THIRD EDITION

HUMAN
SEXUALITY
and its
PROBLEMS
John Bancroft

MD FRCP FRCPE FRCPsych

Formerly Director and currently Senior Research Fellow,
The Kinsey Institute for Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduction,
Bloomington, Indiana, USA

EDINBURGH

LONDON

NEW YORK

OXFORD

PHILADELPHIA

ST LOUIS

SYDNEY TORONTO 2009

#
#
#
#

Longman Group Limited 1983
Longman Group UK Limited 1989
Elsevier Science Limited 2002. All rights reserved.
2009, Elsevier Limited. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without
permission in writing from the publisher. Permissions may be sought
directly from Elsevier’s Rights Department: phone: (þ1) 215 239
3804 (US) or (þ44) 1865 843830 (UK); fax: (þ44) 1865 853333; e-mail:
healthpermissions@elsevier.com. You may also complete your request
on-line via the Elsevier website at http://www.elsevier.com/permissions.
First published 1983
Second edition 1989
Third edition 2009
ISBN: 9780443051616
British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress
Notice
Knowledge and best practice in this field are constantly changing.
As new research and experience broaden our knowledge, changes in
practice, treatment and drug therapy may become necessary or
appropriate. Readers are advised to check the most current information
provided (i) on procedures featured or (ii) by the manufacturer of each
product to be administered, to verify the recommended dose or formula,
the method and duration of administration, and contraindications. It is
the responsibility of the practitioner, relying on their own experience and
knowledge of the patient, to make diagnoses, to determine dosages and
the best treatment for each individual patient, and to take all appropriate
safety precautions. To the fullest extent of the law, neither the Publisher
nor the Author assumes any liability for any injury and/or damage to
persons or property arising out of or related to any use of the material
contained in this book.
The Publisher

The
Publisher's
policy is to use
paper manufactured
from sustainable forests

Printed in Europe

Preface

This long-awaited third edition provides a comprehensive
and authoritative cross-disciplinary approach to understanding human sexuality that is unusual in the literature.
Close attention is paid to the following: the physiological
mechanisms central to sexual experience and the psychological processes that precede and react to them; how
these psychophysiological interactions fit into sexual
relationships; the influence of socio-cultural factors, the
sexual development of young people and how sexuality
changes with ageing. In addition to heterosexuality,
variations in sexual expression, including homosexuality
and transgender, are considered. A recurring theme is the
comparison of male and female sexuality, their similarities
and differences.
In the second half of the book, the principal problems
related to sexuality are closely examined, and detailed
guidelines provided for their clinical assessment and
treatment. Further chapters cover sexual aspects of

medical practice, HIV, AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections, sexual aspects of contraception and infertility, and sexual offences.
It is 20 years since the last edition of this book, and
there has been a huge increase in the research and
evidence that needs to be considered. As a consequence,
major revision has been required. A new feature is the
emphasis on theory and its role in sex research, and a
theoretical framework is used to organize much of the
book.
This book is written principally for academics
and clinicians who deal with human sexuality in
their professional work, but it is written in a clear and
straightforward manner that will be of value to graduate
students and anyone else with a scholarly interest in the
subject.
J.B.
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Introduction

The thread of sexuality is woven densely into the fabric
of human existence. There are few people for whom
sex has not been important at some time and many for
whom it has played a dominant part in their lives. Sex
is a motive force leading two people to intimate contact.
They may have nothing in common except mutual
sexual interest. Their encounter may be brief or it may
lead on to the principal relationship in their lives, and
often the formation of a family.
The preceding paragraph opened the introduction to
the last edition of this book in 1989. Twenty years later
it is no less relevant. Sexuality continues to play a fundamental part in the lives of many of us. However, there
are ongoing changes in the sexual world. Interestingly,
a turning point relating to these changes happened
around the date of the second edition of this book. In
the two to three decades before 1989 there had been
noticeable changes, most marked in the sexuality of
women. It seemed that the longstanding societal repression of women’s sexuality was lessening, enabling them
to express their sexualities more openly, and revealing a
much greater variability among women than had previously been apparent. This pattern and the challenge of
comparing and contrasting the sexuality of men and
women is an important theme in this third edition, and
I have ventured into potential political incorrectness in
my attempts to theorize about this gender comparison.
Since 1989 we have not seen any reversal of this change
in relation to women’s sexuality, but in general the
previous phase of increasing sexual permissiveness,
described as the era of sexual liberation or revolution,
depending on one’s perspective, has not been so evident.
This is most noticeably apparent in the cessation and to
some extent reversal of the trend towards younger
age at sexual initiation (see Chapter 5, p. 155). The trend
towards more premarital sexual experience, on the other
hand, has continued, at least in the Western world,
largely because people are getting married later and less
often (see Chapter 6, p. 205), and sexuality has become
accepted as a manifestation of a ‘sexual relationship’
rather than of marriage per se.
By 1989, HIV and AIDS were having a major impact
and have continued to do so ever since. In the early days
of this epidemic, attention was focused on AIDS as a ‘gay
disease’, with an associated intensification of anti-homosexual attitudes. The subsequent worldwide pandemic,
however, has shown this to be a predominantly heterosexual problem, with more recent attention focused on
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the particular vulnerabilities of heterosexual women, an
important demonstration of the consequences of gender
inequality in human societies (see Chapter 14). We have
also seen how HIV infection is characterized by relatively low infectivity, a long latency, but a major health
consequence, AIDS. This is in striking contrast to the
event-related and usually treatable nature of other sexually transmitted infections (STIs), and has added further
complexity to the issues of responsible sexual behaviour.
The new phase of sex survey research, reviewed in this
volume, has been largely driven by this pandemic.
Whereas it remains very difficult to obtain funding for
sex research in general, the need to carry out large-scale
surveys that would be informative about behaviours
and attitudes relevant to HIV transmission has been
acknowledged. This, however, has not gone unchallenged; the continuing political opposition to sex research
is considered in Chapter 6 and is reviewed more comprehensively in Bancroft (2004). The view that it is better to
ignore sex than to attempt to understand it, for fear that
in the process you somehow encourage it, has persisted
in various forms, particularly in the USA.
The final phase of my career brought me into close
contact with this ‘sex negativism’. In 1995 I moved to
the USA to become Director of the Kinsey Institute for
Research in Sex, Gender and Reproduction at Indiana
University. From the first day, I was contending with
the ongoing anti-Kinsey campaign. Kinsey had become
a scapegoat for what these campaigners regarded as a
decline in sexual morality (Bancroft 2004).
Fortunately, beyond that, my time at the Kinsey Institute had many positive consequences for me. I became
much more aware of Kinsey’s work on individual variability, a central theme in much of my research in the
subsequent 10 years. Through the amazing collections
at the Kinsey Institute, I experienced the many ways that
sexuality has been expressed in the arts and literature.
Above all, I had 10 years of working with a wonderful
team of colleagues at the Institute. Only since retiring
from that wholehearted investment, and returning to
the UK, have I been able to work on this third edition.
The past 20 years have influenced my thinking in
many ways that will be evident in this new edition.
There has been a huge increase in the literature relating to
human sexuality and its problems. Given that the objective
of this book is to provide a broad cross-disciplinary
perspective, the literature has been close to overwhelming.
There are, I have no doubt, many important gaps in the next
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15 chapters, and to those scholars and researchers whose
work I have inadequately addressed, I can only apologize.
I have, however, experienced a major transformation that I
will try to explain. In the last edition I wrote that
human sexuality was an enigma or a riddle. Since then
this enigma has become endowed with even more significance for me. Scientific progress, while it may bring
clear practical benefits, more often than not makes the
human condition more rather than less difficult to
understand. No doubt there are exceptions, but in my
experience they have been few. One particularly telling
example, which I will revisit at several points in this
book, is brain imaging. We may use brain imaging to
study what happens in the brain when we become sexually aroused, or to compare and contrast individuals
with normal and low levels of sexual desire. What we
find is a multiplicity of interactive brain functions that
do not slot easily into our preconceived concepts of
‘sexual arousal’ or ‘sexual desire’. And why should
they? The common assumption that we can work out,
with our brains, how those brains work, is one aspect
of the arrogance of human beings. There are many,
beyond the field of brain science, who believe that it is
only a matter of time before science gets everything
worked out. This has not made me nihilistic about scientific research, far from it; the practical benefits of
research continue to be considerable. But it has made
me more humble, and in the process has intensified
my sense of spirituality.
As part of this process, it has become clearer to me
that, rather than pursuing the ‘truth’ or the ‘reality’ of
brain function, or hormone function, or neurotransmitter
function, or by contrast, the impact of culture, we should
endeavour to devise simplified models of reality. Their
purpose is not only to help us grapple with the seemingly endless increase in complexity, of human sexuality
and a lot more besides, but also to have heuristic value
in various ways, such as making it easier to write a book
like this, and hopefully for the reader to make sense of it.
When we look back over the history of science we can
find many examples of such models, which served to
help the process of making sense, but after a while gave
way to new models which could better deal with the
next stage. In the field of medicine, where scientific
understanding is of particular importance, and its heuristic value readily demonstrated, this process has been
very evident.
I have therefore become more theoretical, which has
not only influenced my research over the past 10 years,
but also the structuring and writing of this third
edition. This is explored closely in Chapter 2, one of
the new components of this book. Through the other
chapters the reader will encounter a variety of theories,
ranging from testable hypotheses, to models intended
to aid in the organization of our thinking. I feel somewhat frustrated, as this late emergence of a more theoretical approach has generated numerous researchable
questions when it is too late for me to attempt to answer
them. I have included many of them in this book, in the
hope that others might want to pursue them.

As with the previous two editions, I have struggled
over the best way of structuring this book. This reflects
the core theme; that human sexuality results from an
interaction between the psychobiological mechanisms
inherent in the individual and the culture in which he
or she lives. To some extent, it is possible to focus on
the fundamentally biological process of sexual differentiation, as in Chapter 3, and on the psychobiological
mechanisms involved in sexual response, as in Chapter
4. But the development of gender identity, sexual identity
and our emerging patterns of sexual behaviour require
more attention to socio-cultural factors. I have considered
these more closely in Chapters 5 and 6, and in relation to
homosexual identity in Chapter 8.
There are two other chapters that are new. HIV and
AIDS, together with other STIs, now have a chapter to
themselves (Chapter 14), as do transgender and gender
non-conformity (Chapter 10). The assessment of sexual
problems, previously a separate chapter, is now incorporated into the chapter on their treatment (Chapter 12).
This reflects changes in this clinical field. With the introduction of the ‘Viagra era’ there has been a major shift
away from surgical interventions for erectile dysfunction.
This has resulted in much less use of the physiological
methods of assessment (e.g. arteriography) that had previously been considered appropriate to demonstrate the
organic nature of an erectile problem before embarking
on irreversible surgical procedures to correct it. In parallel, there has been a shift towards integration of psychological and pharmacological approaches to treatment
(see Chapter 12), which has reinforced my view that the
early stages of psychological ‘sex therapy’ are particularly
effective at assessing the likely causes of the sexual problem, and hence the best approach to treatment.
There have been some direct and striking impacts of
information technology on the writing process. When I
wrote the first edition of this book, published in 1983,
I had a typewriter and a box full of index cards to help
me organize the references. When I wrote the second edition, published in 1989, I had a word processor; a big difference. For this third edition, as well as the many advantages
of a modern laptop and a wealth of helpful software programmes, I have had access to the Internet. As I am no
longer at the Kinsey Institute, with its unique library and
wonderful librarians just up the stairs, I have been amazed
how many of the papers I need can be obtained online.
Increasingly, I find myself searching less through books
on my shelves to find the answer to a question, and turning
to Google instead. And then I have had e-mail. It has been
wonderful how responsive my friends and colleagues
around the world have been, answering my questions
and sending papers and references almost as soon as I dispatched my message to them. A long list of their names is
given in the acknowledgments.
The Internet, however, is of much more significance
than helping authors write their books. It is a major
new factor in the modern sexual world, crossing age,
cultural and geographic boundaries, and with effects
on human sexuality, both bad and good, which we have
hardly begun to understand (see Chapter 6).

Introduction

Personal statement
This new introduction has been something of a personal
statement from start to finish, reflecting increased introspection as I age. But the importance of being explicit
about my values, so that those reading this book are better
able to judge how they might have influenced or biased
my analysis and presentation of the evidence, is as important as ever.
In most respects, little has changed in my value system.
The importance of responsibility in our sexual lives I see as
paramount. In the human species, sexuality has come to
serve more than the reproductive function. I feel positively
about some of these non-reproductive functions, but not
all. The ways that sex can bind a couple and foster intimacy
are, for me, the most positive non-reproductive aspects of
sexuality. I have no problem with sex as a source of pleasure, providing that the pleasure is mutual and is responsibly obtained. I am not comfortable with the use of sex as a
way of asserting one’s masculinity or femininity. That is
not to suggest that what we need is an elimination of gender differences, even if that were possible. It may be that
for both men and women to enjoy the full non-reproductive
benefits of being sexual, some distinction between ‘maleness’ and ‘femaleness’ will continue to be an advantage,
at least as far as heterosexual sex is concerned. This is one
example of gender differences, which, if used appropriately, complement each other. But any way in which sex
is used to reinforce stereotypes of masculine dominance
and exploitation causes me concern.
Using sex to bolster self-esteem is potentially problematic. The quality of sexual attractiveness has a wide
influence. In the materialistic societies of the modern
world, sex is used to impart appeal to non-sexual
objects; the commercial exploitation of sex is all around
us. This stems from the powerful link between sexual
attractiveness and self-esteem. For many, sexual appeal
will be or will be seen to be the most powerful asset they
possess. That is all the more reason for them to use it
responsibly. Given that we are all, including our children, bombarded with sexual messages, mainly from
the media and from advertising, it is crucial that there
are counterbalancing messages emphasizing the importance of responsibility in our sexual lives, combined with
good information. There continues to be much ignorance
and misinformation about sex. Sex education is not only
important for the young adolescent.
Sex as an expression of hostility is clearly unacceptable. The complex relationships between anger, sexual
arousal and sexual violence are explored in Chapters 4
and 16. The use of sex as a mood regulator is now receiving research attention, and is increasingly being seen as
potentially problematic. This is considered more closely
in Chapters 4 and 11.
Sex for material gain raises complex issues. Traditional ‘arranged’ marriages, in most cultures, entail a
complex set of motives, in which the ‘bartering’ of sex
for non-sexual benefits, while not explicit, cannot be
excluded. Only with the emergence of the ‘companionate marriage’ in the 20th century were we able to assume
that sexuality was primarily for mutual pleasure and
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intimacy, and such relationships have often shown
themselves to be difficult to maintain (see Chapter 6). I
can also understand that poverty drives some individuals to use sex for material gain, and I can only wish
that there were better solutions for their poverty. I have
once again failed to address the important issue of prostitution in this edition, which probably reflects my difficulty in getting it into perspective.
I continue to hold my somewhat idiosyncratic view
of the binding effect of sexuality. Whereas the shared
experience of sexual pleasure strengthens a sexual relationship, I see the vulnerability inherent in the sexual
interaction as equally, if not more, important. To enjoy
sex requires us to let go, to become abandoned to a
degree, undefended. In such a state we are vulnerable.
For many species this vulnerability is probably an
important reason why sexual behaviour is biologically
controlled and limited to the minimum time required
for the purposes of reproduction; otherwise animals
would be exposing themselves to undue danger. For
humans, it is not physical but psychological or emotional
hazards that are most likely — the risks of being
exploited, rejected or humiliated. These are some of the
bad consequences of sex. But to be able to expose oneself
to such a risk and yet remain safe reinforces the feelings
of security in a relationship, and has a binding effect. To
a considerable extent, the emotional security of a sexual
relationship is undermined when sex is used for other
purposes such as asserting masculinity or dominance,
or bolstering self-esteem, or even as a mood regulator.
The need for sexuality to be expressed and dealt with
responsibly is profoundly important. This book documents many of the negative consequences of irresponsible sexual behaviour, including unwanted pregnancies,
sexually transmitted infections, and emotional and physical trauma. I was privileged to be part of a multidisciplinary group of advisors organized by the Surgeon
General of the US Government in 2000, Dr David
Satcher. The group process was informative because it
involved individuals with a wide range of values relating to sexual behaviour, yet it proved possible, with sufficient discussion, to reach consensus about the basic
requirements for responsible sexual behaviour. This
resulted in the Surgeon General’s Call to Action to Promote Sexual Health and Responsible Sexual Behavior issued
in July 2001 (Satcher 2001). The following is an extract
from the introduction:
Sexual responsibility should be understood in the broadest
sense. While personal responsibility is crucial to any
individual’s health status, communities also have important
responsibilities. Individual responsibility includes understanding
and awareness of one’s sexuality and sexual development:
respect for oneself and one’s partner; avoidance of physical or
emotional harm to either oneself or one’s partner; ensuring that
pregnancy occurs only when welcomed; and recognition and
tolerance of the diversity of sexual values within any community.
Community responsibility includes assurance that its members
have access to developmentally and culturally appropriate
sexuality education, as well as sexual and reproductive health
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care and counseling; the latitude to make appropriate sexual
and reproductive choices; respect for diversity; and freedom
from stigmatization and violence on the basis of gender, race,
ethnicity, religion or sexual orientation (p. 1)

This Call to Action (CTA) highlights that sexual
responsibility has to be considered at two levels: the
individual and the community. It is appropriate to
expect the individual to take responsibility as long as
the community does as well. The crucial issue of diversity is also raised. It becomes easier to accept diversity
of sexual expression providing that it is expressed
responsibly. The intention of the Surgeon General was
to use this CTA to ‘stimulate respectful, thoughtful,
and mature discussion in our communities and in our
homes. While sexuality may be difficult to discuss for
some, and there are certainly many different views and
beliefs regarding it, we cannot afford the consequences
of continued or selective silence’ (p. 2).
It is uncertain to what extent it has succeeded in this
respect. Not long after this CTA was issued there was a
change of government, from Democrat to Republican. Perhaps not surprisingly, there has been no further evidence
of government involvement. However, David Satcher,
since leaving his government post, has continued his
efforts to build on this initiative. After becoming Director
of the National Center for Primary Care at Morehouse
School of Medicine, in Atlanta, Georgia, he established
the Center of Excellence for Sexual Health, with funding
from the Ford Foundation. This has brought together leaders of various diverse groups in the USA to continue this
discussion, resulting in the ongoing National Consensus
Process on Sexual Health and Responsible Sexual Behavior
(Satcher 2006). Hopefully, they will make progress.
There are two specific issues that are, according to my
value system, in particular need of change. One is the
tendency, reinforced by patriarchal societies in various
ways, for men to see the need for sexual containment
and the prevention of unwanted pregnancies as the
responsibilities of women. Men and women should be
equally responsible in their sexual lives. There are no
grounds for maintaining that the status quo is justified
for biological or evolutionary reasons. Given the history
of patriarchal societies, it is surprising that they have not
yet eliminated themselves. If the human species has any
potential for adaptation, then a shift towards more gender equal societies, with shared responsibilities between
men and women, is an obvious way forward.
The other issue is the importance of instilling the need
for sexual responsibility into young males and females
as they enter adolescence. This is dealt with to a variable
extent across communities and families. All too often
there is an avoidance of explicit consideration of sex

beyond the simple message that it is something that
should be postponed until marriage, and the more specific guidance is directed at the young females more than
the males. With the clear increase in the age at marriage
and lowering of the age at puberty and hence the onset
of fertility as well as increased sexual arousability, this
issue has increased in importance. The relevance to sex
education is considered further in Chapter 5.
In a social species such as ours, socially imposed limits for sexual behaviour are necessary. The cultural assertion of sexual morality is an important way to set such
limits. But sexual morality may be ‘good’ or ‘bad’ and
the history of human societies shows us many bad examples, often reflecting the difficulties that the societal or
religious system had in acknowledging the existence of
sexuality. Thus sex is grudgingly accepted on the grounds
that it is necessary for reproduction, an inescapable part
of God’s plan, and with the condition that it is restricted
to marriage. This is usually combined with the rejection
of homosexual relationships on the grounds that they cannot reproduce. There are many heterosexual women, and
perhaps some men, who are only comfortable with sex if
there is some possibility that reproduction might result.
In any case, God’s plan, in this respect, has apparently
changed as, with the growing world population, the need
for our species now is less reproduction not more.
According to my values, we need a new form of sexual morality based on responsibility and gender equality, and the acceptance of responsible diversity. This
would, it is hoped, involve a more honest form of sexual
constraint that would not only steer our teenagers away
from sexual danger without spoiling their unfolding joy
of sexual intimacy, but also help us to avoid much of the
distress and bitterness that accompanies the breakdown
of sexual relationships. For sexual relationships between
men and women, I would hope for a responsible attitude
to parenthood by both partners, so that children will not
be born because ‘that is the normal thing to do’ or
because no suitable alternative to parenthood is available, or because taking contraceptive precautions would
indicate an unacceptable degree of sexual intention, but
because two people have a genuine and shared desire
to experience parenthood.
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Introduction
In 1998, The Journal of Sex Research published a special
issue on the use of theory in sex research and scholarship. In his introductory paper, Weis (1998a), having
reviewed the evidence, concluded that the majority of
the sex research literature had no explicit theoretical
base. In his concluding paper, Weis (1998b) gave his personal evaluation of a wide range of theoretical models
which were of potential relevance to sex research.
Although he found many of them relevant, very little
use had been made of them by sex researchers. This
widespread lack of a theoretical base can be regarded
as a major limitation to the field. This chapter is not
intended to review the relevant theoretical models, but
rather to explore the role that theory can play in sex
research, and provide a rationale for the theoretical
approaches used in this book.
In 1993 Paul Abramson, Gilbert Herdt and Steven
Pinkerton organized a conference entitled ‘Theorizing
sexuality: evolution, culture and development’. Papers
were circulated in advance, and the conference was
spent discussing them. Most of the papers from this
meeting were published as a book, Sexual Nature, Sexual
Culture (Abramson & Pinkerton 1995), which included
an overview of the discussions by Okami & Pendleton
(1995). It had been the organizers’ hope to ‘move past
the influence of constricting dichotomies of sex/gender
(biology/culture) and essentialism/constructionism’
(p. 388), and facilitate a paradigm shift towards a broader
interdisciplinary study of human sexuality, which
attaches appropriate importance to non-reproductive
sex. In considering non-reproductive sex they pointed
out the neglect of scholarly attention to sexual pleasure.
Clearly, there was vigorous debate and little agreement.
Tuzin (1995), one of the anthropologist participants,
stood out as someone advocating an interactionist
perspective, seeing human sexuality as an interaction
between biological mechanisms and cultural processes.
In 1998, a workshop was held at The Kinsey Institute
on ‘The Role of Theory in Sex Research’. In this case, the
objective was to select a series of themes and to invite
participants with contrasting theoretical perspectives to

......................................
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address each theme. The four themes covered were sexuality across the life cycle, sexual orientation, individual
differences in sexual risk taking and adolescent sexuality. The proceedings of this meeting, including edited
versions of the extensive discussion, were published as
a book (Bancroft 2000a). The contrasts were very evident
both in the papers and the discussion, and the book
includes an overview and my personal conclusions as
organizer and editor.
A number of themes emerged from this meeting that
will be examined closely.

Essentialism and the tolerance
of uncertainty
Much of the epistemological divide in the field of sex
research stems from a postmodern reaction to the
alleged ‘certainty’ of conventional science. This divide
has typically been characterized as a conflict between
essentialism and social constructionism. However, as
DeLamater & Hyde (1998) pointed out, the concept of
essentialism, in much of the relevant literature, has come
to be used in an ill-defined and variable fashion, often by
those critical of mainstream sex research, including the
postmodernists. Essentialism in science, which can be
regarded as the search for the ‘truth’, forms only part
of mainstream sexual science. Popper (1957, 1977) distinguished between methodological nominalists and methodological essentialists. The nominalist seeks conjectural
explanation, and tests the conjecture by exploring its
consequences, aware of the fact that any such conjecture
or assumption can never be proved correct, or ‘established’ as Popper put it (1977). The method of the essentialist, in sharp contrast, is ‘the intuitive grasp of the
essence . . . here intuition implies infallible insight’
(Popper 1977, p. 172). I would argue, however, that both
types of researcher are to be found amongst conventional and social constructionist sex researchers. The factors that lead to an individual becoming a conventional
researcher or social constructionist are of interest, and
Weis (1998b) listed them on his research agenda for the
future. But I am also intrigued by what determines
whether an individual is a nominalist or an essentialist.
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Is it a matter of disciplinary background and influence,
personality, cognitive style or, more specifically, tolerance of uncertainty?

Reality
Stemming from essentialism is the issue of reality. What
is ‘real’ and how it is recognized as such has been one of
the most fundamental issues in philosophy. In recent
years we have seen a growing divide between conventional sex researchers and social constructionists.
Conventional sexual scientists are alleged to attribute
reality to the biological basis of human sexuality. The
social constructionists, in countering this, point to the
social construction of sexuality and how it has changed
through history. Popper’s (1957) views are again relevant. ‘Methodological essentialists are inclined to formulate scientific questions in such terms as “what is
matter?” . . . Methodological nominalists, as opposed to
this, would put their problems in such terms as “how
does this piece of matter behave?” . . . that the task of science is only to describe how things behave.’ (p. 29).
Some social constructionists point out that sexuality, at
least for humans, is a social construct, (the ‘what is’
approach). It is noteworthy that in the last few years
there has been an increased attention to the ‘what is’
type of question among conventional sex researchers,
possibly a consequence of the social constructionist critiques, e.g. ‘what is sexual desire’, with the somewhat
embarrassed acknowledgment that we can’t really say,
although there are many related ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions that have been and are being addressed. We will
confront this issue explicitly later in this chapter, when
we ask the question, ‘What is human sexuality?’. Hopefully, in the process, this will demonstrate that there
can be benefits from both the essentialist and nominalist
approaches provided their limitations are kept in mind.
There is good anthropological evidence that sexuality
and gender have been constructed differently across
societies and through history (e.g. Ortner & Whitehead
1981). But let us look at this concept of construction more
closely. We can see that how we have conceptualized
most aspects of nature and our environment has been
‘constructed’ dependent on the level of relevant knowledge available. Thus the idea that the world was flat
persisted until convincing evidence that it was not influenced common knowledge. More recently, and at least in
more educated social groups, we can see constructs of
gender difference become shaped by the accumulation
of scientific evidence, e.g. the work of Jost (1965) demonstrating the bi-potentiality of gender development with,
at least in the mammal, female development being the
default mode. However, as long ago as 1939, Frank Lillie
wrote in the introduction to the second edition of Sex and
Internal Secretions, ‘There is no such biological entity as
sex. What exists is a dimorphism . . . into male and
female individuals . . . in any given species we recognize a male form and a female form, whether these characters be classed as of biological, or psychological or
social orders. Sex is not a force that produces these contrasts. It is merely a name for our total impression of the

differences.’ (Lillie 1939, p. 3). This statement is still pertinent today and, interestingly, is as pertinent to a biological as it is to a social constructionist perspective.
This confronts us with different kinds of knowledge.
Harris (1979), in his anthropological conceptualization
of culture (cultural materialism), proposed the distinction between ‘emic’ knowledge, that ‘the native accepts
as real, meaningful and appropriate’, and ‘etic’, referring
to concepts and categories used by the expert or scientist. This distinction has given way in anthropology to
the insider versus outsider distinction of Geertz (1983).
Escoffier (1999) proposed that vernacular knowledge,
common sense, everyday knowledge and local knowledge were all equivalent to insider knowledge, and
pointed out that the difference between insider and outsider knowledge is much more blurred in a modern
industrial society. He quotes Gramsci: ‘Every philosophical current leaves behind a sedimentation of “common
sense”: this is the documentation of its historical effectiveness . . . Common sense is not something rigid or
immobile, but is continually transforming itself, enriching itself with scientific ideas and philosophical opinions
that have entered everyday life’ (Gramsci 1971, p. 316).
We can look back over history and see how science
has informed common sense only to be shown to be
wrong by later scientific progress. We should therefore
keep in mind that whether we are a ‘native’ or a social
constructionist, or a conventional scientist, we construct
our view of reality, and as a conjectural scientist, we
should remain humble and uncertain about that ‘reality’,
judging its worth not by its truth but by the benefits that
it brings.
As a behavioural endocrinologist, I am interested in
the interface between psychological and physiological
mechanisms in human sexuality. We are increasingly
aware of extensive discoveries in many aspects of brain
function with, for example, increasing knowledge of
neurotransmitters, new methods for tracking neural
pathways, new techniques for identifying hormone
receptors, and the introduction of brain imaging to
explore localization of brain activity during response to
sexual stimuli. However, from our perspective, this
new information increases the complexity rather than
our comprehension of what we are trying to grasp. Each
phase of scientific progress, it would seem, uncovers a
new layer of complexity, challenging us with the question, ‘Will we ever really understand how our brains
work?’ We are aware that this reaction to scientific progress is far from new, and is in no way an argument
against further scientific research. But there is a need to
counter the fragmentation that inevitably results, with
researchers becoming more and more specialized in
their focus and increasingly distanced from any holistic
view of brain function and its relationship to human
behaviour. There are places for at least two types of sexual scientist (and indeed of any scientist studying
human behaviour), one focusing in depth on specific
aspects, the other striving for some broad conceptualization of human sexuality. For the latter, there is a need to
seek explanatory models or ‘conceptual systems’, which
are, at best, simplifications of reality, and whose validity
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depends on their enabling us to deal more effectively
with the growing complexity. Any such model, therefore, should be shown to have heuristic value. If it does
not, then it should be modified, adapted or abandoned
for a better model. There is nothing new about such
models. In relation to the brain, Hebb (1949) introduced
the conceptual nervous system, as a way of conceptualizing brain activity to account for behaviour without
knowing all the precise brain mechanisms involved.
Gray (1971) built on this with his conceptual nervous
system of behavioural approach and inhibition, the basis
of a highly fruitful programme of research, and which
very much influenced the Dual Control model of sexual
response elaborated later in this chapter. Such models
not only allow the formulation of testable hypotheses,
they also provide a structure for organizing our thinking
on related topics.

Political correctness
By the end of the Kinsey theory workshop, we were left
with the distinct impression that a substantial source of
the conflict between the conventional sexual scientist
and the postmodernist was political. Many postmodernists follow Foucault in believing that conventional science is used to gain social control, particularly control
of sexual aspects of life, and is hence politically suspect.
At the Kinsey workshop, this was most comprehensively
evident in the paper by John Gagnon on sexual risk taking. He pointed out that problems such as sexual risk
were typically defined by ideological and political interests, and warned that, as a result, the scientist could
unwittingly (or deliberately) be reinforcing undesirable
social control. ‘Treating the problem of risky sex as a
property of the individual often blames the individual
for structural conditions about which they can do nothing. In this way the situation is justified by placing the
blame for risk taking on the individuals in the situation’
(Gagnon 2000, p. 169). In his conclusions, Gagnon calls
for extreme caution. ‘Sexual theorizing is consequential.
It is part of the day-to-day struggle to direct, manage,
control and invent human sexuality.’ (p. 172). From this
perspective, the solution appeared to be scholarly inaction, perhaps an example of what Tuzin (1995) described
as a form of nihilism: ‘a special exemption . . . granted to
those sophisticated few who grasped the significance of
cultural differences and could use this knowledge to
soar above the confines of their own cultural traditions’
(p. 263). There are, however, other ‘calls to inaction’ that
have emerged in recent years. Within clinical psychology
there is a strong movement to avoid any kind of clinical
intervention which has not been empirically validated,
on the grounds that such intervention is unethical (e.g.
McFall 1991). As few clinical interventions have such
validation, and as many types of intervention, because
of the complexity of what is involved, are difficult to validate unequivocally, this is a recipe for withholding clinical help in many situations of need. For those of us who
are committed to action either in a clinical, a socio-cultural or political context, such inaction is not an option.

7

We must strive to get our action ‘right’ and learn from
our mistakes. In that sense we must be prepared to take
risks, knowing full well that if we do not, someone else,
less cautious, certainly will.
Social control of sexual behaviour is a justifiable cause
for concern, and indeed many of the problems people experience in their sexual lives can be attributed to the negative
effects of social control, as Alfred Kinsey concluded from
his major study. But on the other hand, sexual behaviour
in a social species such as the human requires social control
of some kind. The issue, therefore, is determining what is
‘good’ social control, and what is ‘bad’. We doubt that
many postmodernists would fundamentally disagree on
this point, but it would seem that for the time being they
are more concerned about deconstructing existing forms
of social control, than proposing preferable alternatives.
As part of this process, they are preoccupied with discrediting conventional scientific method, perhaps demonstrating
Foucault’s idea that power leads to systems of resistance as
well as systems of oppression.
Much of the social control of sexuality is imposed on
women, and of course is also used to suppress homosexuality. It is therefore no surprise that many academics in
the sexual postmodern field are feminist, gay or lesbian.
In addition to benefits from the resulting dialectic discourse, this has brought into the field of sex research
and scholarship a considerable amount of intellectual
ability, which previously had been in short supply.
However, it leaves us with the challenge of sorting out
the scientific from the political.

The individual versus society
As exemplified by Gagnon’s comments above, one
aspect of political correctness that was much in evidence
at the Kinsey workshop was criticism of focus on the
individual, which is the core of much conventional sex
research. Such focus was rejected at two levels. First,
attempting to understand sexual risk-taking by theorizing about individual differences in the propensity for
taking sexual risks (Bancroft 2000b) was seen to be
flawed because sexual interactions involve more than
one person. Secondly, theorizing about why some teenage girls are more at risk of unplanned pregnancy was
focusing on the individual as the responsible agent,
whereas often it was poverty and hence society that
were to blame. At both levels, it was argued, holding
the individual responsible could lead to further social
control. This postmodern position was expressed more
recently by Flowers & Duncan (2002). In criticizing the
tendency to distinguish between risk takers and risk
avoiders, they commented ‘it is easy to appreciate how
such dichotomous understandings can be extended to
construct “good” and “bad” individuals; . . . In contrast,
a more social understanding of sexual health embraces
a more diffuse notion of responsibility.’ (p. 234). There
is a paradox here in that pluralism in terms of human
experience is central to much of postmodern thinking.
According to (Simon 1996, p. 12) ‘part, but not all, of
the pluralism of the postmodern world is the increased
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significance or empowering of individual differences,
both genetic and contextual’.
The reluctance to focus on the individual is crucial.
We have no problem with the ideas that situational
factors can increase the likelihood of risky sexual
behaviour, that such situations may be socio-culturally
determined (e.g. as a result of poverty) and that we
should be looking for ways to promote less problematic
socio-cultural contexts. But deliberate avoidance of the
promotion of individual responsibility is unacceptable
and contrary to many of our basic principles of education. I strongly endorse the Call to Action to Promote
Sexual Health and Responsible Sexual Behavior, issued in
June 2001 by the then Surgeon General of the US
Government, Dr David Satcher (2001), as a fine example
of government seeking ‘good’ social control by encouraging community as well as individual responsibility
(see Chapter 1). The fact that focus on the individual
may, if done badly, lead to culpability or inappropriate
social control, is not a reason for avoiding any such individual focus, although it may justify careful monitoring
of such interventions.

Reductionism
This takes us to another core issue. The unacceptability
of focusing on an individual’s propensities or traits
relates to the accompanying assumption that such traits
allow one to predict how an individual will behave in
the future. This conflicts with the view that future behaviour will depend on the full range of circumstances,
which cannot be foreseen. This has led, in the postmodern world, to a preference for theorizing the situation
and not the individual, and not the situation in general
but the specific situation. At the Kinsey workshop, Ken
Plummer elaborated this point: ‘Previously we could
take particular sets of Eurocentric and North American
theories and use them to generalize around the world;
but we must now learn from the failures of all that over
the past couple of centuries or so. The time has arrived
for a multiplicity of much more localized specific theories.’ (Bancroft 2000a, p. 54). This comment appropriately points out the error of taking an explanatory
model developed in one culture and applying it in
another without consideration of the cultural differences.
This was particularly evident in the early stages of the
AIDS epidemic (Abramson & Herdt 1990). But it also
points to a postmodern reaction against identifying generalities, and avoiding what has become a pejorative
term: ‘reductionism’. However, as we shall see in the
next section, reductionism can occur in both conventional science and postmodern social constructionism.

Models of human sexuality:
some examples
The assault of postmodern academia on conventional
sexual science, whilst paying more attention to ‘de-construction’ than ‘re-construction’, has served a dialectic

purpose. It has caused at least some of us who are conventional scientists to reflect on our scientific methods;
to remind ourselves, as Thomas Kuhn (1970) pointed
out, that relatively little conventional science meets the
desired criteria of falsifiability, and to become more
open to the idea that our biases could be distorting our
results. In the spirit of Popperian conjecture, we should
be open to the use of varying theoretical approaches,
on the understanding that they will be judged on their
heuristic value, both to the understanding of the human
condition and to attempts to improve it, both individually and societally.
With this in mind, we will look more closely at two
theoretical models: sexual strategy theory from evolutionary psychology and sexual scripts theory from social
constructionist sociology. I have chosen these for two
reasons: they are unusual in being developed specifically
to look at human sexuality, and they come from opposite
ends of the epistemological spectrum. I will then move
on to elaborate and justify the theoretical approaches
used in this book.

Sexual strategy theory
Sexual strategy theory (SST) was first expounded by
Buss & Schmitt (1993) and was reviewed by Buss
(1998) in the previously mentioned theory issue of The
Journal of Sex Research. What distinguishes evolutionary
psychology from the mainstream of evolutionary biology is its focus on psychological mechanisms, rather
than the wider spectrum of biological mechanisms, as
examples of adaptations. A key premise of such theory
is that adaptive psychological mechanisms relevant to
sexuality are not part of a more ‘domain general’ psychological responsiveness, but are particular and numerous. In describing SST, which is an application of such
evolutionary psychology principles, Buss (1998) postulates that desire lies at the foundation of sexuality and
human mating, although he does not, in this review,
define what he means by ‘desire’. SST focuses on desire
‘and all of its interpersonal ramifications’. These include
attraction tactics, conflict between the sexes, mateexpulsion tactics, causes of conjugal dissolution, mate
retention tactics, and harmony between the sexes.
The implication is that there are a myriad of psychological mechanisms that deal with these interpersonal
ramifications, each of which can be regarded as an
adaptation. However, these mechanisms are ‘activated
selectively and sequentially, depending on context. They
are functional, which means that they exist in the form
that they do because they solved in ancestral environments specific problems of survival or reproduction . . . ’
(p. 24).
Buss goes on to explain that such specific adaptive
mechanisms can be divided into short-term and longterm strategies, involving different adaptive challenges.
Because of gender differences in ‘minimum obligatory
parental investment’, men are more involved in shortterm strategies than women. For men, there are four relatively distinct short-term adaptive strategies: (i) desire
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for a variety of partners, (ii) assessment of sexual accessibility, (iii) assessment of physical cues linked with
fertility and (iv) strategies for keeping time and investments to a minimum. Men who lack the ability to pursue
these strategies would have been out-reproduced by
men with such adaptive skills. Women, although less
likely to engage in such short-term strategies, can nevertheless reap a host of adaptive benefits from them,
including (i) immediate resources for her and her children, (ii) ‘mate insurance’ should she lose her regular
mate and (iii) genetic benefits from mating with superior
men. ‘Because it is clear that women engage in shortterm mating and likely have done so throughout human
evolutionary history, it is unlikely that they would have
done so in the absence of benefits’ (p. 24).
Long-term strategies deal with a different set of problems. Men need to identify reproductively valuable
women, ensure paternity (avoid the evolutionary pitfall
of being cuckolded), and identify women with good parenting skills. Women, on the other hand, need to identify
men with ability to acquire resources, who display a
willingness to invest those resources in them and their
children, are willing to commit to a long-term relationship, have good parenting skills, and are able to protect
the women and children from aggressors. Each of these
short- and long-term objectives is met by an evolutionary
adaptive mechanism originating during the longest
period of human evolution, known as the ‘environment of evolutionary adaptiveness’ (EEA; Allgeier &
Wiederman 1994).
Buss is able to report on an extensive range of studies
that are consistent with his theory, although all of his
examples involve gender differences. Men, on average,
desire more sexual partners than women, and see themselves as more likely to engage in sex early in a relationship than women. Cross-culturally, men attach more
importance to physical attractiveness and youth in
potential partners than women do. Women attach more
importance to financial prospects of their partners, and
are more likely to show a preference for partners older
rather than younger than themselves. Men and women
typically differ in the determinants of sexual jealousy;
men are more disturbed by the thought of their partner
being sexually active with another man; women are
more disturbed by the thought of their partner being
emotionally involved with another woman.
Buss (1998) comments that SST has been far more successful at predicting and explaining gender differences
in human sexuality than gender similarities, the features
of sexuality that men and women have in common. It
has been even less successful in explaining individual
differences in human sexuality. How does one account
for such huge variability, which (Kinsey et al 1948,
1953) first reported, when it is assumed that psychological mechanisms related to sex which are not adaptive
will have been selected out of existence. This fundamental issue, which is of general relevance to evolutionary
psychology, was addressed by Allgeier & Wiederman
(1994). Based on previous writings by Buss (1991),
they propose four explanatory models to account for
individual differences:

9

1. Heritable alternative strategies: some individuals
would possess psychological mechanisms for a
particular strategy, whereas others would not. This is
regarded as difficult to apply to humans, the
one exception being biological sex; mechanisms that
are possessed by males but not females, and vice
versa. However, they do not give examples of such
mechanisms. Of the many aspects of behaviour
relevant to sexuality where gender differences are
found, most nevertheless show considerable overlap
of males and females (Oliver & Hyde 1993).
2. Heritable calibration of psychological mechanisms:
the hypothesis that the optimally adaptive strategy
may have fluctuated across time and/or place,
resulting in current heritable variability with regard
to the threshold for eliciting a particular strategy.
3. Developmental calibration of the psychological
mechanism: earlier experience results in differential
calibration of thresholds for elicitation of a particular
mating strategy at a later time.
4. Situationally contingent alternative strategies: each
individual must possess mechanisms for gathering
and processing the relevant information that
subsequently produces a decision as to which mating
strategy to employ.
Allgeier & Wiederman (1994) regard (3) and (4) as
having the best potential for accounting for individual
differences in human sexuality.
Evolutionary psychology, in general, has been highly
controversial, mainly on the grounds of political incorrectness, in particular the alleged gender differences
being taken to justify the status quo of gender relationships (Allgeier & Wiederman 1994). As discussed earlier,
political correctness has to be taken into account and
cannot be ignored. However, putting such political
issues on one side, to what extent can SST be shown to
have heuristic value?
The importance of evolutionary principles, I would
agree, is beyond question. But it can be argued that the
theoretical models based on such principles have varied
considerably in their heuristic value. Specific criticisms
of SST can be made. One implication of the theory is that
psychological adaptations, which evolved to deal with
some ancestral problem, remain adaptive today, even
though the social as well as natural contexts of human
existence have changed enormously. Noteworthy is the
absence of any mention of the role of culture, and in particular patriarchal social systems, when considering the
explanation for gender differences. Virtually nothing is
known about patterns of human sexual behaviour
during the EEA. Whereas it is conceivable (though by
no means certain) that certain aspects of human sexuality, having evolved as adaptations during the EEA,
remained largely unaffected by the subsequent evolution
of human societies (and characteristics of sexual attractiveness offer feasible if unsubstantiated examples), it is
likely that most of the numerous methods of adapting
sexually, listed by Buss, will have altered or even disappeared. The possibility that various behaviours related
to sex could have occurred throughout evolutionary
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history whose immediate benefits may have been outweighed by longer-term costs, certainly a feature of
much human sexual behaviour today, is not considered.
But there are more fundamental criticisms. SST as
described, particularly with its postulated methods for
accounting for individual differences, seems able to
explain just about any phenomenon in human sexual
behaviour. Most, if not all, of the gender differences
cited as supporting SST were well known before this
theoretical model was proposed. So in terms of its heuristic value, what can it predict that is not already predictable from other theoretical approaches? And in what
ways can it be shown to be refutable? We therefore present this as an example of a theory which portrays ‘infallible insight’ in an essentialist fashion, set up according
to Hrdy’s description so that the alternative to accepting
it is rejecting evolutionary theory in general, i.e. ‘if you
don’t accept my evolutionary interpretation that means
you reject Darwinian logic regarding natural selection’
(Hrdy 2000, p. 36).
Comparable bias in evolutionary science is not restricted to evolutionary psychology. An interesting example is the evolutionary explanation for female orgasm.
Lloyd (2005), a scholar of the history and philosophy
of science, has published a book dedicated to examining
in great detail the various evolutionary explanations for
female orgasm as an adaptation, by promoting pairbonding or sperm retention or influencing sperm competition. All of these explanations, in her view, reveal
bias and misuse of evidence. She favours the ‘byproduct’ explanation, proposed by Symons (1979); the
capacity for orgasm is a potential which is crucial for
the male to reproduce, but which is not suppressed in
the course of female differentiation. Hence the female
develops with this capacity retained, and orgasm is
elicited if the female is appropriately stimulated (not
necessarily during vaginal intercourse). Thus the female
orgasm, however rewarding it might be, is not an adaptation that promotes successful reproduction. The parallel example is the presence of nipples in men and the
fact that if men are exposed to high levels of oestrogens
they get some degree of breast development. The function of orgasm in women will be considered more
closely later in the book.

Sexual scripting theory
This model was first proposed by Gagnon & Simon in
1973 and they have written extensively about it since
(e.g. Gagnon 1990; Simon 1996). It derives from three
major intellectual traditions: symbolic interactionism,
and the works of Kenneth Burke and Sigmund Freud
(Simon & Gagnon 1987). It is one of the, if not the most
frequently cited theoretical models in post-psychoanalytic sexual science. It uses the dramaturgical metaphor
of ‘script’ to describe the sequence followed by an ‘actor’
engaged in sexual behaviour. It also requires that the
script precedes the behaviour: ‘The term script might
properly be invoked to describe virtually all human
behavior in the sense that there is very little that can in

a full measure be called spontaneous’ (Gagnon & Simon
1973, p. 19). Gagnon describes the concept of script as
‘a unit large enough to comprehend symbolic and nonverbal elements in an organized and time-bound
sequence of conduct through which persons both envisage future behavior and check on the quality of ongoing
conduct’. He goes on: ‘the flexibility of scripts in terms of
their internal order and their capacity to be assembled or
disassembled in creative or adaptive responses to new
circumstances is a critical element in our capacity to
manage a changing internal and external environment’
(Gagnon 1974, p. 61–62).
Sexual scripting theory clearly locates the origins of
sexual meanings and desire in the social context. Thus
‘virtually all the cues that initiate sexual behavior are
embedded in the social routines of the external environment — just as the absence of external cues serve to
mute desire’ (Simon 1996, p. 47). And because sexual
scripts have this social origin, individuals must call on
shared meanings and expectations to produce them.
Gender, however, is regarded as being fundamental to
the organization of sexual scripts (Mahay et al 2001).
Sexual scripts are defined at ‘three analytically distinct
levels: cultural scenarios (paradigmatic assemblies of the
social norms that impinge on sexual behavior), interpersonal scripts (where social convention and personal desire
must meet), and intrapsychic scripts (the realm of the selfprocess)’ (Simon & Gagnon 1987, p. 364).
Interpersonal scripting ‘serves as the primary text if
only because it is the script that is readable by others’
(Simon & Gagnon 1987, p. 374). It involves translating
‘abstract cultural scenarios into scripts appropriate for
particular situations’ (Mahay et al 2001, p. 198).
‘Intrapsychic scripts represent the content of mental
life. Such scripts can range from the most orderly cognitive narratives to fragments of desire, memories and
plans’ (Gagnon 1990, p. 10).
At the interface between the interpersonal and the
intrapsychic, ‘the individual is actor, critic and playwright’ (Gagnon 1990, p. 10), while the intrapsychic
script allows a ‘meaningful internal rehearsal’ (Simon
1996, p. 41).
While sexual script theory provides an all-embracing
model to account for human sexual behaviour, the complexity of what it is trying to account for is acknowledged. Thus ‘even in the seemingly most traditional
social settings, cultural scenarios are rarely predictive
of actual behavior’ (Gagnon 1990, p. 11) and cultural scenarios are ‘too abstractly generic to be mechanically
applied in all circumstances. Improvisation . . . conditions all social interactions’ (Simon 1996, p. 40). Sexual
scripts are ‘often relatively incomplete — they do not
specify each act and the order in which it is to occur’
(Gagnon 1974, p. 61).
In a recent reflection on their sexual scripts approach,
Simon & Gagnon (2003) commented that the evolution in
their thinking had moved from a social learning towards
a social constructionist position. In the Sexual Conduct
book (Gagnon & Simon 1973) they referred occasionally
to sexual learning. More recently we find ‘It should be
clear that the term scripted is not merely a synonym or
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codeword for “learned”’ (Simon 1996, p. 45). McCormick
(1987) commented that psychologists and sociologists
lacked awareness of overlap in their literatures, a problem that, in her view, had to some extent been remedied
by script theorists. Simon & Gagnon, on the other hand
seem to have gradually distanced themselves from psychology, striving to provide an explanatory model of
human sexuality, which does not require understanding
of psychological mechanisms. This distancing is even
more evident in relation to biological factors in human
sexuality. From the start ‘our preference was to yield as
little as possible to the explanatory powers of biology
in any of its guises’ (Simon & Gagnon 2003). In their
earlier papers, some attention was paid to the biological
component of sexual experience. They commented on
Schachter’s widely accepted view that the meaning
attributed to physiological arousal (not necessarily sexual) depends on the situation in which it is experienced
(Gagnon & Simon 1973), but they qualified the connection where sex is concerned as follows: ‘Undeniably,
what we conventionally describe as sexual behavior is
rooted in biological capacities and processes, but no
more than other forms of behavior — the sexual area
may be precisely that realm wherein the super-ordinate
position of the socio-cultural over the biological level is
most complete.’ (Gagnon & Simon 1973, p. 15) They go
on: ‘The sources of sexual arousal are to be found in
socio-cultural definitions. It is not the physical but the
social aspects that generate the arousal and organize
the action, or, in other words, provide the script.’
(p. 262). By 1987 they were writing: ‘Scripting implies rejection of the idea of a permanent mandate for the sexual
rooted in the biological substratum . . . ’ (Simon & Gagnon
1987, p. 363). Biological approaches to understanding sexuality are reduced to two sets of theories: instinct theories
(which are basically theories of genetic determination)
and drive theories (Laumann & Gagnon 1995). Both sets
are described as ‘folk theories’, which presumably means
that they principally exist as part of vernacular knowledge.
And if biology has any relevance at all, it is qualified by
their assertion that ‘no biological factor finds its way into
the behavior of an individual except through socio-cultural
mediation’ (Laumann & Gagnon 1995, p. 212).
In 1990 Gagnon was asked to review the impact of
sexual scripting theory on sex research for the Annual
Review of Sex Research. Early in the article he expressed
his reservations about the value of research:
‘ . . . In a post-positivist world the same sets of acceptable findings
can be given quite different explanations and . . . the choice between
these explanations cannot be ultimately submitted to an empirical
or philosophical test . . . it is always possible to offer a defense for a
strongly held theory in the face of any set of evidence and . . . any
“program” of scientific work is ultimately non-refutable.’
(Gagnon 1990, p. 131)

When Gagnon moved on to consider how his theory
had influenced sex research, he pointed out that in the
majority of cases the presence of scripting is implicit
rather than explicit. Gagnon & Simon (1987) published
a paper entitled ‘The sexual scripting of oral genital
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contacts.’ This examined data showing changing patterns
of oral sex outside marriage, with earlier studies showing
this activity only likely to occur in relationships in
which coitus was already established, and later studies
showing oral sex increasing as a pre-coital form of sexual
activity. However, it was assumed that this change in
behaviour indicated a change in sexual scripts — no
evidence directly relevant to any of the three levels of
script was reported, only evidence on behaviours as typically reported in surveys.
In the National Health and Social Life Survey
(NHSLS; Laumann et al 1994) three models were given
as the theoretical background to the study: scripting
theory, choice theory and network theory, of which only
scripting had direct sexual connotations. However, it
was pointed out that ‘studying scripts directly is difficult
since it requires detailed data not only on what activities
occur during a sexual encounter, but also on the order in
which those activities occur . . . impossible to implement
in a national cross cultural survey . . . our approach is
to use detailed questions about specific activities during
the last encounter and make inferences about the nature
of the scripts being used’ (Laumann et al 1994, p. 7).
However, almost no attention was paid to such inferences in reporting the results. In a subsequent secondary
analysis Mahay et al (2001) examined the extent to which
sexual scripts varied by race, gender and class. For this
purpose, cultural scripts or scenarios were represented
by sexual attitudes (e.g. at what age is it appropriate to
have sex?); intrapersonal scripts were represented by
actual sexual practices and intrapsychic scripts by sexual
preferences, i.e. how appealing did the respondent find
each of three activities: vaginal intercourse, fellatio and
cunnilingus. For cultural scenarios and interpersonal
scripts, responses were assigned to one of three categories: traditional, relational and recreational. No consideration is given to the extent to which such aspects
of human sexuality are meaningful illustrations of sexual
scripts, and one is left with the distinct impression that
this was a post-hoc attempt to use the NHSLS data to
support a scripting approach rather than evidence that
scripting theory had influenced the design of the survey
in the first place. It is certainly questionable whether
the basically interesting and informative data that
emerged from this survey would have been any different
or less informative without the influence of sexual script
theory.
There has been research where the script concept was
more explicitly incorporated. Two of the better examples
involved qualitative studies of women’s and men’s
narratives about real or imaginary sexual encounters.
Ortiz-Torres et al (2003) examined women’s gender
scripts via descriptive narratives of their ideal romantic
encounters. Thus, the subjects were told: ‘I’d like you
to imagine that you are out with a guy — you may have
dated him once, or several times. You know you’re both
attracted to each other. You can feel each other’s sexual
interest. I’d like you to tell me your most attractive, most
romantic way you’d end up together, starting with your
first feelings about why you would want to be with this
person, and taking it step by step up to where you’d end
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up together sexually.’ (Ortiz-Torres et al 2003, p. 5). Most
of the women were subsequently asked how this ideal
scenario compared to what actually occurred with their
current partner. Around half of the women reported
more differences than similarities, leading the authors
to conclude that relying on narratives of the ideal scenario was a limitation of their study. Seal & Ehrhardt
(2003), in a comparable narrative study of men, did not
use the ideal scenario but combined questions about
how they typically behave with narratives about the current relationship thus:
‘Courtship. Tell me how you meet and get to know
women . . . Tell me how you met and got to know your
current (last steady) partner.
Romance. If you wanted to do something romantic for
a woman, what would you do . . . Tell me about the most
romantic thing you’ve done for a woman (your partner)?
First sex. How does sex occur for the first time? Tell
me about the first time you had sex with your current
(last steady) partner — what was going on, who was
doing what, etc.
Ongoing sex. Tell me how sexual relationships with
steady partners change over time . . . Tell me about
changes in your current (last steady) sexual relationship.’ (Seal & Ehrhardt 2003, p. 300).
Seal & Ehrhardt (2003) concluded that the men’s narratives revealed gender role and gender script uncertainty as they attempted to understand and internalize
changing societal norms. With these two studies we see
a clear use of the sexual script approach. It is noteworthy
that they employ qualitative methodology, and it is
probably the case that script theory needs a considerable
amount of such qualitative application before it can hope
to lead to useful developments in quantitative research.
Another interesting application of the scripting
approach is in sex therapy. McCormick (1987) pointed
out that scripts are highly relevant to therapy because
the therapist can explicitly negotiate them, e.g. what
words to use, what sequences to follow. It can be said
that much of sex therapy involves giving the couple or
individual scripted assignments to follow. Gagnon et al
(1982) explained how a scripting approach can be used
in the treatment of sexual dysfunctions such as premature ejaculation and orgasmic difficulty. Rosen &
Leiblum (1988) took this further by pointing out that a
detailed comparison of the ‘sexual scripts’ of the two
people in a problematic sexual relationship is a powerful
way of identifying reasons for low sexual desire in one
or other partner.
Weis, who has carried out a number of studies relevant to sexual scripts, uses sexual script theory, as
defined by Gagnon & Simon, as an example of ‘the failure to build an explanatory model to identify correlates
of the primary construct’ (Weis 1998b, p. 107). He points
out that there is still little understanding of how scripts
become institutionalized, the process of social change,
the relationship between scripts and behaviour, the associations among scripts at the three levels of analysis and
how scripts are internalized. He goes on to make proposals for how such questions should be addressed which
to a large extent employ mechanisms from psychology.

What are my conclusions about Gagnon & Simon’s
sexual script approach? I consider their dramaturgical
metaphor to be useful as a way to grasp what are otherwise highly complex psychological processes; in other
words, a good example of a simplified model of reality.
On several occasions, Gagnon & Simon have described
their approach as metaphor rather than theory. Thus:
‘. . . not a theory of sexual behavior, but rather a conceptual apparatus . . .’ (Simon & Gagnon 1987, p. 381); ‘. . .
essentially a metaphor for conceptualizing the production of behavior within social life’ (Simon 1996, p. 40).
But most of their writing on this subject presents sexual
scripting as a theoretical model, albeit ‘a way of constructing or inventing a world rather than discovering
it’ (Gagnon 1990, p. 131). Instinct and drive models in
their dismissal are contrasted with a ‘strong sociocultural theory of sexual action which is based on the
theory of sexual scripts’ (Laumann & Gagnon 1995,
p. 212). In addition to rejecting biological explanations,
they effectively distance themselves from the use of psychological mechanisms which, as Weis (1998b) pointed
out, are needed to explain their scripting concepts. Their
sole use of a dramaturgical model, which has the advantage of being comprehensible in a vernacular sense,
effectively puts their work into the folk-theory category.
Furthermore, their writing is permeated with strong
assertions which are not justified by evidence. The following are examples: ‘. . . all human sexual behavior is
socially scripted behavior’ (Gagnon & Simon in 1973,
p. 262); ‘The probability of something sexual happening
will under normal circumstances remain exceedingly
small until either one or both actors organize the behavior into an appropriate script’ (p. 19); ‘All the cues that
initiate sexual behavior are embedded in the external
environment’ (Simon & Gagnon 1987, p. 367). There is
no uncertainty in their writing; it is a clear example of
Popper’s ‘intuitive grasp of the essence’ discussed earlier. Gagnon & Simon are essentialists as much as Buss
with his sexual strategies theory, and it is notable that
through the three decades of its existence, they have
shown little inclination to put their theoretical model to
the test.
This critical evaluation of these two theoretical models of human sexuality, from the two ends of the epistemological spectrum but similar in several respects, is
intended to set the scene for presenting my own theoretical approaches, in particular setting criteria of worth
which must be considered in relation to my own ideas.
Overall, I am proposing that models of sexuality can
have a number of roles. More conventionally, they can
have explanatory value in terms of testable hypotheses,
and adhere to the Popperian standard of refutability,
while acknowledging that this is not always feasible.
I have yet to be persuaded that this form of scientific
method should be abandoned — although there are
good and bad ways of using it. The crucial point is that
it is not sufficient for our task. More often than not, rigorous implementation of scientific method requires control of the circumstances, experimentation in other
words, which removes the factor under study from the
ordinary world. Interpreting the results in terms relevant

Models of human sexuality: the role of theory

to the ordinary world can then be difficult. Nevertheless,
in my opinion, the rigour of striving to formulate
hypotheses that are in some sense refutable is an important and valuable part of scientific discipline.
More broadly we can provide simplified models of
otherwise overwhelmingly complex situations, which,
at a minimum, provide a useful way for organizing our
thinking. All such models need to be judged in terms
of their heuristic value. Evidence derived from good
scientific method while of likely explanatory value, still
needs to be justified in terms of its practical value. In this
way we evade many of the epistemological conflicts
about reality. For example, a research finding which
results in clinical benefits can be demonstrably useful
without necessarily helping us to understand how the
beneficial changes were achieved. We can extend this
pragmatism to the less individual-oriented, more grouporiented area of social policy. A theoretical model could
conceivably be validated by the extent to which it leads
to effective policies. This is in some respects a radical
suggestion. It might cause anxiety in those who fear science becoming modified to sustain a political ideology.
But informing the policy maker should be an important
part of our objective. The theoretical model that we
choose to use may make that task harder or easier. But
on the other hand, the eclectic approach that still currently prevails may make it easier for policy makers to
pick and choose the pieces of evidence that suit their
agendas. That possibility is something we should keep
in mind.

The big picture
There can be little doubt that the determinants of human
sexuality and its behavioural manifestations are many
and varied. The prevailing culture shapes in a powerful
way the sexual mores and taboos, and the social expectations of appropriate sexual behaviour, which in turn
shape the sexual behaviour itself. Sexual relationships
between men and women are determined to a considerable extent by the gender roles and gender power differences that are themselves culturally determined; gender
power and sexual roles become entangled with political
and economic factors.
However, the socio-cultural, political and economic
factors do not shape human sexuality in a biological vacuum. This does not mean a biological ‘given’, but rather
the potential for considerable individual variation, and
possibly also ethnic variation in biological factors. We
need to take the individual biological variability into
account when striving to explain the fact that in a given
cultural setting, individuals vary considerably in the
extent to which they conform to the cultural pattern.
We therefore need a basic model that acknowledges
the full range and complexity of human sexual expression and its determinants, whilst allowing us to focus
on specific parts of it without losing sight of the whole.
My starting point is Marvin Harris’s account of cultural materialism (Harris 1979). Harris is a controversial
and provocative figure in anthropology; at the Kinsey
Theory workshop, Herdt described Harris’s work as
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passé in anthropology because he wasn’t really interested
in culture, but rather the material resources around
which culture and social structure are created (Bancroft
2000a, p. 234). But from my perspective, his ideas are
attractive because they provide scope for a broad interactive explanatory model, which also allows us to identify and focus on its specific components. Harris’s
cultural materialism model has three parts: infrastructure, structure and superstructure. Each part has various
components:
Infrastructure
(a) mode of production (especially of food and
energy)
(b) mode of reproduction (methods for expanding,
limiting or maintaining population size)
This can be seen as the principal interface between culture and nature. Harris (1997) considers the pursuit of
sexual pleasure to be an aspect of reproductive
infrastructure.
Structure
(a) domestic economy (e.g. family structure, age
and sex roles, domestic division of labour,
education)
(b) political economy (e.g. division of labour, class
system, police, war)
Superstructure
e.g. shared beliefs, symbolism, taboos, religion,
epistemologies and expressions of culture
(e.g. music, dance, etc)
The guiding principle in Harris’s model is that of infrastructural determinism, an adaptation of the fundamental
Marxist principle, i.e. the modes of production and reproduction probabilistically determine the domestic and
political economy, which in turn probabilistically determine the superstructure. It is conceded that aspects of
the structure and superstructure can achieve a degree of
autonomy from the infrastructure, but this should only
be considered if the possibility of infrastructural determinism has been thoroughly explored first. Although
Harris does not say this, it seems reasonable to assume
that some components of the superstructure are going to
be more determined by the infrastructure than others.
Not surprisingly, this model is most convincing when
dealing with relatively primitive and small cultures. It
gets increasingly difficult to apply as we move to complex
modern industrial states. However, our principal aim is to
use the model to structure and order our thinking about
human sexuality and how it varies cross-culturally, and
how biological factors may interact with socio-cultural
factors. But let us first illustrate how cultural materialism
can help us understand comparatively simple early
cultures, taking examples from Harris’ writing.
The hunter-gatherer society illustrates a cultural pattern, which while now almost disappeared, had the longest
history of any type of human society during the very prolonged period before domestication of plants and animals.
The ‘mode of production’ of the hunter-gatherer involved
hunting, fishing and collection of wild seeds, nuts, fruit
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and other sources of food available in the environment.
This aspect of the infrastructure accounted for their mobile,
nomadic existence. Bands of 20–50 people were typical.
There was inter-marriage between neighbouring bands
which fostered various levels of inter-band cooperation.
Food production was shared, ownership of property and
social stratification were minimal. These were egalitarian
groups, with relatively slight sexual dimorphism and relatively equal relationships between men and women. Children were a liability for the first few years of their life,
contributing little to food foraging and restricting the
mother’s activity within the group. Long periods of adolescent infertility and later lactational anoestrus are assumed
to be secondary to the high protein low carbohydrate diet
that prevailed. The birth rate was relatively low so that
methods of controlling population (e.g. infanticide) were
not needed.
Harris (1979) emphasized population density and population growth as key determining factors in the infrastructure, pointing out that prior to 3000 BC there was a very
long period of relative population stability. When social
groups turned to agriculture and stock raising, fundamental changes occurred. Harris postulated that the change in
diet (less protein and more carbohydrate) may have
reduced lactational infertility, with the associated increase
in birth rate resulting in children who, in contrast to the
hunter-gatherer life style, could now provide useful child
labour. However, in these circumstances population pressure was more likely; women’s roles were necessarily
altered by more child rearing, warfare between villages
increased, emphasizing the importance of male children,
leading to selective female infanticide and the establishment of sexual stratification. Polygynous patterns were
encouraged by awarding females to dominant senior males;
the property status of women became established and
the gender power differential was reinforced. The acquisition of wealth, in the form of land or domestic animals,
raised issues of inheritance, leading to a variety of devices
to ensure appropriate transfer of property and raising
the need for the dominant male to protect himself from
cuckoldry, with resulting emphasis on virginity, a characteristic of the female property transfer from father to
husband.
There is certainly a need to explain the substantial
increase in population after a long period of stability. Harris’ explanations, while speculative, are interesting, and it is
the emphasis on population control and reproductive
behaviour that makes cultural materialism of potential relevance to the understanding of human sexuality.
So how can we use cultural materialism as a foundation for building our theoretical model of human
sexuality? There is an important difference between establishing a science of culture, which aims to explain differences and similarities between different cultures,
and a science of human sexuality, which aims to explain
differences and similarities between cultures but also
between individuals within those cultures. For this purpose the original model is modified by incorporating
the individuals that make up a cultural group, in terms
of their innate characteristics and capacities, as an element of the infrastructure of that culture. Obviously,

those individuals will be shaped in many respects by the
culture in which they live. But each individual has innate
or early determined characteristics which may or may not
be useful to the process of conforming to or fitting in to
the culture, or occasionally shaping it. We can regard such
characteristics as the human resources within the infrastructure, or the ‘individual infrastructure’. Let us, therefore, elaborate the concept of reproductive infrastructure
with the following subheadings:
(a) demographics of population
e.g. population density, sex ratios and age
distribution
(b) neurobiological basis of sexual responsiveness
(individual differences genetically determined or
acquired)
 sexual activation ( propensity for sexual arousal)
 sexual inhibition (propensity for sexual
inhibition)
 other relevant physiological mechanisms
(e.g. sexual signalling systems)
(c) age-related developmental processes
 aspects of cognitive development which delay
certain types of learning until the relevant
developmental stage has been reached
 aspects of emotional development which may be
influenced by the developmental stage (both
cognitive and neurobiological)
(d) development of patterns of sexual attraction
 factors, which may involve genetic as well as
early learning processes, which influence
subsequent development of sexual preferences
and how these preferences are experienced is
further elaborated by socio-cultural processes in
the superstructure (i.e. shared constructs of
sexual identity)
(e) methods of fertility regulation
 inherent (interaction between environment and
biology)
e.g. age at puberty, age when fertile, factors
affecting fertility such as STDs, nutrition and
lactation
 technology available for use
e.g. contraception, sterilisation, abortion, infanticide.
This then leads us to identify and elaborate reproductive
components of the structure:
(a) mating patterns (e.g. polygyny, monogamy, incest
taboos)
(b) levels of sexual stratification
(c) levels of sexual segregation
(d) age at marriage
(e) family structure (matri- or patrilinearity, fatherless
families)
(f) social management of adolescence and transition to
sexual adult
e.g. induction rituals, separation from parents, teen
culture
(g) reactions to cultural norms
i.e. counter cultures, sexuality as a form of dissent
(h) communication systems (see below).
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and reproductive components of the superstructure:
(a) shared concepts of masculinity, femininity and
male-female relationships
(b) shared constructs of sexual identity
(c) shared beliefs about appropriate patterns of sexual
behaviour
(d) shared beliefs or attitudes about:
 fertility versus virginity before marriage
 importance of marriage versus family ties
 sex as commodity/exchange
(e) sexual conformity
 individual differences in need to conform/
rebel
(f) identification with sexual counter cultures.
Together, these interactive components of the model
lead us to a variety of ‘reproductive individuals’.
This modified model of cultural materialism continues to assume the principle of infrastructural determinism, and therefore challenges the evidence to
show that superstructural changes can be primary and
dominant. It does, however, acknowledge that cultural
conflict can, through the development of countercultures — ‘the rules for breaking rules’ — add diversity to the culture at both structural and superstructural
levels. Sexuality has been a highly relevant vehicle for
expressing social conformity and non-conformity. It
may well be this non-conformity that is the aspect of
the superstructure least determined by the infrastructure. This model also assumes that reproduction and
sexuality are closely interdependent, counter to the
fashion which has prevailed in the social sciences for
some time now, which sees them as essentially separate. It does, however, allow for the development and
establishment of sexual patterns that are not determined by reproduction. An important factor, which
needs to be incorporated, is communication, in particular the methods by which ideas and values are
disseminated within a culture. Although this has
always been of fundamental importance, it represents
a component of the model which has changed dramatically in the past 100 years, and which has and is still
having a major impact on patterns of sexuality. Given
that it is, at least more recently, dependent on evolving
technologies, we are proposing that it should be
incorporated as part of the structure.
As we proceed through the book we will return to
this model at each stage, primarily as a way of organizing our thinking and presentation of evidence, but also,
to a limited extent, as a challenge to see to what extent
the evidence supports the model.
One of our aims with this ‘big picture’ is to have a
model incorporating components that we can focus on.
In particular, the individual, and various sources of individual variability, has been added to the reproductive
infrastructure. (Note: The individual could also be
added in this way to the productive infrastructure, but
this is of less relevance to human sexuality.) One component of the reproductive infrastructure I have proposed
is the neurobiological basis of sexual responsiveness,
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including the propensities for sexual arousal or excitation and sexual inhibition. This component is the theme
of a more specific theoretical model that will feature substantially in this book. We will now focus our attention
on this model.

The Dual Control model
For the past 10 years, much of the research at the Kinsey
Institute has been guided and shaped by a new theoretical model, the Dual Control model (Bancroft & Janssen
2000). This postulates that whether sexual response and
associated arousal occurs in a particular individual, in
a particular situation, is ultimately determined by the
balance between two systems in that individual’s brain,
the sexual activation or excitation system and the sexual
inhibition system, each of which has a neurobiological
substrate (see review of the relevant evidence in Bancroft
1999). This model, which we have called the Dual
Control model, makes three basic assumptions:
1. Although sexual arousal typically occurs in
interactions between two or more individuals, and
the context and cultural scenario associated with the
interaction are important sources of stimulation, both
excitatory and inhibitory, the effects of such
stimulation depend ultimately on neurobiological
characteristics of the individuals involved.
2. Neurobiological inhibition of sexual response is an
adaptive pattern, of relevance across species, which
reduces the likelihood of sexual response, and the
distracting effects of sexual arousal and appetite, from
occurring in situations when sexual activity would be
disadvantageous or dangerous, or would distract the
individual from dealing appropriately with other
demands of the situation.
3. Individuals vary in their propensity for both sexual
excitation and sexual inhibition. Although for the
majority these propensities would be adaptive or
non-problematic, individuals with an unusually high
propensity for excitation and/or low propensity for
inhibition would be more likely to engage in high risk
or otherwise problematic sexual behaviour, and
individuals with a low propensity for sexual excitation
and/or high propensity for sexual inhibition would be
more likely to experience problems with sexual
response (i.e. sexual dysfunctions).
Our initial research using this model focused on the
male. In order to measure the postulated variance in
the two components of the Dual Control model, a questionnaire was developed and psychometrically established (the SIS/SES; Janssen et al 2002). Questions were
focused on the extent to which the respondent would
become sexually aroused, lose sexual arousal or fail to
become sexually aroused in a variety of situations. This
resulted in three factors or scales, rather than the two
we had anticipated: a Sexual Excitation Scale (SES) and
two Sexual Inhibition Scales. On the basis of the questions contributing to these latter two scales, they were
called ‘sexual inhibition due to the threat of performance
failure’ (SIS1) and ‘sexual inhibition due to the threat of

16

2

Human sexuality and its problems

performance consequences’ (SIS2). Two examples of
questions from each scale are:
‘When I think of a very attractive person, I easily
become sexually aroused.’
‘When I start fantasizing about sex, I quickly become
sexually aroused.’ (SES)
‘If I feel that I’m expected to respond sexually, I have
difficulty getting aroused.’
‘When I have a distracting thought, I easily lose my
erection.’ (SIS1)
‘If I realize there is a risk of catching a sexually
transmitted disease, I am unlikely to stay sexually
aroused.’
‘If I can be heard by others while having sex, I am
unlikely to stay sexually aroused.’ (SIS2)
There are 20 items and four subscales in SES, 14 items
and three subscales in SIS1, and 11 items and three subscales in SIS2.
We have now collected data using this questionnaire
from several large samples of men and the results, and
the extent to which we have found support for our
predictions, will be discussed at various stages of this
book. We did, however, find close to normal distributions of scores on each of the three scales, consistent with
our aim to measure normal individual variability (see
Chapter 6, Fig. 6.11).
More recently, a questionnaire — the Sexual Excitation/
Sexual Inhibition Inventory for Women (SESII-W) —
has been developed for measuring these individual propensities in women (Graham et al 2006). The expectation
was that women, on average, would show higher propensities for inhibition than men and that there would also be
gender differences in the situations which evoked inhibition of sexual response. A series of focus groups involving
women of different ages, ethnic and racial backgrounds,
and sexual orientation were used to elicit women’s ideas
about factors that enhanced and inhibited sexual arousal (Graham et al 2004). The qualitative data obtained
from these groups was used to inform questionnaire
development.
Initial validation of the original 115-item SESII-W was
carried out on a sample of 655 women. Factor analysis
identified eight factors (five related to excitation and three
to inhibition) and two higher-order factors, one related to
sexual excitation and one to sexual inhibition. The excitation factors were sexual arousability (the tendency to
become sexually aroused in a variety of situations), partner
characteristics (the tendency for a partner’s personality or
behaviours to enhance arousal), sexual power dynamics
(the tendency to become sexually aroused by force or domination in a sexual situation), smell (the tendency for olfactory cues to enhance arousal) and setting (the tendency for
arousal to be increased by the possibility of being seen or
heard while having sex). The three inhibition factors were
relationship importance (reflecting the need for sex to
occur within a specific type of relationship), concerns
about sexual function (the tendency for worries about sexual functioning to impair arousal) and arousal contingency
(the potential for arousal to be easily inhibited or disrupted
by situational factors). The resultant 36-item measure

demonstrated good test–retest reliability and discriminant
and convergent validity. As found with the male SIS/SES
measures, the SESII-W also showed close to normal distributions of scores (see Chapter 6, Fig. 6.12).
A fundamental question is whether this putative
sexual inhibitory system is a sexual manifestation of a
more general behavioural inhibitory system, such as
that postulated by Jeffrey Gray (1971), or whether we
are dealing with a form of central inhibition, which is
specific to sexual response, or possibly a combination
of the two. Gray’s model and the considerable amount
of animal research and more recently the human
research that it has stimulated do provide us with a rich
source of ideas and putative mechanisms in our
explorations. Carver & White (1994) developed a questionnaire, the Behavioural Inhibition/Activation Behavioural Scales (BIS/BAS), to quantify Gray’s two
components in human subjects. We have compared
our SIS/SES scales with the BIS/BAS (Janssen et al
2002) and found significant but modest correlations
between SES and the three BAS subscales (r = +0.31,
+0.22 and +0.25, all significant at p < 0.001), and
between SIS2 and BIS (r = +0.22; p < 0.001). Similarly,
for the female SESII-W measure, low to moderate correlations were found between the BAS subscales and all
of the SESII-W excitation scales. As expected, the
higher-order and all lower-order inhibition factors
showed small to modest positive correlation with BIS.
Thus, whereas there may be some overlap of these
questionnaires and conceptual models, these correlations are consistent with the two components of our
Dual Control model being, at least in part, specifically
related to sexual response.
How does the Dual Control model fit into our larger
model? First, how might this dual control system interact with other aspects of the infrastructure?
Let us first consider the developmental process. In
our male studies we have found correlations with age.
SES tends to be lower in older men (r = 0.24;
p < 0.001), consistent with a negative effect of the aging
process on sexual responsiveness. SIS1 tends to be higher
in older men (r = +0.34), which raises some key questions
about the aging process (see Chapter 7, p. 243 for further
discussion). SIS2 has shown no relationship to age. In the
studies involving women, there was a significant negative
correlation between age and the higher-order factor of SE
(r = 0.29), but, interestingly, no relationship between
age and SI.
Do the activation and inhibition systems develop at
the same time? If we are dealing with a specifically sexual form of inhibition, is this present before puberty
and the hormonal amplification of the sexual activation
system? There is a hint of evidence that, at least in
the male, the inhibitory mechanisms are lacking prior
to puberty, with the pubertal increase in androgens
playing a role in organizing and activating both the
sexual excitation and inhibition systems (see Chapter
4, p. 91 for further discussion). As yet we can say little
about this in relation to females. The crucial stage of
adolescent brain development is likely to be relevant
here, and this is considered in Chapter 4 (see p. 60).

