Human Sexuality

Overview

Sexuality is a complex and fascinating subject. People teach entire courses on sub-sections of this topic! In addition to the obvious topics of reproduction, sexual behaviors, and sexually transmitted infections, there are a number of topics that are less discussed, but perhaps even more important in daily life. This section is intended to help you, the student, better understand a few of those topics, specifically  the relationship between sex and gender, as well as gender roles, the “gray area” between the “traditional” two genders/sexes, sexual orientation, and relationship topics.

What this Section Contains

This section contains information on some categories you probably thought were simple, easy, and no worries. Specifically, this section contains information on Sex and Gender, as well as transgender. There is a separate document in this section on sexual orientation from the American Psychological Association, as well as links to documents on transgender and other forms of gender.

Sex and Gender

Sex

You might think that “sex” is easy to define, but think again. It can refer to chromosomes (XY and XX), genital structures, be a generic term defining people, the act of sexual intercourse, or many of the aspects of a relationship. After all, “intercourse” means, “connection or dealings with individuals or groups” and further, “especially dealing with thoughts or feelings” (Merriam-Webster, Nd.), as well as referring to specific kinds of sexual contact. So even with what seems like a simple term, there’s a lot going on.

Gender

Gender is far more complex. According to Merriam-Webster, it is, “the behavioral, cultural, or psychological traits typically associated with one sex” (Merriam-Webster, N.d.). Basically, it is what you believe about how you should think, act, feel, and be, based on your sex. It is gender that has the more far-reaching implications. For instance, as soon as a baby’s sex is known, parents, family, friends, and others develop expectations about the baby’s behaviors, interests and even physical characteristics based on that sex. Adults will buy pink and frilly clothes for girls, and darker-colored clothes with sports designs on them for boys, even before birth! Research studies have indicated that gender affects perceptions of newborns- new parents who gaze on a newborn they think is a boy believe that boy to be stronger, more active, and better coordinated than when they look at the same newborn and believe the baby to be a girl. If they think the baby is a girl, (because the newborn is in a pink hat and blanket) they believe the newborn to be smaller, and quieter. 

Gender is one of the most fundamental aspects of our identities- it influences huge aspects of our lives, from career choice to hobbies to the way that one interacts with others, as well as some aspects of mental health. For example, research indicates that, due to the “strong and self-reliant” masculine stereotype, men tend to seek health care less often than women. As a result, women are more likely to have health problems caught early and treated more easily than men. This difference may help explain why women live longer than men, overall. There is also research that indicates that even at preschool age, parents encourage boys to take risks, and girls not to take risks, even when the boys and girls in question have the opposite inclination! The authors of the article suggest that this sort of gender socialization might encourage boys to be the wild risk-takers when they are older that parents pay for in their auto insurance rates. Even if there is a biological component to the risk taking, a socio-cultural component can add to (or diminish) the teen’s actual behavior. Further, some differences considered “biological” are themselves influenced by gender- boys are considered to be biologically advantaged at sports, but when both girls and boys play sports, they gain similar levels of skill (Yarber & Sayad, 2013). Boys, in general are larger than girls, which gives them advantages in playing sports, but that’s different from skill in sports.

Gender Roles

The concepts of gender and gender role are highly inter-related. Gender is the social construction of what it is to be male or female. Gender role is what operationalizes gender. It refers to the set of behaviors, rights and attitudes that society attributes to each sex (Yarber & Sayad, 2013). The research on gender differences really deals with differences in gender role, since it is the role we (and others) act out that creates the differences.

The most important concept about gender and gender role is that since it is rooted in culture, it can (and does) change. The female gender role has expanded substantially in the last ten or so years. More girls participate in sports, for instance. In addition, the vast majority of women in my face to face courses are, by the standards of the 1960s, in drag! They wear pants or shorts instead of skirts or dresses. Also since the 1970s, it has become more and more acceptable for women to work outside the home. Going back much further in history, in the early Christian church, it was women who were seen as the sexual aggressor (Tannahill, 1991) instead of men. Drawing from the biblical story of Adam and Eve, the woman was seen as the temptress, the one who seduced men into sin (Tannahill, 1991). There has been quite the change since then, with much research (Sayad & Yarber, 2013) as well as popular culture demonstrating how men are now seen as the aggressors. All of these show how gender roles have changed, and how they are not cast in stone but changeable!

More modern thinking recognizes even greater variety in both gender and gender role is possible. Sam Killerman is a writer and performer who blogs about gender, feminism, and similar issues. Look below for his “Genderbread person, v.2.0” (Killerman, 2012), from his blog, “It’s pronounced metrosexual.” In this case, the writers and bloggers are ahead of research. The Genderbread person is not a scientifically developed model, but it does suggest some of the variety and variation that are possible!


Image from: http://itspronouncedmetrosexual.com/2012/03/the-genderbread-person-v2-0/
Androgyny

Scientists see the mixing of gender roles as “androgyny,” which is a word made from the Greek words for male (“andro”) and female (“gyne”) and describes how people can have aspects of both what is considered masculine gender roles AND the feminine gender role as well. Killerman (2012) talks about being masculine, but also being “sensitive, kind and familial.” Researchers have explored this notion for years. One important point- it is not that masculine and feminine are opposite points on a continuum, so that to be more of one you have to be less of another, but rather that you can have aspects of both in your personality. Research indicates that while androgynous people have more difficulty with being teased as children, they tend to have better, more satisfying, and longer lasting relationships as adults.

Transgender

Transgender is one of the ultimate expressions of the idea that sex and gender are not simple. Transgender is the sense that a person’s birth gender is not the correct gender for them. This phenomenon powerfully demonstrates the potential for gender (and sexual) flexibility. However, never make the mistake that “flexibility” means that the person has a choice. A transgendered person feels intensely that her or his birth gender is incorrect, and it is fundamentally wrong for them. They ARE a man trapped in a woman’s body, or a woman trapped in a man’s. 

The “problem” such as it is with transgender is not mainly with the transgendered person, it is with societal and individual beliefs and mores about that transgendered person. So a transgendered person who is experiencing depression is less likely to be depressed about what they believe to be their true nature, but rather depressed about what their society tells them is "right," or the lack of acceptance from family, friends, the workplace, and so on. One obvious example is that sexual reassignment surgery (SRS), which is a surgery some transgendered folk undergo to make the genitals match their self-concept, is frequently not covered by insurance. The Human Rights Campaign has found twelve health care plans which cover SRS (HRC, N.d.), out of perhaps hundreds of plans out there. While the HRC’s list is not intended to be comprehensive, twelve is still a very small number of plans, and three of the twelve are state-specific plans. It seems clear that most folk will have to pay the roughly $20,000 cost on their own (TAW, 2005).

I have a number of links to help you explore this topic in more detail. First, click the link for the American Psychological Association’s fact sheet on transgender. That will give you a detailed overview of transgender. Second, I have for you below links to a series of videos from Milton Diamond, a noted researcher who studies the biological determinants of sexuality.

Milton Diamond videos
“Nature loves variety, unfortunately society hates it.”  -Diamond explains his famous quote.
Definition of transgender, transvestite, and transsexual – Diamond explains these terms! 
Gender Reassignment and the case of John/Joan – Diamond describes his perspective on a famous case. This case was the symbol of two competing explanations of how gender roles are acquired- John Money’s behaviorist view that it was all how they were raised, and Diamond’s view that biology did the heavy lifting. See how it turned out in this case, though note that one case does not prove that one view is the only correct view for everyone.
Sexual Orientation

Sexual Orientation is another topic that may seem simple, but is not at all simple. For instance, it’s not just about those with whom a person has sex. It involves a person’s emotional, romantic, and/or sexual attractions (APA, 2008). It also involves a person’s identity as well as behavior (APA, 2008), so someone might identify one way and behave in a different way. It is also not a set of polar opposites- instead it is a continuum along those dimensions.  So one person might be completely heterosexual in their romantic and sexual desires, but make more and deeper emotional connections with the same sex, which is different from someone whose desires run entirely to the other sex. Please note that the first example is the traditional way of relating in the US, particularly among women. This pattern, where women spend nearly all their time in the company of other women and men similarly with men, has held since Victorian times. For example, it has only been in the past decade or so that opposite-sex friendships have been accepted, though there are still those who would be jealous of their partner having an opposite-sex friend.  You can see this pattern in the way people tend to congregate at family gatherings or social events. The men generally gather together and talk about “masculine” things like sports, while the women gather together and talk about more “feminine” things, like family, more female-oriented media, and so on. While this is a common way that people relate, nothing says that it is good, right, or necessary. 

Biologist and Sexologist Alfred Kinsey identified a continuum of sexuality which placed people’s sexual experience on a continuum from 0 to 6, where 0 was exclusively heterosexual and 6 was exclusively homosexual (Kinsey Institute, 2014). Kinsey’s studies found that same-sex sexual experience was far more common than had been thought (Kinsey Institute, 2014).  While there are more modern ways of looking at sexual orientation, they still reflect Kinsey’s original conclusion from his data that orientation exists on a continuum, rather than the discrete categories most people would associate with sexual orientation- gay/lesbian or straight.

One of these more modern models is Michael Storms' (1980) model. Instead of a single continuum, he sees orientation as having two dimensions- homoeroticism and heteroeroticism (Storms, 1980). People who are strongly straight score highly on the heteroeroticism scale and low on the homoeroticism scale. Similarly, gays and lesbians score high on homoeroticism and have low scores on heteroeroticism. The big difference is with bisexuals, who score highly on both dimensions, and those who are asexual, who score low on both. Storms' model better fit his data than Kinsey's, which predicts moderate scores on both for bisexuals, and has no accommodation for those who are not interested in sex at all (Storms, 1980). Please see this link for Storms' original paper and his model.

There is a document on the book site that further describes sexual orientation- it is a brochure from the American Psychological Association on sexual orientation. There is a second document from APA on sexual orientation and youth as well.
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