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Dedicated to the millions and millions of women, men, and children  
whose tribes, churches, politicians, pundits, and doctors  

tortured them, murdered them, or forced them to live in misery  
because of their sexuality. 

Peace. 
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Foreword 

How Sex Got Screwed Up is a tremendous gift to our sexual health. It reports, 
from the beginning of life until today how sex got so screwed up that we’ve 
become uncomfortable with it. It also clears up myths and mistaken 
notions of how that happened. For example, as an avid reader of history, I 
was surprised to learn that ancient Greece and Rome had more rules about 
sex than I had learned. 

The book is huge. People who are interested in the history of sex will read it 
avidly, as I did. Others may enjoy reading about periods of special interest and 
then bounce around through the book as one interest leads to another. As big 
as the book is, Jon did a fantastic job of condensing a vast world history into 
an easy-to-read and succinct outline. I have a lot of respect for the way he 
simplified a story that runs the course of more than 12 millennia. 

Jon’s “personal hauntings” from this history are very evocative. They not 
only describe the way our shared history affected his life. They will stir up 
the readers’ memories of how that history has affected them. That was 
certainly my experience.  

Most readers are unaware of the great volume of writing about the history of 
sex that has been accomplished in the last 20 years. Jon brings this 
information to light for them. 

Jon and I have been colleagues for nearly 30 years. We served on the board 
of the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality together. And we co-
authored an important paper, “The Health Benefits of Sexual Expression”. 
We share a belief that sexual pleasure is a basic human right and that the 
social history of the world has infringed upon that right in many ways. To 
know and understand how our history has affected us can help relieve us 
from some of the discomforts we feel about sex. For while it is true that 
none of us invented sex, it is also true that we did not invent most of our 
own hassles with it. We inherited most of them. How Sex Got Screwed Up 
helps us see this more clearly. 

 

Beverly Whipple, PhD, RN, FAAN 
Professor Emerita, Rutgers University 
Past- Vice president and Secretary General/Treasurer, World Association for 

Sexual Health (WAS)  
Past-president, Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS) 
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Past-president, American Association of Sexuality Educators, Counselors and 
Therapists (AASECT) 
Past- Director, International Society for the Study of Women's Sexual Health 
(ISSWSH)



 

   

Preface 

First of all, I want to make it very clear that I am not a credentialed historian. 
What I offer here is some of the information about sex and sexuality that I have 
found fascinating in my reading of much more accomplished, real historians. I 
offer the reader a simplified outline of that information in plain English, which I 
hope will be entertaining as well as informative. This book is especially for 
readers who are intrigued with sex and sexuality, but who might not have the 
time, patience, or interest to wade through volumes of often dense, sometimes 
difficult, language that many historians often use to talk with one another. 

I did the research for How Sex Got Screwed Up to find out what were the forces 
that have made sex so difficult for a lot of us. My interest in how the sex drive 
works and how society deals with it crystallized in 1981 at the onset of the AIDS 
pandemic. I was in the first cohort of buddies that the Gay Men’s Health Crisis 
(GMHC) trained to care for people living with AIDS in New York City. I witnessed 
first hand — for 13 years — the enormous pain people suffer because of 
individual and social fears about sex and sexuality. I also co-facilitated a score of 
grief and healing workshops for GMHC volunteers who were experiencing 
burnout. Those were indelible experiences that demonstrated how difficult it is 
for many people — straight, gay, or bisexual — to cope with their sexuality. 

In 1983, I got a position as a temp with Planned Parenthood Federation of 
America (PPFA). Two years later, I became its sexual health writer — largely 
because I knew so much about AIDS at a time when few people did. I spent 30 
years at Planned Parenthood. I recreated and expanded its body of sexual 
health information, in print and online. As a content editor for 
plannedparenthood.org’s teenwire, I was in direct contact with American 
teens and their struggles to come to grips with their sexuality. 

In 1994, I joined the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality (SSSS) to 
increase my knowledge about sex and sexuality. As a member of the Society, I 
worked with Beverly Whipple. She was a former president of the Society and 
is the co-author of the landmark book, The G-Spot — And Other Discoveries 
about Human Sexuality. PPFA and SSSS published our paper “The Health 
Benefits of Sexual Expression” as a fact sheet on their Web sites. It put 
together, for the first time, a coherent, evidence-based argument that sex is 
good for us and has physical as well as emotional health benefits. The paper 
has had a positive impact on sexual health professionals. They had long 
viewed sexuality more in terms of risk than in terms of benefit.  
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Through GMHC, PPFA, and SSSS, I heard thousands of stories about how 

people cope with their sexuality and their sex lives. I wondered why health 
professionals saw sexuality mostly as a risk behavior and why most people 
seemed pretty ambiguous about their sex lives. And why the increasingly 
powerful, conservative right was so negative about human sexuality.  

Early in my career as a sexual health writer, I asked a seasoned colleague for 
her advice on what I should read to understand the history of sexuality. She 
gave me a copy of Michel Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An 
Introduction. She told me that he was the world’s greatest authority. But I 
couldn’t read it. It was much too dense and too theoretical for me. I never 
admitted that to her, and I assume she believes that I read the book. 

I am also unable to read other great authorities on human sexuality. These 
include, for example, Judith Butler. She is an expert theorist about gender and 
queer studies. But she also uses words such as “poststructuralism” and 
“denaturalize” and concepts such as “sexual difference fundamentalism” and 
“French theory” as though they were as simple to grasp as “Run, Jane, run.”1 
Many of these words don’t even appear in my home dictionary. Words like 
that stop me cold. I don’t enjoy reading much of anything that I can’t 
understand without constant referral to reference books. 

I needed stories and studies about sex in much plainer language. So, I looked 
for other sources. And I found them. Hundreds of them. From Elizabeth Abbott 
to Bella Zweig. It all started with a multi-authored, six-volume study A History of 
Private Life. The first one came out in 1987. I had always thought history was 
about politics and war. It was a revelation to me that there could be such a thing 
as a history of private life. Why not a history of sex? The next year I read one: 
Intimate Matters by John D’Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman. An amazing history 
of sex in North America. Then the Journal of the History of Sexuality came out in 
1990. It is a terrific resource. An avalanche of studies and books followed. And I 
began to take notes and build a timeline.  

The only single-volume world history of sex that I encountered was Reay 
Tannahill’s A History of Sex. She first published it in 1980. It’s a great read. But 
in her preface, she said that her book was neither “feminist or antifeminist”. 
That seemed to me a needless limitation. Human sexuality may be the most 
political subject in history. I wanted to understand the politics around it even 
more than knowing about all the different sex practices around the globe. I 
wanted to understand what makes us so uncomfortable about sex. I believe 

                                                 
1 Butler, 2007 [1990], ix–x. 
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that knowing that would help me better comprehend my own life and the 
lives of those around me. 

It may be that many of the writers whom I cite in my footnotes and 
bibliography will find that I have over-simplified the very complex events, 
experiences, and arguments that they have taken great pains to investigate 
and describe. I offer no other defense than that I wanted to make the whole 
story available to the general reader. Readers who have an interest in reading 
the original sources can refer to my citations and bibliography. Through them, 
they will find much more developed, intricate, and, for many, even more 
fascinating writing on these subjects.  

Warning! In these books, I criticize, ridicule, and even lampoon some very 
hallowed and beloved doctors, cultural commentators, organizations, 
philosophers, politicians, religious leaders, saints, and scientists. These books 
are about sex and sexuality. In them, I call to account the hallowed and 
beloved only for their misguided teachings on these two subjects — teachings 
that I believe have added difficulty to our lives and made them less pleasant. 
This is not to say that we should not admire such teachers for whatever good 
they may have left us in their posterity. But I will leave such praise to others. It 
would be misplaced here.  

It took me 22 years of fairly constant research to put together the facts for 
this story. Throughout both books, I offer little analysis and even less theory. I 
do present, instead, stories about how ghosts from the history of our sexual 
past have haunted my life and the lives of my relatives, friends, neighbors, 
playmates, and workmates. They describe events that inspired my 
intellectual, emotional, and spiritual interest in sex and sexuality. And they 
have a direct relationship to the historical events I describe. I believe they are, 
in fact, directly descended from those events — which is why I wrote these 
books. Agree with me or not, I think you will find the story enjoyable, 
fascinating, shocking, weird, and, perhaps, helpful. Most of all, I hope these 
books will help you see how sex got screwed up. 

Because I am a very western guy, because most of my reading was about 
figuring out my sexual heritage, and because the West played such a huge role 
in screwing up sex worldwide, these books have a western bias. To find more 
in-depth histories of non-western cultures take a look at the book listings at 
the back of any volume of the Journal of the History of Sexuality. There is a 
world of information about the history of sex out there. Enjoy it. And I hope 
you enjoy my take on the history of How Sex Got Screwed Up. 

…. 
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Many people have been very supportive of this project, and I could not have 
done it without them. I’m particularly indebted to Christopher Reed and 
Beverly Whipple who read every word of the manuscript for both of these 
books. Chris, a childhood friend, also read and reread the bibliography at 
various stages of development and checked the citations again and again. And 
Erica Conrick helped me figure out how to do the index! My family — my 
husband Jim Beers, our son Devin Adams, and his partner Jennifer Loiacano 
— also offered incisive insights and much-needed emotional support. And, of 
course, I have to thank my editor at Planned Parenthood for nearly 30 years, 
Barbara Snow, who taught me how to write. She’d review my texts as I 
watched. Once in a while, she would stop, point at a sentence and ask, “What 
do you mean here?” I’d explain. She’d respond, “Then write what you mean!” 
Always good to keep in mind. 

These and many friends over more than 20 years helped me shape these 
books. Here they all are in alphabetical order: Devin Adams, Heather Altman, 
Jim Beers, PhD, Richard Brown, Karla Buitrago, Lois Clouthier, Erica Danielle 
Connerney, PhD, Ligia Cravo, May del Rio Dorfman, Charlie Fletcher, Julia Forth, 
Mardi Fritz, CSW, Rajiv Gulati, MD, PhD, Ross Davies Hooper, Sandy Hoyt, MD, 
Ben Jenkins, Greg Jennings, Sally Kagerer, Helene Kendler, LCSW, Jeff Kresser, 
Chris Karatnytsky, Deborah LaCoy, Kim Lafferty, Jennifer Loiacano, Ehtesham 
Majid, April Martin, PhD, Liz Mayers, Claire McCurdy, Jeffrey Miller, JD, David 
Pauley, MSW, Christopher Reed, Maurice Schroder, PhD, Nancy Schneiderman, 
M.S.W., Barbara Snow, Robyn Stein, John Russell Todd, Regina S. Todd, PhD, Curt 
Tow, Ann Tubbs, John Tweddle, Jeanne Van Gemert, MC, Tyrone Vincent, Sean 
Weibersch, Beverly Whipple, PhD, RN, FAAN, Celine Wood, and the students in 
Jim Beers’ human sexuality courses during 1996 at John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice. And then, of course, thanks to Carolina Sanchez, Argiris Legatos, Javier 
Rodriguez and others at Vernon Press who took it on themselves to get these 
books into print. Also, special thanks to Carolyn Lane for inspiring the title — 
How Sex Got Screwed Up . Thank you all. Very much. 

 

 



 

   

Chapter 1  

In the Beginning Was the Sex Drive 

(3,600,000,000 Years Ago – Today) 

Well, not quite in the beginning. The sex drive didn’t start to develop until more 
than a billion years after the Big Bang formed the earth. The first inklings stirred 
the oceans about three billion years ago. That’s when one-celled life forms 
began to give each other their genes. Nestled up against one another, floating in 
the briny deep, they managed to wiggle bits of protoplasm through each other’s 
membranes. Totally microscopic, but that’s how sex was born.  

Until then, all living things reproduced without sex. Many still do. They split, 
bud, throw spores, or break themselves into fragments to increase their 
numbers. But they don’t fuse, and they don’t conjugate.1 Sex is now much 
more complex than it was three billion years ago. It’s also much more fun — 
even though it’s riskier. 

Of course, saying “no” to sex is still easy for lots of bacteria, yeast, fungi, algae, 
and other plants.2 It’s easy for some fish and lizards, too.3 They are all sexless 
clones.4 They can never say “yes.” Not much fun for them. That’s not all that’s 
boring about reproduction without sex. The results are boring, too. You get 
exactly the same thing, every time. Clone after clone after clone. There is one 
great benefit, though — reproduction without sex is comparatively risk-free.  

It’s a whole other story when two different cells mix it up to form a new one. 
It couldn’t be less like cloning. There’s always something a little different in 
the results. It spawns all kinds of genetic diversity. In fact, that’s how some 

                                                 
1 Maxwell, 1994, 3–16, 33–7. 
2 Harkavy, 1991, 915. 
3 Zimbardo, 1992, 400. 
4 And some are hermaphroditic. They have both female and male sexes. Some have 
them at the same time. Some have them at different parts of their lives. All sea basses, 
for instance, lay eggs. Thirty seconds later, they fertilize them. A female reef gobie can 
become the dominant male when he dies. She can become female again if a bigger 
alpha male comes along (Callahan, 2009,110–3). 
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germs develop their resistance to the drugs designed to do them in. They 
form hundreds of new strains out of sheer sexual promiscuity.5 In this way, sex 
is the spark plug for evolution. The more sexual reproduction, the faster 
evolution moves.6 

But sex is also a high-risk activity. When sex leads to reproduction, genetic 
change may also damage organisms and cause them to fail. And sex play has 
other risks, too. Most school kids know that the female praying mantis leans 
back and bites off her partner’s head while they have sex.7 Fewer know that 
the male honey bee plugs his sperm inside the queen by detaching his penis, 
and then he dies. Or that there’s a tiny male Canadian fly who makes an even 
more gruesome sacrifice — he lets his mate pierce his head and suck up all of 
his body fluids as they mate. By the time they’re done, he’s only an empty 
husk hanging on to her genitals.8 

Some of the risks animals take to have sex are very dramatic. Female and male 
salmon, for example, fling themselves against the rocks to get upstream to 
spawn. As soon as they fulfill their reproductive chores, they die of exhaustion.9 
The bowerbird makes arduous efforts to build a gaudy hut and courting ground 
to attract his mate. To seduce her, he dances and sings, and sings and dances — 
for days. But once he’s had sex with her, he beats her nearly to death.10 

Just imagine what would happen if the praying mantis, the honey bee, the 
salmon, and the bowerbird understood the risks that they were taking in 
order to mate. They might very quickly learn to say “No!” to sexual 
reproduction and find other ways to amuse themselves. Such a strategy might 
preserve their own lives, but it would be a deathblow to the survival of their 
species. That’s where the sex drive comes in. It blinds animals to the risks 
they take when they have sex. It has to.  

In the wild, the risks of sex play increase for animals that are lower in the 
food chain. Predators at the top, like lions, can take their time when they have 
sex. They have little to risk. No one’s going to mess with them. If you’re the 
lion’s favorite meal, however, it’s safer to get it over with as fast as you can. 
That’s why antelope only risk a few seconds for their sexual pleasure — 

                                                 
5 Maxwell, 1994, 33–5, 38–40, 47. 
6 Eckholm, 1986. 
7 Achenbach, 1990. 
8 Sivinski, 1992, 34. 
9 Maxwell, 1994, 74–5; Maxwell, 1995, 36. 
10 Griffin, 1992, 80–82. 
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sometimes they even do it on the run!11 But they risk everything for those 
fleeting few seconds. 

The consequences of sex play can be risky, too — especially when 
reproduction occurs. Giving birth is the hallmark of warm-blooded creatures. 
But it is a dangerous proposition for most animals. Not only might some 
animal come along and eat you up while you’re trying to get through 
pregnancy or labor or giving birth — giving birth, itself, might kill you.12 

It seems that the more likely an animal is to figure out the risks of having 
sex, the more nature strengthens its sex drive. Perhaps that’s why the species 
most capable of thought must have the most powerful sex drive. That’s where 
you and I come in. We have a sex drive so strong that it seems purposely 
designed to overcome our common sense. And it often does.13 

The human sex drive is more powerful than the social and religious efforts 
that have tried to curb it. That’s why these efforts almost always fail.14 
Compared to the mantis, salmon, and bowerbird, we humans seem crazed 
with lust. We take all kinds of risks in order to have sex — even when the risk 
is HIV, which can kill us. And unlike other organisms, we know exactly what 
we’re doing when we take those risks.  

The human sex drive needs to be very powerful if we are to survive as a race.15 
Despite modern medicine, reproductive risks for women are still much higher 
than for other female animals. One of the reasons is that the human brain is just 
too big for an easy birth. It barely fits through the birth canal.16 So why is it we 
don’t use our big brains and stop taking risks to have sex?  

The sex drive and its opposite 

The notion that we are born with drives to satisfy our basic needs dates from 
1918.17 Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) popularized the idea of the sex drive in 1920 
and ‘23 with his books Beyond the Pleasure Principle and The Ego and the Id.18 
Sex drive became a household phrase in ‘48 with the revolutionary bestseller, 

                                                 
11 Zimbardo, 1992, 439. 
12 Leary, 1996. 
13 Banfield et al., 2001, 121. 
14 Kinsey et al., 1948, 269. 
15 Zimbardo, 1992, 439. 
16 Fisher, 1982, 82. 
17 Sternberg, 1995, 557. 
18 Freud, 1989 [1920 & 1923], 594–625, 628–58. 
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Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, by Alfred Kinsey (1894–1956).19 Kinsey 
didn’t care for Freud’s theories about sex because he did not base them on real 
sex research,20 but he used the term for lack of a better one. He agreed with 
Freud that social pressure was powerless to curb the sex drive.21 

Freud named the sex drive, Eros, after the Greek god of love and sexual 
desire. In ancient myth, it was the power of Eros that bound the elements of 
the world together.22 Likewise, Freud believed that Eros is the life force that 
keeps all living things eager to stay alive. 

Freud also believed that an opposite and equally powerful drive held Eros in 
check. He named this one after a Greek god of death —Thanatos.23 Freud 
seemed to be on to something. The belief that Eros and Thanatos were weaves 
of the same cloth was an ancient one. The Greeks and Romans believed that 
Eros was also a bringer — genius — of death. That’s why it was difficult to 
distinguish portrayals of Eros and death from one another.24 

According to Freud, Eros drove us to seek erotic pleasure — to connect with 
others, to live, to feel. Thanatos drove us to deny pleasure — to disconnect 
from others, to die, to kill our feeling for ourselves and others — sometimes in 
destructive and aggressive ways.25  

A lot of people are pretty skeptical of Freud’s drive theories, nowadays. 
Kinsey and many other’s thought that it was more social than biological or 
psychological for a person to oppose connecting or to give in to the sex drive. 
Even so, Eros and Thanatos are interesting metaphors for the way we 
experience our search for pleasure. On the one hand, we desire stimulating 
interactions with the world, novelty, and erotic pleasure in our lives — 
whether or not we call it Eros. On the other, we want to avoid risk and hurt 
and have peace, quiet, and time to get away from other people and the world 
— whether or not we call it Thanatos.26 

Each of our sex drives is different. Some people want sex three times a day. 
Others want it three times a year.27 And some want none at all. Some delight 

                                                 
19 D’Emilio & Freedman, 1988, 285. 
20 Gathorne-Hardy, 1998, 159. 
21 Kinsey et al, 1948, 269. 
22 Seyffert, 1964, 225–6. 
23 Freud, 1989, [1920 & 1923], 594–625, 628–58. 
24 Seyffert, 1964, 225, 249. 
25 Zimbardo, 1992, 521. 
26 Gay, 1988, 400–1, 410–11. 
27 Rensberger, 1987. 
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in taking risks for sex. Others avoid every risk they can. But just as our minds 
drive us to connect, they drive us to disconnect. We may desire to merge, and 
we may have a fear of merging.28 While we desire the approval of others, we 
also want to be independent and self-reliant. Eros pulls us one way. Thanatos 
pulls us another. It’s a struggle that goes on all our lives.29 

Whether it’s a drive we were born with or whether it’s a result of our sexual 
histories or social pressures, or whether it’s the ebb and flow of our sex 
hormones30 or whether it is a combination of all of those,31 Thanatos is a good 
name for the ghost that haunts our sexual pleasure. It can have a dramatic, 
sometimes deadly, effect on our sex lives. We want to get close to our lovers, but 
we create distance. We want their love but may lash out at them. Sometimes we 
frustrate our sexual pleasure with our urges to run away. Even when we are 
making love, we may find ourselves thinking, “Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this.” 

Very often Eros and Thanatos are difficult to tell apart. Which is driving us to 
take risks. Which dominates in sadomasochistic sex play? Which compels 
some of us to tell our kids to go without sex until they are married? Which 
makes us risk HIV, unintended pregnancy, and the judgments of our 
moralizing relatives and neighbors in order to have sex? Which is it that 
inspires us to high-risk sex after a lover dies?  

No risk seems too great — even for the great 

Getting a sex infection and giving birth are not the only risks associated with 
having sex. There are plenty of others. There are serious social risks, for 
example. But no matter how well we understand the dangers of the personal 
risks we take for sex — most of us take them. Some of us take them over and 
over again. Why? 

We convince ourselves that unwanted pregnancy or a sex infection or being 
caught doing something our family disapproves of is something that will 
happen to other people, not to us. This is because none of us believes that our 
own risks are as great as those that other people take.32 That’s the way our sex 

                                                 
28 Oxenhandler, 2001, 157. 
29 Freud, 1989, [1920 & 1923], 594–625, 628–58. 
30 Money,1989, Rako, 1996, 41–53; Regan, 1999, 1–16. 
31 Rensberger, 1987. 
32 Zimbardo, 1992, 416-7; Quadrel, et al. 1993 102–116. 
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drives overcome our big brains. And if we get away with taking a risk once, we 
tend to take it again.33 The desire to enjoy sex blinds us to the costs.34 

Lots of women and men tempt fate in order to have sex — no matter what the 
consequences might be for them. They have done so for centuries and still do. 
The 15th-century church burned men alive in public for having sex with other 
men. It did this to frighten others out of having same-sex sex. It didn’t work. 
Today, in those parts of the world where women and men are stoned for 
adultery or hung by the neck for same-sex sex — many still take the risk.35  

Millions of women, men, and adolescents around the world risk disgrace by 
breaking with their community’s sex customs or their religion’s doctrines 
about sex.36 In fact, it seems that when social leaders use shame, fear, and 
other social pressures to keep people from having sex, they very often have 
more sex than those whose leaders teach them that enjoying sex is their 
natural birthright.37 Young people who know their parents will punish or 
disown them for having sex — or for the way they have sex, or with whom 
they have sex — still do it.38 Give most of us a chance to catch a miserable 
infection in exchange for sex — we’ll take it.39 Will we also risk an unintended 
pregnancy? Sure thing! Most of us have — at least once.40 

Many people don’t want to admit how powerful the sex drive is.41 They want 
to believe that people can repress it by understanding the risks. So they try to 
scare them out of having sex.42 They frighten kids and each other with grim 
stories. They describe the penalties that people will pay if they have sex. Then 
they withhold information about how to have sexual pleasure and how to 
protect themselves on the grounds that it will turn them on.43  

We might as well throw coins in a fountain to wish away our kids’ drive for 
sex. Trying to chasten them with stories about disease and the struggles of 
being a single parent will do just about as much good. When we pat them on 
the head, get real stern, and declare, “Just say ‘no,’” it does even less. In the 

                                                 
33 Luker, 1975. 
34 Freud, 1989 [1920–1923]; Kinsey et al., 1948; Zimbardo, 1992, 439. 
35 Tannahill, 1992, 63: Burns, 1996, 4; Iran hangs two young homosexuals, 2005. 
36 Sangster, 1996. 
37 Weinberg et al., 1998. 
38 Herdt & Boxer, 1993, 215. 
39 Laumann, et al., 1994, 428–31. 
40 Zelnik & Shah, 1983, 64–70. 
41 de Mauro, 1990, I–9. 
42 Job, 1988. 
43 Cagampang et al, 1997, 109–14; Kirby et al, 1997, 100–8. 
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21st century, we let our government spend more than a billion dollars on just-
say-no propaganda in our schools.44 Not because it worked, but because a lot 
of us like to hear simple solutions to complex problems. In fact, one out of ten 
parents in the U.S. refuses to talk with their kids about anything to do with 
sex. One out of four parents sees no reason to do so. A similar number refuses 
to talk about birth control or safer sex.45 

Our nation’s youth aren’t the only ones who take risks to have sex. The 
media is always buzzing about one sex scandal or another. It seems that every 
day, it offers us another example of how the power of the human sex drive can 
get seemingly upright citizens to risk daunting social consequences. 
Responsible heads of state can’t keep their marriage vows. Not only President 
Bill Clinton (b. 1946),46 but at least 13 other American presidents got caught 
risking their political futures by having sex outside of marriage.47 Who knows 
how many others took the risk and didn’t get caught? Princes and princesses 
have risked their thrones in pursuit of forbidden liaisons. Powerful men and 
women have risked their positions by following same-sex desire, and others 
have lost their families and communities.48 Many devoted nuns and priests 
have been unable to keep their religious vows to go without sex.49 The list of 
public figures who were sexual risk-takers is endless. It includes the wise, the 
noble, and the beloved — heroes like Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948),50 Martin 
Luther King Jr. (1929–68),51 John F. Kennedy (1917–63),52 Eleanor Roosevelt 
(1882–1962),53 and Margaret Sanger (1879–1966).54 It also includes countless 
less heroic or beloved bishops and popes throughout history. 

Gandhi was a good example of a totally moral guy who couldn’t repress his 
sexual desires, no matter how hard he tried. Gandhi was the father of modern, 
democratic India.55 He was acclaimed for his flawless faith in pacifism and the 
unyielding physical and emotional self-control with which he invented non-
violent civil disobedience as a powerful political tool. He also believed in total 

                                                 
44 Reiss, 1990, 21–3. 
45 Harris & Associates, 1988 13–15. 
46 Bennet, 1998; Broder & Van Natta Jr., 1998, 1. 
47 Ayers, 1998. 
48 Morton, 1997. 
49 Kenkelen, 1990. 
50 Green, 1993. 
51 Fairclough, 1995. 
52 Spoto, 1993. 
53 Roosevelt & Hickok, 1998. 
54 Chesler, 1992, 107–20. 
55 Dugger, 1998. 
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renunciation of sexual activity — brahmacharya. He believed that sexual 
desire was “fatal” to the human spirit. He said that 

For the sake of a momentary pleasure, we sacrifice in an instant all the 
stock of vital energy that we have laboriously accumulated. The 
infatuation over, we find ourselves in a miserable condition. The next 
morning we feel hopelessly weak and tired, and the mind refuses to do 
its work. Then in order to remedy the mischief, we consume large 
quantities of milk, bhasmas, yuktis and what not. We take all sorts of 
"nervine tonics" and place ourselves at the doctor’s mercy for repairing 
the waste, and for recovering the capacity for enjoyment. So the days 
pass and years, until at length old age comes upon us, and finds us 
utterly emasculated in body and in mind.56 

One can’t help but wonder what sexual athletics left the Mahatma so wasted. 
But in any case, Gandhi came to believe that he had to be pure and that, to be 
pure, he had to test his capacity for brahmacharya by sleeping with some of the 
more attractive women in his ashram. This behavior caused a major sex scandal, 
especially since his critics claimed that, on more than a few occasions, the 
Mahatma had failed to restrain himself from coitus57 with these women.58 
Responding to such accusations, the women wrote to Gandhi urging him to feel 
no remorse about the scandal, saying, “we slept with you as with a mother.”59, 60 

Whether or not he had sex with any of them, Gandhi, according to his own 
words, was often preoccupied with his struggle against his sexual desires: 

I have myself been guilty of lapses even after having fully understood the 
value of brahmacharya, and have of course paid dearly for it. I am filled 
with shame and remorse when I think of the terrible contrast between 
my condition before and after these lapses.61 

Jawaharlal Nehru (1889–1964) believed that Gandhi was obsessed with sex. 
Perhaps so. It may have been guilt. As a young man, he had left his father’s 

                                                 
56 Duncan, 1951, 159. 
57 Vaginal intercouse — penis in vagina. Preferred for brevity. 
58 Green, 1993, 237–40, 336–41, 367–70, 374–7. 
59 Ibid, 368–70. 
60 Gandhi was also a prude about ancient depictions of sex. In 1920, he sent squads of 
his disciples to smash the erotic images on the temples in India. He put a stop to his 
massacre at the urging of the poet Rabindranath Tagore (Daniélou, 1994, 5). 
61 Duncan, 1951, 163. 
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deathbed to have sex with his wife, and his father died in his absence. He 
came to believe that nothing he could imagine was “as ugly as intercourse 
between a man and woman.” Perhaps that is why, when after 36 years, wet 
dreams interrupted his practice of brahmacharya. He called this experience 
his “darkest hour,” “the blackest moment of my life.”62  

Figure 1-1 One of the inspirations for Gandhi’s disturbing wet dreams was Margaret 
Sanger. She met with him in his ashram for a few days to try to talk him into endorsing 
birth control for the families of India. He politely refused and insisted that the only way 
for people to plan their families was to go without sex (Lal, 2000, 120–4).  

 

If Gandhi himself failed at suppressing his sexual impulses, how do we expect 
kids to suppress theirs? Millions of ordinary, good adults also fail to control 
their sex drives after promising to do so under extreme cultural pressure. Up 
to one out of 10 children in the U.S. are not the offspring of the men who 
thought they were the biological fathers.63 And up to half of our friends and 
neighbors have broken their marriage vows.64 

Nevertheless, we tell our kids that they can do without sex entirely. They just 
have to say, “No.” The $1.5 billion in federal and state programs that we paid for 
abstinence-only education muscled any sex-ed program out of our schools if it 
included information about birth control and safer sex. We used the money to 

                                                 
62 Lal, 2000, 120–4. 
63 AP, 1998. 
64 Wolfe, 1981; Lampe, 1987; Fisher, 1992, 64. 
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teach kids that they are supposed to say “No” until they are married!65 But was it 
reasonable for us to expect all of our kids to have more self-control than most 
adults? More even than Gandhi? After all, our kids are just like us when it comes 
to sex. Fewer than one out of four of us did without sex until we got married.66  

Many people are deluded about sex and the sex drive. Struggle as he did, 
Gandhi expected all people to be able to say no to sex — indefinitely. In this 
way, a lot of us are like Gandhi. But no matter how hard we try, our sex drive 
often undermines our efforts to ignore it. It seduces us to give in — whether or 
not we admit we want to — just one more time. And for a good reason. 

Risk — A seasoning for our sexual appetites 

Getting horny can be a natural reaction to stress. This is not only true for adults. 
It’s also true for kids. Especially kids who don’t feel okay about themselves. If 
they feel stress, they are much more likely to take sexual risks than kids who feel 
safe and secure. Young people who are badgered, humiliated, ignored, or 
unloved look for comfort in sex — even if it is high-risk. Just like us. 

The sex drive is death-defying. Attempts to postpone death with sex are 
natural. Millions have gotten hot and horny as death approached. They have 
tried to quench their terror by making love. It’s nothing new. Volcanic ash 
buried the city of Pompeii during the first century. Archeologists found the 
bodies of women and men locked in sexual embrace strewn throughout its 
ruins. Their death-defying acts of sexual abandon have survived nearly two 
thousand years.  

The Black Death is another example. This catastrophe began in the middle 
of the 14th century. Fleas from infected rats killed up to 75 percent of the 
people in Europe and parts of Asia. That horror inspired a legendary bout of 
sexual excess that lasted 20 years.67  

There were similar events in modern times. World War II provided good 
examples. There are thousands of stories about great sex in London during 
the blitz. Huddled in total blackout or in underground bomb shelters, 
women and men made love with complete abandon. Sometimes with total 
strangers. They were doing their best to defy death as bombs hurtled 
toward them from the sky.68  

                                                 
65 Lewin, 1999, April 4, 18. 
66 Laumann et al., 1994, 214. 
67 Richards, 1994; Harkavy, 1991, 137, 165. 
68 Personal communication. 
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Today, we cling in desperate embraces when earthquakes rumble through 

the landscape. And sometimes, when there is no real danger afoot, we invent 
one. We take our dates on roller-coaster rides to get their sexual juices going. 
Or we speed along the highway faster than we ought to. Some of us even take 
the risk of joining street gangs to have more sex.69 Or we get ourselves going 
with fantasies about being at risk. For example, forced sex play is the most 
common fantasy that women use to turn themselves on.70, 71 

Risk inspires our sexual appetites. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons we 
seldom begin a sexual relationship with close friends. Perhaps there’s not 
enough risk to make it exciting. Researchers wonder why so many of us don’t 
bother to protect ourselves against pregnancy and infection — even when we 
fear the risks.72 The arousal of fear is why teen couples go to horror movies. 
It’s a turn on.73 

Alfred Kinsey interviewed thousands of young men about their sexual 
histories. He asked them to tell him what gave them erections. Risky 
situations seem to do the trick for many of them. John Money (1921–2006) 
called them “panic erections”.74 Here are some non-sexual excitements that 
get got these young men hard: 

 being scared  

 fear of an intruder  

 having near accidents  

 being chased by the police  

 setting fires  

 hearing gunshots  

 war movies  

 fear of punishment  

 fear of a bully  

                                                 
69 Palmer & Tilley, 1995. 
70 Strassberg & Lockerd, 1998. 
71 In 1978, Glenn Daniel Wilson showed that sexual fantasy could be a full, developed 
story or just a passing thought (Bivona & Critelli, 2009, 33). 
72 Cohen & Bruce, 1997. 
73 Lewis et al., 2000, 73. 
74 Money, 1993, 20. 
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 losing balance in high places  

 looking over the edges of tall buildings  

 watching stunt airplanes  

 running away from home 

 dreams of fighting, accidents, wild animals, falling from high 
places, being pursued, being frightened75 

Risk or no risk, the sex drive sustains our interest in life. In fact, men who 
don’t have sex are more likely to kill themselves than men who do have sex.76 
Our sex drive keeps us alive. It also shapes our interactions with the world. It 
stimulates our appetite for risk. It gives us great pleasure. It can also frighten 
the hell out of us. 

No wonder. Sexual desire can seem very overpowering. It can make us want to 
get naked and expose our most vulnerable parts to somebody else. The hornier 
we allow ourselves to get, the more inhibitions we want to fling away. In the 
throes of sexual ecstasy, we yearn to reveal our most intimate desires. In this 
defenseless state, we share some of our most profound secrets. At the same 
time, we also fear discovery. “What will happen to me if I get caught doing this?”  

Butt-naked, we are all very vulnerable. 

A million years ago, our ancestors kept one eye peeled for saber-toothed tigers 
while they made love. Today, we don’t need to worry about delicacy-seeking 
carnivores loping around to eat us up. But the need to worry is still in our 
memory banks. We have to stay alert to risk, and we like the feeling it gives us.  

We have sex in our parents’ bedrooms just before they’re supposed to come 
home from the movies. We watch for the flight attendant as we grope 
feverishly under the blanket to earn our way into the “Mile-High Club”. Half 
of us have had sex on the job. Our favorite spot is the boss’s desk.77 

However, whenever we do let go of our inhibitions and reveal our secret selves, 
we may fear exposure, even in the sanctity of our own bedrooms. We worry what 
our parents, kids, or neighbors would think if they saw us in this position or that 
position, feeling good all over. We even worry about what our partners will think. 
“When we get our clothes back on, will I still be respected?”  

                                                 
75 Kinsey et al., 1948, 164–5. 
76 King, 1996. 
77 Stains & Bechtel, 2000, 272. 
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Our fear of exposure drives us to balance our need to take risks with our 

need to have sex with people we can trust. Our sex partners are sure to see 
how vulnerable we become when we give in to sexual passion. We need them 
to keep our secrets. The more we trust them, the more vulnerable we let 
ourselves become, the more we need to trust them. 

When we have sex, we like to let go of our self-control. But only as much as 
we dare. It’s not the easiest thing to do. We also like to hold on to our self-
control. It is just as important for our survival as our sex drive. Self-control 
and the sex drive are our most basic tools for survival. Keeping them in sync is 
a real balancing act. 

The sex drive pulls us one way. Self-control pulls us in another. Risk pulls us 
one way. Eros and Thanatos all over again. Safety pulls us in another. The 
tension between them helps shape our sexual identities. Of course, sexual 
identity is also about gender. And it is also about how gay or straight we are. 
But sexual identity is more than the combination of the two. It is how we 
handle them as we balance our sex drives with our needs for self-control in 
our lives. It is also the world’s opinion of how we manage the sexual balancing 
acts it requires of us.  

Woman — The most sexual female animal 

Nothing has a better design for sex and social bonding than a woman. She is 
superior to all other females in the animal kingdom in this way. For example, 
many female mammals, from rabbits to rhesus monkeys, have orgasms.78 But, 
none can match woman for her capacity for intense, repeating, complex, and 
often multiple orgasms — nor can most men for that matter.79 

Most female mammals who desire sex with males want it when they are 
most likely to get pregnant. Biologists call this time “estrus”.80 A woman has 
no period of estrus. She can get turned on and turn others on at any time in 
her fertility cycle. She can enjoy sex during ovulation, menstruation, or any 
time in between. Her design meant her for an energetic, non-reproductive sex 
life.81 She can have lots of sex, throughout her fertility cycle and throughout 
her life — even when her fertility cycles have ended — with men or women, 

                                                 
78 Gathorne-Hardy, 1998, 321. 
79 Ladas et al., 1982, 19-21. 
80 Bagemihl, 1999. 
81 Fisher, 1982, 91, 102, 220. 
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one partner or many. This increased capacity for sex increases the capacity for 
social bonding among humans.  

Most male animals that breed82 operate on the love-them-and-leave-them 
principle. They go into rut, for example, when they catch the odor of a female 
in estrus. The male courts her and then mounts her. He loses interest in her as 
soon as she is out of estrus. Then he moves on, from one fertile female to 
another. When no females in estrus remain, he goes out of rut. His need for 
sex becomes much less urgent. And he pretty much loses interest in the 
opposite sex. Usually, his interest in his offspring doesn’t last long, either.83  

A lot of scientists think the same thing is basically true for men. We are as 
promiscuous as other mammalian males. Our instinct is to satisfy our urges, 
whether or not they lead to a relationship and whether or not we want to 
breed or are straight, bisexual, or gay. This is in direct contrast to women, 
who, they tell us, are more interested in having a long-term companion, 
settling down, and making a home.84 

Because the woman is very different sexually from most other females, she 
can bridge the gap between man’s desire to wander and her desire to build a 
nest. She can get herself turned on at any time. Just like him. Unlike a female 
elk, if she’s interested in a guy, or just wants help with the baby, she can keep 
him interested in her every day of the year — whether she’s fertile or not. He 
gets to have plenty of sex without running around looking for a female in heat. 
As long as she stays interested in sex with him, he doesn’t need to take his 
chances with other women or compete with other men for them. All he’s got 
to do is get her to like him. And help her with the kids. It’s also a perfect setup 
for companionship, love, and long-term commitment to grow.85 This trade-off 
is one of the important building blocks of civilization. 

This sexual pair-bonding is another way that humans — gay, straight, or 
bisexual — are very unlike most other mammals. Throughout history, many of 
us have bonded with only one important partner for a long-term relationship. 

                                                 
82 In a pack of gray wolves, for example, it is often only the highest ranking males that 
breed. The other males do without or mount one another, especially when low ranking 
females are in heat. It is also true that many females, low ranking red fox vixens for 
example, do not breed. Many of them only have sex with other vixens throughout their 
lives (Bagemihl, 1999, 438–9).  
83 Bagemihl, 1999. 
84 Frey & Hojjat, 1998, 267. 
85 Fisher, 1982. 
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Only five percent of all the mammals in the world form such sexually 
monogamous relationships.86  

 

A Personal Haunting — If women are so sexual, why don’t they all know it? 

Once, in the early 60s, when I was a college freshman and home for a holiday, I heard my 
mother and three of her girlfriends shrieking with laughter in the kitchen. They shouted my 
name and called me in to talk with them. They were laughing so hard they were crying and 
gasping for breath. My mother tried to speak to me, but she and her friends would go off in 
another gale of laughter each time she would point at me and try to speak. Finally, after many 
minutes of painful laughing, my mother asked, “Jon, you’ve been to college, maybe you can 
tell us the truth. Mari’s been lying to us. She’s been lying. She says that she, she, she, gets off, 
you know, has an orgasm, just like men do. That’s not true is it, Jon? Women don’t have 
orgasms, do they, Jon?” 
It was the saddest question anyone’s ever asked me. All four of the women in the room were 
in their late 30s or early 40s. Each had at least three children. But only one had ever had an 
orgasm. The other three believed that the woman who claimed to have had an orgasm was 
lying. They had never even heard of such a thing. Worse, their worlds had taught them that 
only men enjoyed sex and that women couldn’t get off, even if they wanted to.  

 

Love and sex 

We call it love when we feel tender and passionate for another person.87 Like 
sex, love is one of our basic techniques for survival. It is also one of the links to 
our sex drive,88 the way we have sex,89 and how we fantasize about it.90 Like 
the sex drive, love seems to be located in a special part of the brain.91 

Oxytocin is the hormone of love. It makes brief or prolonged attachment 
possible between partners — same-sex or mixed-sex. It also provides the glue 
between parents and children. In women, oxytocin provides pleasure during 
orgasm. It also saturates a woman’s senses during childbirth, cuddling, and 
nursing. Oxytocin gives men sexual pleasure and guides their attachment to 
children as well as to their partners.  

That oxytocin is the same hormone that attaches us to our partners and to 
our infants may shed some light on why lovers use infantile expressions in the 
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throes of passion. As we are flooded with oxytocin during sexual bliss, we may 
murmur “Oh baby, oh baby, oh baby.” Or “Come for daddy,” or “Give it to 
mama,” or just “Hold me, hold me, hold me, Daddy, hold me.”92 

We reincarnate our hard-wired attachment for infants in our choice of sex 
partners. Youthful, nearly infantile appearance often arouses our sexual desire 
and our capacity for love. We fall easily for facial features that remind us of 
infants: large faces with big, wide eyes; full, protruding, wet lips; expansive, 
blank foreheads; and small button noses. The movie-star face. For us, baby-
like is sexy. 

We replay our most primal feelings as infants during the hormone surges of 
our love relationships. Through them, we relive feelings that are blissful and 
scary — absolute trust, unconditional love, total surrender, abandonment, 
and loss. Drenched with oxytocin as we love and make love, we recapitulate 
the hormone high that connected us to our mothers right after birth.93 

But sex is not always about love. We like to have sex in at least three different 
ways. Some of us like to play a role. Some sex scientists call this role 
enactment. Others of us like to escape the ordinary world by focusing only on 
the sensations of sex. They call this sexual trance. For many of us, sex has to be 
about love and relationship. They call this partner engagement. And many of 
us make love in all three ways at one time or another or all at once.94  

Sexologists have also given names to the different kinds of love that relate to 
some or all of these ways we have sex:95 

 agape  unconditional love 

 ludus  playful love with no commitments 

 storge  love based in friendship 

 mania  possessive love 

 eros   passionate love 

 pragma  love with practical results as a goal96 

                                                 
92 Oxenhandler, 2001, 5–7. 
93 Ibid, 7, 21. 
94 Mosher, 1980, 1988; Frey & Hojjat, 1998. 
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