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What does sexuality mean?

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

John Steinbeck, East of Eden (1952)



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

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

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

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

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

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



A sudden blow: the great wings beating still

Above the staggering girl, her thighs caressed

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

He holds her helpless breast upon his breast.

How can those terrified vague fingers push

The feathered glory from her loosening thighs?

And how can body, laid in that white rush,

But feel the strange heart beating where it lies?

A shudder in the loins engenders there

The broken wall, the burning roof and tower

And Agamemnon dead.

Being so caught up,

So mastered by the brute blood of the air,

Did she put on his knowledge with his power

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

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

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