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What does sexuality mean?


What freedom men and women could have, were they not constantly tricked and trapped and enslaved and tortured by their sexuality! The only drawback in that freedom is that without it one would not be a human. One would be a monster


John Steinbeck, East of Eden (1952)





Sexuality is innate, inescapable. It is a sometimes marvellous, sometimes monstrous, mosaic that has evolved over the centuries. Every generation thinks it has invented sexuality and so it has, because sexuality is not a given but a constantly changing network of interlinked ideas, knowledge, desires, pleasures, controls and exploitation. Forget any notion of sexuality as homogeneous, either in experience or understanding, despite the many attempts made to persuade or coerce people into a ‘safe’ or coherent mould. Sexuality is potentially disruptive.


According to the OED, sexuality is the quality and expression of being sexual, having a sexual nature, instinct, or feelings. Most people are pretty sure they know what ‘sexuality’ means but the concept is fundamentally ambiguous and multi-faceted: we now include heterosexuality, asexuality, homosexuality, hypersexuality, paraphilias, asphyxiophilia, pomosexuality, pansexuality, and so many others that it risks turning this short book into merely a very long list. Sexuality is seen as a question of biology, or an urge; it is applied to individuals and groups, to behaviours, styles, and expression – but how does it exist beyond the word? Perhaps it is best understood as a chaotic social construct. In most societies sex is, and has been, a private act, and so the definitions, boundaries and ‘rules’ have become quite specific. This being so, the sanctions, especially those applied to relatively powerless groups or populations, have been hijacked to bolster arguments about morality, politics, and science; a great deal of academic study on sexuality has an agenda, too, explicit or not. Any appraisal of sexuality must involve an understanding of difference, of what the shifting target of ‘normal’ means, of secrecy and knowledge, of who should know, say or do what, and to whom. It is an enormous, difficult and obviously fascinating task, and there has never been any shortage of those willing to try: who, as has been asked, could make the bedroom a laboratory?


Marquis de Sade The 120 Days of Sodom (1785):


Your narrations must be decorated with the most numerous and searching details; the precise way and extent to which we may judge how the passion which you describe relates to human manners and man’s character is determined by your willingness to disguise no circumstance; and what is more, the least circumstance is apt to have an immense influence upon the procuring of that kind of sensory irritation we expect from your stories.


‘Sexuality’ is an eighteenth-century European term and, according to the French philosopher Michel Foucault, its use marked the development of fields of knowledge, rules and norms. Sexuality now seemed to be knowable through regulatory systems of power – religious, judicial, medical and scientific – and the term gave people a body of thought through which they could see themselves. This great change, wrote Foucault in his influential The History of Sexuality (1979), was a new interpretation of desire. He tells our own ‘story’ back to us as one in which we believe ourselves to have been more liberal in our sexual attitudes, behaviours and language in the past, but have somehow lost this freedom and tolerance. Then, during the nineteenth century, a repressive regime emerged that made sex taboo, tried to confine it within the boundaries of marriage, and silenced us. The State began to organize sexuality and to dictate what was acceptable and unacceptable through specialized knowledge; illicit sexualities were expressed in ‘other’ places such as asylums and brothels. But, as Foucault points out, there was actually a ‘discursive explosion’. Everyone was discussing and analysing sexuality – and, even today, we continue to talk endlessly, and hypocritically, about sexual silence. This may appear to be a process of control, but it is actually ‘the very production of sexuality’ because it has as much to do with our imaginations and desires, in variation or deviation, as it does with physiological sex. In 1905, Freud was arguing that the expression of sexuality could also be found in apparently non-sexual activities, especially in artistic creation and intellectual enquiry. Take, for example, the potent Greek myth of Leda and the Swan – the rape of Leda by Zeus in the form of a swan caused her to give birth to her babies in eggs. This has been portrayed and analysed by so many in so many ways, from Michelangelo to Fernando Botero, from Rubén Darío to Lou Reed.


	W. B. Yeats, Leda and the Swan (1924):




A sudden blow: the great wings beating still


Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed


By the dark webs, her nape caught in his bill,


He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.


How can those terrified vague fingers push


The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?


And how can body, laid in that white rush,


But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?


A shudder in the loins engenders there


The broken wall, the burning roof and tower


And Agamemnon dead.


Being so caught up,


So mastered by the brute blood of the air,


Did she put on his knowledge with his power


Before the indifferent beak could let her drop?
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[image: image] ‘Leda and the Swan’, Peter Paul Rubens, c.1598–60


The vast sex-scape of experience and response over time drips with humour and anxiety, proscription, prescription, polemic and wit – none of which are as far apart as they seem, or as some might like them to be. As Giovanni Sinibaldi, the Pope’s physician writing on sex in the seventeenth century, asked, does ‘the same road lead to torment and to delight?’.


This introductory book looks at sexuality from antiquity to the twenty-first century, exploring expression, changing attitudes, and regulation. It looks at bodies of authorized and unauthorized sexual knowledge from scientific, religious, medical, philosophical, and political ideas to letters, diaries, court cases, and medical histories that reveal popular assumptions and individual experiences. Sexuality is where the personal and public collide, and prejudice too: as Samuel Johnson wrote in 1763, ‘Nature has given women so much power, that law has wisely given them little’.


The greater sexualization of our society has undoubtedly muddied people’s expectations and understanding, and is at risk of turning sexuality into a looks-and-performance-oriented, one-trick-pony parody, when it is a much deeper and more complicated creature. Asking questions about sexuality, about identity and behaviour and how far we have been defined by these concepts throughout history, reminds us of how complex we are. This makes for a more compassionate understanding of people in the past and their idiosyncrasies, as well as of our own today. So what did earlier commentators think they were writing about and why? What was their purpose? How different was their understanding of sexuality to our more recent ideas?
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The start of sexuality


It is by the power of names, of signs originally arbitrary and insignificant, that the course of the imagination has in great measure been guided


Jeremy Bentham





The oldest handbooks on sex are Chinese, the earliest dating from c.2000 BCE. Three sexological works were found among fourteen Taoist medical manuscripts in a tomb in Hunan province in 1973. In these writings, sexual satisfaction was deemed paramount because of the mystical benefits, good health and pleasures it bestowed, as long as it was enjoyed according to certain theories that didn’t undermine individuals and society. Sex, ‘the play of the clouds and the rain’, was a sacred duty for men and women. It was seen as part of a natural order (sex and nature share the same word, ‘xing’), and outdoor sex was considered the most satisfying, with each tree and flower suggesting a different position. The particular practices and philosophies, voluntarily accepted, attempted to define potentially problematic sexuality, because procreation, property, disease, and death were much closer bedfellows then than they are now. There was no link between eroticism and sin.


Men were advised to have sex with as many women as possible, but they should always be sparing with their qi (energy) – writings suggest that they ‘Love one hundred times without emission’ – and should replenish it with female yin, meaning that it was important for her to orgasm, too. Female masturbation was considered to be commonplace, inevitable and good. Under the same theory, so was lesbianism, which was known as Mojingzi, ‘rubbing mirrors’ or ‘mirror grinding’. Male homosexuality was discussed in the oldest texts, and catamites – young men who served as sexual partners to adult homosexuals and bisexuals – originated during the reign of the mythical Yellow Emperor, who became immortal after congress with 12,000 women, c.4,000 years ago. These texts and their erotic illustrations were titillating but they also gave advice and information and were often prescriptive, showing that sexuality has always been about more than physiology.


Prescribed sexual knowledge has always been open to subversion: Neo-Confucianist puritans later tried to ban Taoist ideas because of their perceived threat to male hegemony. Many of these ‘books on the art of the bedroom’ were destroyed, though some fragments survive, including: The Secret Instructions of the Jade Chamber (Yufangmijue); Sun Simiao’s Essential Prescriptions Worth a Thousand Pieces of Gold (Qianjin yaofang); and Exposition of Cultivating the True Essence by the Great Immortal of the Purple Gold Splendour (Zijin guangyao daxian xiuzhen yanyi). During the first century CE, Buddhism arrived in China via the Silk Road, and it challenged the prevalent ideas on sexuality. For Buddhists, sexuality was part of suffering – people could be enslaved by their desires, especially sexual desire, which was considered to be the strongest form – but the Chinese thought this hypocritical and portrayed it negatively in art and literature. Joseph Needham, a twentieth-century scientist, historian and sinologist, was ‘profoundly convinced’ that the Chinese were more enlightened with their ‘most perfect combination of the rational and the romantic’ and that Christian thinking, for example, was greatly mistaken in separating ‘love carnall’ and ‘love seraphick’. Taoist ideas on sexuality, he believed, lead to greater acceptance and contentment, and to a better world with less cruelty and greed.


In India, the Sanskrit text, Kama Sūtra of Vatsyayana, pulled together works as much as 3,000 years old and, in its present form, was collated in around the second century CE. ‘Kama’ is erotic desire and ‘Sūtra’ is the thread that holds everything together. It is a guide to gracious living with advice on sex and sexual behaviours, including games, marriage, family life, choosing a lover, different embraces, and courtesans. Homosexuality is discussed as the ‘third nature’ and should ‘be engaged in and enjoyed for its own sake as one of the arts’, but only for some castes. Ancient texts also included hermaphroditism; it appears in the Vedas, Hindu and Jain texts, which formulated sexual categories as early as the sixth century BCE, and is referred to in Plato’s Banquet where Aristophanes says:


Anciently the nature of mankind was not the same as now, but different. For at first there were three sexes of human beings, not two only, namely male and female, as at present, but a third besides, common to both the others – of which the name remains, though the sex itself has vanished. For the androgynous sex then existed, both male and female; but now it only exists as a name of reproach.


	Kama Sūtra of Vatsyayana




Chapter IX, trans. Richard Burton (1883): The male servants of some men carry on the mouth congress with their masters. It is also practised by some citizens, who know each other well, among themselves. Some women of the harem, when they are amorous, do the acts of the mouth on the yonis of one another, and some men do the same thing with women … When a man and woman lie down in an inverted order, i.e. with the head of the one towards the feet of the other and carry on this congress, it is called the “congress of a crow”. For the sake of such things courtesans abandon men possessed of good qualities, liberal and clever, and become attached to low persons, such as slaves and elephant drivers. The Auparishtaka, or mouth congress, should never be done by a learned Brahman, by a minister that carries on the business of a state, or by a man of good reputation, because though the practice is allowed by the Shastras, there is no reason why it should be carried on, and need only be practised in particular cases … after all, these things being done secretly, and the mind of the man being fickle, how can it be known what any person will do at any particular time and for any particular purpose.
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Early erotica emphasizes the mores of different times and cultures. Ovid’s erotodidactic poem, Ars Amatoria, is some 2,000 years old, and begins with the seductive encouragement, ‘Should anyone here not know the art of love, read this, and learn by reading how to love’. Though an ancient poem describing an ancient culture, it can be read by the modern reader as directly relevant: sexuality remains a preoccupying experience central to humanity. Ars Amatoria was witty and controversial, and many of its conventions and warnings persist, not least the idea of conquest. Ovid advised men to use any trick to win a woman, for ‘every woman alive, the plainest included/feels she’s a loveable beauty/But often a pretender begins to love for real/often, he becomes what he made out to be’. His advice to women was not to ‘drink more than your head will stand … It’s a horrible thing to see a woman really drunk. When she’s in that state, she deserves to be had by the first comer … A sleeping woman is a whoreson temptation to a man to transgress the bounds of modesty’. Debates over appropriate sexual behaviours seem to continue largely unchanged.


The Emperor Augustus, in a case of early literary censorship, banished Ovid from Rome for writing his ‘poetry as sex’ (and for an unknown act of folly). Ovid himself had defended his work by saying that he wrote it in fun, that love could not be immoral; but, centuries later in fifteenth-century Florence, his works were cast into the great bonfire of Savonarola as being erotic, impious, and corrupting. It did not stop there: Christopher Marlowe’s translation was banned in 1599; in 1895 a Victorian critic declared that it was ‘perhaps the most immoral poem ever written’; in 1910 it was ‘calculated to undermine the social fabric’; in 1924 it was denounced as ‘a shameless compendium of profligacy’; and a copy was seized by US Customs in 1930 for glorifying extra-marital sex, and undermining marriage and stability.


The Roman historian Suetonius (c.69 – after 122 CE) revealed the lives of the Roman Empire’s first leaders in The Twelve Caesars. Tiberius collected ‘Bevies of girls and young men … as adepts in unnatural practices, and known as spinitrae, [who] would copulate before him in groups of three, to excite his waning passions. A number of small rooms were furnished with the most indecent pictures and statuary possible, also certain erotic manuals from Elephantis in Egypt; the inmates of the establishment would know exactly what was expected of them’ (orgies have never gone out of fashion – in 1966 Malcolm Muggeridge remarked that, ‘An orgy looks particularly alluring seen through the mists of righteous indignation’). Tiberius was an orgiastic voyeur, one of many. The Emperor Heliogabalus presided over an orgy which ended in death; the sated participants slowly smothered by rose petals released from ceiling nets while he watched – which was all he could do as he had been castrated by his physician attempting to create a vagina for him.


Ribald sexuality was familiar to the Romans; it served to instruct, amuse, warn, and excite. The infamous marble sculpture of Pan and a she-goat in sexual congress raises many questions in the viewer. For example, are humans closer to divine godliness or to base animality? What does it mean to be male or female, and what are their relations to one another? The sculpture was discovered in 1752 and kept in a restricted collection in the cellars of the royal palace at Portici on the Bay of Naples, but it soon became notorious. Various art historians came to see the sculpture, even though some thought it so obscene it should be tossed into a volcano. Johann Joachim Winckelmann visited the sculpture several times between 1758 and 1767, but didn’t want to be known as the first to apply for a viewing licence for such a piece of pornography. In the nineteenth century it was moved to a reserved gallery in what is now the National Archaeological Museum of Naples and was kept hidden until 2000; now it is a major piece on show in public exhibitions. In ancient Herculaneum and Pompeii, erotic art was ubiquitous: sculptures, graffiti, tintinnabula (phallic wind-chimes) hanging from doorways, sex scenes on everything from drinking cups to oil lamps, and dining rooms and bath-houses were decorated with wall-paintings of people engaged in such activities as cunnilingus or with multiple partners. Images meant different things in different contexts: they might be humorous, aggressive, sacred, secular, obscene or seductive; they might be exquisitely or crudely executed. They reflected the reality of everyday life and what people did in private, rather than society’s moralistic rules of sexuality, which could be condemnatory when it came to, for example, oral sex.
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