A man spits tobacco juice on your shoe. Stuff like that.


A group of rugged, rough-and-tumble cowboys eye a herd of bison. It’s the 1880s, after all, and bison (that is, the common plains bison of the species Bison bison) have been hunted to near extinction.1 Far from their modern-day status as the national mammal of the United States, the behemoth bison, to a cowboy, is nothing more than a cash cow. Their days are numbered. Do these majestic beasts know what fate awaits them?


Someone spits more tobacco juice on your shoe (probably). The air is tense with anticipation; someone takes aim.


Then, a pause. The gun is lowered. Awkward laughter. Knowing glances between the cowboys. Because one of the bison bulls is apparently feeling amorous. Because it’s not a female he decides to try mounting. Because the bison, my friends, is as American as apple pie and as gay as a maypole. And these cowboys, believe it or not, may not have been too straight themselves.


Reviewing numerous existing studies on homosexual behavior in American bison, researchers from Belgium in 2006 noted that same-sex mounting had been “regularly observed in bison (Bison bison) males” throughout the preceding decades.2 Moreover, some data even suggested to the researchers that certain age-classes of males indulged solely in same-sex mounting. Thoughts on why this behavior was so common varied across the studies: some concluded same-sex mounting was a form of play or a way of establishing dominance, while others suggested it merely came down to an individual’s otherwise scant opportunities to have sex. But there was no debate about whether such couplings took place—all the data suggested they were quite common.


And it’s not just bison on the open range. Indeed, male domestic cows are so prone to mounting one another that there’s a name for the mountee: the “buller.” According to that same 2006 paper, bullers—a term reserved for bulls subject to repeated mountings from multiple peers in short order—tend to be unfamiliar to the group they’re in and/or naturally low in the pecking order. They tend to have higher estrogen and testosterone levels, and it’s thought that the addition of growth hormones in feed (along with overcrowding) has contributed to a historical uptick in this phenomenon in the United States. Being a buller isn’t exactly a party: repetitive mountings can leave the receiver with an irritated rump, exhaustion and stress, hair loss, and even broken bones. But in the wild world of Bison bison, at least, male mountings seem to be a much more benign aspect of life.


When the 2006 researchers collected their own data—from a massive Belgian farm where more than one hundred imported American bison grazed freely year-round—they noted that male homosexual mounting was indeed common. But they found little evidence of its value in establishing dominance. Instead, they landed on the notion that it probably served either as a form of play or a way of practicing for adult reproduction.


Bison lesbianism, however, proved to be more mysterious.


For starters, it happened more frequently than expected. The authors noted that most of the big studies on bison homosexuality treated female-female mounting as something that occurred only in very specific situations. At least one study left ladies out entirely. But it turned out to be about as common as male homosexuality. “Although not all females were observed to perform homosexual behavior,” the authors noted, “these interactions seem part of the normal female bison ethogram.” But when the authors tried to evaluate the purpose of the behavior—by measuring how indulging in it seemed to affect a bison’s social status, fertility, and so on—they saw only minimal effects. Though the researchers couldn’t explain away the incidents as being useful for one reason or another, we know female bison mount female bison just as much as males mount males.


And the men chuckling at those bulls and bullers? Well, some of those boys were known to seek out same-sex action too. Orville Peck and Lil Nas X may have raised the concept of the gay cowboy to an art form, but they by no means invented it.


Historians writing on homosexual behavior among the rugged boys of the Wild West—especially ones commenting on the subject more than a decade or so ago—have been careful to hedge any statements that contradict our heterosexual American ideal. “It’s important to know the history of homosexuality,” history professor Peter Boag of Washington State University told True West Magazine for an article titled “Homos on the Range” back in 2005.3 “Society didn’t really designate people as homosexual or heterosexual through most of the 19th century; it was not really until the 20th century that those identities crystallized.” That means that in all-male societies, for example, men commonly engaged in same-sex acts that weren’t seen as “gay” in the modern sense. And yet, according to that same article, though they may not have been “gay,” these cowboys shared codes to establish preferences, like alluding to an enjoyment of Walt Whitman’s work to hint that they shared his orientation. That sounds like a little more than circumstantial palling around, don’t you think?


Even in 2005, the author of the aforementioned article was quick to point out that a photo showing, for instance, a room full of male cowboys slow dancing with one another was not necessarily gay, because there were no women around and men just… had to… slow dance. Still, it is safe to assume that yes, obviously, as it has always been and always will be, some of the cowboys who had gay sex were really, actually gay. And in the strange circumstances of the frontier, it seems, they were allowed to live as they pleased. In fact, the wide-open spaces and mind-your-own-beeswax attitude of the American West, notes Boag, actually seems to have drawn a crowd of gender-nonconforming folks as well, including a few who lived their lives quite out loud, at least relative to the East Coast norms of the day.


And if the American bison and the American cowboy turn out to be as queer as quiche, then what else in our history, our culture, our science, and our world has always been different than we’ve been told? We know that sex between males and females exists. But so, dear reader, does every other kind. And it has been that way since the very beginning.
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One of my favorite silly little internet jokes goes something like this: Sorry, you want me to pick a place to eat dinner? I’m a bisexual switch.i I’ve never made a decision in my entire life.4




This joke is funny because it’s true, but also because it’s patently false: queer people—myself included—grow up today having to make all sorts of decisions about their sexual presentation. While being some flavor of queer is as natural as breathing (we’ll get to the science that says so in a minute), the lines of our world are drawn to be colored in with heterosexual lifestyles. To be gay—by which I mean not-straight, just to ensure we’re all on the same taxonomic page moving forward—often means creating rogue masterpieces atop the blueprints laid out for us at birth.


Many people figure, either subconsciously or out loud, that anyone who isn’t heterosexual and cisgender operates outside the norm. Even if you don’t begrudge the existence and happiness of LGBTQIA+ people—and perhaps even if you’ve been known to don a piece of gay apparel or two yourself—you might assume that homosexuality is a bit of a paradox. After all, our underlying biological imperative is to pass along our genes and keep them circulating through existence. And a human who only seeks out partners of the same sex is not going to end up making a baby (at least not without medical intervention, which wasn’t a thing for most of human history, or a surrogate or sperm donor). So why did we evolve into a species where sometimes people are simply and completely flaming?


As a college professor of mine once bluntly put it in an attempt to fluster us spawnless youngsters, humans are biologically pointless until they have kids. And, you know, there’s something to stop and unpack there, because—ew, right? Not cool.


We know that there’s more to being human than propagating our genes. We live and love and laugh and make TikTok videos and write poetry; we feel and make others feel; we take care of one another; we fuck up monumentally and make war and peace and create culinary abominations like the KFC Double Down. That’s what separates us from other animals, or at least most of them. And we’ve got plenty of people on the planet, so it’s perfectly reasonable for some of us to ditch that biological imperative entirely. We’re not bacteria in a Petri dish or bunnies in a warren—we’ve evolved to a point where spreading our seed doesn’t have to be life’s endgame. Still, we recognize that we wouldn’t exist today if an evolutionary hustle to have procreative sex hadn’t driven our ancestors.


But a new and intriguing school of thought around the evolution of sexuality suggests a tidy explanation for the apparent paradox of preferences that seem to thwart our biology. In fact, according to this nascent line of thinking, being queer hasn’t been screwed out of our gene pool because being queer is actually the default setting. At least, that may have been the case in some distant and ancient ancestor.


A subtle shift in one’s perspective might explain the weirdness of animal sexuality—in both bison and cowboys. When complete homosexuality is framed in the standard paradigm, Yale University researchers specializing in ecology and evolution noted in a 2019 paper, it comes at a high cost. (That means that being gay makes you less likely to reproduce and spread your genes, not just that people are jerks about it.)


And yet, queerness does persist. So maybe the evolutionary cost isn’t as steep as it seems. Perhaps being gay isn’t actually evolutionarily confusing—perhaps humans are just confused about evolution. The Yale researchers propose a simple change: Stop asking why animals engage in same-sex sexual behavior. Instead, start asking why they don’t.


“In any trait so widely seen across different animal species, you would usually at least consider the hypothesis that the trait was there from the origin,” Julia Monk, lead author of the paper and a PhD candidate in forestry and environmental studies at the Yale School of the Environment, told Popular Science in 2019.5


That means that we too often assume that our first sexually reproducing ancestors must not have engaged in same-sex intercourse. Yet we don’t actually know that this is true. In fact, it’s just as reasonable—if not more so—to assume that our most ancient ancestors actually did the deed quite indiscriminately.


Imagine a primitive and immobile multicellular ancestor of animal life. This progenitor reproduces sexually but has yet to develop anything as elaborate as clear sexual dimorphism (where one sex is easy to distinguish from another), let alone anything as elaborate as a courtship ritual. Unlike a pair of birds displaying plumage and dancing around one another to curry favor, any member of this species may just have attempted to mate with any comrade it came across in the primordial ooze. In this scenario, any sort of pickiness would have put an individual’s genetic line in peril.


“The notion that SSB [same-sex sexual behavior] is a recently evolved and distinct phenomenon from ‘heterosexual’ sex,” state the researchers, “is symptomatic of the kinds of binary essentialism that hinder not only social liberation and equity, but also scientific discovery.”


Bear in mind that this notion—that the road to today’s animal life was paved with organisms that swung both ways—is just a hypothesis. Moreover, we currently have no means of confirming this version of our evolutionary history.


But let’s continue to play out the thought experiment. Instead of wondering how homosexuality could possibly persist in the gene pool, we now get to wonder something else: When did having any kind of sexual orientation became the norm? We can picture some early critters starting to develop clear sexual differences to make it more likely for mating to lead to reproduction; when spawning something is your ultimate aim, it’s useful to have more than a fifty-fifty shot of the individual you hook up with being reproductively compatible with you. Once this happened, perhaps attraction to the physical traits that indicated an individual belonged to the opposite sex would make your genes more likely to proliferate than if you used the earlier scattershot approach.


But here’s the key: if the population is starting from a place of pure pansexuality,ii this new heterosexual adaptation isn’t going to kick in universally, like a flipped switch. Some individuals will still manage to successfully pass their genes on without having a particular attraction to members of the opposite sex or aversion to members of their own. As long as enough babies are being made from generation to generation, there isn’t actually a steep cost to some members of the species desiring nonprocreative sex.6




Let me pause to get one thing straight: I’m not, and that doesn’t require biological justification. Even if there is no biological purpose to being something other than heterosexual—even if queerness is truly brand spanking new—it’s still nobody’s business whom you’re attracted to. We don’t need an evolutionary rhyme or reason for existing as queer people; queer people exist, which means they deserve to exist. But it’s worth prying at the cracks of the simple narrative we’ve been sold about our species’ sexual heritage. The question of whether our ancient ancestors might have had sex in ways that surprise us shouldn’t be a new one. Unfortunately, the history of science as we know it is rife with researchers imposing their own lifestyles and social norms onto the natural world. As you’ll learn in this book, we take for granted countless paradigms that we should have shaken up a long time ago. The assumption that heterosexuality is so necessary and ancient an evolutionary tactic as to make homosexuality puzzling is just one of them.


But nonprocreative sex isn’t just a nonliability! In fact, science has come up with a few ways in which being a bit fruity might help a species thrive.


SO’S YOUR GAY UNCLE


You may already be familiar with the so-called grandmother hypothesis. But it’s exciting enough to repeat. And before we turn to gayness, it seems, first we need to understand Grandma.


Some researchers aim to explain the continuation of life after menopause in human females with the grandmother hypothesis.7 See, in most animals that reproduce sexually, your life is pretty much over once you’ve aged out of making babies. But humans with uteri have a vexing tendency to stay alive long after that whole process has shut down, which usually happens somewhere between the mid-forties and the mid-fifties.


The grandmother hypothesis suggests that in humans—and, weirdly enough, in killer whales, where females also live long past the age of fertility—there may be some benefit to having a period of life not devoted to reproduction. Life after menopause may help protect your genetic lineage by allowing you the time and resources to assist your children with the care and keeping of their children. Thus, being a grandmother raises the likelihood of your genes making it into future generations of humanity (or orca-nity, as the case may be).


Human and orca grandmothers saving their species is cool enough. But related to that hypothesis is another, which likewise tries to explain why something seemingly biologically unnecessary can be, actually, quite necessary. Just as, perhaps, humanity would be nothing without its grandmothers, so too might it be suffering without its queer people.


The kin selection hypothesis, raised by evolutionary psychologists in 2010 and sometimes referred to colloquially as the gay uncle hypothesis, posits that the nieces and nephews of people who don’t have their own kids might benefit from the extra attention.8 The idea came about as the result of a study on groups of fa’afafine in Samoa, who are assigned male at birth but identify as a third gender and typically have relationships with men. In these exact circumstances, the evolutionary benefit of having a queer person as kin is patently obvious; fa’afafine live in Samoan communities where families are tight-knit and geographically close, and they tend to contribute time, money, and attention to the rearing of their siblings’ kids.


It’s unlikely that tykes with queer aunts, uncles, or auncles see much of this sort of benefit in other parts of the world, as industrialization and sprawl have made it increasingly uncommon for extended families to live close enough, physically or emotionally, for a parental sibling’s generosity to amount to more than ample chunks of birthday cash. But it was different in ancient times: having babies was both fairly unavoidable in a heterosexual relationship and fairly crucial to keeping one’s village afloat, and folks also had to hunt and forage for enough food to fill hungry young mouths. Back then, researchers argue, the world at large looked much more like the communities that feature fa’afafine than the towns and cities in which many of us now live—and having an aunt or uncle who helped feed you instead of producing hungry tots of their own may have given you a real edge. The kin selection hypothesis, if correct, would suggest that having some queer people around made family lines more likely to thrive, which would keep that family’s genes circulating more widely.


Regardless of whether having a nonreproducing sibling makes you more likely to successfully raise more children, the idea that this explains why some of us are queer presupposes that there is some genetic component to sexuality, which is something of an open question. But while being not-straight surely does not come down to one or even a small handful of genes, it does seem likely that DNA is part of the complex equation (along with environment, cultural influence, hormones, and who knows what else, because humans are messy). And if there are, indeed, genetic markers that make one more or less likely to be a friend of Dorothy, they may have been more likely to stick around in the gene pool thanks to helpful gay uncles.


(Note: Even if this effect is real and has had a real impact on our species, it is still possible that your own personal gay uncle is an unhelpful jerk. Moreover, it is okay if you do not choose to use your own gay uncle powers to help your nieces and nephews and other niblings become prolific breeders.)


Another idea that I find particularly fun looks to the benefits of same-sex attraction in other mammals; in many primate species, for instance, being open to taking a tumble with a member of the same sex can really help grease the wheels of social interaction.9 And you may recall the suggestion that bison (and perhaps even cowboys) engage in same-sex raunchiness for social reasons. An individual with a flexible sexual appetite can use risqué business to pacify potential enemies, smooth over disputes, and bond with members of their community. Researchers who see same-sex sexual attraction as a pro-social adaptation suggest that as animals evolve to form communities, a noted benefit emerges for individuals who are open to using sex to bond with their peers.


And if sexual fluidity is good for the species, some individuals are bound to end up landing on the same-sex-attraction-only end of the spectrum. Just as some are bound to end up woefully heterosexual and, presumably, no fun at parties.


It’s possible that all of the hypotheses I’ve just outlined are to some degree correct. It’s possible that none of them are. And sexual orientation, despite the dogged efforts of many geneticists over the years, can’t be codified by simple inheritance; it seems to sometimes be more or less common for members of particular families to lean one way or the other, but it’s become clear that whom we love (and whom we want to have sex with) has to do with a complex set of environmental, genetic, and cultural factors. Regardless, there’s another, more obvious reason that being queer has stayed in our DNA: gay people have been around for our entire evolutionary history, and some of them have had babies. Some of them may even have had babies with each other! It’s important to remember, when we talk about the history of our species, that what we want to do is often different from what we do.


A look back at ancient Greek culture, for instance, makes clear that the normalization of gay male romantic love did nothing to stop people from breeding. In fact, the Spartan assumption that you’d have much deeper feelings for your male pals (whom you spent all your time with, due to military service, and may or may not have had sex with as a result) than you would for your female spouse may have actually made it more likely for a man with zero heterosexual attraction to help churn out baby soldiers. In general, the default setting for a heterosexual marriage in ancient Greece writ large was a sense of duty and vague indifference, so there was no reason for a particularly gay man to feel a crisis of self when he looked at his bride and thought “meh.”


More recent Western culture obviously stigmatized queer attraction. This meant many people hid their orientation from the world or even from themselves. And yet, crucially, many of those people had babies, because that’s just what people were supposed to do, as evidenced by the very assumption of a “paradox” we started this chapter by trying to explain.


In other words, we might not need to scratch our heads too hard to figure out how queer-leaning genes have managed to stick around. And if the animal kingdom is any indication, those genes have been with us for a long, long time.


ANIMALS ON PARADE


We’re talking about queer animals (including myself), so you’re probably wondering where all the gay penguins are. They are here. I’m sorry for withholding the gay penguins from you for so many pages.


In 2012, Douglas Russell came across something wondrous. The curator of birds at the British Natural History Museum found a one-hundred-year-old document detailing the scandalous sexual activity of Adélie penguins in Antarctica: a document written—and then seemingly abandoned—by Dr. George Murray Levick, an officer on the British Antarctic Expedition of 1910.10 A century ago, Levick saw young males attempt to mate with dead females. He saw them harass chicks. He saw them have sex with one another. Museum officials apparently found this behavior so shocking that they published only small snippets of Levick’s extensive notes on Adélies, leaving the bulk of his observations on their sex lives to molder in the museum archives. (In Levick’s defense, the naturalist did print his notes in a separate tome for private distribution, which one can imagine resulted in some delightfully lurid back-alley scholarship.)


None of this, it should be said, is surprising. As we will see in later chapters, juvenile males of several species have a truly nasty habit of assaulting anything assaultable. And by 2012, scientists had spent decades recounting various sorts of sexual behavior in the much-studied species of bird. As Russell told reporters back in 2012, Adélies meet for just a few weeks a year to rush through a breeding season, and the urgent nature of the task means some of the freshest males will respond to “inappropriate cues” like deadness (which they interpret as sexual submission).


While the twentieth-century paper may not have shocked twenty-first-century ornithologists, Levick was clearly shaken. He even wrote some of what he saw in code (using the Greek instead of the Roman alphabet, though Russell and his colleagues found the encoding of entries to be scattershot and unpredictable). His observations are detailed, but they feature more anthropomorphizing of the penguins than any attempt at analyzing them.11 Indeed, Levick seems too eager to dismiss the “depraved” behavior of “hooligans” in the penguin world to ask why juveniles might act thusly. He hilariously concludes, “There seems to be no crime too low for these Penguins.”


Levick’s published work on the animals makes cheeky reference to all of the actual data he left on the cutting-room floor: “The crimes which they commit are such as to find no place in this book, but it is interesting indeed to note that, when nature intends them to find employment, these birds, like men, degenerate in idleness.”


It’s perhaps understandable that the violent necrophilia at play shocked Levick’s sensibilities. But it’s telling that museum officials also took the opportunity to cut out observations of homosexual behavior and general promiscuity. When given the chance to offer humans a glimpse into the natural world, museum staff—and countless other arbiters of natural history through the ages—either consciously or unconsciously projected the monogamous sexual mores of the day onto animals. By dismissing very normal aspects of penguin sexuality as sure outliers not worth mentioning, Levick’s superiors created an enduring image of penguins as little gents in tuxedos puttering about in married, heterosexual pairs.


And this didn’t just do a disservice to the penguins. As we’ll see throughout the book, such projecting does a disservice to all of us.


Now, of course, we know that all sorts of penguins can form downright wholesome gay attachments. In 2004, Central Park Zoo chinstraps Roy and Silo famously hatched and fostered a chick from an adopted egg.12 Other zoos around the world have noted that male couples will often build nests and try to hatch stones and will happily take on joint fatherhood if given an abandoned egg to raise. We should be careful not to make the same mistake as Levick’s editors and project our own idea of what it means to be gay-penguin-married on a bunch of birds; no one has seen them perform this level of domesticity in same-sex partnerships in the wild, so we don’t know if it’s common in totally natural settings. But it happens.


If you take nothing else away from this book, know that any kind of sex or sexual desire that you could possibly imagine—and likely even a few types you can’t—has happened somewhere, at some point, at least once, if not over and over again.


With those British museum officials and their ilk lumping sexual fluidity into the same category as ejaculating into a frozen corpse, it’s no surprise that homosexual behavior in the animal kingdom often feels like a newfound phenomenon. It’s really, really not. It’s as old as the rugged American plains and eons older still.


CHAFING A FEW COCKS


I don’t expect you to be particularly compelled to feel one way or the other about insects exhibiting homosexual behavior. With a few notable exceptions in the world of social critters like bees and ants, they’re some of the few animals on the planet we generally have no interest in anthropomorphizing. The fact that bedbugs are so indiscriminate in the targets of their “traumatic insemination” (that’s where the sperm has to get into the abdominal cavity by way of a stab wound) as to often be “gay” is unlikely to change any opinions on the validity of same-sex relationships or make any queer person feel more secure in their orientation. There are many “bisexual” insects in the animal kingdom, and their same-sex interactions generally seem to boil down to ineptitude.


So, gay bugs are far from glamorous. Nonetheless they have an important place in the history of our understanding of sexuality.


In 1896, Henri Gadeau de Kerville—one of France’s leading entomologists—published what should have been a positively pedestrian account on Melolontha melolontha, aka the common cockchafer. (At the time of writing, Wikipedia takes great pains to note that the beetle’s name refers to the “late 17th century usage of ‘cock,’ in the sense of expressing size or vigor” and that “chafer” was a generic name for a type of plant-chewing beetle, stemming from a word of Old English origin meaning “gnawer.”13 But I give you permission to laugh at what sounds like a very pointed old-timey insult.)


See, Gadeau de Kerville had spotted some male-on-male action between members of this species, but that was nothing new. Entomologists had been recording (and making excuses for) such couplings for decades. Things would generally start with the scientist in question incorrectly assuming that one half of the pairing was hermaphroditic and had female genitalia despite displaying male antennae. Or they might conclude that the penetrating male had been blinded by lust and had forced itself upon the obviously unwilling, obviously passive receiving male partner.


But Gadeau de Kerville took the stance that some amount of “pederasty” (a term used to refer to the relationships between grown men and teenage boys in ancient Greece) was natural in wild beetles and sometimes happened due to mutual desire for it—and he included a detailed illustration of the gay bugs in question going at it.


This resulted in frankly huge quantities of kerfuffle. On the one hand, Gadeau de Kerville’s position seemingly legitimized the existence of a natural inclination toward homosexuality; on the other hand, his colleagues rushed to prove that beetles actually only did gay things when they were, like, really tired and confused. But modern research has shown us that same-sex sexual attraction and behavior persists in animals much more interesting than a common cockchafer.


FLYING SNUGGLE PUPS


Bats get around; scientists have documented same-sex sexual behavior in at least twenty-two species.14 The scenarios under which this occurs (and the acts that take place) differ from one type of bat to another: some may only demonstrate male-on-male mounting in captivity, for example, where a lack of available females may be to blame. But for some bats, same-sex behavior is a common occurrence in the wild. Myotis lucifugus, for example, does spend part of the year mating in what you might consider a traditional fashion. But these little brown bats also have a “passive” mating phase, wherein males continue to mount partners who are dormant and sleepy due to dropping temperatures. During this period the active males go into an indiscriminate frenzy—and a bisexual one at that. One estimate suggests that more than a third of these couplings are homosexual.15


Pteropus pselaphon also deserves a shoutout. Male Bonin flying foxes have been shown to engage in frequent and deliberate genital licking in the wild. During mating season, adults cluster into same-sex roosts for warmth, protection, and, apparently, fellatio. In addition to heterosexual genital licking, researchers have also observed frequent male-on-male tonguing. They suspect it may help keep tightly packed dudes from fighting as the mating season progresses.


GAY AS A GOOSE


Your finance guy will probably say that a black swan event is one too rare to predict or prepare for that will dramatically affect the markets or some other societal system. In real life, many black swan events are gay.


Early Europeans should be forgiven for thinking black swans were a once-in-a-blue-moon kind of fowl. They’re native to Australia, and Westerners didn’t see them until the 1600s, though they’ve now been introduced into New Zealand, Japan, China, the United Kingdom, and the United States. They’re beautiful: strikingly black with red beaks and a flash of white flight feathers that appear when they take wing. They’re also queer.


In a 1981 overview of the species, Lionel Wayne Braithwaite reports that Cygnus atratus gets the avian equivalent of gay-married with some frequency in the wild.16 While plenty of male black swans pair up with females and call it a day, both wild birds and those in captivity sometimes enter into male-male pairings instead. These manly family units, according to Braithwaite, present “a formidable combination.” They might form “brief associations” with a female before kicking her out to raise the resulting eggs on their own or simply overtake a nest of eggs already produced by another male-female couple.


Same-sex bird partnerships can even occur between different species. A beloved New Zealander goose named Thomas, according to the 2018 BBC obituary for this local icon, took up with an injured female black swan—dubbed Henrietta—who flew into town in 1990.17 Some eighteen years later, the BBC reports, Henrietta made the acquaintance of another female black swan, and this third started hanging out with their motley crew. Then the new bird laid eggs. Henrietta’s eggs. Henrietta was actually a Henry—had, in fact, always been male, though observers hadn’t seen fit to realize this. Thomas, meanwhile, who’d had a nearly two-decade relationship with Henry, was suddenly recognized as a gay goose icon.


Thomas, understandably, was less than thrilled to find himself in a poorly negotiated throuple and was aggressive toward the new lady friend at first. But once the eggs hatched, he took on a parental role and helped care for Henry’s sixty-eight children as the years went on.


For the two black swans in the group, at least, this arrangement would have seemed perfectly natural: in addition to hetero- and homosexual pairings, Cygnus atratus are known to sometimes form long-term trios where two males care for the eggs of one female (without kicking her out once they’re laid). All three birds will participate in precopulatory mating displays, but only one male will mount the female, while the other will parade around the nest protectively. Once hatchlings are a couple of months old, the males will take over caring for the nest so the female can lay more. Writing back in 1981, Braithwaite called this system “stable, frequently and repeatedly successful.”
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Okay, you say. But but but but, you interject. All the indiscriminate rutting and cooperative egg rearing the animal kingdom could possibly provide does not necessarily say a single thing about human queerness.


This is true! A sexually confused steer is obviously not the same as a gay Homo sapiens (though I would love to see a cow at Pride, just ’cause they’re fun, and ’cause they have that kind of Cottagecore vibe). Let’s even say you ignore the evolutionary evidence that heterosexuality is less a default setting and more a state of mind.


Even so, the fact remains that being not-straight wasn’t invented yesterday. We may well be entering—or, in fact, already in—an era of particularly gorgeous levels of openness about sexuality in most countries and cultures. But there was never a time or place in history where everyone was simply and stably heterosexual. As a species, we have absolutely been there, and we have absolutely done that.


IT’S ALL GREEK TO ME


You probably already know that ancient Greek men had a lot of gay sex. But homosexuality in ancient Greece was… complicated, to say the least.


For starters, it didn’t exist. That is, people didn’t identify themselves or others, like we do today, as being attracted to any gender or sex specifically. Instead, they drew lines based not on whom one was attracted to but, rather, on whether one took active or passive sexual roles—in modern parlance, between tops and bottoms.18


So while lots of high-status Greek men had what would now be considered gay sex, they wouldn’t have called it that.19 Similarly, they wouldn’t have identified pederasty, a common sexual practice at the time, as age inappropriate, despite the obvious problems we can see with it today.20


How did this work? Sometime between age fifteen and eighteen, boys would be considered mature enough for pursuit by a male mentor. Still, they were encouraged to play hard to get so they could tease out the older man’s intentions. That’s because these partnerships were meant to be deeply involved and mutually beneficial, so there was a real stigma against just trying to pick up a teen for casual sex. Only within this dynamic, in the time before you were a full-grown man, was taking on a passive sexual role considered totally normal. And for the older partner, there was nothing less conventional about playing an active role with a man than there was about having sex with a woman. If two grown men wanted to have a sexual relationship, however, the one perceived as taking the passive role would have faced ridicule.


Yes, this is befuddling. Even the Greeks seem to have been befuddled at the time: Plato famously argued that oppressing homosexuality was equivalent to barbarianism and despotism—and then later argued that homosexuality was unnatural.21 And if the fact that being the older, dominant male in a relationship with a teenager was seen as more acceptable than being an adult bottom makes you say, “What in the toxic masculinity is this fresh hell,” well, same.


My point here (and I really hope this is obvious) isn’t to highlight ancient Greek pederasty as some proof that being gay has always been mainstream. The modern conservative movement’s tendency to conflate male homosexuality with pedophilia is baseless and disturbing, and ancient Greece was not a model to emulate.


My point in mentioning it is to give you a glimpse of just how arbitrary our societal sense of right and wrong is and how obvious it is, in hindsight, that we tend to get it twisted. The things we normalize and the language we use matters. That’s how you end up with a culture in which most men enjoy having sex with other men, no one is gay, and a bunch of teenage boys are potentially being pulled into cycles of sexual abuse. I consider this to be great motivation for making sure we don’t give thirtieth-century historians fodder to grimace about our sex lives.


As for Greek lesbians? They were a more cryptic bunch. But the famous poetry of Sappho—among other evidence—tells us they at least existed. One of the more complete poems we have of hers captures the feeling of jealousy and longing the writer felt when seeing her female lover with a man:


He’s equal with the Gods, that man


Who sits across from you,


Face to face, close enough, to sip


Your voice’s sweetness,
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And what excites my mind,


Your laughter, glittering. So,


When I see you, for a moment,


My voice goes,
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My tongue freezes. Fire,


Delicate fire, in the flesh.


Blind, stunned, the sound


Of thunder, in my ears.
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Shivering with sweat, cold


Tremors over the skin,


I turn the color of dead grass,


And I’m an inch from dying.iii


 


Given that the men were all busy having totally-not-gay-sex with teenagers, it is perhaps unsurprising that lesbian pining (and, we can only hope for Sappho’s sake, a fair amount of actual sex) flew under the radar.


Ancient Rome had a similarly complex and unsettling take on being queer, with the passive role seen as acceptable only for enslaved people. Even so, given the intense sanctity of male friendships in both Greek and Roman cultures, perhaps gay men interested in age-appropriate relationships without horrific power imbalances were able to go mostly incognito.


That changed in the sixth century, by which point Christianity had triumphed across western Europe. Justinian the (not so) Great made it a policy to castrate or even execute anyone found guilty of homosexuality in the name of avoiding the wrath of God, or something.


Ancient Greece and Rome were far from egalitarian paradises for queer people. Still, their stance on same-sex attraction—which is kind of mind-boggling to comprehend using a modern framework—shows us just how much a culture’s arbitrary practices can shape what’s “normal” and what isn’t.


Today, it’s a common enough refrain, for example, that youths are out of control with their terms and conditions for describing their sexual identities. Who can keep track of all those letters, how many genders are we expected to assign new stereotypes to, back in my day men were men and women were miserable just as nature intended, etc. But even when mainstream society lacked any language at all to codify differences in sexual attraction or used language that varied wildly from what we use today, people always had sex that wasn’t straight and procreative.


PAIRED EATING AND CUT SLEEVES


Once upon a time, a beautiful young man fell asleep on top of the long, draped sleeve of his lover’s robe. Yet the trapped man couldn’t just lie there: Ai was the emperor of China and had duties to attend to. But, loath to interrupt Dong Xian’s peaceful slumber, Ai cut his sleeve off to avoid disturbing his lover.22 Emperor Ai, who ruled the Han dynasty from 7 to 1 BC, had a wife. But his relationship with Dong was not concealed. Dong held high office, and his family and household members received financial support from the emperor.


Dong and Ai had a tragic end. The childless Ai tried to pass his throne to Dong when he died suddenly. But members of the royal family acted quickly to take power. Dong is said to have committed suicide soon after.


Homophobia probably wasn’t the reason the ruling family refused to name Dong emperor. Instead, it was a simple dynastic power play. In fact, according to scholar Bret Hinsch, Ai was the tenth Han emperor in a row to pluck a male favorite from his courtiers, and courtly male love was treated as a beautiful thing. Much less was written about lesbian encounters in ancient China, but some experts think notes about “paired eating” between ladies of the court refer to cunnilingus.


This acceptance got rocky during the Song dynasty (AD 960), when an Indian Buddhist text condemning homosexuality became popular reading. And in the 1200s, Genghis Khan outlawed sodomy. Still, in the sixteenth century, more than one Portuguese explorer bemoaned the prevalence of such proclivities in China. Clearly, Khan’s smackdown couldn’t undo centuries of pro-bisexual sentiment.


PRIDE AND PREJUDICE


The early 1800s was not a good time to be gay in England. In fact, starting in 1533, gay men faced the death penalty in all of Britain.23 Not until the 1800s was this sentence finally softened to imprisonment—a threat that spread to the countries Britain had colonized, where in some cases it persists today. Even in 1885, the Criminal Law Amendment Act clarified that any male homosexual act in Great Britain, even undertaken in private, was punishable, and the law’s wording was so vague that it became known as the “Blackmailer’s Charter.” For centuries in England, homosexuality was, at best, the kind of thing you had to keep on the down low to avoid trouble.


Case in point: Anne Lister, portrayed in the TV show Gentleman Jack and oft called “the first modern lesbian,” wrote about her numerous sexual and romantic exploits in code.24 Even so, it’s quite impressive (and telling) that Lister’s sexuality could have been considered a secret at all, given that she essentially wooed and married a fellow heiress. “She is to give me a ring & I her one in token of our union,” Lister wrote of Ann Walker in 1834. While there were no avenues for them to be legally married at the time, Lister’s diaries and letters suggest that they saw a joint attendance of Easter Communion at Holy Trinity Church in York as cementing their partnership in the eyes of the Lord.
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