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  Introduction




  

    

      Men, it has been well said, think in herds; it will be seen that they go mad in herds, while they only recover their senses slowly, and one by one.




      Charles Mackay,




      Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds


    


  




  Sex is virtually a human universal. It’s something most of us can claim, if not expertise, at least an enthusiastic amateur interest.




  Plenty of people have opinions about sex, sex work, and sexuality, and why not? When it comes to something of which we have (ahem) hands-on experience, we can all be experts. But sex is a broad

  topic, the inner workings of which are still somewhat of a mystery to us, no matter how much we practise. Once out of the comfort zone of what we know first hand, all kinds of strange rumours can

  take hold. And once a rumour starts to spread it can be very hard to stop.




  Relying on others for our information about sex and sexuality starts young. I had an early personal lesson in how curiosity and lack of information mix.




  When I was eight years old, kids in my year spent a lot of time trying to catch a glimpse of the opposite sex in the nude. The boys may have started it, but we girls were good at outsmarting

  them.




  By the time the summer break came the challenge was at fever pitch. We lived in a small town by the beach and most of us went to the same places together, chaperoned by

  parents and relatives. A lucky few had older brothers and sisters with cars. The beach turned out to be the perfect place to spy. For one thing the doors of the changing rooms ended a crucial

  several inches above the ground. In the minds of the girls it was therefore theoretically possible, if we were quiet enough, to win this little war.




  Because I was the youngest and smallest in the group (a good three years younger than those in the same class at school, and shorter than average with it), the job of official eye was given to

  me. What I quickly discovered was that the couple of inches between the floor and the bottom of the changing-room doors didn’t allow me to see anything of interest. The angles were all wrong.

  At most I might glimpse a part of someone’s foot, but only if they were standing close to the gap. Otherwise all I could see was the tiled floor of the boys’ changing area.




  Weeks passed and the speculation about what the boys were hiding grew more elaborate. Clearly we were just as motivated as they were to find out what the opposite sex was up to, but who knew how

  it would end?




  One morning a girl called Tanya finished the war for good. She said there was a hole in the door of the boys’ changing room and she had seen what they looked like naked. We gathered round,

  ready to receive all the gory details. But as for secondary sources, well, those didn’t exist. We would have to take her word for it.




  According to Tanya, the male member was long, with a spiral ridge running down it – a lot like a screw, in fact. Curiously satisfied by this explanation, we forgot about the challenge and

  went back to enjoying the beach for the rest of the summer. We could now all say with confidence what boys looked like naked without having to actually, you know, see one. No one gave the details

  of the story a second thought even though they didn’t make much sense. After all, if there was a hole in the door of the changing room, why did no one else know about it? Wouldn’t the

  boys have realised someone was spying on them? Wasn’t it odd that the shape she described – a screw – just happened to coincide with a popular euphemism for having sex?




  As the teenage years progressed, similar gossip fires raged through school every year. The stories passed between girls became more sophisticated and corrected a lot of the

  faults in Tanya’s information. But we weren’t only interested in naked people any more. The gossip was more often about who was doing what with whom. And, of course, the juicy parts

  always happened at times and in places where no one could prove otherwise. There was a notebook reserved especially for recording our gossip and speculations. It was passed around during French and

  RE. We didn’t question the authority of the notebook. If it was written, it was true, no matter how unlikely the event – or whose reputation was smashed because of it. We were at the

  age when we couldn’t get enough of thinking and talking about sex.




  From the first rumours in the schoolyard to the first fumblings in the dark, has there ever been a topic more talked about, thought about, and argued about? We begin to learn about sex and

  sexuality from the things we tell each other, and later from our own experiences.




  As we get older and gain more insight, our gaze widens: from when will I have sex? What will it be like? How are other people doing it? to broader questions of sexual orientation,

  relationships, and gender issues. We’re fascinated with the periphery of sex as well as the nuts and bolts of it. Stories about prostitution, porn, and sex crimes are guaranteed to get news

  coverage, magazine features, and column inches in the papers. Memoirs, exposés, and kiss-and-tells fly off the shelves. We get our expertise however we can.




  But the less direct experience we have, the more we turn back to gathering knowledge the old-fashioned way. The schoolyard way. ‘I know someone who knows someone . . .’ once again

  becomes a believable source of information.




  For example, it was once easy for people to believe second-hand stories and rumours about homosexuality, because most people didn’t know anyone who was out. As homosexuality became more

  open and more visible, and therefore more people knew that they knew gay people, the malicious rumours and hatred began to wane. According to polls by the Washington Post and ABC News, the

  percentage of people supporting equal marriage rights for gay couples has risen in direct proportion with the acceptance and visibility of gay people. Nasty prejudices and

  damaging assumptions have been vanquished by the plain light of day.




  Other groups, however, who are not yet as accepted can still experience the full brunt of the rumour mill’s attacks. Because a lot of us don’t personally know anyone in sex work, old

  stereotypes continue to hold sway in that area. Without direct knowledge, who’s to say otherwise? Who dares put their hand up first to challenge what most people believe to be true?




  What is clear is that we need some way of telling what is real from what is myth.




  Luckily, there is just such an approach that can help sort the truth from the fiction. The methods of scientific inquiry, which describe researchers’ discoveries about the physical world,

  are a useful template for finding out what is true and what is false in the realm of human society and sexuality.




  While sexual manuals like the Kama Sutra have existed for centuries, the systematic study of human sexuality really started in the late nineteenth century with Krafft-Ebing’s

  Psychopathia Sexualis and has only been a cohesive academic discipline since the mid-twentieth century.




  Many early works in what is sometimes called ‘sexology’ reflected not only the fruits of scientific inquiry, but also the morality of their time. For instance, Krafft-Ebing believed

  procreation to be the only legitimate purpose for sex, so any sex activity not resulting in pregnancy was a ‘perversion’. He considered rape to be ‘aberrant’ but not a

  perversion – since it is possible for rape to result in pregnancy. It’s an interpretation that would be absolutely scandalous for a scientist to hold now.




  Just as our attitudes change, so too do the tools of research and analysis. These changes can complement each other in unexpected and beneficial ways. Now the focus on what is testable and

  verifiable has taken root in the study of sex and gender, there is less acceptance of personal opinion as the only source of evidence.




  This, by the way, is a good thing. The results of the new generation of studies can be controversial, because they have the power to contradict our assumptions. But challenges are good: being

  able to re-examine what we think to be the truth is one of the hallmarks of good science and of human achievement.




  In recent years a large number of researchers have looked into areas of human experience previously assumed to be untestable. Questions such as whether porn is harmful, or how childhood is

  affected by sexuality, can now be examined in a way that is consistent with evidence-based reasoning. Not only that, people who study different disciplines are starting to realise the advantages of

  interdisciplinary study, with social science enriching the finds of quantitative methods and vice versa.




  Researchers also share the methods and results of their research, which allows others around the world to test the theories to see if they hold true there too. With the entire research community

  looking on, it becomes harder and harder to pass off opinion and unverifiable stories as proof. With everyone from governments to parents concerned about sex and sexuality, a solid base should

  emerge on which to build public policy and law.




  Using these approaches, we can now begin to know the truth about humans, gender, and sex. Some of the findings have been consistent with things that we already thought were true but, as with

  Galileo’s rejection of the flat Earth, sometimes the evidence shows a completely different reality. Sometimes challenging the status quo attracts controversy.




  Why? Partly because so much of our lives depends not on studies, but on conforming to the mores and opinions of our social group. Media plays a role in this, with everything from news to sitcoms

  reinforcing stereotypes about sex and relationships. With so much in vested in a particular way of seeing the world it can be easy to write off the truth as something we don’t, or

  can’t, know.




  And there is a lot of energy invested in maintaining the status quo. For every study demonstrating that our preconceived ideas about sex might be wrong, there is someone ready to derail the

  logical argument by claiming they know better. For every statistic that is produced by intellectually honest researchers, there is a manipulated or exaggerated guess being promoted by someone with

  a hidden agenda.




  Back in the fifth century BC, ancient Greek philosophy was surrounded by similar controversy. On one side were the sophists, among them Gorgias, who

  persuaded the public to ignore experts and listen to him instead, and Protagoras, who advocated making the worst case in an argument appear stronger. For a while, they were influential and

  successful. Their techniques were sought out by noblemen going after public office. Whether they knew about a topic or not, the sophists were very good at using language to impress an audience.

  They formed their arguments regardless of the relevant facts. The sophists charged high fees to their students, while other teachers such as Socrates charged nothing. The sophists attacked Socrates

  and Plato for questioning them and their methods of misinformation. In the end, truth won out over the sophists’ quest for money and power. But it’s a battle that is fought

  endlessly.




  AIDS denialism and anti-evolution movements are just a couple of examples where emotional arguments sometimes gain the upper hand over evidence and reason. The MMR debate was problematic as

  well. The viewpoints promoted by these arguments may seem laughable to some, but their proponents have been skilled at introducing doubt, and therefore influencing the general public.




  Aristotle said that truths have ‘a natural tendency to prevail over their opposites’, but with so much misinformation saturating the media, it takes time and effort. Researchers are

  often deeply buried in their disciplines. They do not always have the resources to ensure their work is being represented accurately. This leaves the door open to those with other agendas who can

  then twist and manipulate the facts. In situations where logic should rule, it is catchphrases, high emotions, and prejudice that take control.




  But there is a growing hunger for the truth. More and more people are questioning whether what they see in the papers is reality, and whether the gut feelings they’ve been told to give way

  to are real. Look behind the numbers reported in the media and you’ll see what they really mean. Dig that bit deeper below the surface and you’ll discover more information than ever

  before. What you thought you knew often turns out to be what you didn’t know at all.




  This book will be looking at some of the most persistent myths about sex and sexuality, and examining the evidence that supports and rejects the stories we hear every day.

  It’s a step up from trying to peek under the changing-room door – and hopefully a lot more illuminating.
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          MYTH: When it comes to sexual attraction, men are visually stimulated and always interested in sex – and women aren’t.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      The great question that has never been answered, and which I have not yet been able to answer, despite my thirty years of research into the

      feminine soul, is “What does a woman want?”




      Sigmund Freud, 1907


    


  




  Sex is everywhere. Sex sells. Sex is a biological urge, a natural part of life, and the most fun you can have without laughing – though

  it’s even better if you do. Sex is a beautiful thing between two people . . . and between five it’s fantastic.




  Or is it? For as many times as sex is painted as a natural, enjoyable activity, it’s also portrayed as something women use to get things from men, or put up with in a relationship, or

  don’t really enjoy. Over and again men are stereotyped as slaves to their desires – and women are stereotyped as disinterested schemers who only use their erotic powers as a path to

  domestic bliss.




  Porn and erotic entertainment are presumed to appeal only to men, and women just want the relationship. Even in homosexual relationships it’s assumed gay men are all into anonymous sex,

  and gay women just want to build nests together. It’s a broad generalisation, and not even really true. So, where on earth has this myth come from?




  Consider the output of the amusingly named Cambridge Women’s Pornography Cooperative. Their work, including the book Porn for Women, largely consists of images

  of fully clothed men dusting, washing dishes, and tidying up. Why? Because, according to the publisher’s blurb, ‘A world where clothes get folded just so, delicious dinners await, and

  flatulence is just not that funny . . . is porn that will leave women begging for more!’ While a certain amount of the book is no doubt ironic, it also says a lot about widespread assumptions

  regarding women and sex. In other words, women couldn’t possibly be turned on by images of sex, and what they really want is . . . a man maid.




  Of course, women wouldn’t actually be turned on by something as simplistic as an image of an excited naked man . . . or would they? We’re used to thinking of men as being the visual

  ones. Women’s sexual response is a function not of physical lust but of emotional arousal, right?




  When it comes to what triggers lust, there are some things you hear over and over: men are visually stimulated, women aren’t. Men will chase anyone, women are more discriminating.




  The majority of pornography consumers are men, and so are the customers of strip clubs. Male clients of prostitutes far outnumber female clients. There is no equivalent to lads’ magazines

  like Nuts and Zoo marketed for women, and most attempts to emulate such things have failed utterly. Page Seven Fellas, the Sun’s beefcake counterpart to their topless

  Page Three Girls, was distinctly short-lived.




  The idea that male sexuality is predominantly visual while women’s is not is taken as self-evident.




  Hence the Cambridge Women’s Pornography Cooperative, with their soft-focus images of stereotypically handsome men lighting candles and drawing the bath being presented as ‘porn that

  will leave women begging for more’. Women’s desire has been ceded as a territory so unknown it is presumed to exist only in the mind, and only in a state of emotional contentment. So,

  instead of hot scenes of sex, women get domestic chores being served up as a suitable substitute for the naked body. And women who are always ‘up for it’? As rare as unicorns.




  But while the popular assumption is that female desire is something unknowable, alchemical, difficult to pin down . . . increasing volumes of research in human sexuality are showing

  otherwise.




  At Northwestern University in Illinois, J Michael Bailey and his research colleagues conduct experiments into the practicalities of arousal. Traditional research hands out

  questionnaires about romantic and sexual preferences and that’s all. Bailey’s group doesn’t just rely on people self-reporting their sexual likes and dislikes – it also

  measures genital response. After all, what someone says they like can be influenced by any number of factors: discomfort with admitting to being turned on, or a desire to be seen as

  ‘normal’. Our disinclination to be perfectly honest when discussing sex is high. Even in the laboratory setting and even when anonymity is assured.




  It’s their results with women that are especially interesting. The difference between what women report is turning them on and what is actually getting their bodies to respond, is

  significant. We may think we know what turns people on, but the data are giving researchers a very different picture.




  Previous studies of men and sexual orientation showed that, in general, male responses are straightforward. Heterosexual men respond strongly to heterosexual porn, and weakly to homosexual porn.

  For gay men, it’s the opposite: gay porn turns them on; the hetero stuff, not so much. So, for men, the psychological and physiological desires are in sync – what turns them on is also

  what they report enjoying emotionally.




  This is so reliable in men, in fact, that detecting physical arousal has even been used to accurately identify men who are ‘still in the closet’ – the ones who have homosexual

  desires but are not yet willing to admit to them.




  This pattern of male physical response could be partly to do with the obviousness of their arousal. Men get erections. It’s clear to other people. But, more importantly, it’s clear

  to the men. There is a direct, observable connection between a man’s physical response and his level of sexual interest. Associating the two in his mind? It’s easy. It’s also

  undeniable.




  The assumption that women lack interest in sex may start, partly, with anatomical differences. When we look at male and female bodies, there are obvious differences. Men, with outwardly placed

  genitalia, come with an external signal of when they’re turned on. You know it. They know it. The whole world knows it. Women, on the other hand, don’t come with

  such an obvious sign. Male desire is apparent, whereas for reasons as much to do with cultural norms as biology, both sexes can be unclear about a woman’s sexual signals.




  This is something of a double-edged sword. It isn’t always apparent when women are turned on, so you could assume they aren’t. On the other hand, the ambiguity does perhaps give

  women the upper hand as providers of eroticism.




  Consider strippers, for instance. Why is it that female strippers are far more successful than their male counterparts? There are far more women in stripping than there are men, and the women

  can earn much more. The usual assumption is that this is because men have stronger libidos and a greater desire to see the opposite sex naked. But could it be something else entirely? After all, a

  woman taking off her clothes for the entertainment of men is erotically ambiguous. She could theoretically be aroused, and the arousal of others is, in its turn, arousing to the viewer. In other

  words, women are able to fake it.




  A man stripping for the enjoyment of women, however, is less ambiguous. It is obvious even before the quick-release hot pants come off whether a male stripper is actually turned on by the

  situation he’s in. If he isn’t erect – and male strippers generally aren’t – he is as sexless as a Ken doll. The signals of the potential partner being turned on, and

  thus turning on the viewer, are all but absent. Hard abs are simply no substitute.




  This difference between signs of men’s and women’s arousal may also affect porn. Women are the high earners, and their orgasmic performances may or may not be genuine. Men, on the

  other hand, are paid a lot less, and the pressure to deliver the authentic goods? Pretty high. The same goes for prostitution: women can fake it until the client makes it – guys can’t.

  And in the high end of sex work, a call girl will have more work and higher pay than her male counterparts.




  So, it seems that at least part of the assumption that women don’t really enjoy sex is based on the observation that they don’t necessarily have to be in the mood to have it. In

  other words, it may be a stereotype based on the possibility that someone could be lying, on feeling potentially insecure about how interested the other party is.




  Until recently, the studies matching physical arousal to reported sexual preferences were not done on women. The assumption was that for women, as for men, what they said

  they enjoyed was exactly the same as what their bodies responded to. But without the corresponding data on physical arousal, there was no actual way of knowing. ‘Women’s sexuality has

  been far more neglected than men’s in scientific research,’ Bailey has said.1 And when women were examined, the difference in the results was

  startling.




  One of the experiments conducted by Bailey and his colleagues at Northwestern recruited people with strong preferences for a particular sex of partner. In other words, the study included

  heterosexuals and homosexuals, but not bisexuals. The subjects were presented with films depicting male-male, female-female, and male-female scenes of oral and penetrative sex. The subjects

  submitted both to objective measurement of genital arousal as well as self-reporting their responses for comparison.2




  Participants ranked the films in order of how aroused they felt watching them. The heterosexual women in the study ranked male-male films the lowest, followed by female-female in the middle, and

  finally female-male films the highest. But when the genital arousal data were compared to these rankings, something interesting emerged.




  It turned out that the genital engorgement data told a completely different story from what straight women were putting on paper. They claimed male-male porn interested them the least, but

  looking at the physical response, male-male and female-female films ranked similarly – and very high. On paper, straight women ranked heterosexual pairings as the most arousing . . . but

  their physical response while watching these films was actually lower than with the other types of films. Straight women were getting more physically turned on watching homosexual pairings,

  even films with no women in them at all, than they were by straight scenes. By contrast, over 90 per cent of men showed higher genital arousal for the films that corresponded to their preferred

  partnerships.




  Challenging preconceptions is a huge task, and results that contradict the prevailing assumptions rarely get media coverage. So, while you hear all the time that men and women are turned on by

  different things, what you rarely hear is that women respond to visual stimuli too.




  Researchers at Washington University School of Medicine in St Louis measured the brainwave activity of 264 women viewing a series of slides. The pictures contained various

  scenes from water skiers to snarling dogs to undressed couples in sensual poses. What did they find? That when the women viewed erotic pictures, their brains produced electrical responses that were

  stronger than when looking at the other pictures. This difference in brainwave response emerged very quickly, suggesting different neural circuits are involved in processing erotic

  images.3 Women, in other words, are susceptible to the visual. It’s not only men.




  Repeated studies by other research groups support these conclusions. Studies also show that women are consistently physically turned on by gay porn even when they’re not gay, and that

  they’re turned on by hetero porn too. They also respond to footage of some of our closest animal relatives, bonobos, mating. And interestingly, even when they identify themselves as

  heterosexual, women’s physiological response to images of sex is wide-ranging. It’s not category specific like men’s.4




  Why are these results so different from popular assumptions about women? ‘I think that the earlier impression was probably formulated from intuition. You would expect that somebody would

  show the greatest amount of physical responding to the things that correspond with what they say they like,’ said scientist Meredith Chivers, commenting publically on the work. And since

  previously only men had been tested, there was no data that challenged the assumption. It certainly throws a spanner into the belief that most women don’t like or even respond to porn and

  other erotic imagery.




  Dr Chivers, who began her career in Bailey’s research group at Northwestern, is particularly interested in the mysteries of female sexual arousal. She agrees that the research about

  men’s preferences matching their physical responses was erroneously applied to women in the past: ‘I think that those [male] findings were then extended to women, but the research

  I’ve done has shown that model of sexual interest and sexual response doesn’t work for women.’




  Data showing the reality to be somewhat different from the myth is also backed up by other kinds of studies. Until recently, it was a lot harder to get your hands on erotic images without going

  into licensed adult shops to buy it. These shops were perceived as unwelcoming and unfriendly to women, and had a mostly deserved reputation for being unsavoury places. Things began to change with

  the expansion of Ann Summers, which had originally been a chain of more traditional sex shops. The company started the trend in the 1980s for women-only home parties, where

  women could buy sex toys and other adult materials surrounded by their close friends and in familiar spaces.




  The Ann Summers strategy of making the experience a familiar and comfortable one worked for them on the high street as well, as their chain expanded into 139 brightly lit, female-friendly stores

  in the UK.5 Other ‘adult superstores’ and similar businesses soon followed. Suddenly, buying porn, sexy toys, and racy lingerie was seen as

  something women could do without undue embarrassment or being perved on by creeps.




  But it’s actually the availability of sex toys, porn, and other adult services on the internet that has been the greatest equaliser. How do we know? Because of internet search engines,

  like Google. Search engines record the patterns of what their users look for, with very good cross-referenced information about the age and sex of the people using their services. With Google

  making their results available to search, some surprising patterns in what men and women are looking at start to emerge.




  Google search statistics for 2006 show that terms such as ‘porn’, ‘free porn’, and ‘playboy’ are more likely to be entered by men than by women (96 per cent,

  97 per cent, and 86 per cent male users, respectively). So far, so stereotype. Men outnumber women, but only slightly, for searches of ‘adult DVD’, ‘XXX videos’, and

  ‘sex toys’. The search terms ‘sex’, ‘sex chat’, and ‘sexy’? Interestingly, those ones are equally as likely to be entered by women as they are by

  men. But then the surprise – women are more likely to type the search terms ‘adult sex’, ‘free sex’, and ‘cyber sex’ into the search engine than men

  are.6




  In the privacy of one’s home, at the computer, even what little stigma might arise from wandering into a friendly mainstream shop like Ann Summers is non-existent. It would seem that, once

  free of the worry of who might see them doing it, women are indeed interested in sex and erotica.




  SEX! Now that I have your attention . . .




  When I was at university, this was by far the most popular advertising ruse for the thousands of fliers littering campus. Whether advertising for a housemate or an upcoming

  event, SEX! was emblazoned on notices posted all over the place – even ones in the women-only dorms. A few wags tried PIZZA! for a couple of weeks as an alternative

  attention-getter. It didn’t have the same impact. They soon returned to the sexy standard.




  But even if sex is as much an attention-getter for women as it is for men, do they process it in the same way? After all, genital response patterns vary between the sexes. Perhaps attention

  patterns vary too.




  As it turns out, that’s exactly the case – with data showing women don’t just physically respond to categories of porn in a different way to men, they watch it differently

  too.




  As far as sexual paraphernalia go, the eye-tracking device ranks low on consumer appeal. You’d never see it topping the sales figures at Ann Summers or featuring in a Playboy

  centrefold shoot. But as a tool for assessing attention and focus in test subjects, it’s the Rampant Rabbit of the research world. Its importance is in being able to measure what people are

  looking at, and how long they look. With the combination of a laptop screen and an eye-tracking headset, experimenters can use software to determine where in a photo catches a test subject’s

  attention and how long they spend looking at an image.




  With a growing body of evidence to show that women and men do not respond to visual erotica in the same way – but that they do, definitely, respond – one intriguing question is,

  what exactly are they looking at? After all, the different results in what men and women find arousing might come from the different ways in which they are viewing and processing images.




  A number of groups have looked into this area. Unfortunately, several of the studies did not use the same images when testing men and women, which makes the results impossible to compare. If you

  show women photos of naked vs clothed men, and show men pictures of naked vs clothed women, all that will demonstrate is whether people prefer to look at nudes (unsurprisingly, yes, that’s

  exactly what they prefer).7 It doesn’t answer the question of how men and women respond to the same stimuli.




  A research group in Atlanta set out to do just that. Digital photos of oral sex and intercourse were downloaded from the internet. Researchers rated the photos for overall

  attractiveness to come up with seventy-two test images – the ones considered most attractive. Not a bad day’s work in the lab, if you ask me.




  Both men and women were recruited to look at the same set of photos. Participants were hooked up to the eye tracker while they looked at the seventy-two test images. They could look for as long

  as they liked before pressing a key to continue to the next. They were allowed to stop if they felt uncomfortable.




  One interesting feature of this study is that women on hormonal birth control (HBC) were analysed separately from other women. Hormonal birth control, such as the pill, works by mimicking the

  state of the body in pregnancy, causing the ovaries to stop releasing eggs. The hormonal fluctuations that would ordinarily be experienced by women are dampened, and they show lower, less variable

  patterns of sexual motivation than women going through the natural cycle. If the body thinks it has already conceived, then the factors influencing sexual attraction will be significantly altered.

  This is something that has already long been noted in studies looking at differences in mate choice between HBC and non-HBC women. So what did the results show?




  The researchers did not find much difference between men and both HBC and non-HBC women in how they subjectively rated each photo on attractiveness, nor did they find differences between

  men’s and women’s viewing times. This is inconsistent with the common myth that men find visual stimuli more engaging, since if you believed that, you would expect men to spend more

  time looking at the pictures. But what did differ were the areas of the images on which the men and women were focusing.




  When comparing men, women on birth control, and women not on birth control, researchers noticed diverging patterns between the groups. Tracking eye movement over the screen revealed that men

  spent more time looking at female faces, and were more likely than either group of women to do so.8




  But it was the non-HBC women, not the men, who had a truly roving eye. Those women who were not on birth control and therefore experiencing more natural hormonal influence had more first looks

  towards genitals. They also spent markedly more time looking at genitals, and not only that, were more likely than men to do so overall.




  The HBC women’s watching patterns showed that they spent more time looking at the clothes of the people in the images and at the background.




  What do the differences between the men and non-HBC women tell us? Again, it goes back to the idea that while the external male body conveys sexual interest unambiguously, the clues as to

  whether a woman is turned on are more subtle. It could be that for heterosexual men, looking at the face of a woman is a better way of interpreting the level of sexual excitement than looking at

  her body. Is she naked and emotionally uninvolved, or is she ‘up for it’? The face probably tells more about how interested a woman is than the naked body alone would. Women, on the

  other hand, don’t need to see a man’s face to know whether he’s sexually ready, so they don’t spend as much time looking there.




  Not only does pornography of all varieties turn women on, but it also seems to address problems even pharmaceutical science can’t touch.




  An interesting bookend to the revelations about women and erotica is the parallel discussion about women’s sex lives as they go through the menopause. It’s an issue that relies

  heavily on stereotypes about women and lack of sexual desire. It also seems to exploit modern insecurities about having the ‘right’ kind of sex, having it often enough, and being

  perfectly satisfied at all times.




  The ‘problem’ of female sexual dysfunction (FSD) has been a research holy grail for drug companies in recent years. It seems partly inspired by the runaway success of Viagra and

  Cialis, and partly by a new openness among women when it comes to talking about and pursuing good sex. And with people not only living longer lives but healthier ones too, the expectation of

  continuing to have fulfilling sex continues even after menopause in women.




  However, no drug has emerged to transform female sexual response in the same way that Viagra has for men with erectile dysfunction. And it isn’t as if the big pharmaceutical companies

  haven’t tried. They have tested everything from giving Viagra to women to testosterone patch treatments and developing new drugs altogether, but success has been far from universal. The

  straightforward approach of increasing blood flow to the genitals or pumping the system with increased hormones doesn’t seem to be the magic bullet for women in the way

  it is for men.




  The pharmaceutical industry wields a lot of power. Companies that produce drugs maintain internal research units, fund outside academic activity, and supply sponsorship for conferences. When the

  pharmaceutical industry as a whole becomes interested in a particular topic, it has – far more than any scientists or patients on their own – the means to help direct where research

  attention goes.




  Groups with this kind of impact can be thought of as Agenda Setters. Their interest can define the discussion, and their views on particular topics nudge others into action.




  Agenda Setters needn’t be companies or industries. They may be governments, NGOs (non-governmental organisations), religious groups, or charities. They are usually large, well funded, and

  well organised. Agenda Setters are anyone with a particular viewpoint and the resources to disseminate that viewpoint through experts to the general public. Often, they have a particular outcome in

  mind. That could range from selling certain products to pushing particular laws or furthering a specific ideology.




  Now, what exactly is meant by an agenda? Usually, the agenda is a focus on money, political power, or morality. Often, all three: getting money, maintaining power, and enforcing morality. Why do

  the agendas exist? Mainly because they are financially and socially profitable. After all, the people involved in these activities are hardly volunteers. They are well remunerated, respected in

  certain circles, and influential.




  At the risk of sounding a bit ‘enemy of the state’, I’d like to emphasise how the economic and social agenda differs from, say, the patriarchy conspiracy theory advanced by

  some feminists. Feminism has, like people who claim to have seen UFOs, correctly identified a phenomenon, but completely misappropriated its origin. The agendas at work here have nothing to do with

  Masonic secret societies or their like.




  Rather, the agenda is the agenda of the schoolyard – getting to the top of the social heap and staying there. The rules are not coded in indecipherable hieroglyph and filed away in the

  depths of the Bodleian; they are obvious, popular, and widely accepted. And the tactics are simply the tactics of the schoolyard writ large.




  The Agenda Setters interested in female libido have some impressive-sounding numbers to quote. In 1999, a paper in the Journal of the American Medical Association claimed to have

  uncovered a widespread phenomenon: that 43 per cent of women suffered from sexual dysfunction – in other words about 50 million American women. The author, sociologist Edward Laumann, based

  the conclusions on the results of a survey of 1800 women under the age of sixty.9




  Laumann, of course, is not an Agenda Setter, but his paper could be used by them. The results he reported provided the impetus for a whole raft of research activity: activity that was, by and

  large, commissioned by and conducted for Pfizer, the manufacturers of Viagra, and other companies such as Procter & Gamble and Boehringer.




  According to Ray Moynihan, a journalist who has written extensively about female sexual dysfunction in the British Medical Journal and in a recent book, ‘The corporate-sponsored

  creation of a disease is not a new phenomenon, but the making of female sexual dysfunction is the freshest, clearest example we have.’10 The Agenda

  Setters put their focus on women’s sexual lives, and their agenda – to sell a cure – is clear.




  One way to convince people they’re unwell is to suggest a problem is widespread. A former manager for a company that worked on a hormonal vaginal cream, described it in the film Orgasm

  Inc. as ‘kind of complicated, because you have to have a disease before you can treat it’. She even went so far as to admit, ‘We’ve been able to get thought leaders

  involved in female sexual dysfunction, and really work closely with them to develop this disease entity, so that it makes sense.’11




  ‘Developing’ diseases in this way may even include manipulating the data as it is gathered. Asking questions about people experiencing acute symptoms in the recent past will get you

  far smaller numbers than asking about a range of symptoms occurring over time. Are pharmaceutical companies massaging the numbers to convince people they have something that might not exist?




  The numbers from the original survey on the prevalence of FSD look high, but even in peer-reviewed research it’s important not to simply take statements at face value. The results are from

  questions asking if the women had experienced pain or lack of desire at any time in the previous year. The rather high 43 per cent is actually a grand total . . . not the proportion of women experiencing this on a regular basis. People who said they sometimes and

  seldom had problems were also included. ‘When you look at the proportions of women experiencing these sexual difficulties “frequently”, the numbers collapse,’ says Ray

  Moynihan in his book.12




  It’s a bizarre sleight of hand to imply that if a woman, at any time and for any reason, lacks desire even once in a year, she has some kind of sexual desire disorder. And equating pain

  during intercourse – which could be due to all kinds of medical causes, or recent childbirth – with sexual dysfunction? It boggles the mind, it truly does.




  Other studies have uncovered a gap between the number of women who can be potentially diagnosed with FSD and those who seem to actually have a problem. A study in London compared the newly

  developed diagnosis against the number of women who felt they experienced negative sexual dysfunction effects. While using the diagnostics found 38 per cent of women had sexual dysfunction, only 18

  per cent of the women thought their symptoms concerning – and just 6 per cent rated it ‘moderate’ or ‘severe’.13 Surely, if

  there is a problem with lack of desire for sex, the best placed person to decide whether it’s severe or not is the woman herself . . . not some arbitrary clinical scale.




  A Swedish study confirmed that less than half of women who reported decreased interest in sex over time considered themselves dissatisfied.14 Another

  study by Irwin Nazareth in London looked at subjects recruited from GP surgeries and suggested that in people who could be diagnosed with a sexual dysfunction, ‘reduced sexual interest or

  response may be a normal adaptation to stress.’15 In other words, could what is being labelled as a disorder actually be a natural ebbing and

  flowing of desire over time?




  What would be the reasons for such disagreement between the diagnoses and the number of people reporting problems? One reason could be that people were not discussing their problems with GPs

  – possible, but the Nazareth et al. study suggested that patients are pretty honest with their doctors when it comes to sexual difficulty. While it is plausible that people who speak to their

  GP about problems with sex are a self-selecting group, making the study an undercount of people with the syndrome, there is no easy way to correct this. As this book will

  explore later on, the ‘dark art’ of estimating unknown populations is a much misunderstood, and sometimes abused, approach to diagnosis.




  Another reason could be that the criteria are defined too broadly. In some cases it looks like even an occasional event merits a scary diagnosis. But what would be the benefit of overdiagnosing

  the population? Some diagnostic manuals, such as the fourth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-IV), have been criticised for possible conflict of

  interest between the committees who write the disease definitions and the pharmaceutical companies selling prescription drugs. Half of the people on the DSM committees have some kind of connection

  to a drug company. On the committees writing definitions for some areas of disorders, the figure shoots up to almost 100 per cent.16




  Because of their controversial nature, there has been a push to reconsider the criteria for sexual dysfunction – considerations that may be reflected in the upcoming DSM-V. According to a

  paper by Richard Balon and Anita Clayton, ‘Marked distress or interpersonal difficulty is a criterion of all DSM-defined sexual dysfunctions,’17 since this helps determine what is and is not normal. But if large numbers of women being diagnosed say they are not distressed, then how can the diagnosis be real?




  So it’s unsurprising that drugs hyped as potential ‘female Viagra’ have not done well. Along with the failure of Viagra-like vasodilation drugs and hormone treatments, drugs

  that target neurotransmitters have also failed to have an effect. Procter & Gamble’s experimental testosterone patch was rejected by the US Food and Drug Administration in December 2004.

  The German drug company Boehringer stopped developing its drug flibanserin after unsuccessful clinical trials in North America.18




  The assumptions made by Agenda Setters and the researchers they influenced all follow old stereotypes. The drugs either try to increase vaginal blood flow (implied: women don’t get turned

  on easily, so drug intervention is needed), or they try to boost testosterone (implied: women don’t have hormones like men’s, so drug intervention is needed).

  Others focus on neurotransmitters (implied: there’s something lacking in women’s brain chemistry, so drug intervention is needed).




  Characterising natural variations in women’s libidos as a problem that needs to be solved is nothing new. What is novel is the interest from big pharmaceutical companies and other Agenda

  Setters in getting involved on a commercial scale. In the 1966 book Feminine Forever, author Robert Wilson suggested that the menopause is a ‘disease’ of female hormone

  deficiency and that good sexual health could be saved by taking hormones. Wilson’s writing was hugely influential. In the following decades, hormone replacement became a popular option for

  Western women above a certain age. It’s a treatment that is far from cheap and demands constant upkeep, and has been linked with some negative side effects including cancer and heart

  disease.




  Hormone replacement and its supposed benefits, particularly for older women’s sex lives, however, are at odds with the experimental evidence. With their famously extensive laboratory

  research, Masters and Johnson showed in 1970 that ‘nothing could be further from the truth than the oft-expressed concept that aging women do not maintain a high level of sexual

  orientation.’ The menopause does cause thinning of the vaginal walls and decrease in lubrication, but the studies found no decrease in clitoral function, which is the real cause of

  orgasm.19




  Undoubtedly there are women who do suffer from sexual problems, and over the course of a lifetime, this can affect a large proportion of people at some point or another. But claiming it’s

  a disease in approximately half of all women all the time? Not only does this exploit old stereotypes about women and lack of desire, it’s a strategy that hardly helps the smaller proportion

  of women who are distressed and might actually benefit from targeted and sensitive treatment.




  The characterisation of variations in female libido as a dysfunction has not led to a pharmaceutical success. This hasn’t stopped the interest of Agenda Setters, however – far from

  it.




  The World Congress for Sexual Health, held in Glasgow in June 2011, attracted sexual health experts from all over the world. Papers presented at the conference were published in the prestigious

  Journal of Sexual Medicine. Alongside the research areas you might expect at the conference, like HIV prevention, teenage pregnancy, and gender and sexuality there was

  a session entirely devoted to ‘Hypoactive sexual disorders among women and pharmacological treatments’. One of the major exhibitors supporting the conference was the drug company Bayer,

  which has been developing and marketing an intra-vaginal drug meant to treat (wait for it) . . . female sexual dysfunction.




  It’s interesting to note that while the Agenda Setters press on with their pharmaceutical solution, research indicates there may be a real, and cheap, way to address the problem for those

  who are actually suffering.




  Studies of treatments for FSD that only take a pharmaceutical approach have been negative or mixed. Studies that include erotic images, however, have been far more successful in getting results.

  Postmenopausal women on oestrogen-replacement treatments were treated with sildenafil (the generic name for Viagra) in an attempt to restore orgasmic ability.20 While the drug on its own did not do much, the study also combined pharmaceutical treatment with watching porn. The paper notes that ‘[t]he erotic video significantly

  increased subjective sexual arousal in all women’ but that they ‘do not benefit from sildenafil’.




  Or in other words, put a sexual context back into women’s lives, stop harping on about a supposed dysfunction, and before you know it they may start to sexually respond. It’s not

  really all that surprising, is it?




  A pity for the Agenda Setters that they aren’t in the business of producing porn films. Or at least, they aren’t . . . yet.




  The power of sex and sexuality over our lives goes far beyond producing offspring. The reasons for this are far older than our society, older than humanity, even. Evolutionary

  theory suggests several main drivers of survival. Natural selection is one of the most well known. Natural selection says the traits that prevent death before maturity become more common in a

  species over time. This is because the individuals with the traits live long enough to pass it on to the next generation. For example, a variation that enables a moth to be camouflaged better, so

  predators can’t see it, makes it more likely to live to reproduce and pass that gene on. The offspring that inherit the mutation will also benefit, and be more likely to

  continue reproducing.




  But sexual selection is also important: from the cold point of view of animal reproduction, if you can’t attract a mate, it hardly matters whether you made it to adulthood or not. The

  large horns of the male red deer, for example, are used not for gathering food or anything else related to day-to-day survival. They are used for the express purpose of fighting other males to

  impress, and thus gain access to, females. The elaborate feathers and mating dances of the male birds of paradise are an adaptation that serves a similar purpose. It doesn’t affect whether

  they make it to adulthood, but it does make mating and procreation more likely for the genetically fortunate.




  Natural selection and sexual selection can work together in the same species: the muted, camouflaging colouration of a pea hen is a result of natural selection because it keeps her safe. The

  male peacock’s extravagant tail feathers are a result of sexual selection because it makes him attractive as a mate.




  Until recently, the question of why humans evolved large brains and language abilities focused on natural selection. Our brains, as a percentage of our body volume, are much larger than those of

  our closest ape relatives. Scientists suggested that human brains grew in response to a need for greater cognitive skills, and that these were necessary for getting food. Language skills were

  attributed to a need for aiding co-operation (and therefore survival) within a family group.




  However, some have started to ask whether the size of our brains is actually the result not of natural selection, but sexual selection. After all, relying on natural selection alone does not

  address very much of what makes us human. The abilities of creating music and appreciating literature, for example, don’t give much advantage in hunting food, avoiding predators, or seeking

  shelter. You don’t need art to reach puberty.




  But when such adaptations are recast as developments in the eternal race to attract and mate, some of the human abilities that are unnecessary in the day-to-day survival world of the caveman

  begin to make sense.




  Geoffrey Miller poses an interesting question in his book The Mating Mind: How Sexual Choice Shaped the Evolution of Human Nature.21 ‘Why omit sexual desire and sexual choice from the pantheon of evolutionary forces that could have shaped the human mind, when biologists routinely use sexual choice to explain

  behavioural abilities in other animals?’




  Not only does he make a thought-provoking point, it is a point that considers women to be equally as involved in sexual choice as men are. Women have aptitude for music, art, language, and every

  other non-survival adaptation humans have developed, just as men do. If they weren’t as interested as men were in mating but adapted merely to survive, surely they would be less like the

  flamboyant peacock and more like the poor pea hen: drab, dull, hiding in the undergrowth while she waits to be won.




  Of course, as with most theories in the young field of evolutionary biology, it’s an idea that is very speculative and hotly contested. It’s only an idea. In order to prove it, far

  more research would need to be done from many different areas of the scientific spectrum, and even then it may never be confirmed whether the truth is one or the other (or both, or neither). But it

  is food for thought when considering women’s interest in sex. Particularly when many have long assumed women’s interest in sex is strictly tied to security and child rearing.




  Sex is a powerful social glue. People who suppress or are incapable of having children still have rich and active sex lives. Postmenopausal women still want to, and do, experience sexual

  feelings. The abundance of reliable birth control methods does not eliminate the desire to have sex.




  We are not the only species where the female sex drive is about more than just procreation. The bonobo, which along with the chimpanzee is our closest relative in the animal kingdom, has what

  can only be described as a wild sex life.




  Bonobos were formerly known as pygmy chimpanzees. For a long time they were assumed to be the same species as chimps, and were only recognised as a separate species in 1933. One of the more

  well-documented differences between chimps and bonobos is their behaviour . . . specifically, their sexual behaviour.




  One of the many things bonobos and humans share is the pursuit of sex even when procreation is not possible. Couplings between the same sex are widely observed in bonobo

  communities, as well as sex with individuals too old to reproduce. Interestingly, this happens in both bonobos and humans even when procreative, heterosexual sex is possible and available.




  Another similarity with humans is that sex is also integrated into the natural social life of the species. In Sexual Nature, Sexual Culture, author Paul Abramson records in great detail

  the varieties and frequencies of sexual acts among bonobos.22




  Other apes like gorillas and chimpanzees mate in the ventrodorsal, or ‘doggy style’, position. But bonobos, like humans, also like to copulate face-to-face. Mouth kissing and mutual

  masturbation are frequent activities with bonobos, just as they are with us. Fellatio and cunnilingus happen frequently, as do male-male and female-female genital rubbing. And the activity is not

  necessarily just a reproduction strategy. While sexual activity is far more frequent in bonobos than in chimpanzees, the fertility rate for the two species is about the same.
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