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Introduction to the Transaction Edition


“GENDER GAP” MEANS DIFFERENT THINGS to different people. For some, it refers to the observation that men and women tend to differ in their political preferences (with men being somewhat more likely to vote Republican these days and women, Democratic). For others it indicates any male-female differences. There is typically a gender gap, for example, in preferences for television shows, for low-fat cottage cheese versus sirloin steaks, and there is, of course, a whopping difference in who buys tampons or power tools.

In writing this book, we were concerned with identifying some of the underlying biological bases for male-female differences, independent—insofar as that is possible—of the role of early experience, cultural tradition, and social expectation. We focused on those particular aspects of male-female differences that derive from the biological differences between boys and girls, men and women, and males and females of the animal kingdom.

This material was controversial when we first wrote about it, and it remains so today. For some people, it is simply intolerable that males and females may be biologically different in ways that go beyond urogenital plumbing. Their fear is that any such differences will be used to justify oppression against women. For others, hard-wired male-female differences are devoutly to be wished for, especially if they can be used to justify oppression against women! Our message—and that, we believe, of evolution—is that such differences are genuine, although less pronounced than the former group evidently fears, and not as great as the latter might hope. Moreover, such differences do not countenance any particular political stance—so perhaps both groups will be incensed at us!

Our belief is that science is descriptive, not prescriptive. Science, including biology, is immensely useful in revealing how things are, but useless in announcing what should be done as a result. Nonetheless, social activists, some day, might conceivably want to design society so as to ameliorate some of the more troublesome aspects of male-female differences. It is also possible that others might want to exaggerate the gender gap (although this is more difficult to imagine). Still others may wish to leave things pretty much as they are.

Whatever one’s political leanings—whether conservative or liberal, mischievous or beneficent—the likelihood is that any interventions, including the decision to follow an ostensibly “hands off policy, will be more wisely conducted if they take human nature into account. And when it comes to human nature, the differences between males and females must be acknowledged as real, important, and downright fascinating. Moreover, when it comes to understanding those differences, there is no better guide than evolution.

But we do not want to leave the impression that a grasp of male-female differences is relevant only for possible policy implications, since this is an especially vexing and unclear realm. The payoff would be far greater in regards to personal wisdom, a deeper understanding of oneself, one’s friends and partners (sexual and otherwise), as well as the satisfaction that comes from increased intellectual insight. After all, males and females make up a large part of the living world around us.

Our guess is that in the future, historians, scientists and laypersons alike will look back on the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries and scratch their heads in amazement that anyone seriously doubted that males and females are importantly different. Daily events—in the public sphere no less than the private—have continued to italicize the reality of male-female differences. Thus, shortly after the hardcover version of this book appeared, the Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinsky scandal surfaced. This was followed by comparable revelations about then Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich as well as his putative replacement, Bob Livingstone, the mayors of New York City and San Francisco, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson. And there is no likely end in sight.

Readers of Gender Gap will immediately understand why powerful, charismatic men exert a particular sexual attraction, especially for young, attractive women. They will also understand why so many women— more than men—find the struggle of balancing career and parenthood to be an especially cruel bind, and why men are overwhelmingly the perpetrators of violence, on the international scene no less than in the personal realm of domestic, day-to-day life.

Although details vary as scientific understanding is fine tuned, the intervening few years since this book was first published have seen the accumulation of studies that confirm the existence of substantial male female differences—not only among animals, but also among widely separated human populations, including people in the modern-day United States. Thus, even as we write this, research is under way concerning male-female differences in “mate-poaching” (efforts by individuals— whether themselves mated or not—to disrupt the mateships of others), brain function, tendencies to violence, parenting inclinations, and even in the behavior of infant boys and girls. The pattern persists: in scientific language, the fundamental male-female behavioral difference described in Gender Gap is a “robust” phenomenon.

Not all developments in recent years, though, have blended seamlessly into previous findings. Nor should this be surprising, since Gender Gap is fundamentally a work of science—not theology—and science is a process of constant reassessment and adjustment. In the realm of research, therefore, even surprises are not altogether surprising! One such modification stands out, at least from the vantage point of the year 2001. A major tenet of Gender Gap (and of its earlier incarnation, Making Sense of Sex) is that males and females differ substantially in their penchant for multiple sexual partners, with males being more inclined than females in this direction. This finding remains not just defensible, but has, if anything, been strengthened by intervening studies.

At the same time, accumulating research—using new findings from DNA fingerprinting—has begun to reveal that even though males remain more prone to multiple sexual partners than females (as well as being more readily stimulated to sexual activity), this difference is less clear-cut than had been thought. Therefore, biologists now understand that many (indeed, most) animals previously believed monogamous are not reliably so. Many bird species in particular, long thought to be the paragons of sexual fidelity, have recently been unmasked as prone to infidelity, or “extra-pair copulations” (EPCs). Not uncommonly, offspring are genetically fathered by someone other than the mother’s designated mate. In short, social monogamy does not necessarily equal sexual monogamy.

Any reader of Gender Gap will easily understand that a male fondness for EPCs is to be expected. Sperm-makers that they are, males can generally be expected to seek additional sexual opportunities whether or not they are mated (in human terms, “married”)—and irregardless of their short-term sexual partners being likewise already paired. The novel discovery is that females, too, evidently seek EPCs, although they are predictably more discriminating and less easily persuaded than their male counterparts (see David P. Barash and Judith Eve Lipton, The Myth of Monogamy: fidelity and infidelity in animals and people, New York: W. H. Freeman, 2001).

These findings doubtless have implications for human beings, although exactly what they are remains unclear! On the one hand, female coyness is not absolute—but no one ever thought it was, just as no one ever claimed that the sexual assertiveness of every male inevitably exceeds that of every female. On the other hand, the now-proven fact that females are often sexual adventurers in their own right makes male sexual jealousy all the more understandable: if females were not inclined to stray, at least upon occasion, there would be little reason for natural selection to have outfitted males with wariness regarding their mates’ behavior, along with a tendency to respond to any hints of female infidelity with pronounced intolerance. Similarly, male-male competition—which importantly underlies the biology of the human gender gap—would more likely be exacerbated by a pronounced female tendency for infidelity.

The human mind loves order and clarity. Only rarely does the natural world oblige. Two of these tempting pigeonholes concern the designation “male” and “female.” And yet, despite the fact that sexual intermediates exist (there are, after all, hermaphrodites and other kinds of indeterminate individuals), the fact remains that “male” and “female” comprise some of the most distinct cases of genuine dichotomies, comparable to left and right, up and down, and in and out. Deepening our understanding of such phenomena remains one of the most challenging goals of any science worthy of the name, whether biological or social. And gaining insight into the differences between men and women remains a worthy goal for all sentient beings, doomed as well as blessed to navigate a world populated by two sexes and their ever-shifting but nonetheless persistent gender gap.

David P. Barash, Ph.D.
Judith Eve Lipton, M.D. 2001 




Preface

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT MALES AND FEMALES, men and women, girls and boys, and why the two sexes are different. Most people understand the basic physical differences, and several popular books have described differences in how males and females communicate, but here we explore the origins of sex itself. We then look at its consequences, including lust, parenting, and childhood—in other words, the fundamental aspects of life for most people. In making sense of sex and all its trappings, we rely on the work of many biologists who, over the years, have come up with a simple, wonderful, and even beautiful explanation of why men and women are different, from genes to bodies to behavior. Our aim is to describe and explain this general theory and then discuss its implications. In the end, we hope our readers will come away from this book understanding themselves and their relationships in a new and more meaningful way.

In encountering the ideas in this book, it may help the reader to understand who we, the authors, are and what drives us professionally and personally. David Barash is a middle-aged evolutionary biologist and professor of psychology at the University of Washington who specializes in animal behavior, reveling in the study of obscure species for what they reveal about larger evolutionary issues. Judith Lipton is a psychiatrist in private practice with an abiding fondness for music and horses. She’s someone who understands how the brain works, what to do about one’s mother, and how to make peace with a former spouse. Each of us was previously married, and each has children from the previous marriage. To our blended family, Judith brought a son and David brought a daughter; together, we had two daughters.

We consider ourselves equals: intellectually, educationally, and financially. Each of us has a doctoral degree (David’s in biology, Judith’s in medicine), each of us has a successful career, and each spends considerable time with our children. Still, we find it impossible to detach ourselves from gender issues in our own lives, from courtship, marriage, and divorce to plain old sexual relations and, then, parenting and step-parenting. We consider ourselves to be as nonsexist a family as one could comfortably imagine, and as a couple we are deeply in love as well as avowedly monogamous. And yet, even after twenty years of marriage and years of professional training and practice, we find ourselves struggling to make sense of our own gender gap, ranging from modes of verbal expression to sexual proclivities. We say this to emphasize the broad nature of what we mean by the terms sex and sex differences, referring not just to genitals but to hormonal, physical, and behavioral differences throughout the life cycle, differences that deeply affect each of us as well as every other human being.

Even the process of collaboration has made us aware (sometimes painfully so) of our own differences. Left to his own, David would present the material in this book as if it were a lecture, intellectually interesting and fun but somewhat detached. Judith wants to relate to her readers and so tends to be more empathic and emotional, sympathetic and resonant; she wrote everything that is self-revealing in this book.. She also prefers to present case histories and offer therapeutic suggestions and interpretations, whereas David prefers to discuss theory or animals. Overall, David likes to discourse on general principles. The patterns of adultery and violence he describes on these pages, for example, are the practices and patterns of animal and human societies all over the world. It is not that David can’t be empathic or intuitive or self-disclosing or that Judith can’t quote data and abstract theory or maintain interpersonal boundaries; rather, we tend to look at life differently, and some of that difference exists because we are male and female.

We also experience work differently. In his studies of animal behavior, David has spent thousands of hours with binoculars watching species as varied as bluebirds and bears, trying to be as unobtrusive as possible. His working concept of an experiment rarely interferes with the lives of his subjects, and he seeks to build general principles out of specific cases. In contrast, Judith as a clinical psychiatrist, works with individual patients, confronting such problems as adultery and domestic violence in the context of individual lives and families. She views each new patient as an experiment about to unfold, a relationship in the making. Her goal as a clinician is to interfere, to have a positive impact on someone else’s life. Her thinking tends to be the inverse of David’s: she begins with general principles of psychiatry and medicine and applies them to the individual circumstances of each patient.

When, on the lecture circuit, a questioner disagrees with us, Judith tends to think, “We must have been unclear in our presentation,” whereas David is likely to wonder why the questioner is so obtuse or, if persistent, such a jerk. Judith tends to question, David to argue. On his own, David would make this a popular science book; on her own, Judith would write a self-help book. We find it a rather humorous irony that despite our scholarly degrees and feminist politics, our actual behaviors fall into rather predictable stereotypes. Maybe our joint effort will both amuse and console.

As a husband-wife team, we have brought our own perspectives to the subject at hand and are convinced that by collaborating in this way, we can offer our readers a more creative synthesis and a more enlightening view of gender differences than would be possible had either one of us authored this volume alone. The upshot is a controversial view of human beings and their sexuality. We gratefully acknowledge our reliance on the pioneering work of many biologists, some of whom worked mainly in the realm of theory and others who spent many hundreds of hours observing the behavior of animals as well as human beings. Sometimes we cite them by name in the text; at other times, in the endnotes. In nearly all cases, they did the scientific heavy lifting. We merely point out connections and—we hope—convey the results in an accessible way to our readers, nearly all of whom we assume are non-scientists.

Some readers will dismiss this approach outright because it gives a scientific—moreover, a Darwinian—rather than a theological explanation for human nature. Anyone who believes, perhaps for religious reasons, that biology and animal behavior have nothing to do with our own species might as well stop here. We are no more inclined to dispute evolution versus creationism than we are inclined to argue with members of the Flat Earth Society. Instead, we present a fresh interpretation of sex and sex differences based on evolutionary biology, and we assume our readers are open-minded and curious enough to give it a try.

We have included some case histories to emphasize that the issues we discuss are not purely theoretical and to demonstrate how biology can help make sense of life’s day-to-day experiences. These cases are true in that each one happened to a real person, but names have, of course, been changed, along with minor details, and often several stories have been amalgamated into one. Although we make some value judgments---about violence, for example—they are clearly our own, and we do not presume to tell anyone what to do or how to be. Indeed, we expect that many of our readers will disagree from time to time with what we say. Our hope is that the facts and theories we present will help each reader of this book to choose his or her course in life, armed with insights and information and prepared to live and let live with all the freedom human beings can muster.


DAVID P. BARASH, PH.D
JUDITH EVE LIPTON, M.D.
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CHAPTER 1
Differences

THERE IS GRANDEUR in this view of life. . . . Whilst this planet has gone cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most wonderful have been and are being evolved.

— Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species

We are here to make sense of sex differences: what they are, how they came to be, why they are important, and what they mean to our everyday lives. All people have sex on the mind, in the brain, and in the body. Whether expressed as a physical experience, an emotional attraction, or gender differences, sex pervades our daily lives. True, people do nonsexual things such as “surf” the Internet, dream up religions and weapons of mass destruction, perform neurosurgery, and write advertising jingles and books about button collecting and computer programming. Sex is not the only thing people think about or do.

But even the Internet, Madison Avenue, and the publishing world, not to mention religion, medicine, and the military, devote prodigious time and space to sex. From the cradle to the grave, whether male or female, heterosexual, homosexual, or bisexual, everyone has sexual experiences of one kind or another. No one is truly asexual: persons with childhood autism still go through puberty, individuals who have been castrated for cultural or medical reasons still have gender identity, and even the avowedly celibate must contend with sexual yearnings.

Very few people, however, are entirely comfortable with sex. Although sexual intercourse itself is something of a learned skill, the relationships leading up to it are even more difficult. Men and women worry about finding a mate, about being attractive to him or her, about having to compete with others seeking the same goal. Courtships go awry; encounters with both opposite-sex and same-sex people are frequently charged with an unaccountable energy, relationships often fall prey to miscommunication and distrust. And so our ability to compete with others, to find and hold mates, and even to function normally is constantly tested, just as all men and women constantly evaluate and reevaluate themselves and one another—not just as people but as men and women.

Moreover, sex—by which we mean not only the act itself but also sex as it applies to gender-specific behaviors—has an impact on almost every aspect of human existence: intellectual abilities, childrearing, propensity for violence. Even those among us who are not obsessed by sex in its more obvious or prurient forms are deeply and almost constantly aware of sex differences as demonstrated by the simple dichotomy of boys and girls, men and women. Is that surprising? After all, from the moment of birth, when the nurse or doctor utters the portentous “It’s a girl” or “It’s a boy,” each of us is unambiguously assigned to one category or the other. When it comes to gender, there is very little “in between.” From the chromosomes in every human cell to the preoccupations of every human life, the world is cleft in two: male and female. “As different,” we sometimes say of two things that are clearly distinct, “as night and day.”

But just as night and day blend seamlessly into each other, there are some ambiguous cases of sex differences, notably transvestites and transsexuals and even a few hermaphrodites. Because they are so spectacularly unusual, exceptional cases of this sort receive disproportionate attention, whether in movies like The Crying Game or Broadway plays such as Victor/Victoria. But don’t be misled: such gender bending is extremely rare and does not detract from the overwhelming, commonsense fact that sex differences are not only important but real.

Indeed, human beings are probably more aware of the difference between male and female than of any other distinction in the natural or human-made world. We may, on occasion, have a hard time recalling our telephone number or zip code, but anyone capable of communicating can state his or her gender. And although many of us forget— almost instantly—the name of someone we have just met, just as we may also forget the color of his or her eyes, how he or she was dressed, and so forth, we are unlikely to forget whether he or she was a he or a she. Overall, it is difficult to name anything that is more taken for granted than sex differences. Among the more obvious facets of our lives, few things have been analyzed more and yet understood less than what it means to be male or female. To paraphrase Winston Churchill, never have so many been so concerned about something they understand so little.

In our dealings with students, patients, and lecture audiences, we are often asked by women, “Why does my boyfriend want sex more often than I do?” Men ask, “What does my girlfriend mean when she complains that I don’t communicate enough with her?” And everyone asks, “Why are men so often violent?” and “Do women think differently from men?” In fact, Judith’s office is flooded with patients hoping to resolve gender-related conflicts, people whose sexual lives are fraught with difficulty and frustration. There is the mother who is dismayed by how difficult it is to raise nonsexist children: her daughter prefers to play house, and her son insists on playing soldiers even if he has to line up the forks and spoons to do so. There is the upwardly mobile career woman who fears that her growing assertiveness will turn men off; the recently married man who loves his wife but finds himself attracted to sexy co-workers; the lawyer whose husband dismisses his casual extramarital encounters as “no big deal”; the man who assaults his wife when he discovers that she’s been unfaithful. Smart women and men ask why they have selected poor mates and vow to do better next time but haven’t a clue as to how to go about it.

The fact that sexual activity is highly desired despite its difficulty and frustration suggests that sex ranks high among the priorities of our species. Consider how much time human beings spend seeking the ideal mate, holding on to tumultuous relationships, and grooming their bodies to appeal to the opposite sex—not to mention the emotional and physical energy invested in courtships that go awry or the anguish suffered as a result of miscommunication with one’s partner. And who has not felt the pain of rejection? Yet most of us pick up and carry on, determined to continue the quest for a satisfying sexual relationship.

Our goal in writing this book is not to tell our readers how to have better sex lives, more successful courtships, or sharper communication skills—at least, not in so many words. Rather, we intend to examine fundamental distinctions between males and females and to suggest a unifying biological basis for those differences, thus helping to demystify an important part of our universe and ourselves.

Because sex-specific behaviors are expressed by the simplest life-forms as well as the most sophisticated, we talk a lot about animals on these pages—not only the birds and the bees but also elephant seals, hyenas, lions, worms, and fishes. We do so in graphic detail because we believe that by closely examining the sexuality of other species we can learn a lot about our own behavior: in particular, why we do the things we do.

In a genuine sense we are all animals, genetically connected to one another through an ancient lineage of species, an intricate web that extends back to the primordial ooze from which life sprang almost 4 billion years ago. Since the birth of the earliest cells, evolution has organized the fabric of life, weaving together nature’s warp and woof into a remarkably graceful pattern of history, hardware, and happenstance. Like atomic theory, which provides a unifying basis for understanding chemistry, physics, and biology, evolutionary theory provides a unifying basis for understanding the profusion of life on earth, from paramecia to people. Not only do we physically share our planet with a buzzing, blooming profusion of living things, but we are also genetically linked to our fellow inhabitants, connected to them through an ancient and intricate evolutionary past. Biology looms large in this book because it looms large in all living organisms. As University of Texas psychologist Delbert Thiessen put it, “We do not walk through nature; nature walks through us.”

Evidence that biology scripts the human species can also be found by looking to the field of anthropology. Just consider the panorama of human cultural diversity in all its wild and woolly manifestations, from New Guinea highlanders to Lapland reindeer herders to Polynesian fishermen to Afghan pastoralists to Manhattan stockbrokers, and it is easy to build a prima facie case for the organizing and underlying role of biology. Among such an incredible variety of cultures, all with vastly different patterns of social learning, technological development, religious tradition, historical background, and so forth, one common thread emerges: the biological nature of Homo sapiens and what it means to be male or female. As we shall see, some societies minimize the difference between the sexes; others—perhaps the majority— exaggerate them. But the differences are never reversed, and thus evidence mounts in favor of a biological common denominator.

Just as ecologists have come to appreciate that all things are connected, evolutionary biologists, too, are starting to recognize previously unsuspected connections between “pure biology,” such as eggs and sperm, and the various complex roles and elaborate social “facts” that make up our daily lives. Gametes and gonads, genes and gender all work together to produce sex differences, not only among human beings but among all living things.

Yet the biological pull on our beings is often overlooked; indeed most people are blissfully unaware of the full extent to which biology affects their lives. One recent study of human sperm count attests to the subtle influence of biology. As part of the experiment, ten sexually active couples were physically separated from their partners for various periods of time (during which they remained celibate) and then reunited. When they resumed their sexual relations, the number of sperm in the ejaculate of each man increased in relation to the length of time since previous intercourse. Such findings are not in themselves surprising: sexual abstention is known to raise sperm levels on resumption of intercourse. But noteworthy is the fact that no such increase occurred in ejaculate obtained through masturbation after identical periods of abstinence.

Apparently, there exists a factor—hidden and previously unrecognized—that results in greater sperm production or transfer during sexual intercourse than when fertilization is not a possibility. Although the mechanism remains unknown, the phenomenon makes evolutionary sense. Why waste sperm (which take energy to produce) when no offspring are in the offing? We cite the foregoing example not because it is overwhelmingly important in itself but because it helps reveal how even Homo sapiens—smartest of all animals—can be influenced by evolutionary pressures without having the slightest idea that anything of the sort is going on.

For those inclined to denounce a biological approach to understanding male-female differences as sexist, we hope to reveal that if anything, sexism comes from culture, not from biology per se. Social learning and cultural traditions can magnify or suppress sex differences in human beings by rewarding certain behaviors and condemning others, as well as by providing models and expectations for ways in which boys and girls ought to behave. But they no more create those basic differences, any more than they create the basic biology of maleness and femaleness. Society is responsible for establishing sexist social roles and expectations (what are traditionally called gender differences). But it is evolution that makes for sex differences, the basic, organic, genetically inspired biological distinctions between women and men.

When we lecture on male-female differences in sexual style and motivation, we are often confronted by members of the audience who triumphantly maintain that we must be wrong. Why? Because they know a man, for example, who is altogether nonaggressive or sexually reticent, or a woman with a killer instinct or whose libido has her chasing every male in town. The generalizations in this book are just that: generalizations. A generalization, by definition, applies to the majority within a population, allowing plenty of room for individual exceptions. It is perfectly true, for example, that men generally weigh more than women. This does not mean that there aren’t some small men and large women; it simply means that at the level of the population, the weight of a randomly chosen man will usually exceed that of a randomly chosen woman.

As we make generalizations throughout this book—about sexual inclinations, parental tendencies, aggressiveness, and so forth—please keep this simple body-weight example in mind. Thus, when we point out that men are more likely than women to become sexually aroused by simple visual images, we are not claiming this to be true without exception. We are not proven wrong simply because some men are indifferent to Playboy centerfolds and some women are turned on by posters of Antonio Banderas. Rather, we are talking about general and widespread tendencies, no different in principle from other male-female distinctions that are universally accepted, such as body weight, vocal range, number of hair follicles, and the like.

We do not intend to be judgmental and have tried to steer clear of declaring certain behaviors good or bad. If, again, men are more aroused than women by nude photographs, does this mean they are more barbaric or primitive, unable to distinguish image from reality, or less loving? Or that women are sexually repressed, inhibited, or otherwise defective? Neither. It simply suggests that natural selection has created different behavioral inclinations.

As with so many difficult questions concerning human beings, it may be impossible to prove absolutely that biology exerts a powerful pull on our personas. But we think this book makes a strong case for that assertion, one that will help our readers to make sense of sex and sex differences and, in the process, to better understand their lives. Furthermore, we hope that the insights we offer into the complexities of human behavior and the evolutionary roots of maleness and femaleness will help increase readers’ sensitivity to their fellow human beings. We aim to assist the reader in acquiring self-knowledge and also to demystify the opposite sex—those crucial others with whom each of us shares so much and yet who are often so infuriatingly and fascinatingly different. 




CHAPTER 2
Biological Roots

DESCENDED FROM MONKEYS? My dear, let us hope it isn’t true! But if it is true, let us hope that it doesn’t become widely known!

— wife of the Bishop of Worcester, 1860, on being told of the scandalous work of Charles Darwin

“Biological differences between men and women?” some of our readers might well exclaim today. “Let us hope it isn’t true!” But there is every reason to think that it is true and, furthermore, every reason to suspect that evolution has had a strong hand in producing those differences.

The reader eager to harvest an instant armload of glib, quick-and-easy generalizations about men and women will not find them in this chapter. We do talk a lot about human beings, but we also present a lot of theory as well as factual information about other species. It turns out that the myriad ways in which human beings go about their sexual lives—from courtship to mating to parenting to interacting with those of the same sex— very much mirror what thousands of scientists working for many years have seen in other species.

As an evolutionary biologist and a physician, we are not alone in seeking to enhance human self-understanding by paying careful attention to other living things. Neurophysiologists learn a great deal about human brain function, for example, by studying the oversized nerve cells of the giant squid. Geneticists hone their understanding of DNA by tracking the genetic vagaries of the lowly intestinal bacterium E. coli. Hardly any living things are as far removed behaviorally from human beings as giant squid or intestinal bacteria, and no reputable scientist would argue that we should extrapolate directly from either to Homo sapiens. What we can do, however—and what ethologists, sociobiologists, behavioral ecologists, evolutionary psychologists, call them what you will, have been doing for several decades now—is to look carefully at bacteria, and squid, flycatchers, and elephant seals, as well as anything else that catches the eye and stimulates the mind, in an attempt to discern some of the underlying rules that govern life. Just as biologists have studied other living things to reveal how neurons communicate and how DNA replicates, in this book we shall examine other creatures to see how evolution works to make males and females.

In this chapter, we also grapple with issues most people take for granted, delving into why sex evolved in the first place and why the sexual world is divided into two instead of three, four, or any other number of sexes. Most important, we look at how these events set the stage for male-female differences, differences that are frequently distilled into such quips as “Oh, that’s just like a woman” or “It’s a guy thing.” The rest of the book, in which we consider specific arenas of male-female differences—sex, violence, parenting, childhood, and so forth— builds on the ideas presented here.


The Power of Evolution

Human beings are far from biological automatons. We have free will. We do want what we want, within societal constraints. And yet at the same time, we are influenced by many factors, including our biological heritage. At least in part, we behave as we do—not consciously, but on a deeper, more instinctual level—because some sex-specific behaviors have been rewarded by the forces of evolution. In other words, men tend to behave in certain ways and women in others because in the distant past, their sex-specific behaviors gave them an evolutionary advantage. The process by which distinctive male-female behaviors arose is an important part of evolution by natural selection.

Simply put, evolution favors any genetically determined trait— whether behavioral, structural, physiological, or psychological—that leads to more offspring, who in turn pass on those traits to the next generation. For example, a man who is especially attractive to women is more likely to reproduce than one who is not. Thus, more of his genes are likely to be projected into the future and to become more numerous in succeeding generations. It’s as simple as that. There is no willful agency or grand plan; natural selection is simply the result of fortune, in which the winners are those individuals or genes that are most reproductively successful. (By way of comparison, artificial selection occurs when humans breed plants or animals deliberately to promote various traits, whether the huge size and docile disposition of the St. Bernard or the durability of the standard grocery store tomato.) Either way, the fact that some individuals and their genes do better than others translates into something of importance.

Individuals who produce lots of offspring, who in turn produce lots of offspring, and so on from generation to generation, are said to be more biologically or reproductively “fit” than their competitors. Biological fitness—not to be confused with physical fitness—is measured in terms of reproduction and generations. One way to think about the concept is to compare two couples. A man and woman who produce four children but lose three of them during childhood end up having lower biological fitness than a couple with two children who both survive and produce children of their own. This would be true even if the first couple were Olympic athletes or lived to be 100, or if the second couple died young. All that counts in biological fitness is the number of genetic copies—generally, offspring—that survive over many generations. The implications for human sexual behavior are immense.

In practical terms, evolution should favor—to a degree—individuals with strong sex drives. People who had sexual intercourse the most frequently and successfully would tend to have the most offspring (especially in the days before birth control). In turn, the offspring would probably inherit a strong sex drive and would themselves have more offspring, and so on, until most people in the population had robust sex drives. By contrast, those with lagging libidos would probably be comparably sluggish in passing genes on to subsequent generations and would therefore be less represented in each passing generation.

Indeed, sex seems to be a central force in the lives of most animals. Teenage boys, on average, are said to think about sex once every three minutes; aging women may spend enormous amounts of money and time trying to hold on to their younger, sexier selves; and impotent men often go to great lengths to restore their virility. Why all the emphasis on our sexual beings? The question is particularly relevant in light of the enormous price tag affixed to sex—for as we shall see, sex is expensive, and not just in dollars and cents.



Why Sex?

Sex remains one of the great mysteries of evolution; even today, biologists do not know precisely why it evolved. “Is sex necessary?” inquired James Thurber and E. B. White in a delightful book by that title. The answer—strictly speaking—is a definite no.

A number of species have dispensed with sex altogether. Many single-celled organisms—bacteria, amoebas, and so on—procreate simply by splitting in two. Some plants, such as strawberries, send out runners. Other species have lifestyles that rival science fiction. For example, the hydra, a sedentary relative of the jellyfish, reproduces by budding: a miniature hydra sprouts forth and then breaks off from its parent. (Imagine an analogous situation in human beings, with women giving birth by growing their babies as external appendages!) Still other animals, including some insects and even a vertebrate or two reproduce by a process called parthenogenesis, in which eggs develop without being fertilized. Among certain species of whip-tailed lizard, for example, females lay fertile eggs without the benefit of sex or sperm. Interestingly, female whip-tails sometimes take turns performing the male role in courtship, which encourages the partner to produce more eggs. And yet, in all these cases of so-called asexual reproduction, there is no mingling of the flesh, no exchange of bodily fluids, no mixing of genes; in short, no sex.

For humans and most other animals, however, sex is a requirement of life; without sex, our species would come to a crashing halt. Of course, sex in the colloquial sense of having intercourse isn’t necessary for making babies. Women can become pregnant via artificial insemination or in vitro fertilization, but biologically each of these women is “having sex” nonetheless. Indeed, we are programmed by our evolutionary past to seek sex, to revel in its sensory aspects, and to engage in it frequently, certainly more than is needed to reproduce. Although some people have sex to make a baby or because of pressure from their partner to do so, most of us have sex because it feels good. Why?

Physical and emotional intimacy, touching and being touched, excitation, ejaculation, orgasm: all are rewarding in themselves. But this explanation provides only a partial answer. Like eating in response to hunger, the drive and pleasures of sex are “proximate mechanisms” providing us with an immediate reward and thereby ensuring that we do those things that lead to an ultimate evolutionary payoff. But why does sex enjoy such favored status in our lives? What gives ultimate direction to our erotic inclinations?

Ultimately, the answer has to do with diversity. Sex spins forth diversity. Without sex, individuals would be exact replicas of the parent who produced them: rather than carrying half the genes of one parent and half of the other, our descendants would have 100 percent of our genes. Put another way, an individual who reproduced sexually would have to bear twice as many children to keep up with someone who cloned herself asexually. Sex therefore automatically carries with it a heavy genetic cost: it dilutes an individual’s genetic legacy by 50 percent.

At first glance, giving rise to offspring identical to oneself might sound rather attractive—at least to those of us who are fairly happy with our genetic lot in life. All the recent hubbub over Dolly, Ian Wilmut’s cloned sheep, is a good indicator of how deeply fascinated humans are with the not-so-surreal possibility of someday creating a genetically identical self. Short of discovering the fountain of eternal youth, what could be closer to achieving immortality, either for oneself or for a loved one? Apart from narcissism, in a world governed by natural selection, wouldn’t self-replication be favored because it allows 100 percent of one’s genes to be passed on to one’s offspring, rather than only half?

Not really. The key is that life is never static. The environment in which we live is ever changing, and asexual reproduction offers little protection in such a continuously shifting world. Picture an individual superbly adapted to its natural setting—a mottled green-and-yellow frog, perhaps—whose exquisite pattern of coloration provides perfect camouflage amid the mixed rushes and cattails of its watery habitat. But if the climate shifts—as it inevitably will—and the rushes give way to grass, the frog’s identical descendants will find themselves exposed to the watchful eyes of predators. And so a population of identical frogs might all be eaten, whereas among a crowd of genetically different frogs, the chances are that one or more would have enough green to be camouflaged among the grass and would prosper.

In human terms, the value of genetic diversity becomes apparent whenever a few people squeak by in a deadly epidemic or a natural catastrophe. Some survival may be circumstantial, but much of it can be attributed to genetic variability. Indeed, some biologists think that sex evolved as a way of producing moving (that is, constantly changing) targets, which are more difficult for parasites and disease organisms to hit.

Genetic variation is analogous to a lottery. Rather than buy ten lottery tickets with the same number, it behooves the prudent gambler to purchase ten tickets each with a different number, thus increasing tenfold his or her chances of winning. In the same way, it seems foolish to put all one’s reproductive eggs in a single basket. By investing in genetically different offspring, one is more likely to end up with at least a few winners in the lottery of life.

Regardless of its evolutionary rationale and whether it is necessary or unnecessary, adaptive or maladaptive, sex remains central in the lives of most human beings. The fact that it looms so large suggests that its biological roots run deep. But, as we shall see, teasing apart those roots and coming to a better understanding of the toll sex takes—especially on women—can help us better understand our own lives: why, for example, women are more hesitant than men about jumping into bed. Overall, without sex, life might be less fun, but it would also be safer and more predictable, at least in the short term.



The Cost of Sex

Leaving aside the risks of pregnancy and childbirth, sexual reproduction by no means guarantees a happy outcome for those who engage in it. Rather, it is fraught with problems, posing significant risks to both males and females.

To begin with, sexual reproduction requires a mate. Most humans will acknowledge that the search, at least the search for a permanent mate, can be frustrating and prolonged, riddled with false leads and inappropriate choices. But the process may be especially difficult for an endangered species whose few remaining members are widely scattered. In such cases, finding a mate—any mate—becomes downright desperate. The situation reminds us of our favorite imaginary creature, Arnold, the sad Long-Necked Preposterous, from Shel Silverstein’s hilarious children’s book Don’t Bump the Glump! Poor Arnold spends his days “looking around for a female Long-Necked Preposterous. But there aren’t any.” Individuals who could reproduce on their own not only would avoid Arnold’s dilemma but also would have a leg up in the race against extinction.

In addition, sexual reproduction operates much like a game of roulette. When the wheel is spun—and for females, the cost of spinning is especially high—there is no guaranteed outcome. Common lore has it that the famous and beautiful dancer Isadora Duncan once propositioned crusty old George Bernard Shaw, suggesting that with her looks and his brains they would have a most splendid child. Shaw sagely rejected Duncan, pointing out that it was equally possible that their child would have his looks and her brains. In fact, it is even more probable that Duncan and Shaw would have produced a rather average child, neither as verbally brilliant as Shaw nor as physically talented as Duncan. This so-called regression to the mean might well have disappointed both parents, each of whom would have hoped for a child possessing their better traits.

Not only does sexual reproduction offer no guarantee as to which genes will end up in which child, but it also chooses genes randomly from each parent and then rearranges them to yield each new individual. As all parents know, there is nothing predictable about having children; a man hoping for a son who looks just like him can just as easily end up with a son who resembles his maternal grandfather and has the personality of his mother.

Reproductive roulette can also create genetic nightmares. Consider the anguish of parents whose children are diagnosed with genetic disorders such as cystic fibrosis and sickle-cell anemia. In a way, modern technology adds to their misery by making it possible to pinpoint the source of a biologically inherited disorder and thus place genetic blame on the carrier of the disease. In fact, parents of children who have inherited a serious genetic illness from the other parent often express simmering resentment toward the spouse.

Judith has seen these emotions poignantly expressed by her patient Christina, a brilliant young medical scientist. Christina’s son, Chris, has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). She believes—correctly, it appears—that Chris inherited this illness from his father, who has struggled with it all his life. Jerry, Christina’s husband, is a gifted musician who didn’t do well in school because of poor work and study habits. He is messy to a fault, impatient, and impulsive. Even Jerry’s band barely puts up with his lateness and unpredictability, but his compositions are so vital and brilliant that his fellow musicians reluctantly tolerate his eccentricity. Christina loves Jerry for his energy and devotion but pays a big price for this love. Not only does she work full-time to bring in a steady income; she is also the only person in the household who organizes closets, does the cooking, and handles the family finances. Jerry daydreams at his synthesizer while Christina makes beds and unpacks groceries.

Chris is an extraordinarily bright boy, but because of his illness he needs an enormous amount of time and attention. Christina faces a dilemma: how much energy, how many hours in the day should she invest in herself and her own career and how many in her son? Should she try for a second child, hoping that the experience will be more gratifying than the first but knowing that she runs the risk of having two children with ADHD? As she considers her options, she confronts her anger that she mated with someone with a genetic disorder and as a result, the child she loves is impaired and her own life is heavily burdened.

Another sobering fact of sex is that women physically pay a high price, far higher than men, if only because during intercourse the woman is alone with someone who is usually bigger, as well as temporarily crazier, than she is. The human female may entice, solicit, and even initiate sexual intercourse, but during the act she submits to having her body penetrated by someone who is generally stronger and also more fervent. (We haven’t yet mentioned the heaviest and most portentous costs of sexual intercourse, which fall entirely on women: pregnancy and childbirth.)

Among humans, rough sex can vary from petty inconsiderateness and thoughtlessness to rape and overtly sadistic practices; in any event, the victim is almost inevitably on the receiving end of the phallus. Men are rarely injured by intercourse. Other than an occasional myocardial infarction during orgasm or minor muscular twitches, intercourse for men is, on the whole, far more pleasure than pain.

Even in high-quality, emotionally intimate relationships, women are prone to urinary tract infections and what is clinically called dyspareunia, or pain during intercourse. Few heterosexually active women do not at least occasionally submit to undesired sex, putting up with unwanted exertion or even discomfort or physical pain rather than disappointing or negotiating with their partners.

Judith recalls the anguish in a patient’s voice as she described what amounted to date rape. The young woman had willingly gone for an evening stroll along a beach with an attractive man; had eagerly cuddled with him, sharing a bottle of wine as they watched the moon rise over the ocean. What started as consensual sex then turned violent. The next day he apologized profusely and asked her to give him another chance. Not only did she suffer physically from the encounter, but she was also mentally bruised and emotionally confused. Had it been her fault? She had knowingly flirted with the man and had happily gone with him to a secluded part of the beach, let herself get drunk, and initially agreed to have sex. Or was he to blame? He had chosen the secluded location, plied her with wine, and then ignored her cries to stop when he became violent. Could he truly be sorry for what he claimed was a one-time loss of control and never do anything like it again? Should she give him a second chance, as he was begging her to do?

Conversely, in some animal species the sex act may be riskiest for the male, although such cases are relatively rare. The most dramatic examples involve certain spiders and preying mantises in which the female eats her mate during copulation. Among some fireflies, females mimic the flash patterns of other firefly species; when a male lands next to one of these femme fatales expecting to mate, she eats him. And rough, if not lethal, sex is characteristic of many vertebrates, including members of the cat and weasel families. Horses, too, often bite or kick one another as part of mating.

In addition, sex can lead to increased mortality by exposing a mating pair to predators. All the calling, singing, roaring, prancing, posturing, dancing, billing, cooing, leaping, and fluttering that so occupies lovers among insects, fish, reptiles, birds, and mammals sends a strong signal to their enemies.
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