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There is no “natural” human sexuality. This is not to say that our sexual feelings are
“unnatural” but that whatever feelings and activities our society interprets as sexual
are channeled from birth into socially acceptable forms of expression. '
Western thinking about sexuality is based on the Christian equation of sexua!xty
with sin, which must be redeemed through making babies. To fulfill the Christian
mandate, sexuality must be intended for procreation, and thus all forms of sexual
expression and enjoyment other than heterosexuality are invalidated. Actually, for
most Christians nowadays just plain heterosexuality will do, irrespective of whether
it is intended to generate offspring. ‘
These ideas about sexuality set up a major contradiction in what we tell chil-
dren about sex and procreation. We teach them that sex and sexuality are about
becoming mommies and daddies and warn them not to explore sex by ﬂ’lffm—
selves or with playmates of either sex until they are old enough to have bai?les.
Then, when they reach adolescence and the entire culture pressures them into
heterosexual activity, whether they themselves feel ready for it or not, the more
“enlightened” among us tell them how to be sexually (meaning heterosexually)
active without having babies. Surprise: It doesn’t work very well. Teenagers do not
act “responsibly” —teenage pregnancies and abortions are on the rise and teenage
fathers do not acknowledge and support their partners and babies. Somex?rhere
we forget that we have been telling lies. Sexuality and procreation are not linked
in societies like ours. On the contrary, we expect youngsters to be heterosexually
active from their teens on but to put off having children until they are economi-
cally independent and married, and even then to have only two or, at most, three
children. .
Other contradictions: This society, on the whole, accepts Freud’s assumption
that children are sexual beings from birth and that society channels their polymor-
phously perverse childhood sexuality into the accepted forms. Yet we expect our
children to be asexual. We raise girls and boys together more than is done in many
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societies while insisting that they must not explore their own or each other's sexual
parts or feelings.

What if we acknowledged the separation of sexuality from procreation and
encouraged our children to express themselves sexually if they were so inclined?
What if we, further, encouraged them to explore their own bodies as well as those
of friends of the same and the other sex when they felt like it? They might then be
able to feel at home with their sexuality, have some sense of their own and other
people’s sexual needs, and know how to talk about sexuality and procreation with
their friends and sexual partners before their ability to procreate becornes an issue
for them. In this age of AIDS and other serious sexually transmitted infections, such
a course of action seems like essential preventive hygiene. Without the embarrass-
ment of unexplored and unacknowledged sexual needs, contraceptive needs would
be much easier to confront when they arise. So, of course, would same-sex love
relationships.

Such a more open and accepting approach to sexuality would make life easier
for children and adolescents of either sex, but it would be especially advantageous
for girls. When a boy discovers his penis as an organ of pleasure, it is the same
organ he is taught about as his organ of procreation. A girl exploring her pleasur-
able sensations finds her clitoris, but when she is taught about making babies, she
hears about the functions of the vagina in sex and birthing. Usually, the clitoris
goes unmentioned, and she doesn’t even learn its name until much later. Therefore
for boys there is an obvious link between procreation and their own pleasurable,
erotic explorations; for most girls, there isn't.

Individual Sexual Scripts

Each of us writes our own sexual script out of the range of our experiences. None
of this script is inborn or biologically given. We construct it out of our diverse life
situations, limited by what we are taught or what we can imagine to be permis-
sible and correct. There is no unique female sexual experience, no male sexual
experience, no unique heterosexual, lesbian, or gay male experience. We take
the experiences of different people and sort and lump them according to socially
significant categories. When I hear generalizations about the sexual experience of
some particular group, exceptions immediately come to mind. Except that I refuse
to call them exceptions: They are part of the range of our sexual experiences. Of
course, the similar circumstances in which members of a particular group find
themselves will give rise to group similarities. But we tend to exaggerate them when
we go looking for similarities within groups or differences between them.

This exaggeration is easy to see when we look at the dichotomy between “the
heterosexual” and “the homosexual.” The concept of “the homosexual,” along with
many other human typologies, originated toward the end of the nineteenth century.
Certain kinds of behavior stopped being attributed to particular persons and came
to define them. A person who had sexual relations with someone of the same sex
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became a certain kind of person, a “homosexual”; a person who had sexual relations
with people of the other sex, a different kind, a “heterosexual.”

This way of categorizing people obscured the hitherto accepted fact that many
people do not have sexual relations exclusively with persons of one or the other
sex. (None of us has sex with a kind of person; we have sex with a person.) This
categorization created the stereotypes that were popularized by the sex reformers,
such as Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter, who biologized the “difference.”
“The homosexual” became a person who is different by nature and therefore should
not be made responsible for his or her so-called deviance. This definition served the
purpose of the reformers (although the laws have been slow to change), but it turned
same-sex love into a medical problem to be treated by doctors rather than punished
by judges—an improvement, perhaps, but not acceptance or liberation. . . .

Toward a Nondeterministic Model of Sexuality

... Some gay men and lesbians feel that they were born “different” and have always
been homosexual. They recall feeling strongly attracted to members of their own
sex when they were children and adolescents. But many women who live with men
and think of themselves as heterosexual also had strong affective and erotic ties to
girls and women while they were growing up. If they were now in loving relation-
ships with women, they might look back on their earlier loves as proof that they
were always lesbians. But if they are now involved with men, they may be tempted
to devalue their former feelings as “puppy love” or “crushes.” :

Even within the preferred sex, most of us feel a greater affinity for certain “types”
than for others. Not any man or womnan will do. No one has seriously suggested that
something in our innate makeup makes s light up in the presence of only certain
women or men. We would think it absurd to look to hormone levels or any other
simplistic biological cause for our preference for a specific “type” within a sex. In
fact, scientists rarely bother to ask what in our psychosocial experience shapes these
kinds of tastes and preferences. We assume it must have something to do with our
relationship to our parents or with other experiences, but we do not probe deeply
unless people prefer the “wrong” sex. Then, suddenly, scientists begin to look for
specific causes.

Because of our recent history and political experiences, feminists tend to reject
simplistic, causal models of how our sexuality develops. Many women who have
thought of themselves as heterosexual for much of their life and who have been
married and have had children have fallen in love with a woman (or women) when
they have had the opportunity to rethink, refeel, and restructure their lives.

The society in which we live channels, guides, and limits our imagination in
sexual as well as other matters. Why some of us give ourselves permission to love
people of our own sex whereas others cannot even imagine doing so is an interest-
ing question. But I do not think it will be answered by measuring our hormone
levels or by trying to unearth our earliest affectional ties. As women begin to speak
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fn‘:ely about our sexual experiences, we are getting a varied range of information
1N1th which we can reexamine, reevaluate, and change ourselves. Lately, increas-
ing numbers of women have begun to acknowledge their “bisexuality”:-the fact
f”.hat they can love women and men in succession or simultaneously. People fall
in love with individuals, not with a sex. Gender need not be a significant factor in
our choice, although for some of us it may be.



