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Preface

Although the vast amount of media attention devoted to sex may make it seem more
important than ever, in some ways sex is actually less important today than ever before. In
the developed world, there has been a trend away from the wide-open spaces of agrarian
settings and toward overcrowded cities, which means that most couples no longer have an
urgent need to reproduce to provide offspring to take care of them when they get older. With
fewer fields to till, infant mortality reduced, and improved health care allowing people to
work for many more years, having a large number of children is no longer the standard
method of retirement planning. So although at one time the ability to limit pregnancies
would have had catastrophic results, today’s birth rates reflect this new reality, be it
voluntarily as in Europe, or involuntarily as in China. And now, with artificial insemination,
we don’t even need the sex act to make babies. So if we humans were ever to lose the ability to
have sex at some point in the future (heaven forbid!), these new technologies would allow our
kind to continue to inhabit the earth for as long as the earth was inhabitable.

But whereas sex has lost its importance in its primary sense, it has grown in importance
in another, keeping people together as couples, leading to its current state where we humans
are having more sex than ever before. I don’t need a study to prove that because one reason
for this increase is simply the fact that we’re living longer, and so each of us is having more sex
than did past generations over the course of our longer lifetimes. But the added leisure time
in our modern societies also frees us to put more focus on sex, so while the sex act has been
decoupled somewhat from its original purpose, it remains very much at the center of our
daily lives.

Many of these changes have taken place over generations, but there have been significant
changes with regard to sex that have occurred in only the past half century or so. I'll even take
some credit for one or two of those. One significant change is that so many more women
know now that they should be enjoying sex rather than just putting up with it in order to
have a family. In my lectures, I often make reference to a Victorian mother who, when telling
her about-to-be-married daughter about the birds and bees, would say, “Lie back and think
of England.” But while those dark ages continue for too many women, millions of others
have made the transition to being sexually fulfilled by acquiring the knowledge needed to
have orgasms, and the independence to demand them from their partners. So the pleasure
that comes from engaging in sexual relations, which has historically been more important for
one gender than the other, can be shared now by both men and women equally. And one
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could say that this happened just in time, because as the reproductive role of sex lessens, its
role in keeping parents together has become more important.

It has always been important for children to have two parents for their survival, but
historically, children were given adult roles much earlier than they are today. In order to
support a child through the college years, parents must find ways of cementing their
relationship over a much longer period of time. And sex is an important part of the glue
that keeps partners together. That is not to say that many divorced couples do not send their
children to college, but it becomes much more of a financial burden if the funds have to
come from two separate households. So as the reproductive aspects of sex have been sinking
in importance, it is the pleasurable aspects for both males and females that have been rising to
the top. This is especially true in societies where women have increasingly been able to
support themselves. When women were financially dependent on their partners, they had
less leverage when it came to asking for sexual satisfaction. But now that women can survive
when living alone, the sexual aspects of a marriage, for both partners, play a more important
role in their combined desire to remain a functioning couple.

This encyclopedia is not only about the sexual act, but also about gender, which
traditionally stood for males and females but these days may be open to further interpreta-
tions, as sexual orientation may not necessarily follow one path linked to the physical
attributes of male and female.

Just as sex has changed in its importance over the last half century, so has gender. Not
that long ago everyone’s place in the world was determined, to some degree, by their gender.
Every year that goes by, that becomes less and less true, and so conversely, as with sex,
knowing about gender becomes more and more important. If all the old assumptions are
wrong, then we all have a duty to learn about the new possibilities. And to do that, you need
as up-to-date a road map as you can find, and that is exactly what you will find inside these
many pages.

When I first went on the radio and used words like penis and vagina, people were
shocked. Today there is hardly a word in the English language that would shock anyone. And
yet so many people, young and old, have shocking lacunae in their knowledge of sex and
gender. I want to commend Macmillan and Fedwa Malti-Douglas for putting this magni-
ficent set of volumes together, and I hope that the result will be that when it comes out, that
gap in knowledge will become somewhat smaller.

Dr. Ruth Westheimer
September 2007
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Introduction

NEED FOR THE ENCYCLOPEDIA

No issues are more debated today than those that swirl around the subjects of sex and
gender; in debates that often seem to generate more heat than light. In this area of rapid
social change, and equally rapid progress in scientific knowledge and understanding, the
necessity of a comprehensive encyclopedia of sex and gender is overwhelming. The need is
critical for a reference work that covers in detail the territory from biology to culture (by
way of the social sciences and the humanities), that examines our swiftly changing present
in the light of new understandings of our past, and one that places all these debates in a
global perspective.

“Sex” and “gender.” Two words that can have a powerful effect, whether taken
separately or together, on those who encounter them. They, and the discussions around
them, may be anathema to some. These subjects may be taboo for others. There are still
many who, under the guise of a defense of traditional mores, believe that by shutting their
eyes and ears (while loudly opening their mouths) they can stop the results of centuries of
social evolution. To those who think that sex, in all its variety, is a subject best not talked
about (lest talking lead to action), the Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender stands as a challenge.
Closets are not healthy places; and where there are problems, as there are in all aspects of
human life, they are best confronted in the open, not buried behind walls of ignorance and
denial. Fortunately, the voices of censorship are losing their power as a swiftly growing
segment of the population embraces knowledge of sex and gender, seeing in this knowledge a
mode of liberation and a recognition that the topics treated under the rubrics of sex and
gender have been central to all world cultures from the beginning of time. Perhaps had the
snake in the Garden of Eden not tempted Eve, she might not have tempted Adam to eat of
the fruit of the tree of knowledge. Once that door was opened, it could not be closed.
Whatever else it may imply, this ancient story transmits two basic truths: the relation of sex
and knowledge, and the fact that we cannot go back.

Now, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, it seems timely and appropriate to
produce an Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender. It has been over half a century since the
publication of Dr. Alfred Kinsey’s groundbreaking and controversial studies of sexuality in
the human male and the human female. Much ink has been spilled over what constitutes sex
and sexuality. And it seems that we, as human animals, have barely begun to imagine the
ramifications of the still unfolding area of sex. Our human emotions are being put to the test
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by the rapidly expanding areas of technology. Can We Fall in Love with a Machine? was the
title of a multi-media exhibit at the Wood Street Galleries in Pittsburgh in 2006.

SCOPE AND CONTENTS: WHAT IS SEX AND GENDER?

Odur task is not made easier by the fact that the word “gender” (especially as distinguished from
sex) has a distinct relationship to the English language. In French, for example, when one
wishes to express the idea of masculine and feminine social roles, one is thrown back on the
word for sex. A similar situation pertains with Arabic. All this is because gender, as it is used in
this encyclopedia, is a recent construct in English. The English term “gender” used to refer to a
linguistic category of masculine and feminine. But grammatical gender in English can be
misleading, explaining why the jump from grammar to human behavior is easier in English
than in other languages. English grammatical gender encourages the blurring of boundaries.
For, in English we have natural or biological gender. Nouns with a male or female sex (e.g., he,
she, mother, father, ewe, ram) carry the appropriate grammatical gender. Nouns deemed
sexless (e.g., table, cloud) are neuter. Grammatical gender carries sexual information. Not so in
other languages. In most, grammatical gender is merely a division of nouns into categories.
While a few terms may have been pulled towards biological sex (e.g., le pére, la mere), the
overwhelming majority of nouns is classified according to morphology, not content. A famous
example is that the German term for a young woman, Friulein, is grammatically neuter not
feminine. Did Americans who developed the new thinking about gender merely exploit the
resources of their language or did the particularities of their language influence the creation of
their categories?

As will become clear from this encyclopedia, gender is a crucial term for the way in
which societies organize sexual categories, sexual roles, sexual behavior, sexual identification,
and so on. Gender Studies has appeared as an avatar, or more correctly an evolution, from
Women’s Studies. That is, a disciplinary area still practiced today (and as such a major
intellectual force in this encyclopedia) and has traditionally concentrated on women’s
history, the status, image, and role of women in various societies, cultural forms, etc.
Gender Studies is more englobing and its paradigms are at the same time more flexible
and more complex than those traditionally associated with the discipline of Women’s
Studies. To take but one example: scholars and scientists have become aware that even
biology (not to speak of society) is not so simply dichotomous as we used to think it was, i.e.
the male sex with its attendant chromosomes or the female sex, also with its attendant
chromosomes. Science has broadened our universe, at the same time as it has complicated it.
Now we must include a category of intersex, in which human chromosomes are not identical
to those of the male and female of the species but rather represent a mixture of the two.
Intersex individuals are not fertile, and therefore cannot propagate themselves. But they can
live normal sexual lives, with some phenotypically females free of the menses that plague
women for a large part of their existence.

Science, biology, and technology have also permitted something that might well have
been surprising to nineteenth and early twentieth scientists and physicians. Even Sigmund
Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, might raise his eyebrows at bodily transformations that
have become part and parcel of our gendered universe. When Donald McCloskey, a
prominent economist, decided to change his sexual identity through surgery and hormonal
treatments from male to female, in other words to become what we today consider a
transsexual individual, his family had him arrested for insanity. Today, Donald lives happily
as Deirdre and retains her position as a prominent social scientist.

It is younger generations of individuals, those in their teens and twenties, who have led
the revolution to change sexual mores, at the same time transforming gender into a much
more elastic category. A masculine young woman, already sporting short hair and dressed in
blue jeans, may one day decide to no longer play what was left of the female role that society
had assigned to her, and instead adopt the identity of a male with a simple first-name change.
I experienced this personally in my office and had to constantly apologize to the male when
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I called him by his previous female name. He laughed it off, adding that everyone gets him
confused.

Gender confusion. This is not identical to hermaphroditism, in which a person
possesses some combination of male and female genitalia and secondary sexual character-
istics. Hermaphrodites have existed for as long as humans have. It is simply that in earlier
centuries medicine, lacking the combination we possess today of biological and technologi-
cal means, relegated the unusual physical types to their own categories. The great French
historian, Michel Foucault, who has done so much to make us rethink our ideas about
sexuality, isolated and popularized the account of a young French hermaphrodite, whose
story has even become a film.

The unusual (and the perverse) have always been part and parcel of our ideas on sex and
gender. Prominent authors like Jean Genet and artists like Andy Warhol played on the edges
of that world. And let us not forget Sado-Masochism, named after the famous Marquis de
Sade and the physician Sacher-Masoch. And while many have traditionally combined the
exotic with the sexually forbidden, today’s world with its lightning-fast modes of commu-
nication and transportation can easily move a pedophile from California to East Asia where
he can fulfill his fantasies at a far lower cost and less danger than in his home country. What is
sometimes referred to today as “sex tourism” is an enormous industry, part of the new
globalized face of the far older commercialization of sex.

Yet, even the term “sex” is not without its ambiguities. To start with, it has two basic
meanings. Sex is biological: the divisions of individuals in a species into two distinct groups
such that one from each group must come together and exchange genetic material to create the
next generation. Sexual reproduction is an elegant and creative way of multiplying the genetic
variation needed for evolution. It is no surprise, therefore, that with the exception of benighted
creatures at the lowest rungs of the evolutionary ladder, sex makes the world go around. The
sexes, therefore, are biological categories dividing most animals, humans included.

But sex is also an act or acts, specifically those necessary to accomplish sexual reproduc-
tion. Again, not so simple. Many human cultures have classified as sexual, acts which of
themselves do not lead to reproduction. The fact that some of these acts may have been
characterized as more or less proper, shameful, or even unnatural does not change their
assimilation to sexual practices. A recent American scandal makes a fine example. For the
purposes of Paula Jones’s suit against President William Jefferson Clinton, the court adopted
the so-called Jones definition of sexual acts, a definition that included lots of non-procreative
activities. President Clinton tried to evade the charge of perjury by claiming that what he
indulged in with Monica Lewinsky did not constitute sex according to the Jones definition.
Few found his explanation credible. But there was a sense to his more general argument that
he had not had sex with Monica Lewinsky if one did not include fellatio (in which by
everyone’s definition the couple engaged) as constituting having sex. Sexual acts, both
narrowly and broadly construed, are a major focus of this encyclopedia.

The first definition of sex, that which creates the biological categories of male and
female, stands in a paradigmatic relationship with gender. That is, these concepts can replace
one another and are, indeed, often confused. After all, do they not both refer to males and
females, the masculine and feminine? If sex refers to the biological basis of this distinction,
gender refers to the innumerable cultural traits that have grown up around the original
biological reality, and which historically have varied from place to place, culture to culture,
and epoch to epoch. Perhaps the main reason for developing the concept of gender was to
create an analytical distance from biology, often mistakenly called “nature” (it is a mistake
because culture is natural for human beings). The space between biological sex, on the one
hand, and gender, on the other, has cut the idea of gender loose from the original dichotomy
of male and female. The degree to which gender roles or gendered behavior are social
constructs and the degree to which they reflect biological realities or predispositions remains
highly controversial and the subject of ongoing debate and research.
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To say that gender partakes of cultural constructs means that it operates within the
symbolic realm. Religions are among our most potent definers of the symbolic order. They
are also labelers and regulators of behavior. Should it be a surprise then that debates about
gender (which combines symbolism and action) are so often cast in religious terms?
Accordingly, also, religious doctrines, religious texts and figures, play a large role in the

Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender.

WHY NOW? OR HOW WE CAME TO THIS POINT

Why this sudden concern with sex and gender? Is it just the unhealthy obsession of a society
too rich and bored? Our debates about sex and gender do not come out of nowhere. They
reflect the culmination of a series of converging technological, economic, social, and
intellectual movements. The most basic background lies in demography, specifically what
has commonly been called the demographic transition. Generalizing broadly, through most
of human history, high birth rates were met by high death rates. Women had many children,
the majority of whom died in the first three years of life (and many women died in
childbirth). Population was stagnant or grew only slowly. Beginning in the eighteenth-
century in Europe, due largely to improved agriculture and transportation, this situation
changed, more children survived, and with a high birth rate and low death rate, population
shot up dramatically. Finally, in the third phase, women stopped having so many children
and, with low birth rate matching a low death rate, populations began to stabilize. Most of
the globe is now in this third phase. This has had two fundamental consequences, one on sex
and the other on gender roles. With low fertility, birth control is common and sex is no
longer tied as closely to reproduction. The separation of sex from reproduction has recently
increased with new reproductive technologies like in vitro fertilization. Lower birth rates also
mean that women no longer spend most of their existences bearing and nurturing young
children. Hence, they can do more things with their lives and, hence, the movements for
women’s emancipation from traditional gender-defined roles.

The attack on traditional gender roles was strengthened by the related process of the
industrial revolution. Industrialism, which replaces human and animal power with inani-
mate sources of energy, decreases the importance of physical strength in economic activity.
The greater physical strength of males, a traditional support of gender differentiation, has
become less and less important.

The new more flexible relations between sex, reproduction, and gender have become
strikingly visible in contemporary America. The daughter of the otherwise quite conservative
Vice-President of the United States announced the happy event of her impending motherhood.
Except that she was having this child in the context of her on-going lesbian relationship with
her partner. The source of the sperm and its physical trajectory were discretely kept private.

Clearly, the case of Vice-President Cheney’s daughter reflects a host of changes in social
attitudes. The first of these, in time, and perhaps also in logic, is a reevaluation of the status of
women. By the end of the eighteenth century, daring social thinkers were beginning to argue
that the winds of emancipation and equality blowing across the Atlantic world should extend
to women. Two major women’s demands (developed throughout the two succeeding
centuries) were: 1) political equality, especially the suffrage, and 2) access to most tradition-
ally male forms of employment. Women’s suffrage is now a given in all the world’s
democracies; and the last barrier, access to the highest political offices, is crumbling.

Women have always worked, both inside and outside the home. What they sought in
the nineteenth and increasingly in the twentieth centuries was access beyond traditional
women’s work. World Wars I and II, with the men folk in arms and the need for economic
mobilization for total war, brought women many new job opportunities. Rosie the Riveter
may have been sent home when the fighting finished, but she was not forgotten. Middle- and
upper-class women struggled to enter the professions from which an increasingly antiquated
idea of women’s intellectual capacity still too-often barred them.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



Like other emancipatory movements, that for women spawned a doctrine which was an
explanation of its history, a justification of its claims, and an elaboration of its hopes:
feminism. As with similar political-intellectual systems, feminism has adapted to changing
times, taken on new ambitions (from sexual freedom to ecology), and developed divergent
and sometimes conflicting schools. Yet, even for those who decry them, the fundamental
conceptions of feminism have become an integral part of all our thinking on matters relating
to sex and gender. In the process, feminism has also linked to topics that intersect with
gender, like racism, militarism, and attitudes to the body.

To the growing numbers of women in the knowledge-production-and-transmission-
business, aka the professoriate, it was obvious that traditional curricula tended to ignore half
the human race, that is, women. From this perceived lack, Women’s Studies was born.
Women’s Studies works to restore women’s place in history, economics, literature, and the
arts. This academic field has shone a bright light not only on the activities of women but also
on the image of women and the conceptions of women held by the dominant patriarchal
society.

One of the things that Women’s Studies scholars and feminists swiftly discovered (both
through their research and the resistance they encountered in their professional careers) was
that roles for and attitudes to women were inextricably tied to attitudes to masculinity vs.
femininity (that is, gender) and to sexuality and the body. It would not be possible to liberate
women, many began to feel, without also liberating attitudes to sexuality and the body. In
the process, Women’s Studies has given birth to Gender Studies.

Liberating sex involves understanding it, and is tributary to the modern scientific field of
sexology, from Krafft-Ebing to Kinsey and their successors. The psychoanalysis of Sigmund
Freud, because of its emphasis on the primacy of the sexual drive, has also contributed
mightily to the recognition and exploration of the role of sexuality in modern life. Between
the sexual revolution of the 1970s and the renewed push associated with second-wave
feminism, other groups oppressed by the traditional patriarchal order of sex and gender
also demanded dignity and equality. The HIV-AIDS epidemic helped force male homo-
sexuality out of the closet and contributed to the main-streaming of gay culture. Other sexual
minorities followed suit: lesbians, bisexuals, transvestites, intersex individuals, transgendered
individuals, etc. As the law struggles to catch up, we deal with the gay marriage debate.
Again, it is the family of Vice-President Cheney that best manifests the contemporary
American paradox. Not only is his daughter in a same-sex relationship but his wife included
a lesbian love scene in a novel. Yet Cheney belongs to an administration that says it wants a
constitutional amendment prohibiting the recognition of gay marriage. The best index that
an idea is gaining ground is the number of individuals who vociferously object to it. Same-
sex marriage, in one form or another, is being incorporated into a growing number of legal
systems outside the United States. The trio of sex, marriage, and reproduction (always more
inseparable in the symbolic realm than in actual practice) is dissolving. New forms and new
connections are replacing it.

As we reevaluate our attitudes, we become aware of their mutability and we look back
through our own traditions to see how they have changed and how they have evolved. Was
the Ancient World a paradise of homosexuality or did the Greeks and Romans follow rules
that are foreign both to our Judeo-Christian heritage and to our most liberated aspirations?
Was original Christianity patriarchal? If it was, does it need to remain so? This debate has
probably advanced farthest in Christianity and Judaism but it has penetrated, to a greater or
lesser degree, into other religious traditions. All this is part of sex and gender.

TIME AND SPACE: THE PARAMETERS OF THE ENCYCLOPEDIA

Since we reproduce sexually and organize our cultures through gender, it is hard to imagine
an aspect of human life that is not in some way touched by sex and gender. To the challenge
of this inherent breadth, the editors of this encyclopedia have added two others. The first
concerns time. The Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender recognizes that our attitudes to sex and
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gender, our practices, were not born yesterday. The examination of our past not only helps us
understand our present, it also shows us that even our own traditions often contained more
variety than we dared to imagine.

The second challenge is space, or in human terms, the enormous variety of cultures
across the globe. Since the Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender is written in English and is being
published within contemporary Western culture (to which it seeks to make a contribution),
itis only natural that the greatest attention be directed to Western culture, its history, and its
current controversies. Yet, a reference work limited to the West would give a seriously
truncated vision of sex and gender. Globalization is drawing the world swiftly together. The
West itself has historically and continues in the present to borrow from other cultures, as it is
itself a major player in the emerging world systems of sex and gender. Hence, while the West
receives more space than its percentage of the world population would presently allow, the
Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender will also serve as a reference guide to non-Western cultures.

These challenges of time and space guided the selection of the editorial team. The
associate editors were chosen first of all for their expertise in sex and gender and their
distinction and maturity as scholars, writers, and teachers. Beyond this, each editor was
chosen for broader expertise in time, space and discipline. Jamsheed Choksy combines both
the Middle East and South Asia with a chronological spread from the ancient world to the
present. Judith Roof brings together the more traditional with the digital arts as well as
biology and the law. Francesca Canadé Sautman ranges from the Middle Ages to the present
and adds Africa to Europe. To better cover the civilizations of the Far East, we added two
consultants, Liana Hong Zhou and Sumie Jones, with expertise in China and Japan.
Together this editorial team chose many other scholars, scientists, and practitioners who
composed the articles.

AUDIENCE AND ORGANIZATION

Today the audience for an Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender must go beyond the scholars,
teachers, and students whom one would expect and for which its scientific expertise is a
requisite. The encyclopedia is also designed to be a tool for people who are not experts in or
students of sex and gender. With all the changes and debates going on about proper roles and
forms of sexuality, with all the rapid evolution in our ideas of gender-appropriate behavior
(indeed of what constitutes gender) there is a great need among members of the educated
general public for a reliable dispassionate guide to the minefields of sex and gender. In
preparing the Encyclopedia we have been as mindful of this larger public as well as the more
scholastic one. But knowledge is more than a practical necessity. It is also a form of personal
growth and of entertainment. The Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender is also directed to educated
general readers interested in learning more about areas that affect their lives.

The Encyclopedia serves its audiences through a combination of articles that range from
several thousand to several hundred words in length. This range of length permits us to
present both extended essays on topics of general interest (from sports to sexuality or the
history of art) and shorter pieces that explain specialized terms or illuminate particular
practices. Entries are also devoted to personalities, though only dead ones, in keeping with a
wise Macmillan policy. Individuals have been chosen not for their general importance (this is
not a biographical dictionary), but for their contributions (whether by their work, their
theories or their example) to the evolution of sex and gender. Figures chosen range from
Sappho to Sade, from Foruq Farrokhzad to D.H. Lawrence, from Peter-Paul Rubens to
Frida Kahlo. There are 239 black and white illustrations that supplement the articles with
works of art, portraits of historical figures and representations of social or political activities.

Controversy is inherent in many of the topics treated in the encyclopedia, from
homosexuality and Christianity, to bondage, pornography and pedophilia. Entries explore
theories linking hot button issues like sexuality, race, and violence. The editorial board
asked its contributors only to distinguish between theory or opinion and accepted knowl-
edge, and, where appropriate to note differing points of view. With the assistance of the staff
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of Macmillan, the editorial board has worked with the authors to create a sufficient
consistency of style and presentation. Yet, these are signed articles for whose contents the
authors take responsibility. The editorial board has not wished to blanch out completely the
personality of the authors or the originality of their contributions. Points of view are held in
balance, but they survive. To do otherwise would be to give a misleading view of the state of
knowledge on sex and gender. If there is an underlying assumption it is in favor of openness,
to subjects as well as opinions.

To make the Encyclopedia accessible to expert and general reader alike, the entries are
organized in alphabetical order. As sex and gender affect each other, so do many of the entries
in the Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender raise issues treated in other entries. We hope that the
reader will explore the interconnections between topics. The list of related entries can be a
guide. But it cannot cover all connections. Here, we direct readers to the index. Another
form of interconnections (or of browsing) can be achieved with the help of the list of entries
by topics.

In the last analysis, all writing, like all art, is selection. There will be some whose thirst
for knowledge may not be slaked. But I can only hope that the bibliographies following each
article will help the reader to go further. This encyclopedia is meant to open the gates of
knowledge, to create pathways to new areas of inquiry. Sex and gender are exciting topics, in
every sense of the word. We hope the reader will find the Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender not
only useful and illuminating but entertaining as well.
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SYMBOLISM
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Professor
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Professor
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Deirdre Good

Professor

General Theological Seminary
BIBLE, NEW TESTAMENT
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Department of Religion

Columbia University
PILGRIMAGES: I. BUDDHISM

Benjamin Graber

Doctor

Independent Scholar
BRAIN

Fritz Graf

Professor

Department of Greek and Latin

The Ohio State University
ARTEMIS DIANA

Cynthia A. Graham
Doctor
Oxford Doctoral Course in Clinical
Psychology
University of Oxford, The Kinsey
Institute for Research in Sex, Gender, &
Reproduction

NECROPHILIA

Clara Greed
Doctor
School of Planning and Architecture
University of the West of England
Bristol, England

TOILETS, PUBLIC

Helen Gremillion

Professor

Department of Gender Studies

Indiana University, Bloomington
EATING DISORDERS

Carol Groneman

Professor

John Jay College of Criminal Justice

and the Graduate Center of the City

University of New York
NYMPHOMANIA

Sara Gross
MUSIC

Ellen Gruenbaum

Professor

Anthropology Department

California State University, Fresno
FEMALE GENITAL MUTILATION

Noah D. Guynn

Professor

University of California, Davis
ALAN OF LILLE

Adele J. Haft

Professor
Classical and Oriental Studies
Department
Hunter College, The City University
of New York

OEDIPUS, MYTH OF

TROJAN WOMEN

Rosemary Drage Hale
Dean
Dean, Faculty of Humanities, Brock
University
St. Catharines, Ontario, Canada
MONASTICISM
SHA‘RAWI, HUDA

Kira Hall
Professor
Departments of Linguistics and
Anthropology
University of Colorado
X (RATED)

Marcus Desmond Harmon
Musicology Department
University of California, Los Angeles
MUSIC VIDEOS
ROCK AND ROLL

Jennifer Hart
Religious Studies Department
Indiana University, Bloomington
BOGOMILS AND CATHARS
GNOSTICISM
HOKHMA
INITIATION
ORACLES
SOPHIA

Joy L. Hart

Professor

Communication Department

University of Louisville
CANCER, PROSTATE
SYPHILIS

Heidi Hartmann
Doctor
Institute for Women’s Policy
Research
WELFARE

Nichole Harvey

School of Nursing, Midwifery, and

Nutrition

James Cook University, Australia
WET NURSES

Jane Hathaway
Professor
History Department
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Sian Hawthorne

Doctor

SOAS

University of London, England
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RELIGION, STUDY OF

Kelly E. Hayes
Professor
Department of Religious Studies
Indiana University-Purdue
University-Indianapolis

BODY MODIFICATIONS

Ronald Hendel

Professor

Norma and Sam Dabby Professor of

Hebrew Bible and Jewish Studies

University of California, Berkeley
ISRAELITE SOCIETY

Scott Herring

Professor

English Department

Indiana University, Bloomington
CRUISING

Brandon J. Hill
Department of Gender Studies,
Indiana University, Bloomington
The Kinsey Institute for Research in
Sex, Gender, and Reproduction

SEX MANUALS, OLD AND MODERN

WEST
TRANSGENDER
TRANSSEXUAL M TO F

Ruth Hoberman

Professor

English Department

Eastern Illinois University
RENAULT, MARY

Ingeborg Hoesterey

Professor

Germanic Studies and Comparative

Literature

Indiana University, Bloomington
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Brian D. Holcomb
English Department
Michigan State University

AVUNCULAR

BACKROOM
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COMING OUT
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DIVINE
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DRAG QUEENS
EFFEMINACY

EROTICISM, URETHRAL
G.I. JOE

GARLAND, JUDY
IMPOTENCY

LADYBOYS (KATHOEYS)
LIBERACE

LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD
MALE

MAPPLETHORPE, ROBERT
MEN’S MOVEMENT
MONROE, MARILYN
ONANISM

QUEEN

QUEENS

RENT BOY

SATYRIASIS

SCATOLOGY

SODOMY

TRANNIE WHORE

WET DREAMS

WHITMAN, WALT
YMCA/YWCA

Ana Holguin
PhD Candidate
PEDOPHILIA
SADISM
SEXUAL OBJECTS

Susan Tower Hollis

Doctor

Empire State College, State

University of New York
ISIS

Gail Holst-Warhaft

Professor
Institute for European Studies
Cornell University

DEATH
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Professor
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Radboud University Nijmegen, The
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Desmond Hosford
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MARIE ANTOINETTE
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ROYALTY
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Jaime Hovey
Independent Scholar
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DAUGHTERS OF BILITIS
DILDO
DYKE
ESSENTIALISM
FEMME
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GENDER DYSPHORIA
HOMOPHOBIA
INTIMACY
KISS, MODERN
KRAFFT-EBING, RICHARD
LUBRICANT
MASTURBATION
MELANCHOLIA AND SEX
NOSE
PERVERSITY, POLYMORPHOUS
SEX AIDS
SEX SYMBOL
SEXUAL IDENTITY
SEXUAL INVERSION
SEXUAL PERVERSION
SEXUAL PRACTICES
SEXUAL SUBCULTURES
SEXUALITY
STEIN, GERTRUDE AND ALICE B.
TOKLAS
STORY OF O
THIRD SEX
TONGUE
TRANSVESTISM
TRIBADISM, MODERN
WILDE, OSCAR
WOOLEF, VIRGINIA

Julia Huang
Professor
Anthropology Department
Yale University
NOMADISM

Wen Huang
CHINA: IV. EROTIC LITERATURE

Clarke Hudson

Department of Religious Studies

Indiana University, Bloomington
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Professor
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Professor

University of Washington
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Carole Joffe

Professor
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University of California, Davis
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Dawn Johnsen
Professor
Indiana University School of Law,
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ABORTION, LEGAL AND POLITICAL
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Colin R. Johnson
Doctor
Gender Studies Department
Indiana University, Bloomington
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DATING
METROSEXUALS

Drew Jones

Professor

Queens College

City University of New York
GENET, JEAN

Malcolm Jones

Doctor

University of Sheffield, England
OBSCENE

Sumie Jones

Professor

Indiana University, Bloomington
JAPAN: II. EROTIC LITERATURE

Whitney Jones Olson

Professor

Indiana University, Bloomington
CANNIBALISM
VAMPIRISM

Scott Juengel

Professor

Michigan State University
FANNY HILL



Jeremy C. Justus
Professor
English Department
West Virginia University
DRUGS, RECREATIONAL
PEEP SHOWS
PENIS EXTENDERS
PERSONALS
SEX SHOP
THROAT
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Loren Y. Kajikawa

Department of Musicology

University of California, Los Angeles
BLUES

Sylvie Kandé
Professor
History and Philosophy/English
Departments
State University of New York, Old
Westbury
AFRICA: 1. HISTORY
AFRICA: II. POLITICAL AND
CULTURAL AGENDAS
AFRICA: 1II. ART AND LITERATURE
BAKER, JOSEPHINE
BEATRICE OF THE KONGO
DAHOMEY, WOMEN WARRIORS/
WIVES OF THE KING

Melinda Kanner
Doctor
The University of Houston,
Downtown
PENANCE
POSSESSION
SODOM AND GOMORRAH

Abmad Karimi-Hakkak

Professor

Director of the Center for Persian

Studies

University of Maryland
FARROKHZAD, FORUQ

Claire E. Katz

Professor

Texas A&M University
PHILOSOPHY

Alison Keith

Professor

University of Toronto, Canada
SEX AND EMPIRE

Erick Kelemen

Doctor

University of Kentucky, Lexington
ADULTERY
ASEXUALITY
LUST

Helen King

Professor

Classics Department

University of Reading, England
MEDICINE, ANCIENT

Rebecca Kippen

Doctor

Demography Department

The Australian National University
DEMOGRAPHY: II. AUSTRALIA

Sunita Kishor
Doctor
Macro International, Inc.

Calverton, Maryland
DEMOGRAPHY: IV. ASIA

Anna Klosowska

Professor

French and Italian Department

Miami University
HOMOAFFECTIVITY, CONCEPT

Jennifer Wright Knust

Professor

School of Theology

Boston University
PORNEIA

Elkaterina Korobtseva
Doctor
Wadham College, University of
Oxford, England
JAPAN: VII. FAMILY ROLES

Susan Koslow

Professor Emeritus

Art History Department

Brooklyn College and The Graduate

School and University Center, The

City University of New York
RUBENS, PETER PAUL

Steven F. Kruger
Professor
English Department
Queens College and The Graduate
Center, City University of New York
CAMILLE, MICHAEL
CHAUCER, GEOFFREY
CLOSETS
DREAMS AND EROTICISM, DREAM
BOOKS
FOUCAULT, MICHEL
JUDAISM, GENDER AND QUEERING
OTHER, CONSTRUCTING THE
QUEERING, QUEER THEORY, AND
EARLY MODERN CULTURE

Julia Lamber
Professor

School of Law
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Doctor
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Nottingham Trent University,
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Julie Langford-Johnson

Professor

History Department

University of South Florida
ANCIENT ROME

Maureen Lauder
Professor
English Department
Michigan State University
AIDS AND HIV: I. OVERVIEW
AIDS AND HIV: II. HISTORY
AIDS AND HIV: III. EFFECTS ON
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AIDS AND HIV: IV. TREATMENTS
AND PREVENTION
AIDS AND HIV: V. SOCIAL AND
POLITICAL RESPONSES
AROUSAL
BONDAGE AND DISCIPLINE
BOYS, CONSTRUCTION OF
CALL GIRL
CASTRATI
CASTRATION
DATE RAPE DRUGS
DOMINATION
ESQUIRE
FOREPLAY
GIRLS, CONSTRUCTION OF
HETEROSEXUALITY
LOLITA
PEDERASTY
SEX INDUSTRY
TATTOOING
VENUS DE MILO
VIRGINITY
WATERSPORTS

Lori Hope Lefkovitz

Doctor

Reconstructionist Rabbinical College
PRAYER

John A. Lent

Professor

International Journal of Comic Art
BETTY BOOP
COMICS CODE
COMICS/COMIC STRIPS
EROTIC/ADULT COMICS
WONDER WOMAN
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Arthur S. Leonard

Professor

New York Law School
DOMESTIC PARTNERSHIP

Leora Lev

Professor
PIN-UPS

Carole Levin

Professor

History Department

University of Nebraska, Lincoln
ELIZABETH I

Daniel Little

Doctor

University of Michigan-Dearborn
COMMUNISM AND MARXISM

C. Scott Littleton
Professor of Anthropology, Emeritus
Occidental College

SHINTOISM

Rosemary Lloyd

Professor

Indiana University, Bloomington
SAND, GEORGE

Kathryn Lofton

Professor

Indiana University, Bloomington
FUNDAMENTALISM

Heather Love

Professor

University of Pennsylvania
BUTCH/FEMME

Andrew P. Lyons

Professor

Department of Anthropology

Wilfrid Laurier University, Canada
CIRCUMCISION, MALE

Harriet D. Lyons

Professor

Department of Anthropology

University of Waterloo, Canada
CIRCUMCISION, MALE

Xiaonian Ma

Professor

Tsing Hua University

Yu Quan Hospital, China
VAN GULIK, ROBERT

Ed Madden

Doctor

English Department

University of South Carolina
RAFFALOVITCH, MARC-ANDRE
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Sabina Magliocco
Professor
Department of Anthropology
California State University,
Northridge

WITCHCRAFT

Jennifer Maher

Professor

Gender Studies Department

Indiana University, Bloomington
WOMEN’S STUDIES

Fedwa Malti-Douglas
Professor
Indiana University, Bloomington
ARABIAN NIGHTS
HUSTLER
ISLAM
KAHLO, FRIDA
LEWINSKY AFFAIR
PLAYBOY
SEX MANUALS, ISLAM
TERRORISM
VARGAS, ALBERTO
WARHOL, ANDY

Susan Maneck

Professor

History Department

Jackson State University
BAHA’I FAITH

Susan Marine
Boston College Lynch School of
Education
EDUCATION: I. GENDER IN AMERICA
EDUCATION: II. GLBT ISSUES

Sophie Mariniez
The Graduate School and University
Center, The City University of New
York

HERMAPHRODITES

Claudia Marquis
Doctor
English Department
University of Auckland, New
Zealand

BEHN, APHRA

RENAISSANCE

Joss Marsh

Professor

English Department

Indiana University, Bloomington
VAMPIRES

Ana M. Martinez Aleman
Professor

Lynch School of Education

Boston College
EDUCATION: 1. GENDER IN AMERICA

Victor H. Matthews

Doctor

Missouri State University
JOSEPH STORY, THE

Mary McAlpin

Professor

University of Tennessee
ENLIGHTENMENT

Kimberly McBride
Doctor
TRANSGENDER
TRANSSEXUAL M TO F

Sally McConnell-Ginet

Professor

Department of Linguistics

Cornell University
LANGUAGE

Maureen McDonnell

Doctor

English Department

Eastern Connecticut State University
ADVERTISING
FEMALE

Keren R. McGinity
Professor
Brown University
HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY,
MODERN

Susan McGury

Professor

DePaul University
STAR-CROSSED LOVERS

Elizabeth McMahon

Fashion Institute of Technology
CLOTHING

Peter Metcalf
Professor
Department of Anthropology
University of Virginia
FUNERARY CUSTOMS, NON-
WESTERN
FUNERARY CUSTOMS, WESTERN

Gwendolyn Mikell
Doctor
Georgetown University
FEMINISM: 1. AFRICAN
(SUB-SAHARAN)

Valentine Moghadam
Doctor
Sociology and Women’s Studies
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Purdue University
FAMILY
FEMINISM: III. MIDDLE EASTERN

Patricia Monaghan

Doctor

DePaul University
LEGENDS AND MYTHS

William Monter

Professor

History Department

Northwestern University (Emeritus)
WITCH TRIALS, EUROPE

Brenda L. Moore

Professor

Sociology Department

University at Buffalo, State

University of New York
MILITARY

Vera B. Moreen

Doctor

Independent Scholar
ESTHER

Jacqueline Murray
Professor
Department of History
University of Guelph, Canada
BUGGER, BUGGERY
CANON LAW

Guity Nashat

Professor

University of Illinois at Chicago
KHADIJA

Jenifer Neils

Professor

Case Western Reserve University
ATHENA

Jule A. Nelson

Doctor

Global Development and

Environmental Institute

Tufts University
ECONOMICS

Vivien Ng
Professor
University at Albany, State
University of New York
SEX, RACE, AND POWER: AN
INTERSECTIONAL STUDY

Bertrade Ngo-Ngijol Banoum
Professor
Women’s Studies Program

Lehman College and The Graduate
School and University Center, The
City University of New York

DEMOGRAPHY: V. AFRICA

UMOJA

WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS

Justus Nieland

Professor

English Department

Michigan State University
HIMES, CHESTER

Amy Nolan
Professor
Department of English and Modern
Languages
Wartburg College
BODY IMAGE
CHASTITY BELT
FRIGIDITY
HITE REPORT
MISTRESS
NUDIST CAMPS

Raymond J. Noonan

Doctor

Fashion Institute of Technology of

the State University of New York
SURROGATES, SEXUAL

Lance Norman
Professor
Michigan State University
MALE BONDING
MASCULINITY: I. OVERVIEW
MASCULINITY: II. ATTRIBUTES AND
FUNCTIONS
MASCULINITY: III. CONTEMPORARY
THEORIES
MASCULINITY: IV. IN MEDIA AND
CULTURE
MEN’S STUDIES

Vivian-Lee Nyitray
Religious Studies Department
University of California, Riverside
CONFUCIANISM
YIN AND YANG

Maura O’Neill

Doctor

Chaffey College
CELIBACY

David O. Ogungbile
Professor
Department of Religious Studies
Obafemi Awolowo University,
Nigeria
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Professor Emeritus
York University, Canada
MENARCHE, CULTURAL AND
SPIRITUAL MEANINGS

Michelle Parke
English Department
Michigan State University
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GENDER ROLES: IV. FEMINIST AND
GAY/ LESBIAN PERSPECTIVES
HOMOSEXUALITY, CONTEMPORARY:
I. OVERVIEW
HOMOSEXUALITY, CONTEMPORARY:
II. HISTORY
HOMOSEXUALITY, CONTEMPORARY:
III. CULTURAL FUNCTIONS
HOMOSEXUALITY, CONTEMPORARY:
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MADWOMAN IN THE ATTIC
MENOPAUSE
PLANNED PARENTHOOD
RAPE
SEXUAL REVOLUTION

Sylvia A. Parsons

Professor

Foreign Languages and Literatures

Department

Louisiana State University
AMAZONS

Jacqueline Z. Pastis
Doctor
Religion Department
La Salle University
CHRISTIANITY, EARLY AND
MEDIEVAL

Laurie Patton

Professor

Religion Department

Emory University
HINDUISM

Karen Pechilis

Professor

Religion Department

Drew University
GODDESS WORSHIP
GODDESSES, EARTH
GODDESSES, MOTHER

Stephan Pennington

University of California, Los Angeles
PRESLEY, ELVIS

Rosa Alvarez Perez

Doctor

Literary and Cultural Studies
Department
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Bryant University
JEWISH TRADITION, GENDER AND
WOMEN
JEWISH WOMEN’S LEAGUE
JUDAISM
JUDITH
RABELAIS, FRANCOIS

Jean Eldred Pickering

Professor

California State University, Fresno
NATIONALISM

Vinciane Pirenne-Delforge

Doctor

Fonds National de la Recherche

Scientifique

University of Liege, Belgium
APHRODITE

Wioleta Polinska
Professor
Religious Studies Department
North Central College
CREATION STORIES
TIAMAT

Karin M. Polit

Doctor

Department of Anthropology, South

Asia Institute

University of Heidelberg, Germany
PILGRIMAGES: III. HINDUISM

Cherise A. Pollard
Professor
Department of English
West Chester University of
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LORDE, AUDRE

Barbara Postema
Michigan State University
CHAT ROOM
GENDER ROLES: IIl. CONTEMPORARY
UNDERSTANDING
INTERNET
SEXUAL ABUSE

Frank Prerost
Professor
Department of Behavioral Medicine
Midwestern University
GUILT

Gerald A. Press

Professor

Hunter College and The Graduate

School and University Center, The

City University of New York
PLATO
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Jason Prior
Doctor
Research Fellow, Faculty of Design,
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University of Technology, Sydney,
Australia
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Helmut Puff

Doctor

University of Michigan
HOMOSEXUALITY, MALE, HISTORY OF
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Tison Pugh

English Department

University of Central Florida
MARBOD OF RENNES
MARRIAGE, SPIRITUAL

Kristina Banister Quynn
Michigan State University
COITUS
GENDER ROLES: II. HISTORY
MENARCHE, PHYSIOLOGY AND
PSYCHOLOGY
SEX ROLES

Charlotte Radler
Doctor
Theological Studies Department
Loyola Marymount University
HONOR AND SHAME
POLITICS

Ellie Ragland

Professor

English Department

University of Missouri, Columbia
CHILDHOOD SEXUALITY
LACAN, JACQUES
PSYCHIATRY

Rachel Raimist
Department of Gender, Women and
Sexuality Studies
University of Minnesota
RAP MUSIC

Christine R. Rainey
Independent Scholar
CONTRACEPTION: 1. OVERVIEW
CONTRACEPTION: II. BELIEFS AND
MYTHS
CONTRACEPTION: III. METHODS
ERECTILE TISSUE
ERECTION
FAP

Rubina Ramji

Doctor

Cape Breton University, Canada
ANTHROPOLOGY

Holly Elizabeth Ransom
San Diego State University
BRANTOME
CARLINI, BENEDETTA
KING HENRY III OF FRANCE

Robert F. Reid-Pharr
Professor
English and American Studies
The Graduate School and University
Center, The City University of New
York

BALDWIN, JAMES

Daniella Reinhard
Doctor
The American University of Paris,
France
MATRIARCHY

Alice Ristroph
Professor
University of Utah, S.J. Quinney
College of Law
PRISON, DETENTION AND
CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTIONS

Massimo Riva
Professor of Italian Studies and
Modern Culture and Media
Brown University

CASANOVA

Judith Roof

Professor
Department of English
Michigan State University
ANORGASMIC
ARTISTS, WOMEN
AUTOMOBILES
BEAUVOIR, SIMONE DE
BIOLOGY
BONAPARTE, MARIE
COLETTE, SIDONIE-GABRIELLE
EJACULATION
EROGENOUS ZONES
EROTIC ART
EROTIC PHOTOGRAPHY
FATHERHOOD
FILM, GENDER AND EROTICISM:
II. ART AND AUTEUR CINEMA
FORNICATION
FREUD, SIGMUND
GAZE
GENDER ROLES: I. OVERVIEW
GENDER STUDIES
GENETICS AND GENDER
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GENITALIA, AS APOTROPAIC
GIGOLO

G-SPOT

GYPSY ROSE LEE
HOMOSEXUALITY, DEFINED
JAZZ

KINSEY, ALFRED

LADY CHATTERLEY’S LOVER
LADY MACBETH
LAWRENCE, D. H.

LESBOS

LIBIDO

LITERATURE: I. OVERVIEW
LITERATURE: II. THE STUDY OF
LITERATURE: III. POPULAR
MAKING OUT
MATRILINEALITY

MEDIA

MENAGE A TROIS

MILLER, HENRY

MUCOUS MEMBRANES
NEUTER

NIN, ANAIS

ORAL SEX

ORGY

PASOLINI, PIER PAOLO
PATRILINEALITY
PENETRATION

PHONE SEX

PORNOGRAPHY

PRIVACY

PSYCHOANALYSIS
REPRODUCTION (PROCREATION)
SEDUCTION

SEX

SEX CRIMES

SEX MUSEUMS

SEXUAL INSTINCT

SEXUAL ORIENTATION
SEXUAL TENSION

SNUFF FILMS

SODOMY LAWS

SVENGALI

TIRESIAS

URANIANS

UTERUS

VAGINA

WEST, MAE

WOMEN WRITERS, EMERGENCE

Christine Rose

Doctor

Independent Scholar
PLEASURE

Jennifer Rose

Doctor

School of Religion

Claremont Graduate University
ANAHITA
JEH
KALI

MENSTRUATION
ZENOBIA

Christopher Nigel Ross
Reverend
United American Catholic Church
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HOMOSEXUALITY IN THE CHRISTIAN
CHURCH

Joyce Rothschild

Professor
School of Public and International
Affairs
Virginia Tech
HIERARCHY

Leyla Roubi
Professor
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Williams College
CELESTINA
DULCINEA

Anya Peterson Royce

Professor

Chancellor’s Professor of

Anthropology

Indiana University, Bloomington
DANCE

Francesca T. Royster

Doctor

Associate Professor, English

Department

DePaul University
BLAXPLOITATION FILMS

Rosemary Radford Ruether
Professor
Claremont Graduate University
CHRISTIANITY, REFORMATION TO
MODERN
PATRIARCHY

Nerina Rustomji

Professor

St. John’s University
HOURI

Chris Ryan

Professor

Department of Tourism and

Hospitality Management

The University of Waikato, Australia
SEX TOURISM

Regina Salmi

English Department

Michigan State University
ARTIFICIAL INSEMINATION
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Professor
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HERRENFRAGE
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MARGINALIA IN MEDIEVAL
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PLANTS, SEXUAL SYMBOLISM OF
QUEEN OF SHEBA, MYTH OF
QUEENS, POWER AND SEXUALITY
ROUGH MUSIC
SAME-SEX LOVE AND SEX,
TERMINOLOGY
SPORTS
SUFFRAGE
TEMPTATION OF SAINT-ANTHONY
(IMAGE)
VERNIOLLE, ARNAUD DE

Diane Saylor

CLITORIS

CONTRACEPTION: IV. RELATION TO
SEXUAL PRACTICES AND GENDER
ROLES

FERTILITY

GENITALS, FEMALE

GENITALS, MALE

HORMONES: 1. OVERVIEW

HORMONES: 1I. SEX HORMONES

HORMONES: I1I. HORMONAL
DISEASES

HYSTERECTOMY

INFERTILITY

PERFORMANCE ENHANCERS

PREGNANCY

REPRODUCTIVE TECHNOLOGIES

SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASES

STERILIZATION
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Professor
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Yale University
GYNAECEUM
VENUS
VESTAL VIRGIN

Howard Schwartz

Professor
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Professor
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Sayida Self
Doctor
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Susan Starr Sered

Doctor

Suffolk University
FOLK BELIEFS AND RITUALS
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Professor
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Walter Simons
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Professor
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Professor
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Doctor
University of Zadar, Croatia
BODY, DEPICTIONS AND
METAPHORS

Jamie Skerski

Professor
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The following classification of articles
arranged thematically gives an overview of
the variety of entries and the breadth of
subjects treated in the encyclopedia. Along
with the index and the alphabetic arrange-
ment of the encyclopedia, the thematic out-
line should aid in the location of topics. It is
our hope that it will do more, that it will
direct the reader to articles that may not
have been the object of a search, and that it
will facilitate a kind of browsing that invites
the reader to discover new articles, new
topics, related, perhaps tangentially, to
those originally sought.
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A

ABORTION, LEGAL AND

POLITICAL ISSUES

Beginning with its 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade, the
U.S. Supreme Court in large measure has defined the
contours of the debate over the status of abortion. That
landmark decision struck down a 1854 Texas law that
criminalized abortion except when necessary to save
the woman’s life. The Court, by a seven-to-two margin,
held that the Texas law violated a woman’s fundamental
right to decide whether to continue a pregnancy free of
governmental interference before the point of fetal via-
bility (i.e., the capacity to live if born). On the same day
the Court also struck down a more “modern” 1968
Georgia abortion law that prohibited most abortions
but lifted criminal penalties in limited circumstances.

THE COURT DECISIONS

Although the Court ruled that the Constitution places
substantial aspects of reproductive liberty beyond the reach
of government, abortion continues to play a prominent role
in electoral and legislative politics. Literally hundreds of
abortion restrictions have been litigated in state and federal
courts. Roe has inspired mass celebrations, marches, and
protests. Some abortion opponents have resorted to vio-
lence and even murder. Abortion politics also has affected a
range of other issues, from pregnancy prevention policies at
home and abroad to scientific research involving stem cells.

Of course, the legal, political, and social ferment and
the practice of abortion did not begin with Roe. Roe cannot
be viewed apart from the preceding decades of activism,
controversy, and change over not only abortion but also
contraception and, more broadly, the status of women. At

the time of Roe the Court was just beginning to recognize
the right of women to constitutional protection from sex
discrimination and social and political movements were
beginning to lessen barriers to women’s equality.

In light of the nascent state of sex equality, it is not
surprising that the Court premised Roe on the fundamental
right to privacy found in the guarantee of liberty in the Fifth
and Fourteenth amendments rather than in the constitu-
tional guarantee of equal protection (which the Court soon
afterward interpreted to protect against sex discrimination).
The Roe Court built upon earlier decisions in which it held
unconstitutional state laws that criminalized the use of con-
traception (Griswold v. Connecticut in 1965) or ordered
forcible sterilization as punishment for certain felonies
(Skinner v. Oklahoma in 1942). The Court rejected the
argument that the Constitution protects a right to life from
the moment a sperm fertilizes an egg or that the government
may prohibit abortion to protect the embryo or fetus in the
first stages of pregnancy. Instead, the Court declared the
right of women throughout the United States to decide
when and whether to have children, free from the risks illegal
abortions posed to their health, future fertility, and lives.

THE POLITICAL EFFECTS

The political effect of Roe was to energize opponents of
legal abortion while reassuring most supporters that the
courts would protect reproductive liberty. Until 1989 the
courts invalidated most governmental efforts to restrict
abortion, with the notable exceptions of restrictions on
public funding and mandatory parental notice and con-
sent laws. Within a decade the two major political parties
had divided on abortion (though some individuals break
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Bork Testifies at Confirmation Hearing. Supreme Court nominee Robert Bork testifies at his confirmation hearing in 1987.
Bork was not confirmed, in large part because of his oppostion to abortion. CNP/GETTY IMAGES.

with their parties on this issue), with the Democratic
Party supporting Roe and the Republican Party calling
for its overruling and the appointment of federal judges
specifically to accomplish that end.

In the 1980s President Reagan replaced three of the
seven justices in the Roe majority. The issue of reproductive
liberty and privacy proved extremely consequental in the
last of Reagan’s Supreme Court appointments, as prochoice
Americans began to realize that Roe was at risk. Reagan first
nominated Robert Bork, but the Senate narrowly refused to
confirm him, in significant part because of his opposition
to any judicially protected right to reproductive liberty,
including the right of married couples to use contraception
protected in Griswold v. Connecticut. Since Bork’s rejection
abortion has remained a contested issue in Supreme Court
appointments. Nominees routinely attempt to avoid dis-
closing their views on Roe while communicating support
for the Court’s decision in Griswold.

By 1992 President George Herbert Walker Bush had
made two more Republican appointments to the Supreme
Court. Prochoice Americans became more engaged in acti-
vism and politics as the Court seemed to be on the verge of
overruling Roe. The Court surprised all sides in Planned

2

Parenthoodv. Casey by reaffirming, five to four, a narrowed
version of Roe. (If Bork had been confirmed, he almost
certainly would have cast the fifth vote needed to overrule
Roe.) The Casey Court announced that it would continue to
invalidate the most onerous abortion restrictions, including
husband notification requirements and outright bans.
However, the Court no longer would protect a “funda-
mental right” to reproductive choice and, under a far less
protective “undue burden” standard, would uphold many
more governmental restrictions.

State legislatures responded to Cuasey by substantially
increasing antiabortion legislation. Congress also became
more involved in restricting abortion, contrary to many
abortion opponents’ pre-Casey position that abortion reg-
ulation is the prerogative of state governments. Public
opinion polls over the years show majority support for
choice and Roe, but the degree of support varies signifi-
cantly with the way the question is phrased. Elected officials
typically are far more antichoice than are their constituents.

At the outset of the twenty-first century Casey
remained the prevailing law and the Court by a narrow
margin continued to provide some level of meaningful
protection. Genuine reproductive choice, though, has
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been precarious and, for a growing number of women,
nonexistent. Abortion services are less available in the
United States than at any time since Roe, and antichoice
organizations openly pursue an incremental strategy to
create “abortion-free” states, including legal restrictions
that the courts now uphold, diminished abortion training
in medical schools, and harassment and violence directed
at abortion providers at home and at work. As in the
years before Roe, the women who suffer most from legal
and practical obstacles to safe abortion services are those
who live hundreds of miles from the nearest provider and
lack the resources and ability to travel.
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ABORTION, MEDICAL
ISSUES

Scholars have shown that for every society for which some
recorded history exists, there is evidence of abortion. Indeed
after an exhaustive review of materials from three hundred
fifty ancient and pre-industrial societies, the anthropologist
George Devereux (1954) concluded, “There is every indi-
cation that abortion is an absolutely universal phenom-
enon, and that it is impossible even to construct an
imaginary social system in which no women would ever
feel at least compelled to abort” (p. 98). One of the earliest
known medical texts, attributed to the Chinese Emperor
Shen Nung (2737-2696 BCE), refers to mercury as a sub-
stance that will “cause abortion.” The Ebers Papyrus of
Egypt (1550-1500 BCE) contains several prescriptions for
abortion, including one that combined acacia leaves and
the plant colocynth, both of which have been shown in
laboratory tests to have certain anti-fertility properties.

In both classical Greece and Rome, abortion was
apparently widely practiced and highly visible. Most
abortions were attempted through herbal preparations,
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but archaeological evidence indicates that in the Greco-
Roman era, there were several types of vaginal specula, as
well as an apparatus designed to irrigate the intrauterine
cavity. Specific instruction in abortion through instru-
mentation is found in the writings of the tenth century

Persian physician Al-Rasi (Joffe 1999).

MODERN METHODS OF ABORTION

Despite this striking record of early understandings of
abortion techniques, this knowledge appeared to be will-
fully forgotten as abortion became increasingly contro-
versial. For the next several centuries the medical
profession, for the most part, ignored abortion, with
the procedure being offered by some physicians only to
a select few patients, while other women attempted self-
abortions or received them from the hands of nonphysi-
cians with varying skill levels. It was not until the mid-
nineteenth century that the medical profession began to
rediscover and refine what had been known to practi-
tioners centuries earlier (Joffe 1999).

Dilation and Curettage (D&C) and Vacuum Aspiration
In 1842, the modern curette (from the French verb,
curer, “to cleanse”) was adapted for use in the uterus,
and dilators (for opening the cervix) were developed by
the German physician Alfred Hegar in the 1870s.
Dilatation and curettage, or, as it is commonly known,
“D&C,” became the leading form of abortion as prac-
ticed by physicians.

The D&C method of performing first trimester
abortions eventually was replaced in most of the
developed world by the vacuum suction machine, also
known as the vacuum aspiration method. This method is
greatly preferred by practitioners because it replaces the
“sharp curettage” of the D&C and causes less blood loss
and injury. In the developing world, however, because of
a lack of training opportunities and equipment, vacuum
aspiration has been slower to replace the D&C method.

Early Abortion Methods: Medication Abortion and
Manual Vacuum Aspiration Several important advances
in abortion technology took place toward the end of the
twentieth century, developments which both allow abor-
tions to be delivered earlier in pregnancy than conven-
tional vacuum aspiration, and in the case of women in
the developing world, more accessibly. The first was the
discovery of mifepristone (formerly known as “RU-486"
or the “abortion pill”), by a team of French scientists led
by Etienne Baulieu. This pill, when taken with another
medication, misoprostol, is highly effective in terminating
abortions for up to eight or nine weeks. Because admin-
istration of this form of abortion does not require speci-
alized surgical training, it can be dispensed by a wider
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variety of providers, and in a greater range of medical
settings than aspiration abortion. Since its introduction
in France in 1988, tens of millions of women worldwide
have had mifepristone abortions.

Another form of medication abortion is use of the drug
methotrexate in combination with misoprostol. Methotrexate
is a drug that is primarily used in cancer treatment and for
several other purposes. Although most abortion providers
prefer mifepristone because of its faster action and higher
success rate, methotrexate is also effective for terminating
ectopic pregnancies, while mifepristone is not.

The use of misoprostol (the second drug in the
mifeptristone regime) alone is an additional form of med-
ication abortion that is seeing increasing usage, particularly
in the developing world where abortion remains illegal.
Known primarily by its most common trade name,
Cytotec, this is an ulcer medication that can be bought
over the counter in many areas; in women who are preg-
nant, the drug causes the uterus to contract and begin a
miscarriage. Gynuity Health Projects, a non-governmental
organization specializing in reproductive health, has taken
the lead in disseminating guidelines on the most effective
use of misoprostol alone (Gynuity Health Projects 2007).

Finally, the late 1990s saw the reintroduction into
abortion providing circles of the MVA, or Manual
Vacuum Aspirator. This handheld device can be used very
early in pregnancy, as soon as a pregnancy is confirmed
(while conventional vacuum aspiration is typically not per-
formed until about six or seven weeks after a missed period).
Another advantage, pertinent to the developing world, is
that the MVA is not dependent on a source of electricity.

Later Abortions The major form of second trimester abor-
tion as practiced in the United States and parts of Europe is
a procedure called dilatation and evacuation (D&E). This
procedure is often a two-day process. Laminaria, a seaweed
preparation, or a similar manufactured preparation, is
inserted into the woman’s cervix to help it dilate. A sub-
stance, digoxin, is used by many physicians to cause fetal
demise, and then the fetus is surgically removed. A rarely
used variation of the D&E is “intact dilatation and extrac-
tion” in which the fetus is removed intact, after partial
(passage through the birth canal) vaginal delivery. Intact
D&Es (sensationalized by abortion opponents in the
United States as “partial birth abortions”) accounts for less
than one percent of all abortions performed in the United
States (Finer and Henshaw 2003) and are typically per-
formed to preserve the pregnant woman’s health.

RISKS OF ABORTION

When performed by trained providers, abortion is one of
the safest of all medical procedures. After the legalization
of abortion in the United States in 1973, the risk of
death associated with abortion fell to less than 0.6 per
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100,000 procedures, leading the Council of Scientific
Affairs of the American Medical Association to conclude
that the risk of death from abortion was less than one
tenth as large as the risk from dying in childbirth
(Council on Scientific Affairs, AMA 1992).

Of the approximately seven hundred thousand mife-
pristone abortions that have taken place in the United
States since 2000, there have been only four deaths
associated with a rare C. Sordellii infection, and one from
an additional infection, leading to an approximate mor-
tality rate of 1/140,000 total infection deaths. The
C. Sordellii infections continue to puzzle researchers and
have been associated with other reproductive events as
well, including births and miscarriages, and it is unclear
as of this writing whether mifepristone or misoprostal

had any role in causing these deaths (Winikoff 2000).

For those women in the developing world, however,
who do not have access to safe abortion, the situation is
very different. The World Health Organization estimates
that some sixty-eight thousand women die each year
from unsafe abortions and many thousands more are

severely injured (Ahman and Shah 2004).
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ABSTINENCE

Across times and cultures, individuals and groups of sexually
mature people have been culturally defined and socially
positioned as celibates on the basis of temporary or long-
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term abstinence from certain types of sex. This abstinence
may vary in relation to wvolition (it can be elected or
imposed) and temporality (it can be temporary or perma-
nent), but it always is related to the sociocultural signifi-
cance of the body and its sexuality (Sobo and Bell 2001).

ECONOMIES OF ABSTINENCE

Although people of any age or sexual orientation can be
abstinent, in the United States and European culture
“abstinence” typically refers to the specifically heterosex-
ual activities of biologically mature persons. This is due
partly to the relationship between sex and reproduction,
which is embedded in a political economy of kinship.

Kinship systems often require absolute celibacy in
certain categories of persons to preserve symbolic capital
(e.g., honor and purity) that is essential for the status of
the family as a whole. Requiring female virginity before
marriage is an example. The relationship among the
symbolic value of virginity, regulation of reproduction,
and the flow of material resources explains why most
societies that impose sexual abstinence on adolescent gitls
prescribe a dowry system. A girl is not only a potential
wife but an heiress who is expected to attract a good
mate. Abstinence prevents the girl from becoming preg-
nant with an inappropriate suitor who will be able to
press claims on her, her child, her future children, and

her dowry (Schlegel 2001).

Along these lines, prosperous families in medieval
Europe gained if females retired to convents after being
widowed. Allowing a widow to enter a convent and make
a vow of abstinence entailed a “small immediate loss to
her husband’s lineage but a large gain in resources in the
long run by preventing remarriage and the possibility of
conflict of interest between her former husband’s kin”

(Hager 1992, p. 392).

Abstinence can benefit kin directly by allowing them
to reproduce. In bio-evolutionary theory this is called
“inclusive fitness.” In humans, mechanisms of kin rec-
ognition can be manipulated to this end. Forms of insti-
tutionalized celibacy such as monasticism use this tactic
by introducing metaphorical kin terms (e.g., brother) and
using visual cues such as uniforms and hairstyles to
encourage what evolutionary biologists call “false pheno-
typic matches,” meaning they “look the same” or as if
they were immediately related. This can motivate adher-
ence to vows of abstinence (Qirko 2001).

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL IDENTITY

Abstinence does not only benefit others. It assists individ-
uals in achieving personal and culturally recommended
goals and thus is a potent ingredient in identity construc-
tion. This is clear in contexts in which sexuality is associ-
ated with a discourse of purity and pollution, for example,
in cases in which “each sex is a danger to the other through
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contact with sexual fluids” (Douglas 1966, p. 3). Avoiding
such contact helps one maintain purity and thus reinforces
one’s social standing and sense of self.

Additionally, when people subscribe to a hydraulic
model of sexual energy, in which forces not expressed in
one way will be expressed in another, they may practice
abstinence to save energy for other identity-related pursuits.
For example, self-help literature that promotes the “bio-
moral” benefits of male celibacy (brahamcarya) in northern
India, such as increased wisdom, stamina, and personal
power, has a wide circulation (Alter 1997). Other examples
connecting abstinence to identity formation include the
Vatican’s claim that permanent celibacy confers spiritual
gifts that are important to the priestliness of the clergy.

CHARISMA AND CONTROL

Control of sexual energy commonly is regarded as an
important technique for the generation and maintenance
of socially beneficial shamanic or spiritual powers. As a
result of her abstinence, a celibate spinster (celibe) in rural
Mexico may ignore everyday female behavioral impera-
tives and occupy special ceremonial roles that provide “a
link between the communal ritual of adult males and the

familial ritual of adult females” (Arnold 1978, p. 53).

Interpretations of celibacy often involve speculation
about its effect on the disposition of celibate persons or
institutions. Celibacy often is construed as a source of
charismatic authority. For example, Max Weber notes
that “the permanent abstinence of charismatic priests
and religious virtuosi derives primarily from the view that
chastity, as a highly extraordinary type of behavior, is a
symptom of charismatic qualities and a source of valuable

ecstatic abilities” (Weber 1978, p. 603).

Weber describes two fundamental positions that
promote celibacy as an instrument of salvation. The first
is “mystical flight from the world” (p. 603). The other is
asceticism, which represents sex as inimical to “rational,
ascetic alertness, self control and the planning of life”
(p. 604). The two perspectives often are combined, oper-
ating simultaneously to generate hostility towards sexual
conduct and related social intermingling.

COMMENTARY AND CRITIQUE

Abstinent individuals and groups often comment on the
nature of social life and what it means to be human. For
example, celibacy (and concomitant communal living) in
Shaker communities indicated a complex critique of
asymmetrical property relations and related gender
inequalities in the surrounding context of emergent cap-
italism (Collins 2001).

Those who propagate the biomoral value of braham-
carya in northern India also engage in a critique of
modernity. They believe that “postcolonial India is
enslaved by its ‘freedom’ to develop and Westernize;
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enslaved not so much to sex itself—although certainly
that—as to the idea that power is a function of potency,
and virility the coefficient of modernization” (Alter
1994, p. 57). Modern brabamcarya represents an attempt
to diffuse the celibate ideal throughout the body politic,
whereas Shaker and other forms of celibacy in the United
States in the nineteenth century were practiced more
often by people who opted out of the body politic.

COMPLEX CONFIGURATIONS

Celibacy always is enacted as part of a complex configu-
ration of ongoing negotiations regarding socio-cultural
values, in which stakes are claimed and positions recalcu-
lated as events unfold. Out of those negotiations come
patterned gains and losses. The religious celibate forswears
sex but gains sacred status and/or economic support while
helping his or her community. The Balkan “sworn virgin”
relinquishes her female gender to become a man, gaining
access to resources for her family and access to traditionally
male occupations with higher social status (Gremaux
1994). In these ways sexual abstinence can be managed
and even manipulated as a channel for cultural creativity
and innovation as well as self-advancement.

Those who are abstinent often attempt to remove them-
selves from the larger social world, alter that world in an active
fashion, or critique it passively. Thus, abstinence entails much
more than personal sexual inaction. It can improve or alter
one’s personal status and perpetuate or change one’s society.
It also can further one’s own and one’s family’s social, mate-
rial, symbolic, spiritual, and genetic fortunes.

SEE ALSO Celibacy; Chastity; Virginity.
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ADAM AND EVE

Two different creation stories are told in the first three
chapters of Genesis, with the break coming at Chapter
2:4b. The two stories come from quite different sources
such that they use two different expressions for God:
Elohim and Yabweh Elohim. In English Bibles those terms
usually are translated “God” and “the Lord God.” Scholars
refer to the supposed author of the first story as P, for “the
Priestly writer,” who wrote in approximately 500 to 400
BCE, and the second often is known as /, or the Yahwist, from
his title for God (spelled with a / in German). His narrative
is much older, perhaps from the tenth or ninth century BCE.

THE P VERSION AND THE
J VERSION

In P’s version the creation of humankind (zdam) comes
on the sixth day as the climax of a series of acts: “male
and female he created them.” Thus, man and woman are
created simultaneously and together receive the com-
mand to “be fruitful and multiply,” to subdue and have
dominion over the earth.

In the J story everything begins again, but this time
there is no orderly progress over six days of divine activity.
God makes man (‘adam again) from the dust of the ground
(‘adamabh, the first of several puns in this part of the story)
and breathes into his nostrils the breath of life. Then God
plants a garden eastward in Eden and puts the man there.
God then makes all the trees grow, including the tree of life
and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. He explains
that the man may eat from every tree except the last one, for
“in the day you eat of it you shall surely die.” Only then
does God say, “It is not good that the man should be alone;
I will make him a helper as a partner” (2.18). Even so, the
reader is made to wait while God first forms all the animals
and birds and brings them to the man to name them. Then
the story continues: “but for the man was not found a
helper as his partner. So the Lord God caused a deep sleep
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to fall upon the man, and he slept; then he took one of his
ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the
Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman
and brought her to the man.” Then the man says a little
poem: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my
flesh; this one shall be called Woman, for out of Man this
one was taken.” (The word for woman, ‘ishshabh, also
involves a play on the word for man in 2:23b,%h, a pun
that also works in English.) Therefore, says the narrator, “a
man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and
they become one flesh. And the man and the woman were
both naked, and were not ashamed.”

The differences between the two stories are striking.
In the first story language is generative: God speaks, and
something comes into being. In contrast, in the second
language is used for naming and ordering the world, and
it is the man who is given that task. Indeed the focus of
the Yahwist’s version is on man’s work, whereas the point
of interest in the first story is Elohim, God. The most
notorious difference is the creation of woman. In the first
story God creates man and woman at the same time, but
in the second God first makes man and then seems to
search for a mate among the animals to which the man
gives names before making another creature from the
man’s rib. Most commentators see a contradiction
between a story in which man and woman are equal from
the beginning and one in which the woman is almost an
afterthought, created simply as a helper for the man, and
is inferior to him. Indeed, she apparently is given her title
Woman as a kind of further act of naming by the man.

The focus on humankind becomes even clearer as the
story continues in Chapter 3 with the story of the serpent
and his address to the woman. The woman explains that
God has forbidden the eating of the tree in the middle of
the garden or they will die. However, the serpent persuades
her to eat, saying, “You will not die; for God knows that
when you eat of it, your eyes will be opened and you will be
like God, knowing good and evil.” Thus, “the woman saw
that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to
the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one
wise,” and she took and ate and gave also to her husband.
“Then the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that
they were naked.” God then curses the serpent and makes
him go on his belly in the future. He punishes the woman
by increasing the pain of childbearing and by saying that
her husband shall rule over her. He punishes the man by
cursing the ground for his sake and telling him that “by the
sweat of your face you shall eat bread until you return to the
ground, for out of it you were taken; you are dust and to
dust you shall return.” At this point—and only now—"“the
man named his wife Eve (hawwa), because she was the
mother of all living [5ay].” Finally God points out that “the
man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil.”
Thus, so that the man cannot put out his hand for the tree
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of life as well and so live forever, God expels him from the

garden of Eden.

SCHOLARLY AND THEOLOGICAL
INTERPRETATIONS

Every detail of the story has been analyzed by generations
of scholars and theologians. The word adam is eventually
used without the article as a proper name only in the next
chapter, at 4.25: “Adam knew his wife again, and she
bore a son.” Undil that point it means “the man” or
indeed “humankind,” as in P’s creation story. Eve is
named only in 3:20, after what came to be known as
“the Fall” (because of overlapping with the fall of angels
from heaven), and as in the word for her husband, a pun
or wordplay is involved. These playful usages are charac-
teristic of the Yahwist: He even plays with the word for
naked, ‘arummim, in 2:25 in that in the first verse of the
next chapter he calls the serpent crafty (‘arum).

Does this mean that the story itself, with its magic
trees and hesitant jealous God, is not serious in its original
context? Is the talking snake who tells Eve the truth about
the tree and God’s warning (as God admits in 3:22) a kind
of trickster, a figure common in the myths of many other
cultures? After all, this story fills a slot familiar from many
other cultures: It narrates the origin of death and inciden-
tally explains why people wear clothes.

Oddly enough, there is no further reference to the
story in the whole of the Jewish scriptures. However,
most subsequent commentators took the Eden story very
seriously. For Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 BCE-50 CE) it
was an allegorical warning of what can happen when the
rational mind (Adam) allows itself to be overcome by
the pleasures (the serpent) of the senses (Eve). In the
Apocryphal and Pseudepigraphical literature (200 BCE
to 200 cE), the serpent came to be thought of as a form
of Satan, and there was a good deal of speculation about
the nature of the human sin: The desire for sex, for
knowledge, or for sexual knowledge begins to appear as
an explanation, but as to whether it was primarily Adam’s
or Eve’s responsibility there were various opinions.

In I Enoch 98:4 neither Adam nor Eve are culpable
(it is simply “people” who invented sin), and in 4 Ezra it
was Adam’s “evil heart,” a common rabbinic concept,
that was responsible. However, as time went on and
especially in the later literature of Judaism, the Talmud
and Midrash (200-600 cE), there was an attempt to
shape women’s lives by retelling Eve’s story, usually by
putting the blame on her. Already in Sirach (Ecclesiastes,
180 BCE) 25:24 it is said, “From a woman sin had its
beginning and because of her we all die,” although Eve is
not named, and the reference may be more general,
including the many bad women listed in the accompany-
ing verses. Indeed, this may refer to the story of the
seduction of the angels by the daughters of men, a myth
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mentioned briefly in Genesis 6:1-4 and given much
fuller development in the various books of Enoch.

But there was a wide range of interpretive opinion
even in the rabbinic tradition as scholars tried to cope with
the apparent contradiction between the two creation sto-
ries: Was there an original androgyne or hermaphrodite,
did God change his mind, were there two different Eves?
In some cases Eve copulates with the serpent or with the
evil angelic presence (Satanail in 2 Enoch 31:3-6) usually
known as Sammael (who replaces or acts through the
serpent) and gives birth to Cain (Targum Pseudo-
Jonathan on Genesis 4:1, 5:3, Pirke de Rabbi FEliezer,
chapters 21-22; Questions of Bartholemew 4:58-59, a
Christian apocryphal gospel that echoes the Jewish stories).
This idea also occurs in the teachings of Mani, which
eventually gave rise to Manichacism (Ibn al-Nadim,
Fibrist, 58:11-61:13), but for the most part the serpent
is simply “more skilled in evil than all the beasts of the

field.”

EVE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

In the Christian New Testament the negative view of Eve
is enormously influential. In 1 Timothy, one of the
pseudo-Pauline pastoral epistles, Paul is made to write
that women should not teach or have authority over a
man and should even be silent during worship: “For
Adam was formed first, then Eve; and Adam was not
deceived, but the woman was deceived and became a
transgressor. Yet she will be saved through childbearing”
(1 Timothy 2:13-15). Such texts defined the subordinate
role of women and still are cited in discussions about
women serving as priests or bishops.

Yet the authority of women was clearly a major issue
in the early Church, and those who opposed the ortho-
dox, who generally are referred to as Gnostic, sometimes
used the figure of Eve in a different way. Thus, in the
Secret Gospel or Apocryphon of John, Eve represents the
higher power that emerged from Adam as he slept, urg-
ing him to awaken to spiritual enlightenment. But from
the end of the second century CE, when Irenaeus and
others were denouncing such heretical ideas and estab-
lishing a sacred canon, orthodoxy was defining the path
that much of subsequent Christianity would follow. A
key text was 1 Corinthians 11.7, in which Paul says that
women should cover their heads when praying or proph-
esying but not men, “since he is the image and glory of
God, but woman is the glory of man. Indeed man was
not made from woman, but woman from man.” The
reference to the hierarchy of Genesis 2 is clear. Paul
announced (Romans 5:12-17) that Christ was a second
Adam and thus put the Genesis myth at the center of the
story of fall and redemption that Christianity learned to
tell. It was left to followers such as Justin to add the

parallel relationship of Eve to Mary, and soon it was
commonplace to see Mary’s virginity as the compensa-
tion for Eve’s sexuality. Interpretations often turn on
ideas of sexual morality. Whereas Clement saw God’s
blessing on marriage and procreation in Paradise, the
ascetic Jerome insisted that God’s plan was for Adam
and Eve to stay virgin: They were united in marriage only
after the Fall and their shameful exile from “the Paradise
of virginity” (Letter 22, 18).

The misogyny of the Church Fathers can be illus-
trated by a passage from Tertullian, who wrote “On the
Apparel of Women” in about 202 cE and recommends
(I:1) that women “affect meanness of appearance, walk-
ing about as Eve mourning and repentant, in order that
by every garb of penitence she might the more fully
expiate that which she derives from Eve—the ignominy,
I mean, of the first sin, and the odium attaching to her as
the cause of human perdition.... You are the devil’s
gateway.”’

Not all the Fathers were quite so definite. Thus,
John Chrysostom invokes both the original equality
implied by Genesis 1:27 and the subordinate status of
Eve in the Yahwist’s story. He has his “loving God” say
to Eve, “In the beginning I created you equal in esteem
to your husband, and my intention was that you would
share with him as an equal ... but you abused your
equality of status. Hence I subject you to your husband,
and he will be your master” (Homily 17). Augustine also
admits the original equality but spends most of his energy
reflecting on the purpose of creating a woman—to have
children (De Genesi Ad Litteram 9:5, 401 CE)—or on the
doings of Eve and the serpent. Like most commentators
he worries about Paul’s refusal of the image of God to her
in 1 Corinthians 11:7, where she is instead the glory of
man. Perhaps she had not yet received the gift of the
knowledge of God but was supposed to receive it grad-
ually from her husband. Thus, she jumped the gun.
Adam, however, ate the fruit not through lust for his
wife, which he still could control, but because “he did
not wish to make her unhappy, fearing she would waste
away without his support” (11.42.59).

This generous attitude to Adam did not last, and
soon Augustine came to identify Adam’s deed as the
“original sin” from which all people have suffered ever
since, which befouled the world. He thought he found
that idea in the text of Paul’s letter to the Romans 5:12
about Adam “in whom all have sinned.” Paul’s Greek
text simply connects the origin of death with the fact that
Adam had sinned, but in the Latin Vulgate translation it
became the foundational text for a new and immensely
influential doctrine: the transmission of Adam’s corrupt
seed to all his descendants.
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INTERPRETATIONS IN THE
MIDDLE AGES

There was considerable resistance to this view of the story
throughout the Middle Ages. One example is the Latin
poem Carmen de Deo by Dracontius, from the end of the
fifth century CE, in which the author describes Eve as she
stands before Adam “naked like a nymph of the sea.”
The two are commanded to live in honesta voluptas
(honest pleasure). The writer is very clearly adapting the
tradition of pagan Latin poetry, both Lucretius and Ovid,
to the Christian topic. Throughout the tradition of rep-
resenting the first humans there is an oscillation between
adapting and rejecting the pagan world. In Augustine,
and thus more often in the medieval period, it is rejected,
but Augustine did allow for the possibility of sexual
intercourse in Paradise.

Islamic Interpretations After 600 CE Islam enters the
picture as a distinct religious tradition. Adam is men-
tioned in several Suras of the Quran. Although Eve is
not named, she is referred to as Adam’s mate or wife. Her
creation is not mentioned, and she is not made respon-
sible for the primary act of disobedience. But two of the
learned traditions (badith) contend that God created Eve
(Hawwa in Arabic) as a source of “rest” for Adam (which
the Qur’an itself says about all spouses) and emphasize
her culpability by saying that Adam at first refused to eat
the fruit of the forbidden tree (al-Tabari on Q.2.35 and
36, written in the 800s). In the Qur’an (Surahs 2 and 15
especially) the reason for Iblis or Shaitan to tempt her to
disobedience is jealousy of Adam because the angels are
told to prostrate themselves before him. This story is
found first in the Adam literature that developed in
Jewish and Christian circles, for example, in the text
known by its Latin title as Vita Adae et Evae (it exists
in many other languages and variants, including
Armenian and Greek), and it is one sign among many
that early Islam made considerable use of noncanonical
Jewish and Christian stories. The Islamic serpent has four
legs in some versions, “as if it were a camel,” an idea that
reappears in the medieval Jewish Pirke de Rabbi Eliezer,
in which the angel Sammael mounts and rides it, an
unusual way of explaining how fallen angel and snake
both could be present in the story (Chapter 13, c. 700-
800s). In other versions, both Islamic and Jewish, Eve’s
punishment is to bleed every month, “just as you have
made this tree to bleed.” Again, as in some medieval
Jewish versions, Eve’s method of seduction is to get

Adam drunk, the forbidden fruit being a grape.

Jewish Interpretations It is in the medieval period that
within the Jewish tradition the rabbinic idea of Adam’s
two wives, which comes from interpretation of the two
successive creation stories in Genesis, develops the figure
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of Lilith as a separate first wife. But whereas God earlier
had removed the first Eve because Adam was disgusted
by her, now (e.g., in The Alphaber of Ben Sira, c. 800s—
900s) Lilith leaves of her own accord, refusing to lie
below Adam on the grounds that they are equal. In
several legends Lilith lives on and becomes a general
threat to men or to newborn babies, in alliance with
demons. That idea was contested by many rabbis but
remained popular.

Medieval Christians officially lived their faith in the
light of Augustine’s misogyny. When Aquinas added a
dash of Aristotle, man was understood as the “form” and
woman as the “matter” of sexual reproduction. If all
went well, a baby was male, but if something went
wrong, such as a south wind blowing, a misbegotten or
defective male, that is, a female, would result (Aquinas,

Summa Theologiae 13, Qu. Ia, 92, 99).

Female mystics often took a notably different view.
Hildegard of Bingen, for example (1098-1179), argued
that woman’s association with the body tied her more
closely to the Incarnation. Eve was the mother of human-
ity (“all living” in Genesis), and Mary the mother of God
incarnate: It was woman who gave humankind the chance
to participate in the divine image. Christine de Pizan
(1365—c. 1430) complained about clerics who indoctri-
nated schoolboys with stories of Adam and other men
supposedly deceived by women. Instead, Eve innocently
accepted the serpent’s words as true and guilelessly shared
the news with Adam (‘“Letter of the God of Love,” 260—
280, 604-616, 1399). In the Anglo-Norman play Mjystére
dAdam (1150-1200) Eve thinks the fruit will give them
great wisdom and charges Adam with cowardice when he
refuses to eat; he then agrees. In some English medieval
mystery plays Eve is under the impression that the visitor,
an actor dressed in a snake costume and walking upright,
is actually a messenger from heaven, and so she says to
Adam: “A ffayr Aungell thus seyd me tylle / To Ete that
appel take nevyr no drede” (Ludus Coventriae 11 238—
239, 1450). The fruit had by then become an apple
because of a Latin pun: Malum means “evil” (with a short )
and “apple” (with a long @). The expression Adam’s apple
originates in the popular idea that the fruit stuck in his
throat as he ate.

This partially sympathetic view contrasts with that of
the Malleus Malleficarum [Hammer of witches] (1496), a
work by two Dominican inquisitors that encouraged two
centuries of persecution of witches on grounds such as that
“there was a defect in the formation of the first woman,
since she was formed from a bent rib.” That work collects
much misogynist lore. It even describes the word Femina
as coming from Fe and Minus, “‘she of lesser faith.” Adam
“was tempted by Eve, not the devil, so she is more bitter
than death,” it says, citing Revelations 6:8 (Part I, Qu. 6,
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Adam and Eve by Lucas Cranach the Elder. Adam and Eve
eating the forbidden fruit. THE ART ARCHIVE/NATIONAL
MUSEUM OF PRAGUE/DAGLI ORTI.

ed Montague Summers, pp. 42—45). By contrast, in a
Latin play by the Renaissance humanist Hugo Grotius,
Adamus Exul (1601), Eve is faced with a choice between
bearing a race of captives or a race of free men, and she
acts in the name of freedom.

PROTESTANT INTERPRETATIONS

The leading figures of the Protestant Reformation took the
Augustinian idea of original sin very seriously. The Fall
had devastated all human life. In abolishing monasticism,
Martin Luther insisted that patriarchal marriage was the
necessary result of the Fall. Once equal partner to the man,
woman was obliged through Eve’s sin to subject herself to
her husband. For Jean Calvin, “Thou shalt desire nothing
but what thy husband wishes” (Commentaries on the First
Book of Moses Called Genesis Vol. 1, p. 172, on 3:16).
Calvin had a complex understanding of the text of
Genesis, which he read in the light of the New
Testament passages, largely Pauline, that menton it
Thus, on the one hand, “Adam was not deceived but the
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woman” (1 Timothy 2.14), and so it was his wife’s allure,
not Satan’s, that persuaded Adam. Thus, he was not
present when the serpent tempted Eve (a matter about
which the text of Genesis 3:6 leaves some doubt because
“she gave also unto her husband with her”). On the other
hand, Paul says at Romans 5:12 that “sin came not by the
woman but by Adam himself” (Commentaries on Genesis
3:6): “No excuse was left to him who had obeyed his wife
rather than God” (on 3:17).

These paradoxes are explored thoroughly in the most
influential literary treatment of the story, Milton’s Paradise
Lost, in which it is Adam who is made to bear the larger
part of the blame because he falls “not deceived/ But
fondly overcome with female charm” (IX 999). Most of
the more overtly misogynist statements are put into
Adam’s mouth in his misery after the Fall, for example,
when he aligns Eve with the serpent (like much of the
tradition): “Out of my sight, thou serpent” (X 867).
Although some readers find a more specifically Miltonic
misogyny in statements such as “He for God only, she for
God in him” (IV 299) and in the explicit statement that
she was made for subjection even if “required with gente
sway” (IV 308), others see those statements as the ways in
which Milton honestly faced the implications of the story
(especially in view of the Pauline interpretations) and of
Western misogyny and thus explained Eve’s sin on the
grounds of her feeling of inferiority: As she says while
debating whether to give Adam the fruit, “for inferior,
who is free?” (IX 825). Milton balances the egalitarian and
hierarchical readings of Genesis. Adam had asked God for
an equal and thought of Eve as “the last and best/ Of all
God’s works” (IX 896-897). Yet he is reproved explicitly
for having been so moved by passion that he listened to his

wife, whom he should have ruled.

An enormous variety of views about the Genesis story
can be found amid the revolutionary fervor of early mod-
ern England in which Milton participated, and thence in
American tradition. It had implications for ideas of gov-
ernment, gender, and class. Was Adam like a modern
peasant, or was he far above later people in the heights
of his intellect? Was Eve responsible for the lack of polit-
ical rights among her daughters, modern women? Should
contemporary society try to re-create the original state of
Adam as patriarchal head of the family or as “borne free”?
Even gardening manuals could hark after the original state
of innocence and the holiness of digging.

The story was potentially subversive as soon as any-
one began to question it seriously. Genesis 3:22 states:
“Behold the man is become as one of us to know good
and evil.” If God were not being ironic here, as many,
such as Luther, were forced to argue, he admits the force
and truth of the serpent’s discourse. The fruit did indeed
contain real wisdom. So why was it banned? It is a short
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step from this question to the Socinian Stephen Nye’s
position that the God represented by this story, who
banishes Adam and Eve from the garden in case they
should eat from the tree of life also, has “the jusz
Character of an Almighty Devil. For if the Devil had

Supream Power, what worse could he do?”

One justification that frequently has been offered for
the ban on the fruit is that Adam and Eve were still like
children, not ready for the knowledge contained in the
fruit, especially if it was sexual knowledge (their lack of
shame at their nakedness supported that reading). This
doctrine is common in the Jewish tradition and in the
Eastern (later the Orthodox) Church and was espoused
especially by Irenaeus in the West. Augustine had
rejected that view because it makes the temptation (in
his view Satanic) unfair. Calvin followed Augustine and
denounced the French Libertines for seeking “to return
to that innocent state which Adam enjoyed before he
sinned ... and like a child let himself be led by his
natural sense.” And yet an originally mature, adult
Adam raises the problem of how he fell at all.
Augustine had great difficulty with this in light of his
exalted conception of Adam and Eve and eventually
insisted on an inherent weakness of the will before the
act of eating. His followers did not find the problem any
easier to solve. No wonder Edward Gibbon in 7he
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire could describe the
Western church’s adoption of Augustine’s views as con-
ducted “with public applause and secret reluctance.”

Thinkers who were under Paracelsan influence
thought of the forbidden tree as an aphrodisiac. Or was
it a kind of magic “smart drug,” genuinely enlightening,
as God admits, but overwhelming for human beings who
were not properly prepared or adult? Other, even more
radical trends began to be heard in this period. An
example is the Quaker Margaret Fell, author of
Women’s Speaking (1666), who rejected the hierarchical
model and encouraged women to speak up in meetings.
The seed promised to Eve’s descendants in Genesis 3:15,
understood as Christ, more than compensated for the
transgression, and the Church is spoken of as a woman.
Anyone who denies all this is “of the Seed of the Serpent,
wherein lodges the enmity.” Moreover, “Christ in the
Male and in the Female is one.”

INTERPRETATIONS IN THE
UNITED STATES

In the United States the Quaker influence was even
stronger, and Sarah Grimké and her sister, former slave
owners who converted to Quakerism, became prominent
spokeswomen both for the abolitionist movement and
for women’s rights. In her Letzers on the Equality of the
Sexes and the Condition of Woman (1838) Sarah Grimké
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denounced the hierarchical reading of Genesis and
argued ingeniously that the so-called curse of Yahweh
to Eve was not a command but a prophecy: “Thou wilt
be subject unto thy husband, and he will rule over thee.”
Unfortunately, she thought, Hebrew does not differen-
tiate shall from will as does English. The translators saw
only through the medium of a perverted judgment. What
the words actually mean is that “the consequence of the
fall was an immediate struggle for dominion, and
Jehovah foretold which would gain the ascendancy.” It
is time to right that wrong, since Adam and Eve “fell
from innocence and consequently from happiness, but

not from equality.”

Other American sects, such as the Shakers, went so
far as to argue from Genesis 1:26-27 that there is truly “a
Heavenly Divine Mother as there is a Heavenly Divine
Father” (Frederick W. Evans, Autobiography of a Shaker,
1888, p. 199). Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of Chris-
tian Science, went further. The true creation account was
that in Genesis 1, whereas the contradictory version in
Genesis 2-3 was simply an allegory of error. They could
not both be true, and she picked out in particular the
mist that arises in Genesis 2:6 and Adam’s sleep in 21-22
as signs of the error of giving predominance to the world
of matter (circa 1875). Soon one among many of the
spoof versions of the tale was written, Mark Twain’s 7he
Diaries of Adam and Eve (1892-1893), in which the first
extract from Adam’s diary begins: “This new creature
with the long hair is a good deal in the way. It is always
hanging around and following me about. I don’t like
this; I am not used to company. I wish it would stay
with the other animals.”

CONTEMPORARY
INTERPRETATIONS

In the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, especially in
the United States, the story has continued to be a focus
for debate, almost always political. Some conservative
thinkers, whether Jewish, Christian, or Muslim, have
defended the hierarchical views implied by the text and
insisted on the so-called household code of the New
Testament, but under the inspiration of the feminist
movement there have been new ways of reading the story.

In 1972 Phyllis Trible read a paper to the Andover
Newton Theological Seminary in which she argued that
God created an androgyne that became male only when
God separated out the female parts for Eve. Genesis 3:16
did not sanction male supremacy but condemned it. The
myth places under judgment the patriarchal culture from
which it comes. Judith Plaskow, a Jewish scholar, wrote an
essay called “The Coming of Lilith” in which she told a
new story, in the mode of midrash, of Adam’s first wife as a
woman so aware of her own value that she refused to
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become Adam’s servant. Adam then asked for a new and
more docile partner, but eventually Eve escaped and joined
Lilith, returning to Eden with plans to make it new. Within
Islam there have also been some stirrings in these new
directions, as in the work of Riffat Hassan, a Pakistani
woman living in the United States who argues that in the
Qur'an “both men and women were made in the same
manner, of the same substance, at the same time.” The
radical Egyptian feminist Nawal El Saadawi used ambigu-
ities in the Adam and Eve story as part of her attack on
traditional gender roles. Such reinterpretations remain mar-
ginal, however, and the most important recent trends in
Muslim countries have seen the strengthening of traditional
patriarchal understandings of the religion.

SEE ALSO Creation Stories.
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ADOLESCENCE

SEE Adolescent Sexuality.

ADOLESCENT

SEXUALITY
Prepuberty and puberty refer to the physiological, ana-

tomical, and hormonal changes in sexual maturation.
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Puberty begins with menarche in girls and the first ejac-
ulation in boys, and marks the beginning of adolescence,
a complex psychological and developmental process that
spans the years roughly from eleven to twenty (Tyson
and Tyson 1990, p. 62). Three transformations occur in
adolescence: There is disengagement from the infantile
ties to the parents; there is the discovery of orgasm and
sexual desire directed away from the parents; and there is
a primary identification with one of the parents as an
adult. In Freudian theory, for heterosexuals the primary
identification would be with the same sexed parent, for
homosexuals the primary identification is the opposite
sexed parent. These transformations begin with the onset
of adolescence, which many writers agree is a recapitula-
tion of infancy. Infantile sexuality, repressed during
latency, is revived in adolescence with the reappearance
of Oedipal conflicts: the threat of attraction to the oppo-
site sexed parent, and the wish for the disappearance or
death of the same sexed parent.

In the United States, largely through the work of
Peter Blos and Margaret Mahler, adolescence is viewed as
the culmination of a process of maturation. The process
of mourning becomes important. Anna Freud drew
attention to the similarity of adolescence, with its emo-
tional disappointments, and a period of mourning. The
adolescent’s sexual feelings must detach from the parents
and focus on new objects, and this results in mourning
for infantile wishes. The new objects, or individuals, are
pursued for narcissistic and grandiose fantasies that char-
acterize this development stage. The most specific change
in adolescence is managing the dual tasks of integrating a
genitally mature body in society and also becoming
autonomous. The work of becoming autonomous chal-
lenges the narcissistic attitude of the adolescent and
reveals the internal world of the young adult and exposes
the secure and insecure attachments of his or her charac-
ter. It also challenges the adolescent’s ego to take control
of functions that have until then been the responsibility
of the parents.

The development that occurs in adolescence has a
form and conclusion conditioned by the culture and
family to which it belongs. The culture and family are
capable of interfering with this process. The parents of
adolescents are often in the midst of their own midlife
problems and this can add confusion between the ado-
lescent and the parents. Also, the adolescent’s actualiza-
tion of some of the parents’ own unresolved conflicts can
add more confusion and dissension to this period and
contribute to the adolescent feeling misunderstood.

External reality becomes a mediator for the adoles-
cent, capable of reinforcing or weakening the structures
of the psychic apparatus. The task for the adolescent is to
separate from infantile objects and wishes, and resume
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identification with narcissistically acceptable objects.
Mediator figures include parents, teachers, friends, ideol-
ogies, and religions. They can provide for the adolescent
a temporary support or identification as they develop a
self-image that is truly his or her own.

Sigmund Freud rooted gender in the discovery of
genital differences, but research has suggested that gender
development is influenced by many factors and there is
not a single route to adult gender identity. Many writers
have come to agree that individuals unconsciously make
both heterosexual and homosexual attachments, with any
person’s outcome just one of a wide continuum of pos-
sibilities. The idea is that individuals are not simply
homosexual or heterosexual, but some unique mixture.
One’s gender identity is a developmental outcome that
results from individual differences, the influences of cul-
ture and family, as well as fantasy, conflict, defenses,
regression, and making and breaking relationships inter-
nally and externally while trying to maintain a stable self.

There was a paradigm shift in the study of gender
identity over the last few decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Historically, gender identity was considered binary:
One was ecither homosexual or heterosexual, and culture
encouraged conformity to this view. Psychoanalytic fem-
inism began documenting the pathogenic processes
and effects of psychological conformity to the cultural
gender binary (Bassin 2000, Layton 2000, Stimmel
2000). This more recent approach argues that gender
identity is not just absorbed from one’s culture, but
individuals engage the influence of cultural proscription
and talk back. Gender not only acts on and against one,
but it is also available to the individual to use for his or
her own aims. Gender identity is best understood as a
social category and psychic identity position that is a
compromise formation held in the tension between the
pressures of conformity and compliance, on one hand,
and the individual’s continuous project of self-creation
and self-protection on the other (Person, Cooper, and

Gabbard 2005, p. 102).

Gender identity has moved from dualism to muld-
plicity. Gender is both fluid and embodied, not unified.
As Ethel Spector Person (1999, p. 314) has written,
“Against what appears to be a dichotomously, categorical
expression of gender, there exists in each person a com-
plicated, multi-layered interplay of fantasies and identi-
fications, some feminine, some masculine. ... In essence,
conscious and unconscious diversity co-exist.” The diver-
sity of gender identity is seen in the early twenty-first
century in adolescent behavior: It is acceptable, even
popular, to talk about oneself as bisexual, or even to resist
the imperatives in this label, and refuse to claim one
position on the gender identity continuum.

SEE ALSO Puberty.
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ADULTERY

Adultery is a nearly universal concern. It is defined by
Judaic, Christian, and Muslim formulations, and in legal
codes deriving from Roman law. Known colloquially as
cheating or infidelity, adultery is more complex than
simple faithlessness and is not to be confused with for-
nication, or sex between two unmarried people. In its
simplest definition, adultery occurs when a married per-
son has sex with someone other than his or her spouse.
Marriage is requisite, on the one hand, for an action to be
called adultery. On the other hand, the cheating couple
also must not be married to one another; otherwise the
situation is not adultery but bigamy or polygamy, even in
jurisdictions where such is proscribed. It is sometimes the
case that spouses agree beforehand that one or both
spouses will seek sexual pleasure outside their marriages,
a situation that has been called open marriage. Regardless
of the level of consent or of participation by the offended
spouse, most legal and religious authorities still consider
such activity to be adulterous.

Simple definitions aside, whether a particular act can
be called adultery depends very much on historical, legal,
and cultural contexts. That is, what qualifies as adultery in
one jurisdiction would not in another, or even in the same
jurisdiction in another era. In some definitions, both
“cheating” partners are adulterers if either of them is mar-
ried, and each is to be treated similarly. In practice, one
partner—usually the woman—is often punished more
severely than the other. In many definitions, a married
man commits adultery only if he has sex with a married
woman not his wife; if the man’s paramour is not married,
neither is an adulterer. Under the same definitions, a mar-
ried woman commits adultery when she has sex outside her
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marriage, regardless of the marital status of her partner. The
primary variable in this diversity of definidons historically
would seem to be the status of women. The more repressive
the code or culture, the more likely it is that there will be a
double standard regarding men and women in adulterous
relationships, to the point that in some jurisdictions a
woman can be guilty of adultery even if she did not consent
to having sex.

The legal principle of property underlies many sec-
ular definitions of adultery, in the sense that the marriage
bond is one in which one partner has rights to another
(or, in some formulations, each has rights to the other),
so that infidelity amounts to a kind of larceny. What are
these rights? Under a dynastic model of marriage, what
seems to be at stake is a man’s right to legitimate heirs—
that is, to sons and daughters of his own engendering,
which adultery throws into question. Under more com-
panionate models, the right would seem to be to exclu-
sive enjoyment. It is rarer, though not unknown, for
adultery to be considered a crime against the state so that
the state might take action, regardless of the desires of the
offended spouse or spouses. The logic behind such a
position is that marriage is a foundational social relation-
ship, so that individual acts of adultery undermine the
society as a whole. Such is the logic behind the United
States military’s prosecutions of adultery. The Uniform
Code of Military Justice, the code under which service
people are tried in courts martial, does not specifically
mention adultery. Rather, when an adultery case is
brought, it falls under what is called the “General
Article,” which proscribes all conduct “to the prejudice
of good order and discipline” and all conduct “of a
nature to bring discredit” to the armed forces.

JUDAISM AND CHRISTIANITY

In the Judeo-Christian tradition, adultery is proscribed in
the sixth or seventh mitzvah or commandment of the
Decalogue (Exodus 20), what is colloquially called the
Ten Commandments (sixth or seventh because different
religions and denominations group the commandments
differently). Perhaps the most notorious adulterer in the
Hebrew scriptures is also one of the most revered kings,
David, whose adulterous affair with Bathsheba and the
punishments he received for it are prominently narrated
in 1 Samuel. The prohibition against adultery (and incest)
is one of the three strongest in Talmudic thinking, the
others being those against murder and against idolatry,
such that a person is enjoined from committing adultery
even to save his own life. In Deuteronomy (chapters 20
and 22), the punishment for an adulterous couple is death,
in order to purge the impurity brought on the community
by such sin—"so shalt thou put away evil from Israel”
(Deuteronomy 22:22, King James Version).
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But Rabbinic law by the time of Roman occupation
became decidedly averse to the death penalty, so that the
condemned adulteress was only sent away and prohibited
from rejoining either her husband or her paramour. Even
under this new leniency, however, adultery remained a
violation of God’s ordained social order, and a husband
was required to divorce his adulterous spouse, even if
inclined to forgive her. In Deuteronomy, adultery
depends entirely on the woman’s marital status, occur-
ring when a man has sex with a married woman or even a
woman who is betrothed but not yet married. If the
woman is not married or betrothed, it is not adultery,
even if the man is already married. Similarly, if she is a
slave, she is not guilty because Rabbinic law assumes she
is not free to act as she might. The story of Tamar in
Genesis illustrates the complications that could arise
from these definitions in combination with other laws,
in this case the requirement in Deuteronomy that a
widow must marry her husband’s brother in order to
continue her husband’s line. Tamar is the widow of Er
and of his brother, Onan. Her father-in-law, Judah,
keeps her from his remaining son, Shelah, so she dis-
guises herself as a prostitute and has sex with unwitting
Judah. When Tamar becomes pregnant, Judah threatens
her with execution for adultery, since she is technically
betrothed to Shelah. Tamar exposes Judah as the father,
and in so doing exposes his injustice in keeping Shelah
from her, thus saving her life. As early as 70 cE, Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakkai saw the injustice of these double
standards during a proliferation of adultery, so he abol-
ished the ordeal (involving the drinking of a bitter liquid
in a public ceremony) that was supposed to test the guilt
or innocence of the accused woman.

In some ways Jesus’s teachings about adultery are
more strict than the Deuteronomic tradition out of which
they arise, expanding the question of adultery beyond
physical acts to include desires and intentions: “Ye have
heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not
commit adultery: But I say unto you, That whosoever
looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed
adultery with her already in his heart” (Matt. 5:27-28).
In effect, the commandment against coveting a neighbor’s
wife is subsumed under that against adultery. Jesus also
adds (Matt. 5:32) that any divorce, except on grounds of
infidelity, will cause a woman to commit adultery when
she remarries, a position that is much stricter than the
Jewish laws. Moreover, Jesus expands the definition of
adultery to include any married man who has sex outside
of marriage. It is no surprise, therefore, that early Christian
thinking held the marriage bond to be of such impor-
tance—elevated to the point that it replicates the bond
between God and the Church—that any adulterous act
wounds the bond between God and man (see, for instance,
Ephesians 5:22-32). And yet, for all this strictness, Jesus
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also seems to be in accord with the Rabbinic thought of
the period, so that in the famous Pericope Adulterae, or
story of the woman taken in adultery, Jesus does not
sentence the woman to death but drives off her accusers
with the question of their own sinfulness and frees her
with an admonition to cease sinning (usually found at

John 7:53-8:11).

Roman Catholic doctrine toward adultery derives
from Jesus’s teachings and from early Christianity’s writ-
ings about marriage and adultery, and develops over the
course of the Middle Ages. Because Catholic doctrine
defines various stages and degrees of marriage, what con-
stitutes adultery can be complicated. Unlike Jewish law,
engagement to be married is not sufficient to make sexual
intercourse with someone other than the fiancé adulter-
ous. But if a couple agrees to marry, then has intercourse,
they are sufficiently married in the eyes of the Church for
any other sexual relations to be adulterous. Similarly,
matrimonium ratum (which occurs when a couple has
gone through the marriage ceremony but has not yet
had intercourse in order to consummate the marriage)
is also sufficient to make any other sexual relations
adulterous.

While Jewish law allows divorce for virtually any
reason and in fact has required it following adultery,
Catholic doctrine never permits or recognizes divortium
plenum, or absolute divorce, for marriages sanctified by
the Catholic Church. This doctrine is based upon Jesus’s
rejection of divorce in Mark 10:9-12 and similar pas-
sages: “What therefore God hath joined together, let not
man put asunder. ... Whosoever shall put away his wife,
and marry another, committeth adultery against her. And
if a woman shall put away her husband, and be married
to another, she committeth adultery.” It may be
remarked that the similar passage from Matthew (men-
tioned above) seems to contain an exception, that divorce
is permitted if the spouse is adulterous, but Catholic
doctrine rejects the possibility that the passages conflict
with one another and that Jesus allowed absolute divorce
in this limited circumstance. Catholic doctrine will allow
in the case of adultery a divortium imperfectum, or a
limited divorce, in which the marriage bond remains
indissoluble though the couple lives apart from one
another. Furthermore, canon law (see below) requires
that the offended party seek redress within six months
of discovering the infidelity, or else he or she is assumed
to have condoned or forgiven the transgression and can-
not take action. Nevertheless, in practice in such cases,
the Catholic Church has often been known to grant
annulments, declaring that a true marriage not only does
not exist but never occurred in the first place, which,
though doctrinally different from divorce, has the effect
of allowing the couple to remarry elsewhere.
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Just as doctrines about marriage complicate Catholic
definitions of adultery, so too do doctrines about sexual
acts. Under Catholic teaching, adultery requires inter-
course, so that some sexual behavior between a married
person and another married person may not amount to
adultery, no matter how sinful the behavior may be.
Similarly, according to some theologians, some sexual
acts, such as sodomy, are adulterous even when the
partners are married to one another.

ISLAMIC LAW

While the several varieties of Islamic law, or sharia, prac-
ticed in some Muslim countries differ in some particulars,
the prohibitdon against adultery is shared by all and derives
from the Qu’ran and from hadith, or traditions concerning
the practices of the Prophet Muhammad. Though the
Qu’ran does not quote the Decalogue, it does refer to it
and seems to draw upon its tradition. Adultery is consid-
ered one of the most serious offenses, known as the Hadd
offenses, because they are specified as offenses in the
Qu’ran, another of which is the false accusation of adultery.
Perhaps because the accusation is so serious, there are
restrictions on it. The punishment for adultery is tradition-
ally rajm, death by stoning, but this punishment is based
only upon hadith, as the Qu’ran makes no mention of it.
The seriousness of the crime necessitates under sharia a high
standard of evidence, such as a voluntary confession or four
reliable male eyewitnesses to the same act of penetration. In
most schools of sharia, pregnancy is too circumstantial to
be admitted as reliable evidence, but when it is admitted,
most schools accept a counter-claim of rape as enough to
free the woman from charges.

The variety of sharia followed in some Nigerian
provinces, namely Maliki, is alone among the sharia
schools to require some proof of rape to admit the
counter-claim. A few high-profile cases of adultery
brought before the sharia courts in some regions of
Nigeria after 1999 generated worldwide debate about
sharia’s treatment of women. The Taliban regime in
Afghanistan was widely decried for its radical interpreta-
tion of sharia. Under the Taliban, it was enough for a
woman to be found in the company of a man who was
neither her husband nor a near relation to be found
guilty and to be executed. Although the Taliban were
forced from power in 2001, as late as 2005 an Afghani
woman, Bibi Amena, was executed by her family and
community for having been found in the company of a
man not her husband. The man reportedly received forty
lashes. Iran has executed scores of men and women for
adultery since the Islamic Republic came to power there
in 1979. Most Islamic countries have laws against adul-
tery on the books (as do many countries in Europe and

North America) but make the burden of proof so high as
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Death Sentence. This Nigerian Woman was sentenced to death by stoning for adutlery in
Nigeria in 2002. © REUTERS/CORBIS.

to be very nearly impossible to result in executions. Some
regions substitute jail terms, such as Dubai in the United
Arab Emirates, where the maximum term in an adultery
conviction is eighteen months. In most cases, imputa-
tions of adultery, or any other doubts thrown on a
woman’s honor, are handled extra-legally. Execution of
the offending females (as in so-called honor crimes) by a
family member is still common in many countries.

ROMAN LAW AND ITS SUCCESSORS

At least since the time of Augustus (63 BCE-14 CE),
Roman law treated adultery as a criminal action, and
required adulterers to be exiled. Adultery under this
definition depends entirely on the woman’s marital sta-
tus. A wife commits adultery when she has sex with any
man other than her husband. If the woman is not mar-
ried, it is not adultery, though there may well be penalties
for her actions. A man’s marital status is not part of the
question. According to Augustus’s laws, known as the
Julian marriage laws, a father is justified in killing his
adulterous daughter, and a husband justified in killing his
wife’s paramour. Regardless of the husband’s willingness
to forgive, Roman law required him to prosecute within a
certain time frame, and required the couple’s divorce.
These laws did not prove popular, and Augustus himself
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was forced to exile his own daughter, Julia, for her
adulterous acts only fourteen years after enacting his
marriage laws. Later emperors softened and even ignored
the laws. They are important, however, in that in the
form of sixth-century Byzantine emperor Justinian’s
Corpus Juris Civilis, they help form the basis of canon
law, which began to take its current form in twelfth-
century western Europe. It may be interesting to note
that adultery under Justinian’s code did not apply if the
husband was not offended by his wife’s infidelity, such as
when he prostitutes her. Such is not the case in canon
law. As the laws of the Catholic Church courts, canon
law had jurisdiction over many offenses—including
adultery—anywhere Roman Catholicism held sway,
including England, where canon law continued to evolve
after the English Reformation. Even though English
Protestantism held that marriage is not a sacrament,
English canon law did not permit divorce, even for
adultery, for many years. As the English church lost
power in judicial matters, adultery began to be a secular
court concern, and in 1857 England established a court
specifically to take divorce out of the hands of the
church. Under the laws of that time, husbands could
obtain a divorce for simple adultery, but women were
required to prove cruelty or desertion in addition.
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The Napoleonic Code is a civil code promulgated by
Napoleon I in 1804, forming the basis for the laws of
many European countries besides France, and is an influ-
ence in the laws of Louisiana, New Mexico, and Puerto
Rico. The Napoleonic Code derives from eatlier French
law, Roman law, and Justinian’s Corpus Juris Civilis, but
borrowed also from the laws of other nations. Again, it is
not a criminal code, but is concerned largely with deter-
mining matters of property; as such, it concerns itself
with adultery insofar as questions of marriage and divorce
matter help determine the status of property and the
determination of inheritance. Adultery, under the
Napoleonic code, covers extramarital sex on the part of
either the husband or the wife, but as a cause for action in
divorce applies unequally, giving more restrictions to
women at virtually every turn. Either husband or wife
may sue for divorce on account of adultery, but the wife
can divorce her husband only if he brings into their home
his adulterous partner, called a concubine in the Code.
Again, if a divorce should be granted because of adultery,
the adulterous spouse—whether male or female—is pro-
hibited from ever marrying his or her adulterous partner;
but the Code adds that, should the wife be the adulteress,
she may also be sent to a correctional facility for a three-
month to two-year period. Children conceived through
adultery are illegitimate under the Code, restricting their
claims to inherit. But the Code does not permit accusa-
tions of adultery in an effort to disinherit a certain child,
unless it can be proven that the legal father was absent
from his wife during the period spanning from three
hundred to one hundred and eighty days prior to the
birth of the child. Napoleon’s regime is also responsible
for a penal code promulgated in 1810, which allows a
man to kill his wife and her lover if he catches them in
the act of adultery. No similar allowance is made for an
offended woman.

CONCLUSION

Adultery would appear to be an unending human worry.
In 2000, for instance, China revised a twenty-year-old
marriage law in an effort to reduce adulterous activity,
which many sensed to be on the rise. Keeping concubines
was supposedly common in pre-communist China and
seems to have reemerged after the economic reforms of
the 1980s, but Chinese officials believe that adultery is
contrary to proper socialist thought. Given that these
reforms coincided with religious reform movements
against rising adultery rates in Muslim and Christian
cultures as well, one might wonder if adultery is not the
constant and a culture’s attitudes toward it the variable
instead.

SEE ALSO Marriage.
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Erick Kelemen

ADVERTISING

Advertising, a form of communication between a paying
sponsor and an identified audience (Dunn and Barban
1986), has become ubiquitous. Advertising’s financial impact
is significant: In 2004 within the United States alone,
$263.77 billion was spent on advertising (Coen 2000).
However, focusing exclusively on advertising’s economic
impact means that one overlooks the significant cultural
power that advertising wields. Corporations, consumers,
and other agencies have begun examining the phenomenon
with more complexity to measure the degree of social and
political influence of advertising. They note the limitations of
seeing advertising only as a paid communication designed to
sell products or services to an identified audience, acknowl-
edging that many factors—including the advertised messages
and their visual elements, contexts, and viewers—shape the
meaning of the advertisement. More importantly, they argue
that focusing on the economic role of advertising omits the
degree to which other messages and values are being, if not
sold, at least circulated within society. With growing attentive-
ness to the values that are associated with advertising (along
with consumerism and marketing), many have critiqued the
pervasiveness of advertising, its increasingly specific targeting
of populations, and the cultural values associated with partic-
ular products. Since the 1960s, as advertising became a larger
part of consumer culture, a number of questions emerged
from a variety of disciplines. How are various identities—
such as gender, sexuality, age, and race—portrayed in adver-
tising? How do companies reinforce or challenge social iden-
tidies? What values and perspectives are being advertised along
with specific products?
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MARGINALIZATION OF
NON-DOMINANT GROUPS

There is a relationship between how people are represented
in advertising and the perceived societal role of those
groups. Women, people of color, older citizens, and other
non-dominant groups (including gay, lesbian, bisexual, and
transgendered [GLBT] audiences) have traditionally played
a marginal role in the creation of advertising. These groups
have historically held little control over their representation,
let alone the values and messages that advertising portrays
about them. As a result, advertising can convey notions
about the perceived values of a group that might not
correspond with the actual desires and experiences of the
group itself. In additon, although advertisers frequently
organize their audiences by various identity factors (e.g.,
gender, sexuality, age, race, class, and religion), they do not
always research those audiences. Consequently, advertisers
may not be aware of products and services that might
benefit that population. Indeed, they might choose to
market products with known health risks (e.g., fast food,
tobacco, and alcohol) to particular groups, such as people
of color (Dates and Barlow 1990) or women (Deadly
Persuasion 2003). Given the ways in which portrayals of
non-dominant groups have often been misogynist, racist,
and homophobic, such patterns can create social discord

(Kellner 1995).

Certainly, other media traffic in these images; however,
advertising helps defray the cost of most media to consum-
ers, so 4/l media must consider the dominant images within
advertisements. Most media outlets are directly supported
by advertisers; in 1990, it was estimated that general audi-
ence magazines received 50 percent of their revenues from
advertisers, whereas newspapers collected seventy-five per-
cent from advertisers, and broadcasters relied almost exclu-
sively on advertising income (Herman 1990). It is not
surprising, perhaps, that the information presented in media
outlets can be affected by the interests of their financial
supporters (i.e., advertisers). It becomes increasingly diffi-
cult for individuals to overlook the influence of advertising
when trying to determine their own relationship to society,
let alone that of other groups when “neutral” media can be
influenced by advertisers. Advertising, then, is a central
promoter of values within public discourse, providing “per-
haps the most dynamic and sensuous representations of
cultural values in the world” (Lears 1994).

REINFORCEMENT OF GENDER
NORMS

Advertising can reinforce particular gender norms; adver-
tisements directed at women, for instance, often valorize
nurturing and supportive roles. Such depictions, which
confine women to the domestic sphere, persist despite the
fact that by the 1980s, only ten percent of families
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included a wife and mother whose sole job was taking
care of her children while her husband worked (Levitan,
Belous, and Gallo 1988). Other stereotypical feminine or
misogynist behaviors are portrayed as representative of all
women, including women as naggers, nymphomaniacs,
mentally incompetent, animalistic, and as bodies (rather
than as humans). In contrast, men are typically featured
as dominant, heroic, and/or competent subjects (rather
than objects). Male voices are more likely to be featured
in voiceovers, reinforcing the notion that authority is
masculine. Such representations, then, reinforce norms
of men as being linked primarily with the public sphere,
whereas women are associated with the private sphere.
The few exceptions seem incapable of challenging gen-
dered norms.

In the late 1980s, images began surfacing that fea-
tured men as foolish (particularly when juxtaposed with
items traditionally thought as feminine, such as those
related to food preparation) or as fathers. Yet men are
infrequently depicted as caregivers in advertisements.
When they do appear as parents, they and the children
usually participate in conventionally masculine activities.
Such images suggest that men can assume a nurturing
role, which has been socially defined as feminine, but
they are rarely portrayed in additional feminine modes.
For example, in 1999, Kaufman pointed out that men
are “never shown caring for girls,” suggesting that such
choices might be read as excessively effeminate.

OBJECTIFICATION OF WOMEN

When women are represented in advertising—a public
domain—they are frequently depicted as objects, rather
than as subjects. This objectification of women, and their
bodies, can be better understood when one considers the
“gaze,” which controls and fetishizes the female body
(Mulvey 1975). Mulvey’s work offers a productive point
of origins for many scholars, including John Berger, who
highlights the gendered dynamics of this concept: “Men
act; women appear. Men look at women. Women watch
themselves being looked at. Thus she turns herself into an
object—and most particularly an object of vision—a
sight” (Berger 1977). Rather than being an active subject
with agency, women are presented as passive or decora-
tive objects, who rarely interact with the products being
sold (Sheehan 2003): This passivity is part of a larger
cultural message being sold along with the product.
These objectifying gazes have acquired moralistic dimen-
sions: What is beautiful is considered self-evidently good
(Wolszon 1998). Objectification is presented as a desir-
able goal that can be accomplished if one buys the
appropriate products and services. Although advertisers
have expanded their portrayal of who can benefit from
these products and services—businesswomen, women of
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color, women of various ages—the demand on consum-
ers to be sexually appealing is still a central theme of
many advertisements (Kilbourne 2003).

It has become commonplace that “sex sells” when
advertising strategies are discussed. However, the degree
to which this maxim might be true has sparked debates
and research. In one such study, female subjects on
magazine covers had their heads emphasized only four
percent of the time (the ratio for men is 900% more);
their torsos and bodies (along with their heads) comprise
the remaining shots (Lambaise and Reichert 2006).
Feminist critique has focused on the high frequency of
nearly or completely nude female bodies in advertise-
ments as well as the visual dismemberment of those
bodies. Feminists and others have critiqued the disturb-
ing trend of using extremely young girls as sexual objects
in ads (Kilbourne 2003, 2000). Such patterns reinforce
the objectification of women, presenting it as a normal
social phenomenon.

INFLUENCE ON STANDARDS
OF BEAUTY

Others have rightly noted that consumers may view the
highly artificial portrayal of female beauty (models typi-
cally have a lower body weight than the average con-
sumer, are styled by many people, and may have their
images digitally touched up in the editing room) as a
documentary of female beauty rather than as a highly
stylized fiction. Some researchers have found that there is
licdle, if any, proof that an attractive model or spokes-
person prompts consumer spending decisions (Cabellero,
Lumpkin, and Madden 1989). And yet, these appeals to
beauty continue to be pitched at women and girls rather
than at men: such appeals appeared in fifty-six percent
of television commercials that ran during teenage girls’
preferred television shows; in contrast, such appeals
appeared in only three percent of television advertise-
ments aimed at men during viewing hours where they
were the major audience (Signorelli 1997). Naomi Woolf
has maintained that this “beauty myth” is a means of
prescribing behavior to women (investing one’s time and
financial resources to portray youth and naiveté) and not
appearance (1992). This distinction focuses on the appeal
of beauty as a social control: As images of beauty con-
tinually shift, insecure consumers may perpetually justify
their purchases of products and services. By endlessly
manipulating and redefining beauty, advertising and cor-
porate profits are secured.

OBJECTIFICATION OF MEN

Some researchers see insecurity as the motivating force
behind the abundance of overtly muscular or conspicuously
athletic men in advertising (Klein 1993). These representa-
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Calvin Klein Underwear Advertisement. The Calvin Klein
ads are known for their use of sex appeal and controversy.
© BETTMANN/CORBIS.

tions masculinize the values, products, and services that
appear in the media. Granted, these masculine images
differ from norms of female models—male models are
encouraged to exhibit physically strong and intimidating
bodies whereas female models are encouraged to be exces-
sively thin—but these images speak to the ways in which
men, too, can be objectified in the media. As advertisers
began foregrounding the bodies of male models, consumers
(women and men) were invited to become voyeurs of male
bodies. While sexual objectification of women remains a
long-standing phenomenon, consumers have begun to wit-
ness an increase in the sexual objectification of men.
Mulvey’s concept of the “gaze” has been revived with this
acknowledgement that men might also be eroticized—and
disempowered—as objects of desire (Mulvey 1975,
Schroeder and Zwick 1999). When paired, women and
men are often positioned to foreground the competition,
power, and domination between the two (Goffman 1979).
Such domination is often eroticized (hooks 1997).
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FUNCTION RANKING AND
VIOLENCE

While a model’s appearance is scrutinized by advertisers
and researchers, other elements of the image matter as
well: clothing, activity, facial expression (or lack thereof),
setting, other objects, postures, sex of the people por-
trayed, and other attributes of identity (e.g., race, class,
and age). Researchers contend that the action of models
within advertising can underscore the power differential
between groups. Erving Goffman defines this phenom-
enon as “function ranking,” the relative passivity of
female models when male models are present, a pattern
that he sees as supporting male dominance; Ellen Seiter
finds a similar pattern when analyzing advertising images
of black children observing their more active white play-
mates, which subtly hints at white supremacy (Goffman
1979, Seiter 1995). This passivity becomes even more
troubling when advertisers accentuate this power differ-
ential so that violence becomes part of the message.

Violence in advertising may include linguistic
aggression (using specific language, such as “bitch”),
may highlight fear (by featuring models in perilous sit-
uations), and may even feature models posed as corpses.
Typically, violence is presented as erotic or fashionable
with male models as the aggressive party. Given that in
the United States one in four women experiences domes-
tic violence and that one in five women and one in thirty-
three men have experienced an attempted or completed
rape (Tjaden 2000, Rennison 2001), this strategy exploits
and glamorizes what is a painful reality for many survi-
vors. Some consumers have negatively responded to these
portrayals of sexual objectification and of violence
through boycotts, complaints, and media awareness cam-
paigns. Such campaigns include Joan Kilbourne’s
“Killing Us Softly” video series, the work of the activist
organization Guerilla Girls, and the long-running “No
Comment” section of Ms. Magazine, which includes
objectionable ads and the company’s contact information
on its penultimate page. These negative responses—
particularly those that affect the public image of the
company or the financial future of a given product—
have affected an industry leery of alienating consumers

(Twitchell 1996).

MARKETING TO TARGET GROUPS

This negotiation of sexuality—given its commercial
appeal—becomes increasingly coded upon consideration
of advertising images that are constructed to be appealing
to both heterosexual and homosexual audiences.
Brumbaugh and Grier’s concept of “encoding” describes
the phenomenon in which

marketers draw on knowledge of the selected
segment to create advertising that carries a certain
intended meaning for that segment. Markets
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‘encode’ the meaning through the use of cues
such as culturally similar actors, shared cultural
symbols, appropriate media placement, and pre-
ferred language or vernacular. The marketer’s
hope is that the cues will be ‘decoded’ by viewers
in the target segment to yield the intended mean-
ing that encourages favorable evaluates of the
product and firm.

(Brumbaugh and Grier 1999)

These coded messages allow advertisers to access a
larger market of consumers: gay and lesbian audiences
are meant to interpret these ads as representing their
culture(s) and experiences, subcultural codes that are pre-
sumably not legible to heterosexual consumers (Clark
1996). When this strategy works, advertisers can market
to the GLBT community without necessarily acknowledg-
ing their intent or the existence of the GLBT community.

Additional strategies have emerged to maintain
coded ambiguity for GLBT audiences. Ads with
“androgynous marketing” deploy “a multifaceted eroti-
cism that includes homoeroticism,” including the use of
beautiful models of the same sex without presenting their
relationship as non-platonic (Soldow 2006). Another
strategy that relies on ambiguity is that of “gay window”
advertising, which portrays same-sex couples or groups in
ads where heterosexual couples might have traditionally
appeared (Stabiner 1982). Companies advertise their
products in less ambiguous ways when the ads are placed
in media that are planned for and used primarily by
GLBT people, such as Instinct, Out, The Advocate, and
the cable network LOGO. Advertisers might specifically
place ads in gay-friendly media despite past policies of
discrimination against GLBT employees. For instance,
the Adolph Coors Company placed an ad in /nstinct in
2000, presenting an attractive image to a community that
had previously boycotted Coors for its homophobic com-
pany policies in the 1970s. Some images are marketed to
both GLBT and heterosexual audiences; however, many
have critiqued these strategies.

Some lesbians have contended that objectifying
women, as that ad does, fails to become more palatable
just because women’s desires are acknowledged. They
realize that this pattern of portrayal is lucrative, especially
in mainstream presses where “lesbian” images cater to
male heterosexual viewers. In addition, they note that the
financial incentives of presenting homoeroticism in a
positive light do not mandate that those representations
are personally salient or empowering (Clark 1996). In
fact, they can be quite exploitative (Williamson 1986).

Yet companies continue to recognize the financial
benefits of broadening their consumer base and have
responded accordingly. It has been estimated that corpo-
rations within the United States spend about $232 mil-
lion annually in gay media and in sponsoring gay-specific
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events (Commercial Closet Association 2007). Advertising
in gay media has grown significantly: for example, print ad
revenues quadrupled between 1994 and 2007, and there
was a 241.9 percent jump in ads with “gay-specific” con-
tent between 2003 and 2004 (Commercial Closet
Association 2007). Despite the ways in which these groups
(and people of color) may be marginalized, advertisers
remain aware that these groups have spending power.
This research area remains quite undeveloped (O’Guinn,

Allen, and Semenik 1998).

DISCRIMINATION IN ADVERTISING

Despite their considerable consumer power, the represen-
tations of older adults—and the effects of those represen-
tations on consumers—deserve further scrutiny as well.
Ageism affects advertising: Consumers’ disrespect for or
dread about aging are assumed in ads that advertise
products designed to restore or resurrect one’s youth.
For female consumers, physical signs of age that are
thought to negatively impact beauty (such as weight gain
and facial wrinkles) are presented as terrors that can be
avoided. Presenting particular bodies as “too old” rein-
forces discrimination against older citizens. Certain pub-
lications that target these populations, including media
presented by the AARP (American Association of Retired
Persons), have articulated their criteria for disapproval of
such images and insist that advertisers recognize the

diversity and dignity of older people (Wood 1989).

Such recognition of human dignity would also alter
the representation of people of color. Historically, there
has been a pattern of racist and demeaning images,
typically in marketing to white audiences, when people
of color are included—if they are at all. The rise of the
post—civil rights era alerted marketers to the financial
addressing  African-American  audiences.
However, racist images persist, such as ads which depict

gains  in

people of color as primitive or as a subservient class. The
1980s marked an increase in advertising companies delib-
erately seeking out people of color, particularly African-
Americans. Researchers have noted that white consumers
do not object to having African-Americans in such ads;
however, the fact that researchers felt compelled to notice
this tacit approval indicates the power differential
between these groups (Gren 1999). Some advertisers
use different methods to reach people of color than they
do for mainstream audiences; in addition, some agencies
have begun to specialize in marketing products and serv-
ices for those populations (Cortese 2004).

CONSUMER BEHAVIOR AS A SOCIAL
SCIENCE

Consumers have responded in various ways to advertisers’
efforts. Some attempt to distance themselves from the
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consumerism that these ads foster (Dominquez and
Robin 1999). In contrast, some people deliberately seek
out advertising as a form of entertainment (including
television channels devoted to advertising), often in ven-
ues where commercials are seen as more noteworthy than
the purported entertainment event: The Super Bowl may
be the most notorious example.

Advertisers are understandably interested in what
consumers find compelling. Brand images create “a set
of associations linked to the brand that consumers hold
in memory” (Keller 1993); typically, the strongest ads
have held consistent images for two or three decades or
longer (Aaker 1991). Other agencies are also interested in
the impact of advertising. Public service ads promote
programs or values thought to be for the public good.
The government is also aware that certain products can
cause direct and indirect risks. Sometimes product adver-
tisements are regulated; for instance, tobacco companies
must display health warnings in their advertisements.
The government is also involved in investigating the
process by which goods are marketed; indeed, one of
the Federal Trade Commissions tasks is the monitoring
of deceptive, and therefore illegal, advertising.

The growth in media corporations and new technol-
ogies has furthered the impact and pervasiveness of adver-
tising. Advertising can appear in major mediums: print
(e.g., magazines, newspapers), communication networks
(including television, Internet, radio), public space (such
as billboards), and electronic arenas. In the early 2000s,
researchers became increasingly interested in how word
of mouth might entice would-be consumers (Rosen
2002). Historically, advances in media have been fol-
lowed by an increase in advertising. Radio, for instance,
debuted without advertising in 1920 and subsequently
adopted sponsorship programs and other advertising
campaigns in the 1940s and 1950s. The success of such
advertising was so impressive that the study of consumer
behavior became defined as a social science after World
War II (Woods 1995). To learn more about the market-
ing itself, continued attention to advertising’s audience,
visual components, copy, and consumer response help
the public learn how to decipher the product—and our
culture.

SEE ALSO Media.
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I. HISTORY

The gendering of African studies constitutes one of the most
significant epistemological breakthroughs in the last decades
of the twentieth century. From the African Eve to the first
African female elected president, women have indeed
assumed a pivotal role in shaping African history, and, in
turn, major historical episodes such as colonization and
decolonization have considerably affected their status.
Moreover, as African cultures have so far rested on the
notions that at birth individuals are endowed with both a
male and a female principle, and that the genders comple-
ment one another, women have been perceived as invaluable
direct or symbolic participants in all domains of society.

The significance of African women’s contributions
has, however, often been played down by the combined
forces of patriarchy and racism. African women who have
internalized these repressive ideologies have often pro-
moted practices detrimental to their health and freedom,
such as clitoridectomy or arranged marriages, and have
become the carriers of the heaviest loads in terms of
production and reproduction, in exchange for a few coun-
ter-privileges, most notably in the spiritual realm. This
awareness has encouraged new generations of African
women to commit to change and self-representation, for
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both the preservation of their interests and the increased
well-being of their continent as a whole.

PREHISTORY TO COLONIAL TIMES

The specific challenges attached to reconstituting African
history—namely the preference shared by a number of
African societies for an oral mode of memorization; the
deleterious effect of climate, wars and poverty on existing
documents; and the weight of a widely diffused corpus of
texts and images that grossly distorted African realities—
are compounded, when it comes to writing a history of
women in precolonial times, with historiographical lacu-
nae resulting from the gender-blind approach character-
istic of both the humanities and social sciences, well into
the 1990s. The relative disinterest for women as historical
agents stems also from the nationalist climate in the
midst of which African history gained recognition as a
discipline: Emphasis was put on decolonizing knowledge,
rather than on checking it for gender biases. New scholar-
ship is actively working, not only at filling the gaps, but
ultimately at gendering the disciplines.

“Pre-her-story” According to genetic studies conducted in
the mid-1980s, the most recent common matrilineal ances-
tor of humans alive today lived 150,000 years ago in East
Africa. Through mitochondrial DNA—that is, organelles
passed from mothers to offspring—scientists have reconsti-
tuted an unbroken line of daughters back to the so-called
mitochondrial or African Eve. The ancillary idea that “Eve”
is older than “Adam” similarly is related to some African
myths of origin that ultimately “link human life directly
with God through woman,” according to the theologian
John Mbiti. For instance, according to the Akposso people
from Togo, God (Uwolowu), in his process of creation,
first made a woman and bore with her the first child. For
the Ibibio people of Nigeria, God is the mother-divinity
called Eka Abassi. A Fon myth from Benin refers to Mawu,
the supreme god, as the male or female offspring of a
primordial mother, Nana Buluku.

Women could arguably be credited also with the
Neolithic Revolution that occurred possibly as early as
16,000 BCE in the Nile Valley. The invention of agricul-
ture and the attendant process of sedentarization could be
an extension of the previous task of plant gathering,
probably undertaken by women who thus gained exten-
sive knowledge about vegetation growth and reproduc-
tion (Laberge 2001). Several myths of origin corroborate
this hypothesis: During a drought, Kipsigi women would
have found a grass seed that had germinated in elephant
dung. After tasting it, they planted more, enabling a
stronger Kipsigi community to control the region located
in what is today Kenya (Pala and Ly 1979). Indeed, from

ancient times until the first decades of the twentieth
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century, agriculture in Africa remained the preserve of
women, who developed a “hoe culture” everywhere
except in the Sahel region (Baumann 1928).

Women in Ancient Egypt and Roman Africa (3000
BCE—sixth century BCE) Ancient Egyptian civilization,
born out of the demographic concentration around the
Nile that accompanied the Sahara’s desertification
(9000-3000 BCE), most likely granted women a unique
form of gender equality, attested to by both Egyptian and
foreign sources. Though made “ladies of the house” by
marriage, women moved freely in and out of the public
sphere without a veil. They could also theoretically serve
in any professional position, from field hands to high
priests. Documents show them steering cargo ships and
holding scribal palettes as well—an indication that the
female elite was literate. In the Old Kingdom, fifth to
sixth dynasties, Peseshet, the first female physician in
world history, headed a department of female colleagues,
while Nebet was one of the two women who held the
title of vizier, judge, and magistrate.

Endowed with full legal and economic rights,
Egyptian women could independently manage property,
sue in court, and enter into any type of contract. Though
rarely pharaohs themselves, women, as carriers of the royal
line, conferred authority to the rulers by marriage or fili-
ation. The pharaoh himself had to rule in accordance with
the principles of cosmic harmony symbolized by a female
deity, Maat (Lumpkin 1984). Some royal women imposed
themselves through their political or military genius. Queen
Ahhotep (sixteenth dynasty, c. 1560-1530 BCE) received
the highest military decoration, the Order of the Fly,
for her campaigns against the Hyksos. Queen Hatshepsut
(eighteenth dynasty, r. 1503-1482 BCE) was so revered
for her campaigns against Nubia that her son ordered
the obliteration of her images. Nefertiti (eighteenth dynasty,
fourteenth century BCE) ruled as co-regent with her
husband, Akhenaton (also known as Amenhotep IV), and
led a religious revolution. Arsinoé II (c. 316-270 BCE) was
deified in her lifetime. Cleopatra (r. 51-30 BCE), the last
great ruler of the Ptolemaic era, committed suicide after a
brilliant political career.

The names of women such as Perpetua and Monica
remain attached to the history of early Christianity in
Roman Africa. After a first mission was established in
Alexandria in the first century cg, Christianity spread
westward into Berber North Africa. One of the first
North African Christian martyrs was Perpetua, a young
mother born in Carthago who left a diary detailing her
reasons for seeking martyrdom in 203. Monica, the
mother of Aurelius Augustinus (354-430), also known as
St. Augustine of Hippo, one of the founding fathers of
Roman Christianity, was the main agent of his conversion.
She accompanied her son, then a Manichaean, to Italy and
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begged Bishop Ambrose to mentor him. She died on their
way back to Africa, shortly after his baptism in 387.

Women and Islam (seventh century ce-) The spread of
Islam into African societies from the seventh century on
had an ambivalent effect on the status of women. Critical
of the African premium placed on fecundity over chas-
tity, Muslim visitors or African converts often sought to
dismantle the existing local religions. They consequently
undermined women’s spiritual powers, while introducing
limited reforms in their favor, such as the restriction of
polygyny to four wives and the abolition of female cir-
cumcision in Timbuktu (Iliffe 2007). In its efforts to
impose patrilineal rules of succession, Islam encountered
resistance, as illustrated by the war waged by Kahina, a
female Christian or Jewish leader of the matrilineal
Berbers. After wrestling Carthage from Arab control,
Kahina decided on an ill-fated scorched-earth policy,
and she was eventually defeated in 702.

The literacy Islam brought to sub-Saharan Africa
led, from the twelfth century on, to the opening of
libraries to house Islamic texts, as well as learning centers
for the African production of knowledge in various dis-
ciplines, from religion to prosody and from astronomy to
the political sciences. Among the estimated one million
manuscripts written in Timbuktu and its vicinity, a
sizable number were either copied or written by women
(Haidara, 1.3). Men of weight such as Sheikh Usman
dan Fodio (1754-1817), sultan of the Sokoto califate
and prominent Islamic scholar, condemned women’s
illiteracy in writing. His daughter, Nana Asma’u
(1793-1864), a scholar and poet, launched the Yan
Taru movement for African female intellectuals who

made the hajj, the Muslim pilgrimage to Mecca.

Women and Slavery Valued workers, African women have
been massively sold on the domestic (African), transatlantic,
and Oriental markets. In fact, the majority of slaves in sub-
Saharan Africa were women (Robertson and Klein 1983).
Often kidnapped, as related in chapter two of Olaudah
Equiano’s autobiography (first published in 1789), women
and girls were also pawned for debt repayment, as was the
Nigerian novelist Buchi Emecheta’s mother at the dawn of
the twentieth century. Female slaves were particularly appre-
ciated as wives or concubines because paternity rights were
granted to their husbands/owners without dowry, and
divorce was unattainable. In the first decades of the twen-
tieth century, when domestic slavery was abolished by both
British and French colonial administrations, concubines of
elite men were often strategically ordered by the courts to
remain in forced marriages. In dynastic societies, such as
Dahomey (present-day Benin), female slaves played pivotal
roles at the court. Twice barred from dynastic claims, they
formed the king’s personal guard as well as a pool of poten-

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER

Africa

tial wives. The queen mother (symbolic “double” of the
king rather than his biological mother) was usually a for-
eigner and a slave. In a few postcolonial African nations,
such as Mauritania and the Sudan, enslavement of both
women and men is still practiced on occasion.

Famous for their agricultural skills, women repre-
sented 35 percent of the human cargoes in the trans-
atlantic slave trade. They were kept on the slave ship’s
deck to prevent them from inciting men to revolt, and to
provide sexual gratification to the crew. One of these
women who experienced the Middle Passage was Phillis
Wheatley: Born in Africa around 1753, she became the
first African American writer to be published. Con-
versely, some entrepreneurial women were beneficiaries
of the transatlantic slave trade, such as the Euro-African
signaras (ladies) from Senegambia in the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries (Brooks 1976).

The Oriental slave trade—which has never been
officially abolished—deported a majority of the African
women who were marched toward the East Coast or to
Middle Eastern countries, where they served mostly as
domestics and concubines. To illustrate the hardships
inflicted upon women and children by Swahili or Arab
merchants, French missionaries published the archetypal
story of Swema, a Yao girl who was sold in 1865, buried
alive in Zanzibar, and eventually rescued (Robertson and

Klein 1983).

Women as Leaders Conversely, examples of African
women exerting direct political leadership abound,
although their power depended on seniority, mother-
hood, and wealth. Semi-historical figures, such as Amina
of Hausaland, credited to have extended fifteenth-, six-
teenth-, or seventeenth-century Kano through military
conquest, or Abla Pokou, the eighteenth-century found-
ing mother of the Baule who sacrificed her infant to
save her people, coexist with women leaders who dis-
tinguished themselves in the anticolonial struggle. Nzinga
(c. 1581-1663) waged a quasi-lifelong war against the
Portuguese who came to Angola in search of minerals and
slaves. Dressed as a man, she is rumored to have kept a
harem of young men performing as her “wives.” Yaa
Asantewa (c. 1840-1921), queen mother of one of the
Ashanti states in Ghana, organized a massive rebellion
against the protectorate imposed by the Britsh in 1896.
Her capture apparently required two thousand troops.
Nehanda (c. 1863-1898), medium and leader of the
Shona, fought against Cecil Rhodes’s colonization of what
is now Zimbabwe, and was hanged (Sweetman 1984). One
of the lesser-known women fighters, Sarraounia of the
Azna, who fought the French commanders Paul Voulet
and Julien Chanoine in 1899, is the eponymous character
in a 1986 film directed by Med Hondo and based on
Abdoulaye Mamani’s 1980 novel.
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Women and Re/production Until colonization, African
women’s main tasks consisted of the production of sub-
sistence food, reproduction, and trade between econom-
ically complementary regions. State formation (and the
husband’s class), rules of descent, and religious and some-
times environmental contexts influenced the condition of
women (Coquery-Vidrovitch 1994). But given women’s
dominance in the main economic sector—agriculture—
their rights over land and cattle were generally protected
(Pala and Ly 1979). Even if the cattle belonged to the
male head of the family, women often received a few
heads, and had access to a piece of land, which ensured at
least their partial economic autonomy.

With a maximal fecundity ratio (one child every three
years), African women have also held a “uterine power,” as
it were. Matriarchy was arguably the first state of human
societies and the notion of descent through women still
characterizes the “southern cradle” of the world, according
to the historian Cheikh Anta Diop (1978). Indeed, a
matriarchal belt skirts Central Africa; matriarchal clusters
exist in Ghana and Senegambia, and residual matriarchal
aspects, such as the notion of uterine kinship and the
naming of the child after the mother, still have wide cur-
rency in early-twenty-first-century Africa. For instance,
according to the Kikuyu myth of creation, Gikuyu and
Moombi gave birth to nine daughters, after whom each
of the nine main Kikuyu clans of the Moombi nation was
named. For a long time, the all-powerful Moombi women
practiced polyandry. Moombi men, having impregnated
women, overthrew them, but could not, however, alter the
clans’ female names, which have lasted in Kenya into the
twenty-first century. Moreover, the social importance of
the female procreative function has generated specific insti-
tutions, such as “woman-to-woman marriage,” by which
an heirless woman could acquire rights over another wom-
an’s childbearing capacity (though not over her sexuality).

The dowry, while granting paternity rights to the
husband, entitled a woman to her kin’s help in times of
crisis. Married women could request divorce, though in
patriarchal communities they would lose their children to
the father’s family. In rural polygamous settings, the
senior wife often had the upper hand in choosing a
cowife to share her domestic and field work. Others
examples of women’s resourcefulness in reducing their
oppression and labor included the circulation of children
and the organization of “tontines” (French tontine was
the equivalent of English “esusu” or “osusu,” which
became susu in Caribbean, where the institution survives;
hence also known as “e/o susu”), that is, rotating associ-
ations for collective labor or money savings toward the
completion of individual projects.

Women gained extra income and status through
local and long-distance trade, and wealthy “market
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queens” in cities such as Onitsha, Lomé, or Accra (today
named ‘“Mama Benz” or “Nana Benz” after their chauf-
feured cars) have also acquired political influence. In
1850, for instance, Freetown women traders convinced
the colonial authorities to build a new market, and,
similarly, in 1977 market women obtained from the
Guinean Marxist leader Sékou Touré the right to self-
manage their market, as well as the legalization of private

small trade (Coquery-Vidrovitch 1994).

Women’s esoteric knowledge entitled them to major
functions in nonmonotheistic religions. Involved in div-
ination and witchcraft, women were often associated with
rainmaking. For instance, Mujaji (Modjadji), the queen
and rainmaker of the Lovedu, commands such respect
that both Shaka (c. 1787-1828), the Zulu king, and
Nelson Mandela (b. 1918), the South African political
leader, invoked endorsement from the Mujaji of their
respective eras. In addition, membership in female secret
associations (such as the Sande or Bundu, a Mende
initiation society in Sierra Leone) gave women a voice
in communal decision-making processes.

Conclusion The condition of African women in preco-
lonial times, still insufficiently understood, remains at the
core of an intense debate. Some scholars, such as Niara
Sudarkasa (1996), have strived to demonstrate that
“female” and “male” were clusters of statuses for which
gender was one of the defining characteristics. Therefore,
the normative gender stratification of the early twenty-
first century did not exist in precolonial Africa, and
women’s participation in economic, political, religious,
and artistic matters was deemed indispensable to the life
of their societies. Others, such as Catherine Coquery-
Vidrovitch (1994), insist that women were trained from
a young age, and often through harsh rituals, to submit
to male power: Defined by the three Ss—silence, sacri-
fice, and service—they remained, though with notable
exceptions, legal minors throughout their lives. From this
vantage point, the glorification of their reproductive role
appears to have been a mere compensation for the dis-
regard they met in their productive functions. A clearer
picture of the female condition in precolonial Africa
would indeed require in-depth research on the plural
and complex networks women simultaneously belonged
to—an arrangement that was probably geared to offset
some of the social handicaps they experienced in both
patriarchal and matriarchal communities.

COLONIAL PERIOD

Colonization (1880s—1960s) affected African women in
contradictory ways. To a large extent, they lost control
of their own world, and their consulting role in
the external affairs previously handled by men all but
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disappeared. Redirected toward cash crop production,
they were also subjected to forced labor on plantations,
taken as hostages to pressure men into meeting produc-
tion quotas, recruited to perform sexual services, and
sent to concentration camps (see the films by Jean-
Marie Teno, Le malentendu colonial [The colonial mis-
understanding 2004]; and Peter Bate, Congo: White
King, Red Rubber, Black Death [2003]). Unaware of
the system of parallel chieftancies, colonizers suppressed
women’s autonomous organizations, in possible conniv-
ance with African patriarchs. New laws made the hus-
band the head of the household and imposed his name
onto his wife. The dowry (lobola) calculated in cash
came to signify a new commodification of gender rela-
tions (Mama 1996). Moreover, voting rights were
granted to women much later in the colonies than in

the metropole (Goerg 1997).

If a handful of women benefited from colonization,
such as Madame Yoko, who served as paramount chief of
the Kpaa-Mende of Sierra Leone from 1878 to 1908, the
majority vigorously expressed discontent. In 1929 the
attempt to impose taxation on women in Nigeria resulted
in the Igbo Women’s War, with ten thousand rural
women demonstrating against their diminishing political
rights. During the Franco-Algerian War (1954-1962), an
estimated ten thousand Algerian women worked for the
National Liberation Front (FLN), and one out of five
arrests or killings involved a woman. Despite later con-
troversies, Winnie Mandela, the “Mother of the Nation,”
remains the symbol of South African women’s intrepid
resistance against Apartheid. In all their conflicts with the
colonial (and later the postcolonial) state, women have
resorted to original strategies, such as sit-ins and inva-
sions of officers’ private space, derisive songs, and even
nudity to signify social breakdown—the latter tactic used
again in 1990 to condemn violence in Céte d’Ivoire.

Yet, the colonial and postcolonial city has undeni-
ably granted women more autonomy, allowing them to
take on new social identities. Escaping rural constraints,
women have found in Nairobi, Kampala, or Lagos new
sources of income, in the area of services and commerce
(including prostitution), enabling them to achieve home
ownership, finance their children’s studies, and some-
times travel abroad. They have become a vital part of
the informal economic sector, outside of state control.
Far from their kin, they have managed to negotiate trans-
ethnic or caste-blind marriages, and have sometimes

established polyandric fiefs (Gondola 1997).

Similarly, the spread of Christianity, first by the
Portuguese in the coastal areas as early as the fifteenth
century, and then by European and American mission-
aries in the nineteenth century, resulted in both limiting
and expanding African women’s freedom. As civilization
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was presented to Africans as coterminal with Christianity,
a number of cultural changes related to spirituality,
matriarchal regime, and clothing were imposed by mis-
sionaries as religiously mandated. Although, as a result of
this, women lost their spiritual powers, as well as the
economic and personal independence that made divorce,
for instance, an easy and common procedure, they seized
a number of emancipatory opportunities offered by the
new religion—namely, monogamy, deferral of marriage
until adulthood, and access to literacy, education, and
employment. Consequently, most early Christians in
Africa were women: According to the historian John
lliffe (1995), they represented 80 percent of Anglican

communicants in Abeokuta in 1878.

Women who found inspiration in the Biblical
message but suffered racial or gender discrimination
within the church often founded or joined African
Independent Churches (AICs). Inaugurated in the
Kongo with the Antonine movement spearheaded by
Kimpa Vita (Beatriz of the Kongo) in the early eight-
eenth century, a tradition of female-headed independent
churches developed in nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Africa and was often fed by conflicts that arose from the
colonial situation. The new converts wished either to
Africanize the clergy or to Africanize Christianity itself.
The issue of female circumcision, for instance, led thou-
sands of Christians in Kenya in the 1920s and 1930s to
leave Protestant churches to found their own (Labode
1999). Cynthia Hoehler-Fatton (1999) argues that wom-
en’s participation in the AICs illustrates Africa’s ability to
reconcile the old and the new. The recurrence of found-
ing mothers for these churches rested on the precolonial
concept of female mediumship, and indeed the new
religion often managed to incorporate elements of the
local cults and spirit-possession practices. For instance, in
the Luo Roho movement of western Kenya, a body of
female soldiers (askeche) protected congregations, in line
with a local tradition of women possessed by the spirit of
slain warriors. Some of the most famous female heads of
the AICs include Christianah Abiodun (Nigeria), Grace
Tani (Ghana), Marie Lalou (Cote d’Ivoire), Mai Chaza
(Zimbabwe), Alice (Northern Rhodesia
[present-day Zambia]), and Gaudencia Aoko (Kenya)
(pp. 430-431).

Ultimately, men confiscated leadership in the AICs,
and Christian conversions barely affected polygyny.
Christianity, to some extent, presented itself as a foil for
Islam, enabling it to construct itself as an anticolonial
religion in nationalist eras. Yet, Christianity has grown to
become one of the two major African religions, practiced
in the early twenty-first century by close to 150 million
women on the continent.

Lenshina
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THE EARLY-TWENTY-FIRST-
CENTURY SITUATION

A Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations survey of nine African countries in 1996 revealed
that women assume 70 percent of the agricultural activ-
ities and 100 percent of the food processing (Manuh
1998). They are also responsible for procuring 80 percent
of water and fuel supplies. Consequently, they bear the
brunt of Africa’s increasingly limited access to natural
resources, technology costs, obsolete customary laws,
and economic migrations, which leave them in charge
of men’s former tasks. In Cameroon and Nigeria for
instance, women have replaced cultivating yams (for-
merly handled by men) with cultivating the less time-
consuming but less nutritious cassava.

The “feminization of poverty” results from a combi-
nation of factors: Globalization and its attendant con-
straints—prices established at the center, adjustment
programs imposed by the International Monetary Fund
and the World Bank, corporations’ initiatives such as
genetic seed sterilization or large-scale fishing—play an
important role in the development of this phenomenon.
Illiteracy primarily affects girls, who are often taken from
school for domestic chores or early marriages, and
accounts in part for the scarcity of elected women offi-
cials. For instance, among the Togolese people over
fifteen years of age, 60 percent of women as compared
to 27 percent of men are illiterate (UNFPA 2000). In
2006 for the first time in African history, a woman was
elected president, and this event took place in Liberia. In
her inaugural address, Ellen Johnson-Sitleaf pledged a
“fundamental break” with decades of military and polit-
ical violence in her country.

Multiple forms of violence are visited upon African
women. In 2003 African nations agreed in Maputo,
Mozambique, to end female genital mutilation, forced
marriages, and punitive widowhood rituals. Yet the
World Health Organization estimates that 40 percent
of African women undergo some form of “body mark-
ing,” such as lip and neck elongation, ablation of the
uvula, or forced feeding (Coquery-Vidrovitch 1994).
With new forms of war that primarily target civilians,
women are killed, raped, or enslaved in disproportionate
numbers throughout the African continent. Wangari
Mathai, the Kenyan woman activist recipient of the
2004 Nobel Peace Prize—the first African woman to
receive this award—is convinced that there is an environ-
mental root to wars. Her Green Belt movement, founded
in 1977, has employed eighty thousand women to plant
15 million trees and combat government-sponsored
deforestation. Moreover, women have become the main
victims of the AIDS crisis that feeds, in the African
context, on poverty, wars, displacements, illiteracy, and
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sexual violence. Its epicenter is in South Africa, and
disenfranchised urban women between the ages of fifteen
and twenty-four are particularly at risk. In spite of clear
progress made in Central Africa, gender equality is uld-
mately the cure for the pandemic.

Regardless of patriarchal, colonial, or postcolonial
repression, masses of women merchants and peasants, as
well as some elite women, have fought over the years to
transform their condition. Though a history of African
feminism (which Gwendolyn Mikell [1994] describes as
heterosexual, pro-natal, and concerned with survival)
remains to be written, several women who have theorized
their militant practices for gender equality stand out,
including Adelaide Casely-Hayford (1868-1960, Sierra
Leone), Aoua Kéita (1912-1980, Mali), Nawal El
Saadawi (b. 1931, Egypt), Molara Ogundipe-Leslie (b.
1949, Nigeria), and Filomina Chioma Steady (Sierra
Leone).

SEE ALSO AIDS and HIV: I. Overview; Anthropology;
Creation Stories; Daughter of the Nile Union;
Economics; Employment Discrimination; Female
Genital Mutilation; Feminism: 1. African (Sub-
Saharan); Folk Healers and Healing; Folklore; Gender
Studies; Harems; Honor and Shame; Honor Crimes;
Initiation; Menstruation; Nomadism; Rape; Sex Roles;
Slavery; Veiling; Violence; Virginity; Women's Human
Rights.
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II. POLITICAL AND
CULTURAL AGENDAS

From antiquity to the middle of the twentieth century,
the European and North American production of knowl-
edge on Africa distorted the image of that continent
and its peoples by silencing or overpowering African
voices. That situation resulted from what philosopher
V. Y. Mudimbe has termed the “epistemological ethno-
centrism” of the West (Mudimbe 1988, p. 15). Moreover,
although a distinct European identity emerged in the
fifteenth century from the colonial conquest of new
lands and the concomitant invention of race and other-
ness, the birth of Africa as a self-defining cultural entity
has been the product of the deportation of 12 million
to 20 million Africans to Europe and the Americas over
four centuries. Consequently, it was in the diaspora
rather than on the continent itself and in the midst of
suffering that a collective African identity first coalesced.
Ironically, although Africa has been feminized in its rela-
tionship with Europe and North America, the African
subject in discourses by Africans and non-Africans alike
generally has been presumed to be male.

THE NAMING OF AFRICA

The process by which the African continent was named and
mapped reflects the nature of European and Asian involve-
ment in that region. Referred to as Ethiopia in both the
Bible and Greek historical literature, the Africa known in
antiquity encompassed the land west of Egypt (Libya) and
the land east and south of Egypt up to contemporary Chad
(Ethiopia). After the Romans invaded the African shores of
the Mediterranean, they renamed their colonies, possibly
after a local population, the Afers. The adoption of the
Roman name Africa in its Arabicized form Iffigiya by the
Muslim armies that marched through the Sahara from the
seventh century on inscribed that project in the same
colonial tradition. Similarly, from the fifteenth century on
the name Africa came to be applied to the various coastal
locations discovered by Portuguese navigators and eventu-
ally to the land mass defined by Bartolomeu Diaz’s (1457—
1500) 1488 circumnavigation of South Africa.

However, it was the sixteenth-century German car-
tographer Mercator (1512-1594) who imposed a still
insufficiently challenged image of Africa. Compressing
the southern hemisphere to a third of the world map,
the Mercator projection gives Africa a rounded, some-
what passive form that must have echoed the notion of
femininity in the chauvinistic world of the Renaissance,
as emblematized by Vesalius and Durer’s voyeuristic
dissections of the female body (Brotton 2002). Later
African allegories also often associated animals or mon-
sters and a black woman, the Other, who “in [her]
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abnormal differences, specifies the identity of the Same”

(Mudimbe 1988, p. 12).

EARLY IMAGES AND
CHARACTERIZATIONS

For classics scholar Frank Snowden, Jr., Greek historians’
terminological decision to call Ethiopians (burnt faces) both
non-Egyptian Africans and Indians exemplifies the Greeks’
exoticist yet nonracialist vision of the world, whereas
Mudimbe sees a tradition of locating Africans in a “geog-
raphy of monstruosity” (1994, p. 78), emerging in
Herodotus (484425 BCE) resurfacing in Pliny (23-79 cE),
and redeployed in nineteenth-century European and North
American anthropologists’ writings (1988, p. 71). The insti-
tution of slavery contributed to social discrimination against
Africans in the Arab world, regardless of the lack of racial
prejudice in the Koran and despite the literary, musical,
religious, and military contributions of Africans to Muslim
societies. The descriptions of Sudanese empires left by Arab
scholars such as Al-Fazari (eighth century), Al-Bakri (elev-
enth century), and Ibn Battuta (fourteenth century), though
colored by their interest in gold and conversion, constitute
invaluable sources for the reconstitution of medieval African
history. Al-Bakri, for instance, alludes to the matriarchal
organization at the court of Ghana, to men with shaved
beards and women with shaved heads, and to the king’s
fémale adornments (Shillington 2005).

Until the High Middle Ages Africa in the European
imagination was associated with fabulous places, such as
the kingdom of Prester John, a legendary Christian
priest-king identified as the Abyssinian ruler, or larger-
than-life figures, such as Mansa Musa (1312-1327), the
emperor of Mali, who was represented holding a gold
nugget by Abraham Cresques (d. 1387) in his 1375
world map. Spectacular embassies from Senegambia,
the Kongo, and Ethiopia created long-lasting impressions
and led to both more realistic portrayals of Africans and
the introduction of the new convention of the dark-
skinned Magus in the nativity scene (Northup 2002).

SLAVERY AND COLONIALISM

The massive transportation of enslaved Africans to the
Americas required new narratives and new images. As
Eric Williams (1994) argues, economic motives caused
slavery, which in turn caused racism. As Africa became a
reservoir of free laborers, Africans became Ham’s off-
spring cursed by Noah, a race defined by the excesses of
local climate and devoid of intellectual abilities and
human feelings. Many of the most important modern
thinkers subscribed to those notions, from Voltaire

(1694-1778) to Hegel (1770-1831).

Colonialism reinforced the previous stereotypes. In
the overarching European and North American dualism
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that subordinates nature to culture, the colonized subject
was assimilated to nature and subtly feminized, sparing
experts the need to compare African women’s precolonial
and colonial conditions. For instance, the system of dual
chieftaincy in Nigeria, with both a female leader and a
male leader, was ignored in gender-blind studies and
destroyed by British indirect rule, which supported male
leadership only. Though gender is a central element in any
analysis of kinship, linguistics, division of labor, use of
space, memory, and religion, African women were both
caricatured and neglected in anthropological studies.

The case of Saartjie Baartman (1789-1815), the
Hottentot Venus, is the attempt by scientific racism to
locate sites of bestiality on the African female body.
Brought from southern Africa to Europe in 1810,
Baartman was exhibited in zoos and shows for her prom-
inent buttocks and offered money by the French anato-
mist Georges Cuvier (1769-1832) to have her Horrentor
apron examined. Her skeleton, genital parts, and brain
were dissected after her death and preserved in the Musée
de 'Homme in Paris until 1974 and were not returned to

South Africa until 2002 (Bancel and Blanchard 2004).

Even after the 1920s anthropologists who partici-
pated in the deconstruction of the hegemonic notion of
civilization and practiced participant observation in
African societies paid less attention to women than pho-
tographers did. These photographic images show, how-
ever, ahistorical women, or “metaphors for a continent
willing to be possessed and penetrated by the white man”
(Boetsch and Savarese 1999, p. 130), that speak primarily
of colonial desires. The French anthropologist Denise
Paulme wrote in the 1985 introduction to Women of
Tropical Africa (1960) that she “regretted most not to
have previously worked with women. The image [she]
brought back was that of a male world” (Héritier, p. 7).
This first ethnological work dedicated to African
women has been criticized for being a celebration of
heroines intended to counter the colonial discourse that
had portrayed African women as enslaved to an indige-
nous patriarchal order, and to illustrate the feasibility of
the political and economic equality that the second
wave of European and North American feminists
demanded for themselves (Becker 2005).

AFRICANISM AND FEMINISM

Africanism, or knowledge about Africa, constituted itself in
the mid-1950s through a fusion of anthropology and other
disciplines (Mudimbe 1994). The field of Africanist gender
studies has been dominated by anthropologists and histor-
ians since its inception in the 1960s and 1970s, though
literary critics have contributed their expertise and creativity
(Becker 2005). Both fields have been challenged to decolo-

nize knowledge before and after independence.
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After another shift from the mid-1970s to the late
1980s with the return of the African-woman-as-victim
paradigm, more recent feminist scholarship has decon-
structed woman as a unitary category and begun examining
the previously unquestioned gender roles of men. Although
black feminists such as Oyeronke Oyewumi (2004) and
Niara Sudarkasa (b. 1938) have questioned the existence of
gender in precolonial times, it may seem that women’s
condition as that of a “missing person[s] whose structure
of difference produces the hybridity of race and sexuality in
the postcolonial discourse” (Bhabha 1994, p. 53) has not
been used sufficienty to theorize women’s negotiations of
gender roles and tensions between #raditions and modern-
ities, both at home and in situations of migration.
However, the brand of African feminism delineated in the
1980s by Filomina Steady (1996), who advocated a reha-
bilitation of precolonial gender dynamics, sisterhood, and a
bigendered fight against racism, has been challenged by
social scientists such as Mamphela Ramphele (b. 1947).
Stating that “men do not hold the monopoly over the
potential to dominate,” she suggests that viable interven-
tion strategies should take in consideration “the various
social hierarchies that shape and are shaped by gender”
(Olukoshi and Nyamnjoh 2006, p. 2).

PAN-AFRICANISM

The idea of a common African/black identity results
from the collective experience of the Middle Passage
that turned various slave ports on the African coast and
their adjacent hinterlands into a “Motherland” and the
European ideological justification for that operation—
race—into a factor in unity and even a political agenda.
The term diaspora, which was borrowed from Jewish
history to account for the scattering of Africans through-
out the world, rests on the notion of a lost original
wholeness. Indeed, the dream of returning to the womb,
clandestinely carried into the hole of the slave ship by the
naked migrants (in W. W. Glissant’s [1992] terms), pro-
vided an alternative to the stereotype of a quintessentially
hostile African environment. It has assigned the aspira-
tions of slaves and their descendants to another spiritual
or political order. The afterlife, for instance, entailed a
recrossing of the ocean back home to Guinea, a meton-
ymy of the continent as a whole; that myth also gave
several layers of meaning to the recurrent references to
boats and the Promised Land in spirituals. Similarly,
early diasporic nations, from Maroon communities to
the Haitian Republic, can be interpreted as enclaves in
which institutions and social life mimicked an African

model (Kandé 1998).

Not surprisingly, it was from Haiti, a Caribbean
island under attack for its early political independence
and its African cultural retentions, that there came an
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thesis on the
inequality of races. Though Anténor Firmin’s book De

immediate refutation of Gobineau’s

UEgalité des races humaines (1885) was not engaged with
in French intellectual circles (Magloire-Danton 2005), its
existence and arguments constitute a landmark in the
history of the pan-African movement.

Pan-Africanism is a movement born in the diaspora
that proclaims the centrality of Africa and acknowledges
the bond created by a common experience of enslave-
ment, colonialism, and racism among all people of
African descent. Not surprisingly, a 1389 Chinese map
and the 1402 Korean Kangnido anticipated the first
accurate European map of southern Africa (1502), as
the exchanges between China and the eastern coast of
Africa that began as early as the second century BCE
intensified between the eight and the fifteenth centuries
ct and works toward the liberation of the Motherland.
Pan-Africanism, which ideologically brought together
black internationalists as diverse as E. W. Blyden (1832—
1912), Marcus Garvey (1887-1940), Adelaide Casely
Hayford (1868-1960), Tovalou-Quenum, C. L. R. James
(1901-1989), and Malcolm X (1925-1965), has a cultural
wing represented by the Francophone Négritude move-
ment of the 1930s to the 1960s led by Léopold Sédar
Senghor (1906-2001), Aimé Césaire (b. 1913), and Léon
Gontran Damas (1912-1978). The writings of those schol-
ars were aimed specifically at the rehabilitation of the
African past.

Kwame Nkrumah (1909-1972), the first president
of Ghana, made pan-Africanism a state ideology, insist-
ing on the necessity for Africans to reconcile themselves
to their triple heritage: precolonial, Euro-Christian, and
Muslim. He also pointed out that “the degree of a
country’s revolutionary awareness may be measured by
the political maturity of its women” (Nkrumah 1969,
p. 131). Another pan-Africanist head of state, Thomas
Sankara (1949-1987), took steps to draw attention to the
plight of women in Burkina Faso, condemning female
circumcision and polygamy and establishing a market
day for men.

THE CONTEMPORARY SITUATION

The competition to (re)imagine Africa has become fiercer
than ever. Superpowers and transnational companies
have become interested in African mineral resources—
diamonds, uranium, and oil—fostering political instabil-
ity in regions of their production. Furthermore, troubled
or impoverished nations sometimes are chosen to receive
factories that exploit cheap local labor for international
brands or to become dumping grounds for nuclear waste.
Meanwhile, the major interest of tourists remains observ-
ing the fauna and flora in natural reserves such as the

Chewore in Zimbabwe and the W park in Niger.
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International public expectations about Africa are
conditioned by stereotypes that are propagated widely
by the mass media. Those stereotypes undermine the
credibility of African endeavors to establish viable civil
societies that can compete in international markets and in
the intellectual realm, confining African contributions to
the visual and performing arts. Many of those stereotypes
have found an additional outlet in an Afro-pessimist
discourse according to which AIDS will depopulate
Africa, the high fecundity rate responsible for famine
and emigration, and male polygamy is the rule.

Although the African continent has paid the heaviest
toll in the AIDS pandemic, positive results have been
obtained, most notably in Uganda but also in Senegal,
thanks to an array of strategies, including grassroots
work. Noreen Koleba, the female head of TASO (The
AIDS Support Organization) in Uganda, emblematizes
the African fight against AIDS.

Although Africa still has the world’s highest African
fecundity ratio with six children per woman in sixteen of
its countries, those figures have to be understood in a
historical perspective. The second largest continent,
Africa accounted for 14 percent of the world population
in 1700 and only 6 percent in 1900. The fecundity ratio
must be reevaluated in light of the mortality ratio and an
average life expectancy of forty-eight years, and the
African mortality ratio (9.6% compared with 0.7% in
developed countries). Even with a number of megalo-
poles, the African continent is underpopulated. Birth
rates, in decline since the 1990s, were expected to
decrease significantly in the first decades of the twenty-
first century, and the concomitant aging of the popula-
tion in the absence of social coverage is the most signifi-
cant threat that looms over Africa.

Well rooted in rural and urban African societies, the
institution of polygamy is limited and declining.
Polygamous husbands have on average 2 to 2.5 wives.
Flourishing in precolonial rural settings in the absence of
land ownership, polygamy has become costly for city
dwellers and thus has become a status symbol. It is also
often the result of first arranged marriages with relatives.
Challenges to the traditional meaning attached to mar-
riage and gender relations and to elder brothers’ ability to
control their siblings’ unions, coupled with a rise in the
matrimonial age for educated gitls, have been eroding the
institution slowly (Courade 2006).

The ability of scholars of Africa to diffuse alternative
views is a key factor in epistemological change. Much of
the early work was done by the Egyptologist Cheikh Anta
Diop (1974), who succeeded in reinserting Egypt on the
African map and proving its ties to other sub-Saharan
cultures. The deciphering of the lbraries in the sand in
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the vicinity of Timbuktu represents the next crucial step.
Tens of thousands of manuscripts redacted in African
languages but written in Arabic script and covering sub-
jects from astronomy to poetry are being exhumed. Some
of them were produced at the time of the European
invention of the printing press and have the potential
to change the global understanding of African intellectual
history.
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ITI. ART AND LITERATURE

African arts are an ancient component of world heritage.
The discovery of 77,000-year-old artifacts—including
chunks of ochre engraved with geometric patterns—in
the Blombos cave of South Africa reveals that creative
and symbolic thinking associated with behavioral mod-
ernity first appeared in Africa. It had previously been
assumed that rock paintings, which depict with signifi-
cant regional and chromic variations, humans, animals
and therianthropes (semihuman, semianimal creatures),
were Africa’s oldest form of art.

African arts is, however, a deceptive label that priv-
ileges visual arts (and sculpture more specifically) over
architecture, textiles, body adornment, performing arts,
or literature. Indeed, for the European and North
American public, wooden masks have become emblem-
atic of African art—although museification has generally
deprived these objects of their dramatic function.
Additionally, the notion of African arts often still refers
to sub-Saharan artistic production, regardless of the
region’s crucial ties with North Africa and Ancient
Egypt. Indeed, cultural historian Amadou Hampate Ba
(1900 or 1901-1991) was able to identify evidence of
such interactions in rock paintings representing proto-
Fulani ceremonies at the prehistoric site of Tassili-n-
Ajjer. Ancient Egypt clearly shares with the rest of
Africa a number of aesthetic conventions. For instance,
African carvers from Egypt and beyond routinely empha-
size rulers’ smooth facial features to symbolize the well-
being of the land, and adorn them—even some female
rulers—with the beard of wisdom. Implicit in the notion
of African arts is also the culturally irrelevant distinction
between fine arts and popular crafts, challenged by the
exquisite treatment of an array of ordinary objects, from
the Dogon heddle pulleys and the Kasai velours, to the
Zulu spoons and Ashanti combs. This distinction has
devalued women’s artistic activities, with the exception
of the famous Ndebele house painting tradition that
South African painter Esther Mahlangu (b. 1935) has

reinterpreted.

The belated, though enthusiastic, reception African arts
elicited in early twentieth-century Europe ultimately opened
a thorough questioning of the universal nature of European
and North American aesthetic conventions and categories.
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African arts not only provided European and North
American artists with new aesthetic solutions, but also gave
anticolonial African intellectuals tangible evidence of an
African philosophy needed to prepare for decolonization.

In modern Africa, whereas the local production of
arts and crafts is generally strained by the importation of
European and North American commodities and tou-
rists’ demands for affordable exotica that have replaced
African patronage, a growing number of artists are
attempting to redefine their role as either culture brokers
or unaligned talents and as economic agents on the trans-
national art market. Appropriating media, techniques,
and vocabulary, both from the contemporary European
and North American art scene and from precolonial
African aesthetic traditions, those artists have created bold
fusions, or métissages. Women artists, in particular have
been daring in crossing aesthetic and social boundaries.

Contemporary African art demonstrates an acute
awareness of international events, global crises, and their
local implications, studied by intensely committed artists
whose gaze may nevertheless seem distanced, cruel, or
sarcastic. Whereas power figures (nkissi) are locally being
created in response to the AIDS pandemic, Congolese
painter Cheri Samba (b. 1956) depicts its urban daily
reality in a cartoon-like way; Kofi Setordji (b. 1957)
(Ghana) created a monument to the 800,000 victims of
the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, and painter Sylvia
Katende (b. 1961) (Uganda) engages her audiences on

politicofeminist themes, such as sustainable development.

African arts are infinitely diverse and resist totalizing
aesthetic definitions. Indeed, the paradoxical absence of a
signifier for art in African languages suggests a thorough
dissemination of artistic creativity throughout all aspects
of individual and collective life. African arts transcend
binary oppositions, such as religious versus secular, high
art versus crafts, and culture versus nature. Indeed, spiri-
tually charged masks or statues are also utilitarian objects
in the context of rituals ensuring social balance: Akuaba
dolls, for instance, before transiting to shrines, are carried
and nursed by Ashanti women secking fertility.
Moreover, the same category of objects, for instance,
staffs or stools, may have several competing functions,
both material and symbolic.

By and large, criteria of aesthetic achievement in
African arts include inventiveness within an established
tradition, a combination of abstraction with naturalism,
repetition and contrast, and gender complementarity.
A dance performance is evaluated in terms of both its
faithful execution of known (and clearly gendered) steps
and its sense of individual improvisation and self-
celebration. Similarly, the fame of the headrests from the
nineteenth-century Kinkondja workshop (Congo) results
from their conformity with but also their divergence from
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Luba conventions—apparent in the cascading treatment
of the hair. Furthermore, on sculptures, naturalistic fea-
tures (face, sex, hairdo, or scarifications) routinely coexist
with enlarged body parts or emphatic volumes: prominent
heads suggest inner vision and rounded breasts, fertility.
Protrusions highlight the role of the face’s orifices as
contact zones between human and divine realms.
Ubiquitous patterns account for both symmetry and
movement in sculptures, for textiles’ geometric designs,
and for polyrhythm in musical compositions that corre-
sponds to polycentrism in dances: Each part of the body,
responding to a selected rhythm, moves in isolation from
yet in coherence with the others.

The notion of gender complementarity permeates
African arts, governing even the type of artistic activity
undertaken. In casted societies, griots and griottes can
perform oral texts, though the recitation of epics or royal
genealogies are generally a male preserve. Blacksmiths can
also be wood sculptors and jewelers, whereas their wives
specialize in pottery making. Sculptures representing a
pair of founding ancestors illustrate the paramount
importance of achieving a unified vision of personhood
and community through association of genders. The
Dogon male associations meeting chambers are sup-
ported by posts adorned with female figures in a similar
concern for gender balance. The same artifact often uni-
tes male and female attributes, as does the Queen of Holo
carving that evokes Nzinga, the ideal ruler.

African societies have, with notable exceptions such
as ancient Egypt and Ethiopia, chosen orality over writ-
ing for textual preservation and communication. An
immense and constantly renewed corpus, oral literature
encompasses compositions varying from diminutive
proverbs to lengthy epics (such as the thirteenth-century
Sunjata’ epic that relates the foundation of the Mali
empire), and several uniquely African genres, such as
southern African praise poems (izibongo). African oral
texts are generally conceived for performance and are
accompanied by music and dancing. Memorialists
include men and women.

The spread of Islam brought to the northern, west-
ern and eastern regions a new script that literate African
Muslims used to transcribe oral literature and to create
new texts. From the fifteenth century on, Timbuktu was
the center of an intense production of manuscripts (some
of them authored or copied by women) on a variety of
subjects written in Arabic language or script.

Modern literature of Africa written in the colonial or
excolonial languages emerged in the first decades of the
twentieth century, with the limitations imposed by the
colonial order. The Negritude movement, initiated in the
1930s by a group of Francophone writers—chief among
them Léopold Sédar Senghor (1906-2001), who eventually
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would be elected into the French Academy—represents the
first atctempt to define an autonomous African literary aes-
thetics. Negritude has been criticized for its allegedly essen-
tialist vision of racial relations and its inability to promote
women’s poetic expression. After World War II (1939—
1945), major authors asserted themselves, such as Chinua
Achebe, with his seminal novel, Things Fall Apart (1958),
and Wole Soyinka (b. 1934), who was granted the Nobel
Prize of Literature in 1986. Ngugi Wa Thiongo (b. 1938)
has promoted modern African literature written in African
languages by publishing some of his novels in the Gikuyu
language.

The era of independence is characterized by a pro-
liferation of fictions dealing with the condition of
women, authored by Sembene Ousmane (also cited as
Ousmane Sembene) (b. 1923) and Mongo Beti (1932—
2001), most notably. By the 1970s, pioneering women
writers, such as Flora Nwapa (1931-1993), Mariama Ba
(1929-1981), and Buchi Emecheta (b. 1944), had trans-
formed the literary landscape by inventing writing modes
appropriate to their denunciation of African patriarchy.
They paved the way for new generations of women
writers, represented by Calixthe Beyala (b. 1961) or
Tsitsi Dangaremba (b. 1959), who unequivocally advo-
cate feminism. Though southern African literature
focused mainly on Apartheid untl the mid-1990s,
Bessie Head (1937-1986) and Miriam Tlali (b. 1936)
have forcefully evoked women’ struggles. North African
literature has been no less prolific, with a mix of
Francophone writers such as Kateb Yacine (1929-1989)
and Assia Djebar (b. 1936) (a member of the French
Academy since 2006) and others who publish in both
Arabic and English, such as Naguib Mahfuz (1911-
2006), winner of the Nobel Prize of Literature in 1988.
Egyptian writer Nawal el Saadawi (b. 1931) is well
known for her courageous stands on women’s issues,
circumcision and prostitution especially.

Contemporary African arts are thriving, as illustrated
by the biennales held in Dakar, Senegal, and Johannesburg,
South Africa, and by the canonization of African literature
both in Europe and North America and in Africa.
Contemporary artists and writers have made their mark
by paying tribute to past generations, all the while breaking
a number of taboos. These include the prohibition for
both noncasted people and women to engage in certain
artistic activities. Salif Keita (b. 1949), a descendant of the
Malinke ruling family, transgressed this rule by becoming
an internationally famous musician, and Ousmane
Sembene provocatively defined the African writer as a griot.
In the same spirit, Doudou Ndiaye Rose (b. 1928) has
produced a band of drummers, exclusively composed of
women.
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Artists have further complexified the notion of
African arts by multiplying the forms, medium, and
materials of their expression. A strong tradition of modern
painting has developed in the Congo, whereas photogra-
phy, with Seydou Keita (1921-2001), and cinema, with
Souleymane Cisse (b. 1940), Safi Faye (b. 1943) and
Flora M’Mbugu-Schelling, have acquired a well-deserved
transnational fame. Instead of limiting themselves to per-
ishable materials, artists work also in cement, aluminum,
plastic, or recycled objects. Although new sources of
patronage—banks, government offices, churches, or for-
eign foundations—have recently surfaced, few African
artists can live off their artistic output.

In troubled postcolonial times, African writers and
artists share concerns about the definition of their identity.
Whereas many remain committed to the future of their
continent of origin, a sizable number assert their right to
be recognized solely for the quality of their works.
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Sylvie Kandeé

IV. RELIGIONS

African indigenous religions have certain similar struc-
tures that are visible among the many diverse peoples of
Africa, showing the interlinking relationships among the
human, spiritual, and natural entities. Mythic narratives
and ritual performances express and articulate, linguisti-
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cally and symbolically, the gendered relationship and
categorization within the African universe. Historian of
religion Ninian Smart’s (2006) presentation of the seven
dimensions of religious phenomena is quite revealing of
the components and structures of African indigenous
thought. While mythic and ritual dimensions are crucial
to indigenous religious expression, other aspects such as
ethics, experience, social doctrines, images, and symbols
are constructed and created from myths and rituals. The
seven dimensions assist in understanding the nature and
structure of African indigenous religions.

MYTHS, THE COSMOS, AND
SPIRITUAL BEINGS

Like most other indigenous peoples, Africans have a
variety of myths through which they define and express
their existence in the cosmos. Most hold that many
spiritual beings exist, with a supreme being at the apex.
Deities who express the nature, character, and power of
the Supreme Being are both male and female.

Supreme Beings African communities have different
names expressed in indigenous languages, which are
descriptive of their perception of the Supreme Being.
Most communities in Africa hold that the Supreme
Being is male, largely due to the patriarchal nature of
these communities. Some supreme beings are, however,
either female or androgynous (both male and female).
The Ashanti of Ghana, for instance, speak of Nyame as
the great Mother who gives life to all, while the Ewe-
speaking peoples of Ghana believe that Nana-Buluku, the
Ancient Deity, is androgynous. The variations in the
conception, description, and portrayal of supreme beings
as male, female, or androgynous in most cases are due to
the social structures and patterns of the different com-
munities and localities. However, the roles of the
supreme beings are both masculine and feminine.

The basic African conception envisions the Supreme
Being as the originator of all existence. In all cases the
Supreme Being possesses attributes such as omnipotence,
omniscience, omnipresence, transcendence, immanence,
and benevolence.

Deities The deities (or divinities) are lesser spiritual
beings that function in different capacities and manifest
certain aspects and characters of the Supreme Being.
These deities are capable of manifesting as human beings
and natural phenomena. In fact, myths hold that some of
the deities existed at different times both as human
beings and natural phenomena. This notion supports
the view that the deities exhibit both positive and neg-
ative human characteristics. The deities serve as interme-
diaries between the Supreme Being and human beings as
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well as other nonhuman entities. Human beings, who
express the reality of the deities in ritual performances,
present interlinking connections among the spiritual
beings, the natural phenomena, and other unseen entities
that populate the universe. The relationships of the
human beings to both the Supreme Being and divinities
are described in anthropological terms in some cases as
fathers, mothers, and friends.

The Supreme Being in most mythic narrative created
and continues to maintain the universe through the
assistance and in collaboration with male and female
deities. For instance, the male and female twins of
Amma, the Dogon Supreme Being, were the progenitors
of the human race. Among the Akan of Ghana (West
Africa), Nyame created Okane, the first man, and
Kyeiwaa, the first woman. The Mende myth of creation
tells of Ngewo, who, after creating the earth and all
things in it, made a man and woman to populate the
universe. The Yoruba present a fascinating myth of cre-
ation and maintenance of the universe that includes male
and female deities called or7sa. After creating the orisa,
Olédumare, the Supreme Being, delegates responsibility
for the universe to his principal orisa, among whom are
Obataald, Ortnmila, Ogan (males), and Osun (female).
Another prominent female deity who participates in the
maintenance of the universe is Oba, a river deity. While
the complementarity of the male and female deities is
intrinsic and strong, Yoruba cosmology also teaches that
female deities possess and exercise spiritual powers that
could submerge those of their male counterparts.

Most African deities continue to function through the
natural phenomena they embody, such as rain, wind, forest,
and river. Some deities manifest as entities of the terrestrial
universe, including the sun, moon, and stars. The male-
female relationship makes vitality and productivity possible.

Most water deities serve as agents of human procre-
ation and productivity. The deities have a role in fertility
through ritual processes, thus sustaining the human com-
munity. Osun, Oya, and Yemoja, goddesses, exemplify
this belief among the Yoruba and African Disapora.

Deities associated with the sky and rain are male,
and fertilize the deities associated with the earth.
According to the Edo of eastern Nigeria, Chukwu created
Igwe, or Amadioha, the Sky deity, and Ala, the Earth
deity; Igwe took the form of rain to fertilize Ala, his wife.
Most male deities exhibit anger and hot-bloodedness,
whereas female deities are gentle and cool. Examples of
male-female complementary deities include Gua and
Bosomtwe of the Akan (Ghana); Sango and Osun of
the Yoruba (Nigeria); and Amadioha and Ala of the
Igbo (Nigeria). Human beings explore and exploit their
own complementary roles in procreation and productiv-
ity by participating in ritual practices.
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RITES AND RITUAL PRACTICE

Ritual practice provides a context for the meeting of the
spiritual, humans, and the natural world. In the spirit-
nature-human relationship, the human body serves as the
focal point for, and the center of, the connection through
words, recited, uttered, and sung in ritual activities.
Rivers and lakes symbolize female deities whereas hills
and mountains perform that function for male deities.
Natural elements such as iron and stone also represent
male deities. The shrine of any particular deity often
houses the emblems and symbols of deities of other sexes.
Explanations for this are that, in ritual practices, (a) the
male-female principle operates in the sense of primordial
existence, which has continual relevance; and (b) male
and female deities collaborate in ritual observances that
are employed for human well-being and ordering of the
universe. Moreover, symbols and emblems have practical
utility in ritual practice. Participants believe that words
used in the rituals possess creative and spiritual power.

Ritual prescriptions follow the male-female principle
in response to primordial dictate. Worshipers offer deities
ritual meals, specific to each deity and either offered up
directly or consumed by humans as an indirect offering.
Some meals are forbidden for particular deities. In most
cases, prescriptions and taboos are dictated by the sex of
the deity. Meals including liquids, such as the blood of
hen and she-goat and water, which are characterized by
coolness and softness, are appropriate for female deities,
while rougher materials are prescribed for male deities.
Shrines display the prescribed rituals. Worshipers some-
times place the meals of female deities at the shrines of
male deities in an attempt to assuage the fury and that the
latter show toward human beings.

Ritual provides a renewal, reinvigoration, revitaliza-
tion, rejuvenation, and rebirth of spaces and times
through the agency of human beings. Ritual activities
based on mythic narratives often dictate, order, and
empower processes of commitment and objectification.

RITES OF PASSAGE

Societies support rites of passage, otherwise called rites of
transition, to transit its members from one stage of life to
another. The first phase of transition includes naming
and circumcision for boys and girls. In indigenous
African religious communities, the girl children were
circumcised on the seventh day after birth, the boy
children on the ninth day. The next phase is puberty.
The rites of transition for the female at this phase coin-
cide with marriage rites and are usually performed when
a girl’s breasts begin to mature or at the onset of men-
struation. The rites include food taboos and training in
domestic responsibilities. A male adolescent may request
the rites or the community may call for them based on
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the child’s physical growth. Such rituals can involve
symbolic death, which may in fact be fatal, and shaving
the initiates” heads. Rites of passage involve seclusion for
both males and females.

Marriage rites, usually communal and protracted,
involve the extended families of the marriage partners.
The rite culminates in an elaborate ceremony of gift-
giving and merriment. The two families become one,
staying intact through times of joy and sorrow.

Burial rites are the most elaborate in terms of signifi-
cance, symbolism, and performance. Male burial rites are
more important as a social event. The reasons for this are
obvious: African societies are patriarchal and the social
structure places men in positions of power. Men’s burial
rites are relatively longer than those of women. Women,
however, are required to observe a long period of mourn-
ing for deceased husbands. They remain indoors and dress
in dark clothing. Women shave their heads during this
period in some cultures. Some societies forced a young
widow to become the spouse of another member of the
man’s family, but this is no longer enforced.

RELIGIOUS SPECIALISTS

Religious specialists are priests and priestesses who consult
the deities on behalf of individuals and communities. They
serve male and female deides, that is, gods and goddesses.
Chief priests and priestesses give instructions, prescribe
rituals, and, where required, divine signs and omens.
Ritual specialists also direct and participate prominently
at annual and occasional indigenous festivals.

The most common categories of religious specialists,
in addition to priests and priestesses, are mediums,
diviners, herbalists, and witch-doctors. Their roles, how-
ever, are fluid and confusing. Whereas priests and priest-
esses have specific duties and full commitment to the
shrines of their personal or community deities, diviners
serve in a general capacity as mediums for the clients who
consult them in times of distress and uncertainty.
Priesthood may be assumed or ascribed through spirit
possession, selection by the family through divine con-
sultation, or training by senior ritual specialists. A reli-
gious specialist may assume several roles.

African priestesses participate prominently in festi-
vals and ritual practices with specific and defined func-
tions and roles. Their psychic abilities display in such
activities as drumming, clapping, singing, and ecstatic
movement, and they are skilled in extemporaneous sing-
ing and recitation of praise-poetry. Priests however
exhibit spirituality more often through meditative
actions. Though both perform divination, priests speak
at length during the process. In some cases different
instruments are used by priests and priestesses.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER

Africa

Sorcerers and witches constitute a unique spiritualist
category. They are spiritual agents whom many African
communities view as diabolical agents of terror.
Sorcerers, predominantly male, are believed to possess
the characteristics of good and evil, whereas witches,
predominantly female, are believed to be essentially and
inherently evil. Witchcraft, embodied in the image of
old, ugly, haggard women who take the form of animals
such as cats, lizards, and cockroaches, is a source of terror
in some communities. Sorcerers and witches are indispen-
sable in the scheme of ritual performance because priests
and priestesses solicit their support and cooperation.

Priests and priestesses often collaborate in ritual
performances, particularly with regard to healing. Differ-
ent taboos exist for priests and priestess. Empowerment
of priests and priestesses follows different patterns and
ritual prescriptions.

Some African religious specialists reenact a commun-
ity’s pact with the deity instrumental in founding it.
Priests and priestesses jointly engage in the renewal of
shrines and other sacred places. Festival dramas, whether
hegemonic, that is, marking the foundation of towns, or
celebratory, commemorating other important events or
persons, are done in the spirit of civil religiosity, where
everybody who claims to belong to the community by
origin, or lives in the community, regardless of their
religious persuasions, is expected to participate.

During festival performances, ritual spiritualists wear
costumes representing sex or gender roles. Notwithstand-
ing their sexes, they often wear costumes of the deities
that they serve and to which they are committed. In West
Africa, performers at Gelede and Osun festivals put on
female headdresses. Male Sango priests plait their hair in
female patterns. These activities probably have primor-
dial origins.

Other materials used in ritual practices and festivals
are gender-ascribed, reflecting statuses and roles. A good
example is the drum: Some drums are male, others
female. Use of some drums is restricted by sex or deity.

CONTEMPORARY DEVELOPMENTS

Contemporary studies in African indigenous religions
reveal the hidden resources in African sacred oral texts,
contained in chants, corpus, songs, symbols, and prov-
erbs. Researchers are moving away from colonial influ-
ences and early biased studies and views of African
religions.

Early-twenty-first-century scholars recognize Islam
and Christianity as African religions. Pentecostal and
evangelical sects in Africa have done much to encourage
women to refute the negative image of them imposed by
early Christian missionaries. Islam has also made advances

37



Afrocentricism

in gender issues. Women now establish and lead Muslim
societies and movements.
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AFROCENTRICISM

Afrocentricism, or Afrocentricity, is a theoretical and phil-
osophical stance that places pan-African experience at the
center of African-descendent people’s lives. This stance
challenges a dominantly Eurocentric view of civilization,
which centralizes European cultural standards and white
racial identity. In many parts of the world, people of
African descent share a common history of displacement
and oppression, as a result of contact with European
colonialists and enslavers. This history of colonialism and
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slavery, as Afrocentrists point out, has allowed Europeans
to dominate ways of thinking, and deprived African-
descendent people of the freedom to control their own
lives. Afrocentrists argue that European dominance
required the devaluing of African cultural legacies and
perspectives. Afrocentricism, therefore, is an approach to
liberating people of African descent from a history of
Eurocentric oppression, and to affirming the value of
African humanity for African people.

In the United States, Afrocentricism stems back to
black nationalist movements of the 1960s and 1970s. As
the civil rights movement, which gained momentum in
the 1950s and early 1960s, seemed to yield slow advances
in the battle for equal rights, black nationalists perceived
a more radical approach to continuing the struggle. They
actively confronted racism while affirming the value of a
black “consciousness,” derived from a communal black
experience, black cultural aesthetics, and a politics of racial
unity and cultural recognition. “Black Power” exemplified
an empowerment that was all encompassing—politically,
culturally, and spiritually—and referred to a common
vision for the community of African Americans.

Afrocentricity, a term defined by Molefi Kete Asante
in the early 1980s, continued to develop as an interpre-
tive paradigm within Black Studies departments in aca-
demia throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Ciritics,
however, have argued that, by implicating a collective
identity that is fundamentally “African,” the theory
either reduces or discounts the actual diversity of pan-
African experience. A tendency in this regard is to either
subordinate or ignore gender and sexuality in favor of
racial concerns. This tendency does not allow for a thor-
ough investigation of how race is experienced in differing
ways across gender lines, nor how pan-African gender
issues are related to power within Eurocentric societies.
It also does not account for how power dynamics work
between African-descendant men and women themselves,
irrespective of a white, outsider presence.

One Afrocentric view maintains that, within African
cultures, gender relations are cooperative rather than
oppositional. Manhood and womanhood are “comple-
mentary,” making up a reciprocal, non-hierarchical proc-
ess of definition. Schools of feminism, in this view, all
belong to a European perspective that is not only inad-
equate for addressing the particular realities of African-
descendant women, but ignorant of these realities. As
early Western feminist thought privileged the conditions
of white women, without attending to the ways in which
gender is experienced in differing ways across racial lines,
“feminism” continues to imply the subordination of
African-descendant women, to both European norms
generally and to white femininity.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



In the United States during the 1970s, emergent
modes of black feminism challenged the limited scope
of dominant feminist politics that largely ignored many
class, racial, and sexual realities of women’s lives. Audre
Lorde, a black, lesbian feminist poet, created an intellec-
tual and political space for publicly exploring the com-
plexity of her multiple modes of identity. Having taught
herself about African history and understanding Africa as
her distant homeland, Lorde incorporated an Afrocentric
sensibility to her vision of liberation. Such a worldview
enabled a politics that was both African and women-
centered.

As theorist Patricia Hill Collins has argued, an
Afrocentric viewpoint that, at its most extreme, restricts
feminine civic involvement and sexuality also neglects the
interests of African-descendant women. Attentiveness to
the complexities of gender and sexuality elaborates on the
Afrocentric impulse to expand, rather than limit, avail-
able perspectives of the world.

SEE ALSO Africa: 1. History; Nationalism.

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Asante, Molefi Kete. 1998. The Afrocentric Idea, revised and
expanded edition. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Collins, Patricia Hill. 1998. Fighting Words: Black Women and
the Search for Justice. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press.

De Veaux, Alexis. Warrior Poet: A Biography of Audre Lorde.
New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2004.

Mazama, Ama. 2001. “The Afrocentric Paradigm: Contours and
Definitions.” Journal of Black Studies 31(4): 387-405.

Nnaemeka, Obioma, ed. 1998. Sisterhood, Feminisms and Power:
From Africa to the Diaspora. Trenton, NJ: Africa World
Press, Inc.

Habiba Ibrahim

AFTERGLOW

Afterglow can be defined as a blissful period of mental
and physical relaxation after orgasm during which a
person enjoys the rush of endorphins produced by sexual
climax. As a result of the increased flow of blood, people
may physically appear to glow, with flushed cheeks and
skin. Afterglow is seen as a time of heightened emotional
and psychological sensitivity during which the body is no
longer open to further physical stimulation. Accounts
include ecstatic feelings such as loss of self, intense con-
nection with one’s partner or surroundings, and time-
lessness. For this reason, practitioners of Tantric sex, who
see intercourse as a spiritual and thoughtful union instead
of a goal-oriented process, describe afterglow as one of
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the means through which enlightened sex can lead to a
higher mental state.

Afterglow generally is considered the final step in the
sexual response cycle defined in physiological studies of
human sexuality. First explained in the studies of
William Masters and Virginia Johnson (1966 and
1970), these stages are arousal or excitement, plateau,
orgasm, and resolution. Afterglow thus often is grouped
with resolution, the phase of the sexual act marked by the
return to an unaroused state in which blood pressure,
heart rate, and breathing decrease and blood leaves the
genital area. Generally, the more intense the orgasm, the
more intense the experience of afterglow. Afterglow also
has been termed afferplay, the end partner to foreplay.

Although men and women enjoy afterglow similarly,
physical and cultural distinctions are attached to this
postcoital period. Physically, men enter a state called
the refractory period after orgasm and ejaculation that
limits their ability to become sexually aroused for a
period ranging from five minutes to twenty-four hours
or more. Women do not have the equivalent reaction and
may remain open to continued sexual activity, potentially
achieving multiple orgasms. Anecdotally, men are more
likely to fall asleep during this period, whereas women
are more likely to remain awake despite the intense
relaxation they experience. Women thus may be more
likely to see afterglow as conscious quality time with the
partner. In support of this distinction, some researchers
(Hardy 1981, Taylor 2002) have argued that women’s
attachment to afterglow is a result of maternal, nurturing
instincts originally directed toward infants. In terms of
survival, the female who keeps her sexual partner close to
her after coitus protects both herself, her potential
unborn children, and her existing offspring from physical
danger. It is therefore in her best interest to continue
being kind and physically attentive so the male will not
leave too quickly.

Despite these gendered distinctions, cultural associa-
tions of afterglow show more commonality than difference.
One association is pillow talk, or intimate conversation
between partners that occurs in bed, often after sex. In
addition, people enjoying afterglow stereotypically smoke
cigarettes, since the rush of nicotine adds to the natural
endorphin rush of orgasm. Thus, when films show couples
smoking cigarettes in bed, this scene often stands in for the
sex act, as the film may cut from foreplay to afterglow,
leaving the audience to fill in the gaps. (Despite this com-
mon association, cigarettes have become less prevalent in
American media in the wake of a 1999 federal lawsuit
against tobacco companies.) In light of this function, the
significance of afterglow as the final stage of sex often is
emphasized in fictional narratives that, more than lived
experience, rely on closure.
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SEE ALSO Coitus.
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I. OVERVIEW

AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) presents
as a variety of diseases and illnesses, all of which result
from infection by the human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV). HIV attacks the human immune system, weak-
ening the response of the body to infection and disease
and rendering a patient susceptible to various illnesses.
HIV causes few symptoms, and an infected person may
appear and feel healthy for years after contracting the
virus. Once the virus has weakened the immune system
sufficiently, the disease progresses to full-blown AIDS,
which is marked by a variety of illnesses from which the
patient has increasing difficulty in recovering. Death
from AIDS results from the effects of secondary illnesses.

HIV/AIDS is believed to have arisen in western and
central Africa in the mid-twentieth century. The virus is
transmitted through bodily fluids such as blood, semen,
and vaginal secretions. It is communicated primarily
through sexual contact but also can be transmitted from
mother to child (prenatally, during delivery, or during
breast-feeding), through the sharing of contaminated
needles by intravenous drug users, through the use of
infected blood in medical procedures, and by other
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means of blood contamination (needle punctures, con-
tamination of open wounds, etc.).

HIV is a retrovirus capable of rapid mutation that
produces a latent infection that develops over a long
period. To infect a human, HIV must attach to specific
host cells known as CD4 cells, which are responsible for
regulating the immune system. Once it has occupied a
host cell, the virus copies the DNA of the cell, rendering
it invisible to the body’s defense system. The virus repli-
cates itself within the cells, producing numerous virus
particles that bud from the surface of the cell, destroying
the cell and moving on to attach to another CD4 cell.
For several weeks or months after initial infection the
patient is highly infectious, although HIV testing will not
reveal the patient’s positive status. After this initial
period, which is known as the window period, the virus
incubates, destroying many CD4 cells but being fended
off by the immune system. Some two million CD4 cells
are destroyed each day by some ten billion newly pro-
duced virus particles. The incubation period for HIV is
quite long, averaging around ten years. Once the balance
between CD4 cells and virus particles shifts in favor of
HIV, however, symptoms begin to appear.

In the United States the diagnosis of AIDS is tied to
CD4 counts as well as to secondary symptoms. When an
HIV-positive individual’s CD4 counts falls below 200
(a healthy person’s count appears to range from 500 to
1,600) or when that person is determined to have any
one of twenty-six opportunistic infections, a diagnosis of
AIDS is made. In less developed or poorer countries,
however, means for testing CD4 counts are often
unavailable or prohibitively expensive. In such cases doc-
tors rely on clinical examination of the patient to make
the diagnosis. Certain infections, including tuberculosis
and meningitis, are particularly common in HIV-positive
individuals.

SEE ALSO Sexually Transmitted Diseases.
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II. HISTORY

AIDS (acquired immunodeficiency syndrome) appears to
have originated in Africa at some time in the twentieth
century. The human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) is
assumed to be a variant of a simian immunodeficiency
virus (SIV) that became capable of crossing the species
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barrier. It is unclear how that crossover first occurred,
although scholars have posited contamination in the
slaughter of bush meat or contamination of an oral polio
vaccine cultured on chimpanzee kidneys that was admin-
istered widely in parts of Africa. In either case it appears
that HIV and AIDS were present in the human popula-
tion long before they were recognized.

Scholars have identified isolated deaths in European
countries as early as the 1950s that now appear to be the
result of AIDS and HIV, and analysis in the 1980s of
blood samples originally drawn from African subjects in
1959 turned up one sample contaminated by HIV. It is
possible that isolated individuals or communities experi-
enced AIDS outbreaks eatlier in the century, but political
and social upheaval in Africa after World War II, coupled
with widespread vaccination campaigns in regions that
often could not afford to use disposable needles, provided
an environment in which HIV was readily transmissible.

AIDS first came to public attention in the United
States in 1979 and 1980, when doctors in New York and
Los Angeles began noticing an increased incidence of
fatalities resulting from extremely rare and normally
benign diseases. In Los Angeles doctors were seeing mul-
tiple cases of a deadly form of pneumonia caused by
Pneumocystis carinii, a generally harmless and extremely
common protozoan that rarely induces illness and almost
never causes death. In New York physicians were also
seeing Pneumocystis carinii pneumonia as well as cases of
Kaposi’s sarcoma, an extremely rare and benign skin
cancer that normally afflicted (though seldom killed)
elderly men of Jewish and Mediterranean origin. In
New York, however, Kaposi’s sarcoma suddenly was
making fairly young men extremely ill and, often coupled
with other opportunistic infections, leading to rapid
deterioration and death. All those early cases of AIDS
involved homosexual men.

The gay rights movement of the 1970s had been
invested in the importance of sexual freedom. If main-
stream America deemed gay sexuality distasteful and
shameful, there seemed no better way to confront and
overturn those prejudices than by celebrating gay sex. In
the early 1970s sexual promiscuity not only was accepted
but was considered politically and socially desirable, a
means of forging a new kind of community that resisted
heteronormative ideals of partnership, family, and sexual
practice.

By the late 1970s bathhouses designed expressly to
facilitate fast, anonymous sex were a common feature of
gay life in some urban centers, notably New York and
San Francisco. The first victims of AIDS had in common
frequent bathhouse attendance and a promiscuous life-
style that included lifetime sexual contacts that numbered
in the thousands and sometimes in the tens of thousands.
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Because of their numerous sexual partners, those early
victims were an ideal vector for the disease, and because
of the long incubation period that preceded the symp-
toms, HIV was well established in urban centers in the
United States before anyone knew it existed. By the time
people became aware of it, gay men in other areas of the
country—men who were not part of the San Francisco or
New York gay scenes but who may have slept with some-
one who was or once had been—had been infected.

In the second half of 1981 reports began to surface
of AIDS infections in the heterosexual population. Drug
addicts who used intravenous drugs became sick in
noticeable numbers, infant children of drug addicts fell
ill shortly after birth, and hemophiliacs and those who
had received blood transfusions started to develop symp-
toms. Intense political pressure surrounding the disease,
however, stymied the attempts of doctors, health officials,
and activists to mobilize a defense. Many doctors and
health officials were reluctant to accept evidence that the
epidemic was not limited to the homosexual population,
and the testing of blood donors for HIV was instituted
much too late to stem the progression of the disease.

The gay press often considered claims of the preva-
lence and severity of the disease to be hysterical, overly
alarmist, and indicative of widespread homophobia,
whereas the mainstream press largely refused to touch
an issue that involved primarily gay sexuality. Only when
evidence that AIDS could strike heterosexuals became
overwhelming did the major news organs begin to run
stories about HIV and AIDS, and even then there were
relatively few compared with earlier, much smaller epi-
demics. The Reagan administration provided little lead-
ership or research funding, and the response of the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) was slow and was
accompanied by inadequate funding. Ultimately, AIDS
research and prevention in the first decade after the
emergence of the disease were driven by local groups
and individual doctors, activists, health officials, and
politicians, usually with insufficient resources and fund-
ing. Thus, by the time the U.S. government gave HIV
and AIDS substantive attention, the virus was well
entrenched and spreading rapidly in U.S. society and
throughout the world.
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ITII. EFFECTS ON
POPULATION

In most countries human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
infection initially spreads primarily through a group of
core transmitters who are at particular risk. Sex between
men may have a transmission rate as high as one in ten,
depending on sexual practices. Transmission rates among
intravenous drug users are high because a contaminated
needle can introduce HIV directly into the bloodstream.
Sex workers also have an elevated risk of contracting and
transmitting HIV. HIV/AIDS (acquired immunodefi-
ciency syndrome) often establishes itself in those high-
risk groups before moving into the general population.
As the mode of transmission shifts from sex between men
and the sharing of needles by intravenous drug users, the
rate of HIV diagnosis among women often increases
dramatically, leading to greater numbers of children
being born with HIV or orphaned by AIDS. HIV is
most likely to be a generalized epidemic in poorer coun-
tries, which may lack the infrastructure, money, and
political stability for effective wide-scale treatment and
prevention.

THE UNITED STATES

In the United States HIV/AIDS first became widespread
among populations of homosexual men, which suffered
widespread fatalities in the early years of the epidemic. As
a result AIDS long was considered a “gay” disease, and
there is still a lingering perception that AIDS victims are
most likely to be homosexual men. In later years, how-
ever, the nature of the epidemic changed noticeably.
More than 50 percent of new HIV diagnoses have been
among African Americans, and some three-quarters of
women diagnosed with HIV are African American. The
wide availability of antiretroviral therapy has led to a
substantial decrease in AIDS deaths; African Americans,
however, have substantially lower survival rates than does
the white population. In 2002 the death rate of African
Americans with AIDS was twice that of whites.

AFRICA

Sub-Saharan Africa bears a disproportionate burden from
the AIDS epidemic; it is home to about 10 percent of
world population but contains 60 percent of HIV cases
worldwide. In Africa the epidemic is widespread and
generalized, with most transmission occurring through
heterosexual sex.

Widespread poverty, lack of infrastructure, inconsis-
tent or ineffective prevention programs, expensive or
unavailable treatment, and social and political upheaval
have contributed to the spread of infection in many
countries in that region. As a result the areas hardest hit

by HIV/AIDS are often the least able to respond effec-
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tively. Because AIDS is most likely to kill people in the
prime of life, local and national productivity has been
affected seriously. Households with one or more AIDS
victims often are strained by the loss of income and the
need to provide care and treatment to the afflicted mem-
ber; young children and the elderly often end up shoul-
dering much of the burden. Local communities also are
strained by AIDS deaths because extended families and
elderly grandparents with limited resources often take in

children orphaned by AIDS.

EASTERN EUROPE AND ASIA

In many countries in Eastern Europe and Asia, HIV
infections have been on the rise. The Ukraine experi-
enced a tremendous upsurge in HIV diagnoses after
2000, with a significant incidence in women and the
heterosexual population. Russia also has seen an increase
in HIV cases, apparently linked to widespread intrave-
nous drug use in its population. In several other countries
in Eastern Europe, AIDS is spreading rapidly through
intravenous drug users. The epidemic is expected to
become more generalized as drug users begin transmit-
ting the virus to their partners.

In many East Asian countries most new infections
are transmitted by sex workers, who often cannot insist
on condom use. In Thailand, however, a government
mandate requiring universal condom use among sex
workers has slowed the advance of HIV/AIDS dramati-
cally. Because of the sheer size of many Asian nations, the
raw number of HIV-infected individuals in that region is
expected by some to overtake that of sub-Saharan Africa.

WOMEN

As HIV infection becomes increasingly generalized in a
population, women tend to be affected disproportion-
ately. Of the estimated 39.4 million HIV cases world-
wide at the end of 2004, some 17.6 million were
women. Almost 75 percent of those women lived in
sub-Saharan Africa, where women accounted for 57
percent of HIV infections. Among young women in
that region, the gap between male and female infections
has been even more striking: It has been estimated that
some thirty-six women between the ages of fifteen and
twenty-four are infected for every ten men in the same
age group.

The increased infection rates among women may be
in part biological—evidence suggests that it may be easier
for men to transmit HIV to women than vice versa—but
it is often also a reflection of the relative status and power
of women in a society. Researchers in sub-Saharan Africa,
for example, have noted that HIV transmission among
women is accelerated in societies in which large numbers
of women are not in a position to refuse sex or to insist on
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Mozambique Women Discuss Sex and AIDS. A group of rural women discuss sexual relations and AIDS transmisssion in their
community in Maputo, Mozambique. © GIDEON MENDEL/CORBIS.

safe sex, for example, when they are physically or econom-
ically dependent on a male head of houschold’s earnings,
gifts from a lover, or earnings from prostitution. In coun-
tries stricken by warfare increases in the number of rapes
also help spread infection. In societies in which the eco-
nomic and social status of women has risen, researchers
have found that transmission rates tend to drop.

CHILDREN

As of the end of 2004 some 2.2 million children were
infected with HIV. Although many children are infected
by their mothers, several countries have seen a marked
increase in early sexual activity among children, making
that population more vulnerable to HIV infection.
Additionally, some children are infected in the course
of sexual molestation and abuse by adults. In addition
to those directly infected by HIV, millions of children
worldwide have been orphaned by AIDS. It appears that
some 11 million children or more are AIDS orphans;
that number was projected to more than triple by 2020.

Societies that have large numbers of orphans are
also those which have few institutional structures to
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help care for them. In sub-Saharan Africa, which is
home to some 12 percent of orphans worldwide,
extended families traditionally have shouldered the bur-
den of caring for the children of deceased relatives, often
straining already tight resources. Members of families
that have taken in orphans are more likely to be mal-
nourished and their children and foster children are
more likely to be stunted. Orphans often have increased
responsibilities at home, are less likely to attend school,
and are more likely to do poorly when they do attend.
Lack of resources to care for orphaned children prob-
ably will affect a region or nation over the long term as
malnourished and uneducated children grow into an
unskilled adult population with a variety of health
problems.
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IV. TREATMENTS AND
PREVENTION

Treatment and prevention measures for human immuno-
deficiency syndrome (AIDS) vary widely from country to
country and region to region. The availability of treatment
for human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) infection and
AIDS is highly variable and largely dependent on national
wealth and medical infrastructure. Prevention programs
also differ greatly between countries, and in places where
the epidemic has been stemmed, that often has been the
result of a number of complex and interrelated factors
rather than a single prevention strategy.

TREATMENT

In wealthy societies with a strong medical infrastructure
and widespread public or private health insurance cover-
age, treatment of HIV/AIDS often begins shortly after a
patient is diagnosed with HIV. In the early stages of the
infection, when HIV is present but CD4 counts are high,
it is recommended that individuals engage in generally
healthy practices: eating well, avoiding exposure to other
diseases or infections, and refraining from behaviors, such
as smoking, that might weaken the body’s immune
response. As the CD4 count begins to drop, doctors
may begin prophylactic treatment designed to prevent
common opportunistic infections. In later stages of the
disease antiretroviral (ARV) drug therapy is instituted.

A number of antiretroviral drugs may be used singly
or in combination. Single-drug therapy is the least expen-
sive but tends to provoke rapid mutation of the virus.
Dual therapy is cheaper than triple therapy but works
more slowly and may not be as effective over the long
term. Triple therapy is considered a HAART (highly
active antiretroviral therapy) regimen, which means that
it is capable of reducing the viral load in a significant
number of people and remains effective for many years.
Triple therapy is able to reduce viral loads quickly to
almost undetectable levels. Early HAART treatment
reduces the risk of bodily damage during extended peri-
ods of high viral load but leaves few options if the patient
later develops resistance to the drugs. As a result some
doctors choose to begin with single-drug therapy and
gradually increase the treatment level.

The cost of antiretroviral drugs is substantial and for
many people and nations prohibitive. In wealthier
nations AIDS drug therapy can range from $10,000 to
$20,000 per patient per year or even more. Political
pressure and competition from generics have resulted in
substantially lower drug costs in many underdeveloped
countries; some ARV triple-drug therapies are available
for less than $200 per year. In most instances, however,
those prices are still prohibitive for residents of many
countries; researchers have estimated that drug costs have
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Anti-retroviral Drugs. Anti-retroviral drugs Stuvudine,
Lamivudine, and Stocrin. These medications supress the
replication of HIV by blocking the enzymes HIV uses to replicate
itself. © KRISTA KENNELL/CORBIS.

to be lowered by at least two-thirds. Moreover, drug
therapy requires regular consultations and follow-up vis-
its as well as routine testing of CD4 levels and often tests
for drug resistance.

In many developing countries such care is often
inaccessible, unavailable, or unaffordable. Poverty tends
to make adherence to a drug regimen difficult, and when
adherence drops too low, viral resistance develops. ARV
drugs provided without adequate funding and support
thus may increase mutation and drug resistance in HIV
strands. Additionally, patients in poorer regions are far
more likely to have secondary infections before ARV
treatment begins; treatment for secondary conditions
such as tuberculosis and meningitis is often unavailable
or unaffordable.

PREVENTION

AIDS prevention programs take two primary tacks:
biomedical intervention and behavioral modification.
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Recommended biomedical interventions include securing
the safety of blood and blood products, usually through
the screening of donors; treating other sexually transmit-
ted diseases that may increase the risk of HIV infection;
and treating HIV-infected pregnant women with ARVs
to reduce the risk of transmission to their children. A
number of researchers are working to develop an AIDS
vaccine, though that task is complicated by the rapid
mutation of the virus and appears to be a number of
years off. Another possible biomedical intervention
would be the development of a microbicide—an agent
capable of killing bacteria and viruses—that could be
applied vaginally before sexual activity. Microbicides
might have an advantage over condoms because they
would allow women to assert greater control over their
sexual safety, but their development has been given rela-
tively little attention.

Behavioral intervention is used to modify the behav-
iors and practices of people to reduce the likelihood of
transmission. Most behavioral interventions follow the
ABC model: abstain, be faithful, use condoms. Preven-
tion programs thus encourage people to wait longer to
become sexually active, have fewer partners, and use
condoms if they have multiple partners.

The success of those programs has been highly var-
iable. In societies in which resistance to or embarrassment
about discussing sexual matters is common, it is difficult
to improve knowledge and change attitudes on a wide
scale and even more difficult to affect behavior substan-
tially. Condoms are often unavailable or too expensive,
and even in places where their use is fairly common, it
appears to be highly inconsistent. Moreover, in extremely
poor regions where expectations for future standards of
living are low there may be little incentive to avoid AIDS.
Although those populations may have sufficient knowl-
edge about HIV/AIDS and its transmission, daily con-
cern about finding enough to eat may override any
impetus to change a behavior that has only long-term
consequences.

Many countries have contained the spread of HIV
by altering behaviors and through a biomedical response
early in the course of the epidemic. Countries that moved
quickly to institute screening of their blood supplies shut
down a major vector by which HIV moves from a group
of core transmitters to the general population. Targeting
core transmitters for particular kinds of interventions also
has been successful when done early enough. Gay men in
the United States, for example, shifted their behaviors
rapidly in the first decade of the epidemic, moving from
a culture of free love and promiscuity to one that valued
safe sexual practice. Needle exchange programs in several
countries have reduced transmission between intravenous
drug users significantly, and the Thai government
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reduced transmission rates by mandating condom use
among sex workers.

Countries with fewer resources and more generalized
epidemics typically have had more difficulties. Uganda is
one of the few that have made great strides; many people
credit that success to that nation’s multilateral, open
response to the issue. The government and its leader
instituted conversations on multiple levels and among
various agencies, sparking a nationwide awareness of
and response to the problem. In Uganda first sexual
contact among young people has been delayed, and cou-
ples are more likely to be in a monogamous relationship.
The example of Uganda has demonstrated that behavio-
ral interventions can work, but that success has been
fairly unusual among developing countries.
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V. SOCIAL AND POLITICAL
RESPONSES

AIDS research, drug development, and treatment and
prevention strategies have been advanced, shaped, and
sometimes stymied by a complex interaction among
social responses, political activism, governmental policy,
business interests, and artistic and cultural interventions.

GOVERNMENT POLICY

In the United States the early governmental response to
the AIDS crisis is considered by many people to have been
deplorable. Despite quick action on the part of the Centers
for Disease Control (CDC) to determine the causes and
modes of transmission of AIDS, its investigations were
crippled by underfunding and inadequate staffing. The
National Institutes of Health (NIH) moved at what many
considered a maddeningly slow pace in opening up the
grant process for funding AIDS research, and most early
federal funding was forced on the Department of Health
and Human Services by congressional appropriations bills.
The Reagan administration was silent on the question of
AIDS; Reagan did not give a speech on AIDS until 1987,
six years after the CDC began work on tracking and
controlling the epidemic and after more than twenty
thousand Americans had died of the disease.
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Although federal funding increased dramatically, it
was often too little too late. Moreover, AIDS prevention
and education programs were hampered by guidelines
written by and resistance from right-wing members of
Congress and the administration. Many public health offi-
cials had argued for the importance of large-scale HIV
testing, but when the federal government began to move
toward the articulation of a national prevention policy,
discussions often were stymied by right-wing insistence
on mandatory testing coupled with a refusal to agree to
anonymous testing or guarantee nondiscrimination toward
those who tested positive. Moreover, the administration
was deeply resistant to AIDS prevention programs that
provided education on safe sex. Believing that such pro-
grams advocated promiscuity and homosexual behaviors,
the Reagan administration advocated prevention programs
that emphasized abstinence and moral behavior.

In 1987 Congtess passed legislation banning federal
funding for educational materials that indirectly or
directly promoted homosexual activity. As late as 1988
most federal AIDS policy came from Congress, which
continued to push through ever-larger spending bills and
challenge the lack of direction provided by the nation’s
health agencies.

The 1990s saw increased federal involvement in and
funding of the AIDS crisis, including the Ryan White
CARE (Comprehensive AIDS Resources Emergency)
Act, which provided federal funds for organizations pro-
viding community-based treatment. Steps were taken to
prevent discrimination against HIV-positive individuals,
and a federal court struck down the 1988 restrictions on
AIDS educational materials. In 1993 the Clinton admin-
istration established the White House Office of National
AIDS Policy, which was designed to provide federal
leadership and guidance in the national response to
AIDS, and in 1999 it established the LIFE (Leadership
and Investment in Fighting an Epidemic) initiative to
address the global AIDS epidemic. Funding for AIDS
research, treatment, and education—Dboth nationally and
globally—increased throughout the 1990s, and by 2000
both Congress and the Clinton administration had ear-
marked significant funding for the HIV response and had
created a number of agencies and commissions to help
develop and implement future AIDS policies.

In 2003 President Bush announced the President’s
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), a five-year,
$15 billion plan to fight AIDS globally. Although Bush
was credited for making AIDS a significant part of his
foreign policy, his administration was criticized for
endorsing abstinence-only prevention programs. One-
third of PEPFAR funding was reserved for agencies
promoting abstinence programs. In 2004 new CDC
regulations, which had to be followed by any organiza-
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tion receiving federal money for HIV prevention pro-
grams, required that educational materials include
information on the lack of effectiveness of condom use
and prohibit sexually suggestive content; in 1993 the
CDC had issued a statement with the NIH and the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration (FDA) declaring that
condom use was highly effective in curtailing HIV
transmission.

After 2000 the United Nations and the World Health
Organization took the lead in organizing global treatment
and prevention programs. Such undertakings, however,
were underfunded and often fell short of their goals.

POLITICAL ACTIVISM

In the face of lackluster U.S. government leadership in
the AIDS epidemic, members of the gay community,
particularly in urban centers that had been hard hit by
HIV, became active participants in the political, medical,
and social processes by which research funding was gen-
erated and treatment and prevention methods were
developed. In the early 1980s much of that effort was
at a local level: Gay leaders and activists raised funds,
recruited help from local politicians, and set up com-
munity treatment centers that pooled resources for and
information about treating AIDS patients.

In mid-1980s, frustrated by the slow pace of AIDS
research and the inaccessibility of effective treatment
methods—particularly drug therapies—to many AIDS
patients, gay activists and their supporters began to
organize in greater numbers. In 1985 Project Inform
was created to provide treatment information and advo-
cacy to members of the San Francisco community, and
amfAR (American Foundation for AIDS Research) was
organized to fund and promote AIDS research and pre-
vention. In 1986 the AIDS Treatment News was founded
as a clearinghouse for new information about experimen-
tal and standard treatments. Project Inform and A/DS
Treatment News were crucial to the dissemination of new
and emerging medical information to AIDS patients and
their caregivers and helped create a community with
substantial medical and clinical knowledge. The technical
expertise of AIDS advocacy groups was a key factor in
their intervention in the development, pricing, and acces-
sibility of drug treatments.

In 1987 members of the gay and lesbian community
in New York formed ACT UP, the AIDS Coalition to
Unleash Power, as a mechanism for forcing change in the
social and political response to AIDS. Insisting on the
importance of access to clinical trials for people with
AIDS, ACT UP and other organizations took aim at
the slow drug approval process and restrictive guidelines
for clinical trials followed by the FDA. In the late 1980s
and early 1990s ACT UP staged demonstrations in a
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ACT UP Protest. An ACT UP demonstration against the high price of AIDS drugs. AP IMAGES.

variety of venues, including on Wall Street to protest the
exorbitant price of the new antiviral drug AZT (azido-
thymidine), at the post office on the day tax returns were
due to gain increased media coverage and raise awareness
of the AIDS crisis, at St. Patrick’s Cathedral to protest
the stand of the Catholic Church on contraceptive use,
and at the offices of the Hearst Corporation, whose
publication Cosmopolitan in 1988 had published an
article suggesting that women were not at risk of AIDS
transmission during heterosexual sex.

As the nature of the AIDS epidemic changed in the
1990s, so too did the kind of activism it inspired. As
activism, advocacy, and the availability of antiretroviral
drugs and triple therapy began paying off in the form of a
decreased death rate among the most severely affected
population, homosexual men, the center of political and
social activism shifted to other groups that were experi-
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encing increased infection rates. As a result of the
increased prevalence of HIV among African-Americans,
activist groups became more likely to focus on improving
education, treatment, and access to drugs and clinical
trials among minority and low-income groups.

The growing dimensions of the AIDS crisis in devel-
oping nations, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, engen-
dered an increased emphasis on global aspects of AIDS
treatment and prevention. Some organizations, such as
Health GAP (Global Access Project), formed in 1999,
and the Global AIDS Alliance, founded in 2001, were
created specifically to deal with AIDS on a global level
and generally advocated full funding of the United
Nations” Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB, and Malaria;
debt cancellation for third-world nations; better trade
policies; improved accessed to treatment; and the devel-
opment of more effective prevention mechanisms. Such
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groups often formed coalitions with global trade activists,
public health organizations, and domestic AIDS organ-
izations, including ACT UP.

DRUG DEVELOPMENT

The activism of the gay community and the technological
savvy of many of its organizations were instrumental in
reforming the FDA’s approval process and policies on
clinical trials. Doctors, AIDS patients, and supporters in
the 1980s had regarded the long and slow approval
process of the FDA, which averaged eight years in the
early 1980s, with increasing frustration. The few drug
treatments that were available were limited to clinical
trials, in which scientific principles demanded double-
blind studies in which half the participants in a trial were
given placebos. Additionally, policies designed to protect
trial participants severely limited the eligibility of many
AIDS patients. Because of the rapid progression of the
disease, many doctors and patients felt that the only hope
lay in access to experimental drugs. AIDS activist organ-
izations became increasingly vocal about the need to
speed both drug development and the approval process,
and networks of activists, scientists, doctors, and AIDS
patients began to work through alternative channels,
exchanging drugs, expertise, and anecdotal evidence
about new treatment possibilities.

Activists vocally challenged drug companies and sci-
entists to explore new therapies and means of testing
and distributing them while applying increased pressure
on the FDA to take charge of the response to the epi-
demic. Agitation against the FDA sparked congressional
hearings in 1987. In 1988, when the FDA commissioner
announced that only two drugs could be approved
before 1991, networks of AIDS activist amassed enough
information to challenge that assertion. A protest at the
FDA headquarters by twelve hundred demonstrators
received extensive media coverage and initiated a sub-
stantial loosening of FDA regulations, including appro-
val of the importation of unapproved drugs for those
with life-threatening illnesses.

From the beginning drug prices were exceedingly
high and generated a great deal of concern among acti-
vists, which was exacerbated by secrecy surrounding
development costs. The first antiviral drug to be
approved by the FDA, Zidovudine (AZT), cost between
$8,000 and $10,000 per patient per year, a price that
seemed exorbitant to many, particularly in light of the
fact that AZT originally had been developed as a cancer
therapy with federal funding. Activists protested against
the drug’s maker, Burroughs-Wellcome, on Wall Street,
and the company was lobbied by a large coalition of
activists and legislators. In response, the company
reduced its pricing by 20 percent.
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Drug companies were criticized for inflating prices
and restricting the access of poorer countries to cheaper
generic drugs. International pressure and global health
initiatives led to significantly decreased drug pricing and
wider access to drug therapy in developing nations,
though most researchers continued to believe that the
price of drugs was far too high to allow widespread access
in poorer countries.

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL
REACTIONS

In the first half of the 1980s, while AIDS was ravishing
homosexual men, the rest of the population of the
United States took little note. The desire to believe that
AIDS was a gay disease was strong and resulted in min-
imal media coverage of AIDS outside the gay commun-
ity. In 1985, however, when Rock Hudson’s diagnosis of
AIDS became public, the nation was electrified. Almost
overnight AIDS became a widespread point of concern
for gay and straight populations alike. The illness of Ryan
White, a young boy who had been infected with HIV as

an infant, generated further mainstream public concern.

HIV and AIDS engendered a great deal of artistic and
cultural output after that time. In 1985 An Early Frost
represented the first major network broadcast of a film
dealing with AIDS. That film was followed by a number of
mainstream films and television movies that dealt with
AIDS and HIV, including Parting Glances (1986), The
Ryan White Story (1986), Longtime Companion (1990),
and Philadelphia (1993). A 1989 Bob Huff mockumen-
tary, Rockville Is Burning, chronicled AIDS activism, and
in the 1990s a number of playwrights wrote plays
that later were turned into general-release and cable films,
including Love! Valour! Compassion! by Terrance McNally,
Jeffrey by Paul Rudnick, and Angels in America by Tony
Kushner. Randy Shilts’s And the Band Played On (1988),
which depicted the early years of the AIDS epidemic,
became an HBO movie in 1993. In 1996 the musical
Rent broke barriers by featuring the controversial subjects

of AIDS and sexuality on Broadway.

In 2003 Daniel Bort premiered a short film called
Bugchaser at the Austin Gay and Lesbian Film Festival;
the short appeared with a documentary by Louise
Hogarth titled 7%e Giff. Both films concerned a practice
known as bugchasing, in which gay men attempt to
contract HIV from HIV-positive men. The phenomenon
appears to be quite rare, though it has generated some
mainstream attention. Psychological reasons for bugchas-
ing may involve survivor’s guilt, a belief that sharing the
virus creates intimacy, the excitement generated by the
danger of infection, and a general relief of anxiety at
having one’s HIV status definitively established.
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‘A’ISHA
614-678

‘A’isha, who was born in Mecca, was the beautiful and
beloved third wife of the Prophet Muhammad and the
daughter of Abu Bakr (reigned 632-634), the first caliph
of Islam and one of Muhammad’s closest companions.
The conflicting representations of ‘A’isha in medieval
Islamic sources have occupied the imagination of
Muslims and especially feminist Islamic scholars in the
contemporary period.

Apart from her youth—her marriage was consum-
mated in 623 or 624—and elevated position among the
Prophet’s wives, ‘A’isha was pivotal to an incremental
demarcation of gender relations in the fledgling Islamic
community of Medina. Shortly after her marriage reve-
lations stipulating the veiling and segregation of the
Prophet’s wives were received. Other verses stipulated
that Muhammad’s wives were not to remarry after and
labeled them “mothers of the believers.” Veiling and
seclusion soon emerged as standard practice for Muslim
women in general. However, the elevated status and
separate legal obligations of the Prophet’s wives did not
prevent Muslim scholars from appropriating them as
exemplars to be emulated by the rest of the community’s
female believers.

THE LIFE

Controversy always accompanied the narrative of
‘A’isha’s life. In 627, returning with the Prophet from
an expedition, she accidentally was separated from the
caravan at the last station before Medina. She was found
eventually and escorted back to Medina by a young man,
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a situation that provided grounds for rumors and innu-
endo. She was vindicated by a revelation, sura 24:11,
exonerating her and rebuking those who slandered her.
Some of the references to her in medieval mystical liter-
ature describe the unbreakable bond of love and affection
between the Prophet and ‘A’isha and the sublimating
impact of that love on her, for example, in a moving
anecdote in Book I of Rumi’s Mathnaws.

Widowed at age eighteen and childless, ‘A’isha
devoted her influence and energy to the political cause
of her father and his allies. According to medieval
accounts, ‘A’isha masterminded an alliance with several
of the Prophet’s best known companions in opposition to
‘Ali’s ascension to the caliphate in 656. ‘Ali bin Abu
Talib (reigned 656-651), Muhammad’s cousin and
son-in-law, was the first male convert to Islam, the fourth
caliph, and the first imam of the Shi‘is. Known as the
fitna, the failed uprising against ‘Ali was condemned
almost universally by Muslims across the centuries and
is firmly entrenched in ‘A’isha’s historical legacy. Her
participation and leadership are marked in the tide of
the battle, which is known as the Day of the Camel
because ‘A’isha sat in her litter atop a camel and observed
the progress of the war at first hand. That battle marked
the genesis of the first permanent split between Sunnis
and Shi‘is in Muhammad’s community, a rift that has
defined Muslim politics and theology for the last four-

teen hundred years.

CRITICISM AND INTERPRETATION
OF THE LIFE

The role of ‘A’isha in fostering strife and division was a
favorite theme of Muslim political theorists, especially
those who wrote treatises on governance. The main
result of the Day of the Camel was to caution rulers
against proximity and consultation with women. A fre-
quently invoked anecdote is in the Siyar al-muluk [The
conduct of kings] of Nizam al-Mulk (d. 1092), which
celebrated the vizier Saljuq. Nizam al-Mulk invokes her
name to remark on the lack of religiosity of the Shi‘is in
their willingness to curse ‘A’isha for her role in the
Battle of the Camel. In a longer anecdote Nizam al-
Mulk relates how Muhammad was sick and had to find
a substitute to lead the communal prayers. ‘A’isha
favored ‘Umar (the second caliph, reigned 634-644),
and the Prophet wanted her father, Abu Bakr. She
insisted several times, and with his head lying in her
breast, he turned and asked one of the men present to
ensure that Abu Bakr was called upon, following the
adage that the advice given by women should be
reversed because the exact opposite of their suggestions
is invariably the right choice. The controversial legacy of
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‘A’isha is complicated further by her almost universally
recognized authority as an important transmitter of the
deeds and dicta of the Prophet. Retiring to Mecca after
‘Ali’s victory, ‘A’isha is said to have related more than a
thousand traditions from the Prophet, although only
about three hundred survive in the canonical hadith
collections of scholars Muslim (d. 875) and Bukhari
(d. 870). ‘A’isha’s recollections, if not her advice,
remained trustworthy.

‘A’isha’s role as the nemesis of Fatima (d. 633),
Muhammad’s daughter and the only one of his off-
spring to outlive her parents, adds another dimension.
‘A’isha’s physical attributes and recollection in detail of
the consummation of her marriage as recorded in the
medieval sources and the revelation of a Qur’anic verse
condemning slander and gossip that was occasioned by
accusations of adultery brought against her conjure a
notion of womanhood that, although reminiscent of the
popular medieval wiles of women literature, is fraught
with playfulness, manipulation, conspiracy, and eager-
ness to wield influence beyond the confines of the
home; this stands in direct contrast with the ideals of
piety and probity associated with religious demeanor
and ethos.

After the succession dispute that followed the death
of Muhammad, with one side advocating for her hus-
band and the other championing the cause of her father,
the antithetical representations of Fatima and ‘A’isha
have come to define Islamic rhetorical language on
women. The allegorical association of those two women
with Eve and Mary, respectively, were not lost on
Muslim thinkers. The insistence of the medieval Sunni
exegetes on perhaps exaggerating the centralicy of
‘A’isha to the growing body of prophetic lore, for exam-
ple, should be read in juxtaposition to accusations of
laxity and adultery raised with equal intensity by Shi‘i
scholars. The religiosity of ‘A’isha is crafted along the
lines of her special relationship with Muhammad as his
favorite wife, the only one in whose presence the
Prophet received revelation and prayed and in whose
arms he died. This is meaningful only when contrasted
with Fatima’s piety, which is centered on chastity, aus-
terity, filial loyalty, fidelity, and exemplary motherhood.
‘A’isha, who was legitimated through hadith (a play on
tradition), the cornerstone of Muhammad’s sunna
(practice) as transmitted by his trusted companions, is
the paradigmatic Sunni foil to the emblems of prophetic
legacy in Shi‘i Islam, which is expressed through the
primordial connection of Fatima to Muhammad’s prog-
eny: her children, the imams.

These complicated, nuanced, and multivalent rep-
resentations show that the casting of women in a neg-
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ative light and their use as symbols of temptation
against the dictates of reason and prudence is as old as
literary records of human civilization. Those represen-
tations were spread among so many different cultures
and across such long stretches of history that they have
become practically bereft of any analytical value for the
explanation of historical and social developments,
among which the unequal status of women is a common
denominator.

MODERN CONTROVERSIES

In the second half of the twentieth century, with the
Islamization of political discourse across the Muslim
world, the activism associated with ‘A’isha’s political
undertakings was taken by some Islamic feminists as
validating a certain rereading of the Qur'an. Their
endeavors have been undermined by their failure to
provide a context for their readings of the qur’anic text.
‘A’isha’s political activism is not lauded in the primary
sources and certainly is never read to imply women’s
empowerment.

The controversies surrounding the historical persona
of ‘A‘isha were revived in the 1980s, when a Sunni
Anglo-Indian novelist, Salman Rushdie, became the tar-
get of Muslim anger after publishing a fictional account
of the Prophet’s life, The Satanic Verses, in which he dealt
extensively with the travesties of Muhammad’s spouse,
belittling the source of revelation that had exonerated the
historical ‘A’isha many centuries earlier. It was the Shi‘i
leader of Iran, Ayatollah Khomeini, who declared
Rushdie an apostate because of his novel and rendered

permissible the shedding of his blood.

SEE ALSO Islam.
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ALAN OF LILLE
c.1128-1203

The theologian, preacher, and poet Alan of Lille, who it
is thought was born in the Flemish city of Lille, was one
of the major thinkers associated with the School of
Chartres. Alan was the author of many influential works
of speculative, theoretical, and practical theology, includ-
ing one of the earliest dictionaries of scriptural terminol-
ogy, a systematic exposition of 7he Rules of Theology, an
Art of Preaching, and a tract defending the Catholic faith
against heretics, Jews, and “Mohammedans.” He is best
known, however, for his works of allegorical poetry: The
Plaint of Nature (1168-1170) and Anticlaudianus (1182—
1183). Those works enthralled later vernacular writers,
including Jean de Meun, Dante, and Chaucer. Alan died
at the Abbey of Citeaux in France.

SEX AND GENDER

Alan’s theories of sex and gender are elaborated most
tully in The Plaint of Nature. Although it is a work of
imaginative literature, the Plaint is also a compendium of
contemporary knowledge about the natural world, the
liberal arts, and poetics. Its primary concern, however, is
sexual deviance, specifically the vices Alan understands as
contra naturam (against nature).

The poem opens with an elegy in which the poet
laments the fact that men openly flout Nature’s decrees.
Nature personified soon appears, wearing a dress and
diadem adorned with flora, fauna, the elements, and the
celestial bodies. The poet, suddenly stricken with delirium,
is revived by Nature, who reveals her identity (“the deputy
of God” and man’s “foster-mother”) (p. 117) and the
purpose of her visit (to reprove man for his vices). She
declares that “all things by the law of their origin are held
subject to my laws” and “obey my edicts as a general rule”
(p. 131). Man, however, “denature[s] the natural things of
nature” (p. 131) through his monstrous desires. Nature
explains that if desire is bridled by reason, it will not lead
to vice but instead will allow for the lawful propagation
of species. However, when desire is allowed to escape
rational control, it degenerates morals and alienates man
from his Creator.

As God’s vicar, Nature is concerned particularly with
denouncing the crimes of effeminacy and male homo-
sexuality, though she also provides a standard catalogue
of all vices, including many nonsexual ones. To fight the
army of the Vices, she calls forth the Virtues and her
consort Genius, who will lead the charge. Genius is a
tutelary figure linked to procreation (genius, from gignere,
“to beget”) and also a priest armed with a “pastoral staft”
(p. 206) and the “punitive rod of excommunication”
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(p. 208). Adhering closely to the Catholic rite of excom-
munication, Genius pronounces an anathema in which
he calls for all those who violate the laws of Nature to be
“set apart from the harmonious council of the things of
Nature” (p. 220).

CRITICAL REACTION

Although a number of scholars have argued that the
question of sexual sin is incidental in the Plaint, there
is considerable evidence to suggest that medieval readers
felt otherwise. Several manuscripts of the Plaint have a
colophon that reads “Let the profane sodomite perish,”
possibly suggesting an ad hominem attack on homo-
sexuals. The Dominican theologian Robert Holcot
praised the Plaint as a particularly effective tool in the
campaign against sodomy, “the most unspeakable vice.”
Walter de Burgh added three verses on sodomy, includ-
ing an ad hominem attack on an enemy, to another
poem attributed to Alan and explained that his verses
were inspired by “the plaint of Nature against a sodo-
mite prelate.” Finally, though the evidence is circum-
stantial, scholars have speculated that Alan’s Plaint may
have influenced the Third Lateran Council (1179),
which prohibited the “sin against nature” for the first
time. Alan is known to have attended the council, and
there are remarkable similarities between Genius’s
anathema and Canon 11 of the Third Lateran, which
calls for laymen accused of unnatural crimes to be
excommunicated.

The moral value of the Plaint is complicated, how-
ever, by its tendency toward rhetorical excess and ambi-
guity. Although many of the moral teachings in the
Plaint are rigorously orthodox, those teachings often are
formulated in language that is morally uncertain. The
poet describes Nature as a “mirror for mortals” and a
“light-bearer for the world” (p. 128), yet Nature admits
that she is incapable of comprehending ultimate truths.
Indeed, like many of his contemporaries, Alan was
ambivalent about the natural world as a moral guide.
As Mark Jordan (1997) argues, the “Plaint of Nature is
not only a complaint against sexual sins, it is a complaint
against Nature’s failure to speak satisfactorily about
those sins” (Jordan 1997, p. 87). Similarly, although
Genius embodies the righteous authority of the priest-
hood, he too is not above suspicion. At the end of
the Plaint, Genius appears holding a pen and writing
alternately with his right hand and his left. The right
hand produces orthography (actual species perpetuated
through lawful intercourse), and the left produces
pseudography (shadowy, perverse images that lack sub-
stantial being). These writings are received either by
Truth (a dutiful, chastely conceived daughter) or by
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Falsehood (a misshapen, misbegotten hag who disfigures
Genius’s script). Thus, even orthography can be turned
to falsehood, since it is liable to misappropriation.
Alexandre Leupin (1989) argues that Alan ultimately
leaves the reader to imagine that all writing “origi-
nate[s] in the left hand, the hand sinfully brimming
with phantasmal images” (p. 78).

A “queer” reading of the Plaint reveals that many of
the metaphors the poet and Nature employ are so ambig-
uous as to compromise the moral integrity of the text as a
whole. For example, in his opening elegy the poet
laments the fact that emasculated men have failed to
harvest the “crop” of women’s kisses from their willing
lips, yet the metaphor takes on a life of its own: “Why do
so many kisses lie fallow on maidens’ lips while no one
wishes to harvest a crop of them? If these kisses were but
once planted on me, they would grow honey-sweet with
moisture, and grown honey-sweet, they would form a
honeycomb in my mouth” (p. 71). As Jordan observes,
“Kissing takes two, and the kisses lying on virgins’ lips
are the kisses of their otherwise preoccupied male lovers”
(Jordan 1997, p. 73). One may wonder, then, “whose
kisses ... our narrator mean[s] to harvest,” men’s or
women’s. Moreover, it would appear that “the effect of
harvesting the kisses is to impregnate not the maidens,
but the narrator himself. In him they grow into honey-
comb” (Jordan 1997, p. 73). The narrator emasculates
himself even as he denounces the monstrous Venus who
unmans man; metaphorically, he contravenes nature by
imagining male parturition.

AMBIGUITY AND IDEOLOGY

Are these ambiguities intentional or unintentional? More
importantly, do they compromise the ideological effec-
tiveness of the Plaing? Frangoise Hudry (1995) believes,
on the basis of a set of personal letters she attributes to
Alan of Lille, that early on in his life Alan was accused of
unnatural crimes and was compelled to do penance at a
remote abbey in Wearmouth, England. Hudry hypothe-
sizes that Alan wrote the Plaint while there and that the
moral zeal of the text is a reaction to his castigation.
Although Hudry does not say so, this would explain the
recurrence of homoerotic themes in a text that deplores
homosexuality. Alan’s repressed desires return in the very
text that is meant as an act of contrition.

There is, however, another way of approaching this
problem without resorting to biographical speculation.
Larry Scanlon (1995) argues that the ideological value of
Nature and Genius lies precisely in their semantic and
moral indeterminacy. If these allegories are not wholly
reliable as sources of moral truth, their ambiguity
requires a compensatory gesture: not sexual renunciation
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but a new form of pleasure linked to penitential disci-
pline. If the Plaint demonstrates how even the most
orthodox moral language can lapse into immorality, it
also provides a model for reinvesting libidinal desire in
the punitive practices of the Church. Genius’s anathema
does not force the libido into quiescence; instead, it
demonstrates how the castigation of sexual sins can be
an ideologically useful form of pleasure. In short, the
ambiguities of Alan’s allegory thus work to sustain rather
than diminish the authority of the clergy to regulate
sexual morality.

SEE ALSO Allegory; Catholicism; Christianity, Early and
Medieval.
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ALBIGENSIANS

SEE Bogomils and Cathars.

ALLEGORY

The word allegory comes from the Greek allégorein,
which literally means “to talk differently.” An allegory
is a transfer of meaning. Most often, it consists of an
image that develops within a coherent narrative context,
referring  systematically—often metaphorically—to a
referential universe of a different nature (e.g., abstract,

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



philosophical, or moral). As a figure of speech, it is
commonly distinguished from a metaphor or a compar-
ison by the number of its elements. Because an allegory
is characterized by the systematically maintained coex-
istence of a double meaning, literal and symbolic, literal
and figurative, it is a complex figurative system whose
interpretation is difficult. An allegory is thus always at
risk of remaining enigmatic or undecipherable.
However, its obscure character, its sometimes sinuous
or elliptical logic, also gives it its strength and perma-
nence: an allegory is always rich with meaning, versatile,

polysemic.

LINGUISTIC CONCEPTUAL MODES

Resorting to a personifying allegory has often been a defense
against this possible confusion or incomprehension.
Personifying involves ascribing human traits, feelings, and
behaviors to inanimate beings or abstractions. The read-
ability of the personifying allegory thus prevents misinter-
pretations: virtues (e.g., Justice, Temperance, Charity),
passions (e.g., Envy, Vengeance, Glory, Vanity), fortune
or time (e.g., Death, Old Age as well as seasons or months),
nations, the temperaments of ancient and modern med-
ical anthropology (e.g., Sanguine, Phlegmatic, Irascible,
Melancholic), the five senses, the liberal arts (e.g.,
Grammar, Rhetoric, Dialectic, Arithmetic, Geometry,
Astronomy, Music), fine arts and their Muses, and other
categories are easily depicted.

All these allegories are predominantly feminine, as if
this gender facilitates comprehension of the figure of
speech. Several explanations can be offered for this fem-
inization of the allegory. From antiquity, poets have
personified all these beings of reason, these abstract
notions, these techniques, these eminently human feel-
ings and desires, so as to transform them into divinities of
flesh and blood, animated characters, or the familiar
figures of the Greek mythology best known from the
writings of Homer in [liad or the Odyssey. One of the
first explanations given concerning allegory’s gender is
that the gender of the word, notion, or concept deter-
mined the gender of the personification: Because numer-
ous terms were grammatically feminine in ancient (and
some modern) languages, they were depicted as feminine.
This philological explanation, although perhaps less than
satisfying, is nonetheless heuristically sound. In her Cizé
des Dames, Christine de Pisan places real women by
taking seriously the grammatical gender of allegorical
figures of political, philosophical, scientific, or artistic
authority. Through direct usage of allegorical personifi-
cation, she reduced the figurative to the literal, the sym-
bolic to the domestic. She thus transcribed her feminine
characters into reality. She gave them a historical and
proclamatory density, as shown by the positions she took
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in her Querelle de la Rose (Quilligan 1991). Women are
not authority, women have authority. However, in doing
so, Christine de Pisan purely and simply sacrificed
allegory.

Angus Fletcher defines allegory as a technique to
encode a text: Allegory says one thing and means
another (Fletcher 1982). The feminine gender of per-
sonifications and other allegorical figures thus necessa-
rily refers to something else: it appears to show itself, to
unveil itself, but it always has to fade away to serve a
coded, hidden meaning. The gendered incarnation of
allegory may be defined as a “power transfer game”:
The feminine body of the allegorical figure serves a
world that is in fact dominated by men. One then better
understands why, during the seventeenth century—the
century of the allegory—Madeleine de Scudéry (1607—
1701) chose the cartographical allegory to represent
relationships between the sexes. This kind of carto-
graphical allegory had been present since ancient times
and was commonly used by Christian thinkers. It
allowed the representation of complex relationships as
well as the visualization of metaphysical, moral, social,
and political values as they related to one another; by
definition, a map has coordinates and is thus symboli-
cally hierarchical, whereas benefiting from a panoptical
and thus immediately inclusive acquisition mode. The
seventeenth century saw the development of what is
called “gallant geography,” first in the Parisian salons,
then in England. La Carte du Tendre (Map of
Tenderness), conceived by Madeleine de Scudéry and
expanded by Francois Chauveau (1613-1676) in his
engravings illustrating Scudéry’s poetry, certainly is the
most famous of these productions (Reitinger 1999). In
this representation of the meanderings of the heart,
feelings are likened to so many rivers, mountains, lakes,
seas, forests, boroughs, or towns. This de-gendering of
allegory allowed courtesans to reinvent the norms of
gallant friendship. Given that love’s passions and vir-
tues were no longer fixed allegorically in female or
male characters, they could be truly incarnated by
women and men meeting freely: thus testifying to
the strength of the societal trend that was critical of
inequality between the sexes, which developed during
the classical age.

SHIFTING HISTORICAL SENSES
OF A TROPE

At the end of the eighteenth century, allegory became one of
the favorite forms of expression of political power. In
Europe, as in America, a profusion of female allegorical
characters arose in the texts of neoclassicism and, later on,
romanticism. Just when new nations were born and old
nations called for their own “regeneratdon,” allegory

53



Amazons

contributed to the great fabric of founding narratives.
Allegory then becomes “a kind of physiognomy of his-
tory” (De Baecque 1994, p. 112). During the nineteenth
century, for example, the painter Eugeéne Delacroix
(1798-1863) gave France a human face with his La
Liberté Conduisant le Peuple (Freedom Leading the
People). The allegorical female characters of modern
nations almost systematically contradict dominant norms
of femininity. The characters Marianne, Britannia, and
Germania are inspired by the warrior goddess Athena:
These secularized guardian divinities; these female armed
authorities (the bayonet of the French republic, the tri-
dent of Britannia, and the sword of Germania) appeared
just when the separation between the public sphere and
the private sphere—to which most women were
assigned—was confirmed. But more fundamentally, just
when the modern, exclusively male citizen thought of
himself as a free Subject, liberated from any material
and social determination, masculinity could no longer
be an efficient signifier, because it was confounded with
the neutral, the undetermined, and the universal. The
allegorical character could consequently be only female,
because its gender is by definition a matter of determi-
nation and concrete characterization. Only the feminine
can thus signify the most abstract notions, embody a
concept, and give it meaning and reality (e.g., Freedom,
Independence).

However, as soon as nations were transformed into
colonial empires, the allegory not only served to repre-
sent national values, it also became a real discursive and
political matrix (Dorlin 2006). The allegorical feminin-
ity of the nation was entirely confounded with mother-
hood: she simultaneously generated and represented her
people. The metaphor thus acquired a performative
dimension: The nation was represented as an agricul-
tural divinity. Marianne was, for example, represented
as the maternal, nurturing, and white goddess Ceres,
whereas the colonies and other overseas possessions were
represented as both hyper-eroticized and grotesque bodies.
The indigenous, hyper-eroticized, almost systematically
naked bodies represented a wildness to be civilized, an
eternal childhood of peoples allegedly devoid of history,
as well as the erotic object par excellence, on which
the colonizers’ desire could licitly focus. Just when
European nationalisms arose at the end of the nine-
teenth century and allegorical female characters repeat-
edly represented an excessive and virilized motherhood,
those colonized incarnated all sexual fantasies. This
allegory was made of all sexual desires: The exoticism
of the colonies was the signifier of sexuality. These
colonized bodies became grotesque as they were out-
rageously racialized through the animalization of gen-
der: Men represented an animal-like virility far from the
predominant civilized masculinity. Allegory is crafty,
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however, because this racialization—in the literal sense
of the word—of colonized nations expressed the racial-
ization of the colonizing nations; “the continent,” in
the words of Césaire (1955), “proceeds to savagery.”
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ALPHA MALE

SEE Male.

AMAZONS

In Greek literature and art, the Amazons are a tribe of
women, said to be descended from the god Ares and
living on the geographical margins of the Greek world,
near the river Thermodon or, alternatively, in Libya.
Their primary activity is fighting, and their social organ-
ization reverses patriarchal norms. First mentioned in the
Iliad, they play a part in the legends surrounding
Achilles, Hercules, and Theseus. As a collective enemy
to Athens, they offer in the classical period a foil for
Athenian self-definition. Herodotus and later anthropo-
logical writers develop an account of their customs, and
some writers record contact between the Amazons and
Alexander the Great. Literary and anthropological strands
of Amazon lore survived into the Middle Ages and
beyond. Scholarly debate over the Amazons remains a
testing ground for issues of gender and culture in classical
studies. While scholars have attempted to find a historical
basis for the Amazons, even casting them as reflections of
an original matriarchy, scholarship at the turn of the
twenty-first century tends to agnosticism on the historical
basis of the myth and focus on its cultural deployment as
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Amazons Fighting. Two Amazons fighting a Greek soldier. THE ART ARCHIVE/BIBLIOTHEQUE DECORATIFS PARIS/DAGLI ORTI.

a reflection of the self-definition of patriarchal Greek
culture through a fascination with or repudiation of its

opposite Other.

Amazons are mentioned in the //iad as women
“equivalent to men,” with whom male heroes have mili-
tary encounters. In the //iad these encounters are in the
poem’s past (Priam’s youth, the inset story of Bellerophon),
reflecting already a tendency both to integrate the
Amazons into the lives of various heroes and to posit
them as long ago and far away. The existence of an
Amazon tomb outside Troy is an early literary glimpse
of the attribution to Amazons the origins of tombs and
cities scattered through the Greek world.

The fullest early account of Achilles” fight with an
Amazon is lost: the Aethiopis, an installment of the post-
Homeric epic cycle (7-6th century BCE), told the story of
Penthesilea, the Amazon queen who came in on the
Trojan side of the Trojan War after the death of
Hector. Achilles defeats Penthesilea and later kills the
Greek Thersites for suggesting that Achilles had been sex-
ually attracted to her for mocking Achilles. The (probably)
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third-century cE Quintus of Smyrna develops this epi-
sode (Posthomerica, Book 1).

The role of the Amazons in the legends of Hercules and
later Theseus reflects the ambivalent status of the female
warrior in the mythic tradition. One of the tasks of Hercules
is to steal the girdle of the queen of the Amazons; this
involves a military encounter (Euripides, Hercules Furens
In. 408411 and Heraclidae In. 217; Apollonius Rhodius,
Argonautica In. 2.966-969; the legend is better attested in
visual art than in early literature). To the function of
Amazons as male-equivalent opponents for the hero is
added the ambiguity of their femininity, for the stealing of
the girdle, an emblem of the loss of virginity, figures the
violence of Hercules’s Amazon encounter as rape rather than
warfare. In the Theseus legend this is explicit, as Theseus
rapes and carries off the Amazon queen Hippolyta, with a
twofold effect: The Amazons invade Attica to recover their
queen and are defeated by the Athenians; and the Amazon
concubine/wife bears Theseus a son, Hippolytus, whose
rejection of marriage may reflect his Amazon heritage.
(Theseus’s Amazon encounter is told in another lost source,
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the Theseid; among extant sources, see Plutarch’s Life of
Theseus.) Both the individual combats of Achilles,
Hercules, and Theseus with Amazons and pitched battles
involving Amazons are frequent subjects in Greek art.
Athenian propaganda, both verbal and visual, links the

Amazon invaders of Attica to the Persian invaders of Greece.

The myth of an all-female society of Amazons gen-
erated anthropological literature that posited a female-
dominated society that must nonetheless have negotiated
a relationship with men to secure its propagation.
Herodotus (4.110-117) recounts an initially hostile
encounter between Amazons and Scythian men that leads
to marriage and the formation of a new people, the
Sauromatians. The Amazons, resisting integration into
patriarchal society, insist on keeping their military cus-
toms. According to the first-century BCE historian
Diodorus Siculus, Amazon society includes men, but
men are subordinated and allotted the “female” tasks of
child care and household management (3.53.1-3).
Another arrangement appears in the work of the geogra-
pher Strabo, who declares that the Amazons live by them-
selves, but have set encounters with a people called the
Gargarians for purposes of conception (11.5.1-2). A com-
mon anthropological datum is that Amazons cauterize the
left breast in order to wield the bow and javelin; they are
also sometimes said to kill or mutilate male children. Thus
an exclusively or dominanty female society is defined by
violence visited on both male and female bodies. Yet the
portrait that emerges from the anthropological accounts is
of a constructively functional society, capable of civilized
negotiation from a position of strength.

Several authors (Diodorus Siculus, Justin, Quintus
Curtius Rufus) record Alexander the Great’s encounter
with the Amazon queen Thalestris, who strikes a bargain
whereby she preserves her independence and has an
opportunity to conceive Alexander’s child, though
ancient opinion on the incident remained skeptical (see
the works of Arrian and Plutarch). The negotiation of
childbearing reflects the anthropological interest in the
propagation of Amazon society; it also allows the male-
equivalent Amazons of the mythical tradition a fully
functional sexuality and an encounter with a male hero
that features neither doomed combat nor rape.

In the Middle Ages Amazons continued to provide a
venue for thinking about gender construction and essen-
tialism within culture. The encyclopedist Isidore of
Seville (560-636) cites two traditional etymologies of
“Amazon.” One, derived from “without breast,” empha-
sizes the constructed and sacrificial aspects of the
femininity-wounding experiment in the autonomous
femininity that the Amazons represent; the other, derived
from “living together,” stresses instead the communal
completeness of an all-female society. Two literary treat-
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ments of the Amazon from the twelfth century consider
similar dichotomies. Joseph of Exeter in his Troy epic the
Ylias makes Penthesilea’s aristeia (her display of prowess
in a series of combats) and death a showcase for gender in
epic. While allowing her opponent to mock her for
shaming Mars by wielding male weapons, the narrator
shares with the reader anthropological data that accounts
for Penthesilea’s nature while bypassing gender: the cold
climate she comes from, the reader is told, makes her
hardy and warlike. At the moment of her death, however,
the poet borrows from Virgil and Ovid to reassert
Penthesilea’s biologically embodied and culturally coded
femininity. Pierced through the nipple like Virgil’s
Camilla, she gathers her garments around her as she falls
in a gesture borrowed from Ovid’s sacrificed Polyxena.
Another twelfth-century epic, Walter of Chatillon’s
Alexandreis—adapting Quintus Curtius Rufus’s account
of Alexander’s encounter with Thalestris, and playing on
themes of concealment and display, appearance and
reality—transfers the gaze at least temporarily from
Alexander to the Amazon Other, and suggests that the
mutilation to which Amazons subject their bodies marks
a positive cultural reconfiguration of the imposed lack of
femininity.

SEE ALSO Ancient Greece.
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ANAHITA

Anabhita is one of the most popular yazatas (beings wor-
thy of worship) in the Zoroastrian religion. A Zoroastrian
hymn highlights her function as intimately concerned
with the wellbeing of the community, women in partic-
ular. In this hymn, Anahita is referred to as Aredvi Sura
Anahita, meaning “moist, strong, undefiled.” These
three attributes assert her identity as a powerful, but
chaste, water divinity.
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The Zoroastrian hymn in honor of Anahita is usually
called the Aban Yasht (Hymn to the waters). It describes
the yazata as increasing water-channels, herds, fields, pos-
sessions, and land. Anahita is identified as a mythical
world river, which flows from Mt Hukairya into the
Vourukasha Sea, and is the source of all the waters. In
this role, she has been compared with the Vedic Sarasvati.

The Yasht praises Anahita as bestowing fertility: She
“purifies the seed of all males, and purifies the womb of all
females for giving birth,” and “makes childbirth easy for all
females and makes [their] milk flow at the proper time”
(Yasht5.2). Even in the twenty-first century, girls hoping to
marry and pregnant women invoke Anahita’s beneficent
action. Women in the Parsi (Indian Zoroastrian) commun-
ity recite certain verses of the hymn, which form the prayer
known as the Aban Niyayesh, to ensure a smooth delivery

and the birth of a healthy child.
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Anahita is also referred to in the hymn as a warrior for
justice, who steers a chariot pulled by four horses, protect-
ing Iran and vanquishing its foes. She bestows chariots and
arms, as well as household goods, to worshippers; brings
victory to wartiors in battle; and the destruction of all
enemies, both mortal and demonic. Artaxerxes II (r. 404—
358 BCE) was the first Achaemenid monarch to invoke
Anahita, in his royal inscriptions at Susa. The hymn
describes Aredvi Sura Anahita “in the form of a beautiful
maiden, very strong, fair of form, high-bodiced, erect, of
noble birth” (Y% 5.64). In keeping with her association
with water, she wears beaver skins (Yt. 5.129). As a celestial
being, she also has a golden mantle, and jewelry consisting
of golden earrings, necklace, and an eight-sided crown with
a hundred stars, adorned with ribbons (¥z 5.127f).

Such physical descriptions, alongside the reports of
Greek historians, suggest that from early times statues
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were used in her worship, although to date none have
been found. From the Achaemenid period onward, devo-
tion to Anahita seems to have involved an element of
syncretism. The Babylonian priest scribe Berossus records
that Artaxerxes II was the first Persian king to erect
statues of Aphrodite Anaitis. Anaitis is the Greek rendi-
tion of Anahita, and seems to derive from a western
Iranian name for the goddess of the planet Venus
(Anabhiti, the Pure One). The Persian word for Venus—
Nahid—echoes this connection, and remains a popular
Iranian girl’s name. The Greeks identified Anahita with
several goddesses from their own pantheon—sometimes
Aphrodite or Athena, but most frequently Artemis, due
to her association with purity. According to Plutarch, the
“Persian Diana” was chief of all the gods adored by the
“barbarians beyond the Euphrates” (Lucullus, 24).

Anahita is also identified with other goddesses of
western Asia, such as Ishtar, Inanna, and Nana. Both
Nana and Anahita were widely worshipped in Iran and
Armenia, and both goddesses have characteristics that
may derive from the Magna Mater cult of the region,
particularly that relating to Phrygian goddess Cybele.
Classical sources refer to several temples dedicated to
Anahita, under a Persian priesthood, both in Persia
proper and elsewhere in western Asia. The Greek histor-
ian Strabo claims that Anahita was the most popular of
the Persian divinities worshipped by the Armenians, and
numerous shrines to Anahit are attested there.

Anahita was revered as the protective yazata of the
Sasanian dynasty (224-651 cE), the last
Zoroastrian monarchy. Coins from the reign of Bahram
IT (r. 276-293 cE) apparently depict Anahita handing the
regnal diadem to the king. Although the Sasanian capital
was at Ctesiphon, the dynastic temple, dedicated to

Persian

Anahita, was at Estakhr in Pars. There the Sasanian mon-
archs were crowned. External texts describe how the
Sasanians hung the heads of their enemies against the

temple walls, thus acknowledging Anahita’s guardianship.

The tdde of “Lady” bestowed upon Anahita in
Middle Persian inscriptions and Armenian texts probably
derives from Sumerian Inanna, meaning “Lady of
Heaven.” Sogdian texts from Panjikent also refer to
“Nana the Lady.” The modern Persian banu (the Lady)
is used of Anahita in later Zoroastrian texts, and also in
the name of a shrine in Iran, where Anahita was appa-
rently worshipped. Banu-Pars (Lady of Pars) shrine in
Yazd is set above a river, below a spring of water, and
remains a holy place for Iranian Zoroastrians. Other
shrines continue this tradition of venerating Anahita in
the form of her natural icon, water, including a “spring
of Anahit” on the slopes of Mt. Ararat, where the water is
believed to cure barrenness and to protect crops from
locusts.
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Most contemporary Zoroastrians are familiar with
the offering made on the day dedicated to the waters, the
eighth day of the tenth month. In India on this day,
Parsis offer flowers and dar-ni-pori (a sweetened lentil
mixture in pastry) to the waters, after reciting a prayer by
the sea or a river. Although men also observe the festival,
the ritual is particularly associated with women, perhaps
because of the belief that the source and sustenance of all
the waters is the yazata Aredvi Sura Anahita.

SEE ALSO Aphrodite; Venus; Zoroastrianism.
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ANCIENT GREECE

Since at least the Renaissance (1350-1600), European—
and subsequently North American—society has looked
to ancient Greece as a cultural model in the arts and
philosophy and, increasingly in modern times, as the
birthplace of democracy. In the twentieth century hel-
enophilia was balanced by a negative judgment of the
Greeks’ treatment of women. One of the paradoxes that
emerge from such evaluations is that the status of women
was relatively better in the less democratic Greek polities.
Ancient Greek misogyny may have been congenial to
those who opposed women’s rights in modern Europe,
but the system for the regulation of sex and gender was
quite different in the ancient world from that which
developed in medieval and modern Europe. For example,
women’s status might have been reflected most visibly in
the right, like that of Greek men, to exercise in the nude.
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MYTH AND MATRIARCHY

The earliest versions of the origins of the Greek gods, as
preserved by Hesiod (c. 700 BCE), seem to show the
replacement of ruling maternal deities by male gods.
Some scholars, echoing the general theory of primitive
matriarchy and noting the prominence of female figur-
ines in early archaeological remains, have suggested that a
Bronze Age (3200-1200 BCE) matriarchal culture was
overthrown by Greek-speaking patriarchal invaders.
That theory has been questioned by those who note that
myths of primitive matriarchy may be simple justifica-
tions of patriarchal control; also, the worship of the
female form is compatible with male power. The classical
Greek pantheon is controlled by the patriarchal Zeus
(feuding with his wife Hera) but also includes goddesses,
though many of them, such as the spear-carrying Athena,
were known for their masculine qualities. The Olympian
myths even include the idea of male parthenogenesis, as
in the case of Athena, born from the head of Zeus.
Although the world evoked in the Homeric epics featured
colorful women with strong personalities, it reflected a
heroic culture with unabashed male dominance in virtu-
ally all spheres. Women were under the authority of their
fathers and husbands and were held to sexual fidelity.
Men, especially those in the upper classes, could have all
the slaves or concubines they could afford along with
their legitimate spouses.

CLASSICAL MORES

During the archaic and classical periods, roughly from 800
to 323 BCE, Greeks organized themselves around the insti-
tution of the polis, or independent city-state. The most
important social distinctions were between citizens (only
males), other freeborn individuals (male or female), and
slaves of both sexes. Political power was reserved for citi-
zens, though the wives and daughters of citizens had
certain protections not enjoyed by other free women.
Sexual relations were covered by the fourth-century claim:
“We have mistresses for our enjoyment, concubines to
serve our persons, and wives for the bearing of legitimate
offspring” (quoted in Pomeroy 1995, p. 8). That ideal, of
course, was available only to those with resources and
leaves out the same-sex liaisons available to men.

The low status of women, even the wives of citizens,
had results that are familiar from examinations of other
patriarchal societies. The need to provide dowries for
daughters and the occasional desire to limit population
led to female infanticide being considerably more com-
mon than male. Women also had shorter life spans,
perhaps because they regularly were fed less. One result
was a sexual imbalance in the population that was exa-
cerbated by the deaths of men in war. For men alter-

native satisfaction could be found in homosexual
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relations or with prostitutes. According to Sarah
Pomeroy (1995), many prostitutes originally were aban-
doned female infants (abandonment was the normal
mode of infanticide), thus closing the circle and restoring
a sexual balance.

The wife of an Athenian citizen was expected to be
modest in attire, leave the house as little as possible
(chiefly for participation in female religious cults), and
be sexually faithful. The husband could, in addition to
his wife, keep slaves or concubines, visit male or female
prostitutes, and avail himself of the company of the
educated female companions called hbetairai. The hus-
band also controlled a couple’s joint property as long as
the marriage lasted, and the wife could not enter into
contracts in her own name. Of course, those ideals could
not always be maintained in practice, especially by people
of more modest means, and citizens” wives apparently
visited with neighbor women.

Women of undemocratic Sparta had more freedom.
They were allowed and even expected to exercise regu-
larly and in the nude, and their rations were equal to
those of men. Those factors and a system of trial mar-
riages to see if a couple was fertile were aspects of the
recognition of the role of healthy mothers in the creation
of a new generation of warriors. As a general rule and
within the limits of their conceptions of the proper roles
of men and women, the leaders of Greek cities were
willing to tinker with the rules governing marriage to
promote the demographic interests of the polis.

SEXUAL POLITICS

The purpose of marriage was the provision of legitimate
offspring and thus the continuation of the oikos, the
jointly economic and familial unit headed by the male.
Children belonged to the male, who kept them after
divorce, partly because it was believed that the woman
contributed no genetic material to the fetus. She was only
an empty vessel, on the analogy of a plowed field. It was
recognized, however, that women enjoyed sexual inter-
course, and it was recommended that a man have rela-
tions with his wife at least three times a month to
maintain harmony in the household. Divorce was fairly
easy to arrange and apparently was common. This gen-
eral idea of female passivity had other effects. A man
caught in the act of adultery could be killed by the
aggrieved husband (though this right was regulated) or
could be held for ransom or turned over to a court for
prosecution. The woman, however, largely escaped pun-
ishment. Her husband was obliged to divorce her and she
could not make certain ritual sacrifices, but she could and
often did remarry. This is in sharp contrast to the prac-
tice of other ancient societies, such as those in the Near
East, which condemned adulterous women to death.
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According to David Cohen (1991) the Greeks did not
have a word for an adulterous woman, as if she were
merely the passive recipient of the immoral act.

There is a general perception that ancient Greece was
a kind of paradise of homoeroticism or at least that
shame applied only to the passive partner. Although
Greek theory and practice were far from Judeo-
Christian homophobia, that conclusion must include
certain nuances. Xenophon (c. 427-355 BCE) noted that
some Greek cities condemned pederasty and others explic-
itly permitted it. According to Plato the laws of Athens
were contradictory (Cohen 1991). Further, as was noted
by Cohen, the absence of statutory prohibition did not
necessarily indicate that an act was blameless, only that it
was not felt to disturb the public order.

In Athens sexual use of a boy with or without con-
sent or payment was considered a crime as well as bring-
ing dishonor to the boy. Although ancient sex manuals
sometimes speak as if boys and young women were
virtually interchangeable as sex objects for the male, and
although there is evidence that many males used other
males as sex partners when women were not available, for
example, on military campaigns, there is abundant evi-
dence that ancient Greek society noted a difference
between men more drawn to boys and men more drawn
to gitls. The first group was seen to be smaller and less
estimable. Indeed, literary sources show powerful exam-
ples of heterosexual attraction in a society that often
erected barriers to its fulfillment to protect the purity of
patriarchal descent. Plato’s famous defense of love between
men applied specifically to a less carnal relationship.

Female homoeroticism received far less social atten-
tion. The case of the poetess Sappho of Lesbos (c. 630 or
c. 612—c. 570 BCE) may testify as much to the greater
freedom of the women of that island (similar to the
greater freedom of the women of Sparta) as to an exclu-
sive homoerotic orientation. There is also evidence of
women using dildos.

PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE

Ancient Greece, especially Athens in the classical period,
has been influential through its literature and philosophy.
In the case of literature this extends throughout European
and North American civilization; in the case of philoso-
phy through the Islamic civilization also. The plays of
Sophocles (495-406 BCE) and Euripides (c. 480—-406) are
famous for the strength and individuality of their female
characters, who often are thought to belie the image of
the oppressed, marginalized Greek woman. Those por-
trayals can be seen as reflections on an earlier heroic age
when most of the plays take place or as tensions embod-
ied in Greek social practice. The philosopher Aristotle
argued that women lack the higher mental faculties of
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men. Plato, his teacher, held that women are the equals
of men in all matters that do not depend on physical
strength. It is telling that it has taken two and a half
millennia for the position of Plato to achieve an
incomplete victory over that of Aristotle. Plato, in many
ways the more adventurous thinker on gender matters,
also imagined a utopian community in which women
could accede to high office, though not full equality, and
in which the economic—sexual family unit would be

abolished.

HELLENISTIC GREECE (323—30 BcE)

The conquests of Alexander the Great and the later
struggles between his generals destroyed the independ-
ence of the Greek city-states and subordinated them to
territorial empires. They also scattered new Greek cities
throughout the non-Greek Near East. That development
seems to have improved the opportunities, both political
and economic, of women. Some Hellenistic queens,
among whom Cleopatra was the most famous, exercised
direct political power. Other women became wealthy and
were able to buy political rights previously unavailable to
members of their sex. As the status of citizen grew to
carry less power, it became available to more people.
Concomitant with the breakdown of the polis system as
a source of relative female emancipation was exposure to
other cultures, some of which, such as the ancient
Egyptians, were more open to public participation by
women than had been the ideal in classical Greece.

Greek sculpture during its classical periods had
tended to pair the idealized male nude with the chastely
draped female figure. By the time of the Hellenistic age,
however, nude and beautiful Aphrodites competed with
erotic females for the gaze of the spectator.
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Allen Douglas

ANCIENT ROME

The sexual activities of the Romans and their bawdy
depictions in art and literature have for centuries embar-
rassed scholars who studied Roman society. In fact, the
subject of sex was so little explored that it was only in
the late 1970s that scholars attempted to define precisely
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the “naughty” words that had been so scrupulously
avoided by the nineteenth-century compilers of the
Greek and Latin lexicons. Before the 1970s, when schol-
ars discussed sexual attitudes and practices at all, they did
so by unproblematically equating modern conceptions of
sexuality to ancient ones. Michel Foucault’s 1979 claim
that sexuality is constructed and therefore specific to a
particular time and place caused scholars to question
whether their basic assumptions concerning sexuality
and, by extension, gender roles were accurate or useful
in understanding the Romans. Since Foucault, a flood of
scholarship has explored the constructed nature of
Roman sexuality and gender through examinations of
literary and material culture. At the same time, however,
other scholars found sexual behaviors among the Romans
that looked similar to modern ones, especially in refer-
ence to modern homosexuality, which led them to take
an essendalist stance. John Boswell was chief among
those who asserted that sexuality was a stable enough
category to justify its study through the centuries
(1980). Most scholars now walk a line between the two
schools by rejecting the modern homosexuality/hetero-
sexuality dichotomy in favor of an active/passive para-
digm in which Roman male citizens exerted their
political and social dominance over their partners by
playing the active, penetrating role in sexual acts. These
same scholars make a nod to the essentialists by acknowl-
edging that while sexuality seems to be constructed, the
biological desire for a particular sex is not.

LITERARY EVIDENCE FOR ROMAN
SEXUAL PRACTICES AND
ATTITUDES

The active/passive paradigm is most clearly seen in evi-
dence from literary sources composed almost exclusively
by and for elite Roman citizens. These legal and medical
texts, and poetry and public political discourse, display
attitudes toward sexual practices that varied considerably
based upon the political and social status of the partic-
ipants. In general, a Roman male citizen could penetrate
anyone under his power of a lower social or political
status without incurring societal disapproval. This cate-
gory included slaves, freedmen, foreigners, and prosti-
tutes of both sexes. In this context, the sex of the
penetrated partner was not nearly as important as his or
her social standing. Indeed, literary sources from as early
as the third century BCE attach no stigma to a male
desiring to penetrate another male be he a boy or fully
grown man. So long as the Roman male citizen was the
penetrator, he need not worry about a perceived lost of
masculinity regardless of the sex of his partner.

Sexual access to Roman citizens was more compli-
cated. Citizens of both sexes were born with pudicitia, a
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state of inviolability which was destroyed if he or she
were sexually penetrated in any orifice. A man was
expected to maintain pudicitia throughout his life and
indeed this seems to have been a necessary quality if the
man wished to become prominent in politics; a woman
could maintain her pudicitia so long as she was pene-
trated only by her husband and only vaginally. The
pudicitia of an individual was considered a familial pos-
session since szuprum, the term for the violation of pudi-
citia, endangered legitimate inheritance in the case of
unmarried women and in the case of boys and men, the
quality of masculinity so necessary for political life.
Stuprum was punished by the paterfamilias, the guardian
of the violated party, and punishments could entail the
rape or even death of the offender. Roman male citizens
who submitted to penetration in any orifice and at any
age were mocked as effeminate and sometimes socially
shunned as being polluted. The mere accusation of a
young man submitting to or desiring stuprum could
prevent him from a successful political or military career.
Though boys were seen as sexual objects, they were off-
limits unless they were of a lower social and political class
than the penetrator, and in this the Romans differ from
the Greeks and their institutionalized pedophilia.

According to literary sources, female Roman citizens
were ideally to limit their sexual experiences to their
husbands. Even within marriage, sexual practices were
socially prescribed. Though sources suggest that it was
unmanly for a male to concern himself with the pleasure
of his partner, a woman’s orgasm was thought by medical
writers either to aid in or be essential for conception. It
therefore seems likely that social prescriptions were some-
times disregarded for practical reasons. Yet even when a
husband turned his attention to his wife’s pleasure, cer-
tain practices were still frowned upon: because the mouth
was a revered part of the body, fellatio and cunnilingus
were thought to be unworthy of a citizen.

In reality, women may well have had sexual relations
outside their marriages. Certain social conditions may
have facilitated such relationships. In the first centuries
BCE and CE, women could achieve a degree of financial
independence that was unheard of in the ancient world.
The traditional form of marriage, which placed the bride
financially and legally under the control of her husband
and his family, was increasingly displaced by the sine
many form that allowed her to stay under the control
of her own father or a guardian. The sine manu arrange-
ment gave the bride financial leverage and helped to
balance an essentially unbalanced power relationship
(girls could be married as early as twelve while men often
waited until their thirties to marry). Under the emperor
Augustus, elite Roman women who produced three chil-
dren, common Roman or Italian women who produced
four, and provincial women who produced five were
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legally allowed to manage their own finances. Some
scholars believe that this financial independence allowed
for greater sexual freedom. It was also under Augustus
that marriage legislation was enacted, forcing men to
divorce adulterous wives and forbidding others from
marrying these women.

There is little evidence either in literature or in art
for sexual encounters between females and modern
notions of lesbians; that is, women whose identities are
shaped by their sexual preference for women seem to be
without Roman parallel. The Greek poetess Sappho and
her love of women was well known by Roman authors,
though the practice named after her homeland, lesbian-
ism, had little to do with sex between women. Instead,
lesbianism was another term for fellatio. When literary
sources do mention women having sex with other
women, cunnilingus is less prominent than tribadism,
in which dildos were employed to please their partners.

Finally, it was common for slaves and some freeborn
women to work as prostitutes or pimps. Prostitution was
a legalized and socially accepted institution and was even
taxed under the emperor Vespasian. Sources attach no
stigma to men visiting prostitutes of either sex unless they
became emotionally attached to the prostitute or visited
too often. On the other hand, prostitutes were marked
out from other women by their costume: They were to
wear togas, curiously, the garment usually worn only by
Roman male citizens. Freeborn prostitutes were seen as
social pariahs and under the Empire, elite classes were
forbidden to marry them.

FAMILY PLANNING

The regulation of birth was a regular topic of discussion
in medical treatises and poetry. Medical writers were
more concerned with methods to aid in conception than
prevent it, but the Romans practiced multiple forms of
birth control including exposure, barrier methods and
chemical treatments. Exposure occurred when, for what-
ever reason, the father refused to acknowledge a child as
his own. Shortly after birth, the baby would then be
placed in a trash heap outside the city where she or he
would either die of exposure or be rescued and raised as a
slave. Predictably, exposure earned the fiery censure of
early Christians.

Women were the chief practitioners of other types of
birth control. Barrier methods consisted of a wad of wool
soaked in olive oil and placed at the mouth of the cervix.
Some medical writers prescribed sponges soaked in vin-
egar or cedar resin used in the same fashion. Chemical
treatments came from plants and were ingested or used as
pessaries: Silphium, a stalky plant that grew only on the
shores of Cyrene, was thought to be particularly effective
and by the Imperial period was worth its weight in silver.
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Queen Anne’s Lace seeds were ingested the day after
sexual intercourse and seem to have served as an early
abortificant.

MATERIAL EVIDENCE FOR ROMAN
SEXUAL ATTITUDES AND
PRACTICES

Evidence from art and material culture presents a far
broader range of sexual attitudes and practices than those
found in literature, perhaps because material culture
addressed a more diverse audience. No more than ten
percent of Roman society might be expected to read
literature, but art touched society from the grandest to
the humblest in both public and private spheres. The
quality of Roman art reflects the social standing of its
owners; pieces depicting sexual themes range from life-
size marble statues to modest clay lamps. Placed in plain
view and without embarrassment, wall paintings, statu-
ary, tableware and lamps depict examples of the very acts
that literature labeled unworthy of Roman citizens. For
example, the famous silver Warren Cup and various high
priced cameos present seemingly sympathetic depictions
of male homoerotic acts, apparently between men of
equal ages and political status, just the sort of arrange-
ment so frowned upon in literature. Likewise, cunnilin-
gus and fellatio are prominently displayed in public and
private contexts. Depictions on clay lamps boast sexual
orgies consisting of three or even four participants at a
time. Images of erect phalluses and the god Priapus, a
guardian god whose primary feature is a two-foot-long
phallus, were ubiquitous, appearing in such diverse con-
texts as the entrances to wealthy homes, on street pavers,
or shrines painted on the exteriors of house walls. Public
bathhouses were often decorated with comic depictions,
such as black men, apparently slaves, who sported enor-
mous erect phalluses.

Who created these works, under whose commission
and who were the intended audiences are questions cur-
rently occupying art historians. Since the 1990s scholars
have taken some important steps in unraveling these
issues, but there are considerable difficulties in studying
sexual life through material culture. Because of the moral
scruples of the excavators and collectors, a substantial
amount of evidence was destroyed or removed from its
context, an act that makes interpretation far more diffi-
cult. Early excavators of Pompeii, for example, tore
“obscene” images from walls, wrenched statuary from
gardens, and thrust moveable objects with sexual themes
into secret collections. Until recently, these were kept
under lock and key, safely away from the eyes of the
impressionable.

Art historians are busily engaged in recontextualizing
this art, and their findings have underlined conclusions of
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Foucault as well as those of Boswell. That is, some art
celebrates love between men seemingly of equal ages and
classes; the media of this art testifies to an upper class
context in which homosexual men were mocked. In this,
Boswell’s thesis that homosexuality is a useful category of
analysis, finds some merit. Yet one need not look far to
find depictions that underline the specificity of Roman
notions of sexuality. For instance, the Suburban baths at
Pompeii feature wall paintings depicting a number of
sexual encounters frowned upon in literature. But these
seem to be mnemonic devices for remembering where
one put one’s toga, or by the interpretation of another
scholar, in order to cause bathers to laugh and thus avert
the evil eye. Likewise the bronze flying phalluses with
dangling bells, mosaics of black men sporting enormous
phalluses, and images of Priapus are thought to defuse
the power of the evil eye by laughter.

GENDER IN LITERARY SOURCES

Though the demand that a Roman male citizen penetrate
rather than be penetrated was clearly an important part in
achieving masculinity, it seems to have been only one of
several requirements. Early Roman literature points to a
definition of virtus, rather weakly translated as “mascu-
linity,” which seems to mean aggressive courage in mili-
tary engagements. The late third century BCE and the
infusion of Hellenistic culture and philosophy into
Rome saw the broadening of this concept to include a
number of other traits involving the physical and emo-
tional control of oneself and others. By the second cen-
tury BCE, martial v7rfus took on a component of restraint,
especially in reference to ruling others by keeping the
peace in the provinces or at home, or by controlling
others through the medium of rhetoric and oratory.
Control of one’s own body was also a high priority since
it allowed others to judge visibly the virtus of a man.
Thus literary sources dwell upon cultural codes such as
the length of one’s tunic and sleeves (the shorter, the
manlier), the ability to withstand cold and hunger, and
the careful balance struck between grooming the body
and effeminately preening. Men who did not control
themselves and others were often depicted as effeminate
and occasionally accused of playing the passive role in
sexual encounters with other men. Curiously, it was these
same men, cneidi or pathici, who were accused of blatant
and uncontrolled adultery, that is, of violating the pudi-
citia of married women. These adulterers were not seen as
hypermasculine for their ability to seduce married
women; rather they were considered effeminate because
they were unable to control their passions.

The expanded meanings of virsus sometimes extended
to descriptions of women as well as men. In the
Republican period there are only a handful of instances
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when this quality is ascribed to women, and it most often
means courage. Under the Empire, however, funerary
inscriptions attribute virtus to non-noble women. In
these cases, the word seems to indicate the later ethical
qualities of the word, especially in terms of restraint.
Literary references seem to indicate that women could
share masculine qualities with men, but the line between
a woman being admirable for such qualities and being
presumptuous for stepping out of line was indeed a fine
one that could be portrayed positively by friends or
negatively by enemies.

In general, the Romans constructed their world in
such a way that elite women were expected to stay at
home and care for their homes and families. As funerary
inscriptions attest, lower class women could and did
practice professions, very often those of their husbands.
Though the dominant rhetoric envisioned women’s intel-
lectual abilicy or moral fortitude as weaker than men’s
and thus not fit for political life, the Romans seemed also
to recognize that individual women in extraordinary
circumstances could carry themselves well in public life.
Thus, a fitting closure to this entry seems a selection from
the Laudatio Turiae, a funeral inscription for a first-
century BCE woman erected by her husband:

You became an orphan suddenly before the day
of our wedding, when both your parents were
murdered together in the solitude of the country-
side. It was mainly due to your efforts that the
death of your parents was not left unavenged....
So strenuously did you perform your filial duty
by your insistent demands and your pursuit of
justice that I could not have done more if I had
been present... How you reacted to this, with
what presence of mind you offered resistance, I
know full well, although I was absent. ... You
have innumerable other merits in common with
all married women who care for their good name.
It is your very own virtues that I am asserting,
and very few women have encountered compara-
ble circumstances to make them endure such suf-
ferings and perform such deeds. Providendally
Fate has made such hard tests rare for women.

Not only does this inscription underline that some
Roman women could navigate through the dangers of
dominant gender definitions which marginalized them, it
also hints at very real dangers women faced in everyday
life: seeing to family businesses, managing finances and
raising children alone while men were at war, surviving
the dangers of childbirth, and seeing to their own per-
sonal safety.
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ANDROGYNY

Androgyny is the combination or blurring in one being
(not necessarily limited to the human) of certain identi-
fiable sex-differentiated traits. The androgyne may dis-
play both male and female characteristics at once, but
often remains overall so sexually ambiguous that these
traits blend into each other and sexual identification is
impossible. Androgyny is found in art and in religion,
and is constructed in various ways in social life and
culture. The distinction between these realms is drastic,
as the incorporation of androgyny in the representation
and imagination of divine figures in a given culture by no
means guarantees that gender-ambiguous appearance or
behavior among humans will be acceptable. Ambiguity,
indifferentiation, mixture, fluctuation, and uncertainty
are fundamental features of the androgyne, whose body,
unlike the hermaphrodite’s, need not permanently dis-
play symmetrical and opposite sexual organs. True
androgyny is thus neither hermaphroditism proper, nor
can it be rendered by the juxtaposition of essentialist
sexual principles, nor represented by the sexual conjoin-
ing of male and female. Such conflations have, never-
theless, been the norm in much discussion of androgyny

(Zolla 1981).

ANDROGYNY AND RELIGION

The incorporation of androgyny in religious representa-
tions and mystical practices is most evident in Hinduism
and Buddhism, as well as in religious systems such as that
of the Lakota, in the United States, or the Dogon, in
Mali. In such systems, the essence of the godhead is
precisely the ability to manifest its divinity through trans-
formation and the abolition of the laws of nature, by
eschewing physical limitations inherent to human beings,
and by incarnating the wholeness of being and the world.
Such is the case \ivith the Hindu god and Siva—who-
becomes-mother (Siva Mitrbhiite$vara) and the Buddhas
Avalokitesvara (who becomes the Lady of Mercy) and
Sakyamuni (Zolla 1981). Many Egyptian gods were
androgynous at least at times: the goddesses Isis, the
Moon, and Neith, and the god Yama (Krappe 1945).
Androgynous deities of the ancient Greek world are
connected to either the moon or the planet Venus who
takes the form of two stars, worshipped as double Istar, a
bearded morning warrior goddess, or IStar of Akkad, the
masculine IStar (zigarar), and the evening goddess of love
IStar of Erech, equivalent to Aphrodite Ourania; Diony-
sos seems to have been androgynous before being effemi-
nate and was a former moon god, while Aphrodite of
Cyprus is bearded and both female and male.

The Western view of androgyny is informed by
Plato’s (c. 428-348 BCE) Symposium, in which the original
human beings made of two bodies are, because of their
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Figure Called Ardhanarisvara in Sanskrit. This eleventh
century stature of the androgynous forms of Shiva and Parvati
shows the duality of the godhead as well as the interdependence of

man and woman. AP IMAGES.

rebelliousness, cleft in half by an angry Zeus’s thunderbolt.
From then on, the two halves search for each other and
seek to be reunited through love and sexual union! While
this foundational myth includes different sexual combina-
tions of bodies, the separation of the male-female one,
originally an androgynous figure, signals the disappearance
of androgyny in a punitive context and its permanent
replacement by a binary separation of the sexes, now
propelled towards a ritual and obligatory practice of het-
erosexual sex. The Western tradition privileged this sexual
binary to the exclusion of same-sex possibilities; thus in
French Renaissance texts, such as Rabelais’(c. 1483—1553)
work, the term androgyne a deux dos (androgyne with two
backs) references Plato’s myth to designate the sexual
coupling of a man and woman, and inscribes androgyny
normatively within language.

A clear demarcation between the sexes is prescribed
by the Bible in such texts as Deuteronomy, which
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inveighs strongly against any mixture of distinct natural
substances or entities. Gnostic movements contempo-
rary with early Christianity have, on the other hand,
freely incorporated variations on androgyny in their
mystical texts, such as The Apocryphon of John whose
teachings were known by or before 185 cE and in which
Christ appears as Father, Mother, and Son all in one
(Nag Hammadi, 104-105). In the Gospel of the
Egyptians a Gnostic work preserved in Coptic and
claiming Seth as its author, from an “ageless, unpro-
claimable Father,” proceed the androgynous Father, the
Son, crown of Silence, and the Mother, “ineffable,” and
endowed with the power of autogenesis (Nag Hammadi
1988, p. 209). Christian devotional movements have
also made way for many forms of androgynous ambi-
guity (Cloke 1995; Davis 2001, 2002; Kitchen 1998;
Minghelli 1996; and others). Passing as male, whether a
temporary state or reversed at death, is extolled for
women saints, who thus protect their virtue. Further,
historians of medieval Christianity such as Newman and
Bynum have suggested that there was an implied, veiled,
androgyny of divinity in the person of Christ as incar-
nated God, who becomes Christ-the Mother or Christ
as tender, nurturing being, inflected towards the femi-
nine (Newman 1995; Bynum 1982). Caroline Walker
Bynum has defined the move towards the feminization
of Jesus and the mystical expression of God as Mother
as initiated by some of the leading male theologians in
the twelfth century and later amplified by the anchoress
Julian of Norwich (1342—c.1416). Bynum points out
the ambivalence of some of the most male-centered
authors, such as Anselm of Canterbury, who sways
between objecting ... to calling God ‘mother’ because
male is superior to female and because the father con-
tributes more to the child than the mother in the
process of reproduction...” (Bynum 1982, p. 113)
but, in other texts, compares Jesus and Paul to mothers.
Christian attitudes towards androgyny in devotional
texts remain ambivalent, because of the danger to the
doctrinal gender order posed by equalizing male and
female. As Shawn Krahmer puts it in a study of the
virilization of women in Bernard of Clairvaux’s (1090—
1153) commentary on the Bride, this image of the Bride
“... startles, challenges, and inspires precisely because of
the tensions that remain in the reader’s mind between
the normally negative connotations of the feminine and
the positive connotations of virility that are paradoxi-
cally also associated with a feminine figure ?
(Krahmer 2000, p. 321). Thus in many cultures the
devaluation of the feminine and of women has been a
durable obstacle to a total fusion of male and female
through androgyny, a quandary too easily ignored by
those who seek to normalize the androgyne (Zolla
1981). In alchemy as well, some symbols are completely
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androgynous—for instance the Rebis, or personification
of cosmic wisdom, with a male and female head, one
red and one white wing as represented in the sixteenth-
century German manuscript of the Splendor Solis by
Solomon Trismosin (reproduced in Zolla, p. 61)—
while others involve the calcification of the material
female dross to attain the superior male element.

ANDROGYNY IN LITERATURE

Literature has treated the ambiguities of androgyny with
varying degrees of suspicion. The greater value of the
male being and masculinity is underscored in several
narratives of Ovid’s (43 BCE—c.17 CE) Metamorphoses. In
the story of the nymph Salmacis and Hermaphroditus,
the latter’s excessive beauty incurs an ill fate. When he
dives naked into the waters, the nymph Samalcis is
blinded with lust, jumps in after him, naked as well,
and fastens her lips to his, clinging to his body with hers.
In the end, with “...weakened members and a girlish
voice,” he is made one with her “so two became nor boy
nor girl/neither yet both within a single body” (Book IV,
121-122). Of Atalanta, the brave huntress who joins the
chase of the wild boar with Meleager, it is said that “her
lovely face seemed boyish for a virgin/and yet was far too
girlish for a boy.” Meleager is smitten by her courage and
ambiguous beauty, but, when he honors her over the
others, all ends badly with the murder of his uncles and
his own death (Book VIII, 224-225). The girl Iphis,
brought up as a boy, is married to Ianthe and laments
the womanly state that, in her view, will not allow her
sexual concourse with her bride, until her mother calls
upon Isis to transform Iphis into a man (Book IX,
265-269); a story that was taken up again in medieval
literature.

In medieval texts such as the fabliau and some
romances, androgyny was cast in a negative light through
such tropes as the beardless youth and the female virago.
Yet other texts, such as the Thirteenth-Century Ide and
Olive and Roman de Silence efficaciously displaced the
category through cross-dressing and narrative devices that
required the suspension of disbelief. In these texts, maid-
ens are disguised or brought up as knights and seen as
credibly male until the disclosure of their natural sex or
their full sexual transformation (Sautman 2001).

Literature has availed itself of a claimed relationship
to the divine through inspiration and of its privileged
negotiation of the symbolic to represent the androgyne
positively even when society condemns it. Artists and
poets can praise the androgyne as an inspired, superior,
divinely-infused creative being while, applied in the social
arena, the term may remain hostile. Thus the limits of
androgyny at both extremes were evoked by the nineteenth-
century poet Theodore de Banville: The woman with a
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beard, he wrote, was caged like a beast, with a sad,
resigned expression on her face, while the artist Rosa
Bonheur, who dressed as a man to paint daily but
posed in portraits in austere female clothing, was the
apex of androgynous achievement. The French author
Francis Carco’s 1914 novel Jesus La Caille stresses the
sexual power exercised on both men and women by the
androgynous street urchin. Several Works of modern
literature seize upon the allegorical and gender-breaking
potential of androgyny, ranging from Honoré de
Balzac’s Seraphita (1835), to Rachilde’s Monsieur Venus
(1884), Robert Musil's The Man without Qualities
(1930-1943), and to Virginia Woolf's Orlando (1928),
where androgyny rejoins shape-shifting. A more recent
work, Jeanette Winterson’s Written on the Body (1993),
imbeds androgyny in writing itself through devices such
as the eliminadon of gender-defining pronouns.

MODERN PERSPECTIVES ON
ANDROGYNY IN POPULAR
CULTURE

Resistance to androgyny’s denaturalizing effect was evident
in European medical and criminological discourse of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Experts in those
equated androgyny with underdevelopment, degeneracy
and sexual confusion, men with physical female traits
(gynécomastie), women with male traits (masculisme), and
the promiscuity and violence attributed to lower-class
women. Androgynes and hermaphrodites were frequently
lumped together in discussions of deviance, labeled ‘inverts’
and were most bothersome when they did not simply hide
in laboratories or circus cages. The hermaphrodite who
attempted to live as an integral part of the community
attracted distinct hostility, or could not adapt easily to
another sex. This was the case for example with Herculine
Barbin (1838-1868). Known also under the name Alexina,
she was declared a girl at birth, lived twenty-two years as a
woman, trained as a schoolteacher, and then was reas-
signed as male, her birth certificate being legally rectified
in 1860 to designate her as a man with the name of Abel.
However, Abel found it too difficult to live with this new
identity and eventually committed suicide (Foucault
1978). Yet androgyny could be highly marketable as well,
as shown by the life of Madame Delait, the bearded lady
of the Vosges in the early 1900s. Married, she lived fully
integrated in her community and was a local celebrity,
producing postcards of herself for sale, in which images
played with gender interchangeability and with empha-
sized gender-conformist traits. Her corpulence, physical
posture, and language were completely masculine when
she posed as a man, but as a woman, she juxtaposed
delicate feminine clothing with her starting dark beard
(Nohain and Caradec 1969). In the late nineteenth cen-
tury, androgyny was feared as a social disrupter and
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unnatural, mannish women were suspected of being les-
bians (Sautman 1996).

Since the twentieth century, in European and North
American cultures, society has had a more positive view
of androgyny. It is often associated with the culture of
desire in the lesbian and gay male world. In lesbian
cultures in particular, androgyny has acquired a high
valuation as a strong expression of beauty, erotic pull,
and physical self-assuredness against masculinist canons
of body appearance. The androgyne is a specific identity
category within the spectrum of lesbian gender identifi-
cations, distinct from butch and passing. Even when not
physically evident and complete, androgyny remains a
dynamic category of the performative and of lesbian
consciousness in response to which many lesbians shape
their own identity. While identity categories and their
political messages shift over time within lesbian com-
munities, androgyny has remained a durable category of

bodily identity and personhood.

Mainstream heterosexual culture is not impervious
to the attraction of the androgyne, cultivated in the
public eye especially through the self-fashioned persona
of popular music stars. David Bowie, Boy George, and
Michael Jackson garnered solid followings by combining
lyrics, musical style, and stage performance with a care-
fully crafted androgynous appearance that created the
spectacle of illusion and ambiguity at the safe distance
of the stage. Boy George has combined this cultivated
ambiguity with the acknowledgment of different sexual
identity, and come out as a gay man. K. D. Lang, a
lesbian performer with a clearly androgynous appearance,
has also effectuated a successful crossover into main-
stream culture. However unlike the male performers
mentioned above, it is Lang’s voice, not her androgynous
appearance that appealed first to the mainstream,
although it is certainly a strong factor with a lesbian
audience. This subtle difference speaks to the different
ways the androgyny of men and women continues to be
perceived today and to the higher value placed on the
feminized male over the virile female.

Commercial film has tapped into the androgyne’s
erotic power of attraction, but has also carefully con-
tained it by returning androgynous performance to nor-
mative safety, for instance in the very popular Shakespeare
in Love (1998). The sexual aura of androgyny permeates
the screen temporarily, but normativity is reaffirmed off-
screen, a function filled by television shows, tabloids and
“people”-oriented publications. Thus publicly heterosex-
ual actors provide a social safety net by playing queer
roles that queer actors cannot comfortably perform, and
by reminding audiences of the fictional and transitional
nature of their performance of androgyny. The presence
of androgynous women on screen can remain a scripted
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negative type simply recognizable as a lesbian (4 Rage in
Harlem [1991]), or revert to heterosexuality to further
complicate sexual and identity tensions (Bridget Fonda in
Single White Female [1992]). The deeper signification of
androgyny for women remains largely the purview of
lesbian cinema (Go Fish [1994]). While male androgyny
is frequently seen as a locus of sexual fulfillment, it is
hardly any more acceptable to mainstream audiences.
One film that successfully made that crossover is Neil
Jordan’s The Crying Game (1992), with its compelling
portrayal of a young transvestite who, reverting to his
“natural” garb and body styling becomes deeply androg-
ynous. It is however to be noted that what made that film
so effective was in part its incorporation of matters of
race and contemporary politics into the representation of
sexual androgyny.

Androgyny, thus, is not only an ambiguous body
appearance, but also an ambiguous function in a variety
of societies where it can be at once rejected and
embraced. It can be incorporated or appropriated by an
extremely conventional, normative, discourse of sex and
gender that, in the end, reasserts binaries and the primacy
of the male (Zolla 1981). It can also be ascribed intrinsic
value, and, viewed not as a temporary state or hetero-
sexual teaser; it can challenge essentialist views of sex
and gender and their binary gender scripts. Embraced
in this form, and allowed to flourish, it refutes the
precept that gender—and sex—are natural, unequivocal
and thus inescapable.

SEE ALSO Beard; Butch/Femme; Film, Gender and
Eroticism: IV. Lesbian, Gay, and Queer Film;
Hermaphrodites; Ide and Olive.
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ANIMALS, SEXUAL
SYMBOLISM OF

Humans have always shared their world with other ani-
mals, both feral and domesticated. As predator, prey, and
companion, animals have served a variety of purposes:
source of food, provider of clothing, assistant in hunting
and herding, source of spectacle and amusement, and
docile laborer. Some of the earliest human attempts at
representational art center on beasts, which are portrayed
in cave paintings in vigorous hunt scenes. Every culture
has its favored animals, fauna that seem suspended
between the human and the diabolical or divine:
Egyptian cats, jackals, and beetles; the biblical Leviathan;
Cretan bulls; Hindu cows, monkeys, and elephants; early
Christian fish and lambs; American Indian buffalo and
deer; and Inuit whales and seals.

The animals that haunt the imagination most are
what might be called intimate aliens: undeniably familiar
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but intransigently strange. Even if they seem vaguely
anthropomorphic, such beasts remain inhuman, residents
of a liminal or in-between state that only increases their
allure. This combination of intimacy and otherness typ-
ically is found in animals that have been given a sexual
charge in specific cultures. Although certain creatures,
such as snakes, have a seemingly universal aura of lasciv-
iousness, whether a particular animal will be employed as
a sexual sign is culturally specific and depends greatly on
the animals that populate a particular geography. This
expanse is as imaginative as it is physical: Dragons and
unicorns can coexist in such spaces with dogs, horses,
serpents, and hares.

As erotic figures animals have an ancient and endur-
ing history, from Stone Age artwork to contemporary
Internet sites devoted to zoophilia, zoomorphism, and
furries (fans of anthropomorphic animals in contempo-
rary media). During the Bronze Age (1800500 BCE), for
example, unknown residents of what is now the northern
Bohuslin district of Sweden carved illustrations of men,
women, and fauna into the local rocks. Many of those
figures seem to be engaged in fertility rites. One scene
depicts a man with an enormous phallus copulating with
a cow, a union of human and animal that probably was
motivated by a desire to ensure a productive year.
Roughly contemporary carvings in Italy depict one man
engaged in coitus with a donkey and another attempting
to mate with an elk.

Representations of humans sexually conjoined with
animals make cultural sense in pastoral societies in which
survival depends on the increase and multiplication of
flocks. The mutual dependence of human and herd is
underscored by mutual ardor and life-giving union.
Depictions of bestiality also can be found among peoples
whose way of life was mainly agrarian, because the
sexuality of plowing oxen was intimately related on a
symbolic level with the sexuality of the farmer guiding
them and the fecundity of the fields. In both cases the
erotic charge of the animal is in some ways utilitarian,
motivated by the human desire to exert control over an
unpredictable world.

However, cultural use value and attempts at assert-
ing human dominion over nature cannot be the whole
story. Because they combine haunting similarity with
perturbing difference and proximity with otherness,
animals have long been the vehicles through which
humans explore their own identities. Through the beast,
humans fantasize of new possibilities and enact forbid-
den desires. Thus, it is not surprising that one of the
most ancient functions of the animal is as an erotic
symbol. In ways both positive and negative humans
have always realized that amatory desire is, like other
bodily drives, a passion Homo sapiens shares with other
animals.
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Leda and the Swan. This nineteenth-century painting depicts the seduction of Leda by Zeus, who takes the form of a swan. PAUL
PROSPER TILLIER/FINE ART PHOTOGRAPHIC/GETTY IMAGES.

ANIMAL IMAGERY IN THE
CLASSICAL WORLD

The rooster was a familiar ancient Greek erotic symbol,
forming the animal counterpart to the god Priapus. A
bronze Corinthian mirror illustrates Eros grasping the
bird in front of his crotch, and there are numerous vase
paintings on which the active lover in a homosexual
tryst holds a cock, the symbol of his victory in love over
his partner. Classical myth depicts many unions of
mortals with animals, though in most cases the beast
turns out to be a god in disguise. Zeus impersonates a
swan fleeing an eagle to be admitted into Leda’s pro-
tective embrace. He has his way with her, and their
union produces twin progeny. Zeus seduces the maiden
Europa while shaped like a bull. In punishment for her
husband’s offense of admiring a beautiful white bull too
much to sacrifice it to Poseidon, Queen Pasiphae of
Crete is made to fall in love with the animal. Their
amorous conjoining is enabled by a special device fash-
ioned by the inventor Daedalus, and the son of their
union is the Minotaur. This creature forever suspended
between the human and the bestial embodies the animal
as erotic symbol, for no beast can symbolize human sex-
uality or activate human desire until it has been partially
(but only partially) anthropomorphized.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER

Writers in ancient Greece and Rome exhibited what
seems to be a timeless male penchant to speak of the
penis as if it has an existence and personality distinct
from the body to which it is attached. The male mem-
ber was described variously as a snake, a lizard, or a bird
that follows its own inclinations (Adams 1982). Of
these three animals the snake has the most cross-cultural
currency as a phallic symbol, probably by reason of
analogy. Animal doppelgangers of the vagina in classical
sources appear less frequently, though porcus (the piglet)
apparently was used in Roman nurseries (Adams 1982).
The psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud (1856-1939)
described the snake-headed Medusa as a representation
of the female genitals, but it is unclear if Greek and
Roman mythographers saw the same fearful image
there. Although Medusa heads are familiar icons on
Greek vases and in Roman mosaics and although the
writhing serpents that form her tresses have an undeni-
able sexual charge to their undulations, what is signifi-
cant about the Medusa in classical literature and art is
her stunning beauty, her animal-enabled allure. This
attractiveness does not seem different from what
remains in the mortal love objects of the gods once
the goddesses have transfigured them out of human
shape. Io, formerly a priestess of Hera adored by Zeus
and later a snow-white heifer, is radiant in either form.
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ANIMAL IMAGERY IN THE MIDDLE
AGES

The playful connections between genitals and animals
found in classical sources have a medieval analogue in
the fabliaux, short stories with sexual or scatological
themes. Sex organs are described with animal epithets
such as “ferret” and “horsy” for the penis and “lictle
hare” for the vagina. Fabliaux are unusual among extant
medieval texts for their frank celebration of the erotic.

Building on a vocabulary developed by the Church
Fathers, authors in the Middle Ages more typically
employed animals to underscore the necessity of human
mastery over the flesh. Thus in the Life of Saint Anthony,
a desert-dwelling hermit who has renounced sexual rela-
tions is haunted in his solicude by his lust. In his visions
this return of sexual desire takes the form sometimes of
women and sometimes of beasts, making clear another
enduring twinning: The female body frequently is coded
as more animalistic than the male. In Saint Jerome’s Life
of Saint Hilarion (late fourth century), when the aspiring
ascetic is tormented by the onset of puberty, he beats his
body into submission. Hilarion describes his flesh as an
ass in need of brutal domestication, articulating a logic
that will hold true in much medieval thinking about
beasts: Animals are carnal and lascivious and do not
hesitate to act on their lusts; humans are affected by the
same desires, but what sets humans—especially the holi-
est humans—apart is their ability to triumph over their
animal-like bodies. Medieval rhetoric linked sexuality to
bestiality so often that the connection between lust and
animals was commonplace.

A compendium of allegory and lore called the
Physiologus was among the most influential texts on ani-
mals to have been bequeathed to the Middle Ages.
Composed originally in Greek, perhaps at Alexandria,
this widely extant text was circulated by the end of the
fourth century. Its entries combine science and folklore
deriving from Egyptian, Roman, Greek, Jewish, and
Indian sources. Early translations of the book into
Ethiopian, Syrian, Armenian, and Latin survive; later
versions include Old English, Old High German,
Icelandic, Flemish, Russian, and Provengal (Physiologus,
preface). The work remained popular in Europe through
the early modern period.

The appeal of the Physiologus lay in part in its trans-
formation of animals and natural phenomena into biblical
truths. The owl, for example, represented the Jews, whose
refusal to see the light of Christ’s truth doomed them to
perpetual night. The Phoenix, reborn from his own ashes,
was a type for Jesus, who similarly returned from the dead.
Several of the animals described in the Physiologus are
noted for their sexual habits. The female viper, for exam-
ple, is said to possess a human form from the face to the
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navel and a crocodile’s body thereafter. Because she does
not possess genitals, the viper must have oral sex with her
partner (which, it is mentioned, has a male’s face as well
as—one is led to assume—a penis). After drinking the
semen of her lover, she castrates and kills him. Because she
has no vagina, however, the young vipers engendered
through this mating must rip their way through her belly,
ending her life. The entry concludes by describing the
viper as a figure for the Jews, who cannot think symboli-
cally but only in literal terms. Jews practice circumcision
on their flesh, for example, rather than seeing this ritual of
covenant with God as an act to be undertaken only
spiritually (that is, metaphorically). The viper thereby
assists in articulating Christian identity by distinguishing
it from the Judaism from which it emerged.

The weasel also is said to copulate orally, though she
gives birth through her ears (right for boys, left for gitls).
Weasels, it is pointed out, are a symbol of those who
allow wicked sayings to enter their minds and engender
sin. The beautiful unicorn cannot be captured by hunt-
ers, but if a chaste maiden offers her lap, he is happy to
lay his head there; lest the image become suggestive, the
reader is told immediately that the unicorn is Christ, the
virgin is Mary, and there is (by implication) nothing
sexual about this strange equine’s ardor for placing his
long horn in maidenly laps.

The Physiologus, like much early Christian writing,
stresses the value of chastity and the dangers of desire.
One of its animals is notable for its complete absence of
amorous feeling. The elephant and his wife symbolize
Adam and Eve, who before the snake led them into
temptation never desired each other and had no knowl-
edge of coitus. Elephants, Physiologus asserts, mate only
out of necessity and even then would not be able to
copulate without the use of the aphrodisiac mandrake
root. Elephants thus are the purest of animals and an
inspiration to abstinence.

It is hard not to wonder whether the eroticism of
animals such as vipers, weasels, and unicorns can be
displaced so easily through allegorization. Surely one of
the appeals of the Physiologus is its narration of fellatio,
hermaphroditism, and homosexuality among beasts even
as it transforms those stories into tidy Christian morals.

Thus, the fascinating story of the hyena is repeated
almost obsessively in most medieval bestiaries. A creature
of two natures, this desert-dwelling animal sometimes
acts the part of a male and sometimes that of a female.
According to Clement of Alexandria (died c. 215) and
many later writers, the lewd hyena possesses the sexual
organs of both sexes and employs them promiscuously
(Boswell 1980). The hyena may simply, as the Latin
Physiologus asserts, be a figure for the inconstant Jews,
who once worshipped the true God but have turned
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away. Perhaps the double-gendered beast is simply a
representation of the synagogue, metaphorically an
unclean animal. However, perhaps the hyena as an erotic
animal grants something not otherwise available within
circumscriptive systems of allegory and abnegation: a
figure through which can be dreamed potentialities and
desires that otherwise are not easy to express.

Sexuality brings humans outside themselves; it is the
surrender to a loss of individuality. Animals as erotic
symbols in the Middle Ages often represent the anxieties
that accompany such potential loss, but they also convey
a certain inventiveness, a certain promise of possibilities
beyond the limits of the merely human.

The twelfth-century writer Marie de France knew this
liberating potential of the animal. In a narrative poem she
called Yonec, the heroine is imprisoned for seven lonely
years by an elderly husband whom she cannot love. After
she has declared wistfully that she wishes that the world
depicted in romances were true, a regal hawk flutters into
her room and transforms itself into a knight. The hawk
was considered an aristocratic bird, as revered as the war-
horse and the greyhound; it makes a perfect animal coun-
terpart to the lady’s new love, mixing hints of danger (it is,
after all, a raptor) and desire (the bird is meant to be
adored; the use of spikes by the lady’s husband to kill
the hawk is the ultimate proof of his exclusion from the
story’s erotic world).

The ethnographer and apologist for the English
invasion of Ireland, Gerald of Wales, another twelfth-
century author, employed animals as sexual symbols in a
way that bears little resemblance to the aesthetic pleasure
attached to the hawk in Yonec. Eager to depict the Irish as
a degenerate people in need of English civilization,
Gerald wrote that bestiality was their favorite vice. The
sin was practiced most often, he asserted in the History
and Topography of Ireland, against cattle. This was
particularly insulting because the Irish were a society that
reckoned wealth and status not according to money as in
England but according to the number of cows a person
owned. Gerald sexualizes this bond between the Irish and
their culturally revered beasts, insisting that through coi-
tus with their livestock the Irish had engendered numer-
ous man-animal hybrids, Hibernian Minotaurs. A cleric
who had much at stake in maintaining the supremacy of
a celibate identity, Gerald also wrote of a woman who
had sex with a lion and another who lay with a goat. So
great was his distaste for the subject that he illustrated the
bestial encounters in prurient detail. The goat and the
lion serve as sexual symbols for Gerald, but rejected ones;
in both cases, so do the women, as well as the Irish. All
are part of a world denied to him, a world he defined
himself against, and therefore a world to be denounced as
never having been desirable anyway.
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THE IMPLICATIONS OF ANIMAL
IMAGERY

Rock carvings of couplings with oxen, queer Greek roos-
ters, Pasiphae’s longing for the white bull, Gerald’s fan-
tasies about Irish sexual practices, and King Kong’s love
for a beautiful visitor to his lonely island all have this in
common: When an animal serves as an erotic symbol, it
erodes the boundary between species, sometimes through
joyful commingling, sometimes accompanied by horror
mixed with fascination. As intimate aliens, animals
embody a very human ambivalence. Because the encoun-
ter with the erotic is an encounter with the other, inter-
species ardor reminds people of the inhuman within and
the human without. Animals as sexual symbols suggest
the insufficiency of using other animals as creatures to
define humanity against and the inability of humans to
control completely the meanings of the animal world. By
bringing people out of their proper, individualized iden-
tities, by bringing embodiment to its limit, they offer a
glimpse of a less anthropocentric and thus more unpre-

dictable world.

SEE ALSO Ancient Greece; Ancient Rome; Erotic Art;
Fabliaux; Folklore; Mermaid.
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ANOREXIA

SEE Eating Disorders.
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ANORGASMIC

The term anorgasmic (experiencing anorgasmia) refers to
a condition in which individuals do not achieve orgasm
during sexual intercourse. Also known as orgasmic dis-
order, orgasmic inhibition, orgasmic dysfunction, inhib-
ited sexual excitement, and delayed ejaculation, anorgasmia
occurs more commonly in women than in men. Anorgas-
mia has both physical and psychological causes. It is treated
primarily by means of therapy and counseling.

Women may be affected by one of four categories of
anorgasmia. Primary anorgasmia is a condition in which
an individual has never experienced an orgasm. Although
women with this condition may enjoy the sexual excite-
ment produced by kissing, touching, hugging, and other
forms of foreplay, they do not achieve climax. If a woman
enjoys sexual intercourse, her lack of an orgasm may
make her frustrated or irritable and she may suffer pelvic
pain.

It is not always clear why an individual has primary
anorgasmia. Some women are medically unable to climax
because they have been victims of genital mutilation in
which the clitoris has been removed or the opening of the
vagina has been restricted. They may suffer genital pain
(dyspareunia), may have scarring from an injury, or may
have nerve damage. Often, however, the causes of pri-
mary anorgasmia are psychological or cultural. Individu-
als may be ignorant about sexuality. They may be
inhibited by familial or cultural attitudes or may have
performance anxiety. They may have had a traumatic
sexual experience that makes sexual activity unpleasant
or emotionally and physically difficult. They may have
unskilled partners who have no understanding of female
sexuality, have difficulty maintaining an erection, or ejac-
ulate prematurely. These women simply may not like the
person with whom they are having sex.

Secondary anorgasmia occurs when women who
experienced orgasms previously lose the ability to have
them. This may be caused by the chemical, hormonal,
and emotional effects of substance abuse, alcoholism,
medications, illness, or menopause. It also may be a
psychological response to sexual trauma such as rape.

Situational anorgasmia is the inability to have
orgasms in some situations. This term refers to normal
variations in sexual response. For example, a woman or a
man may achieve climax only with some partners or in
some situations. Random anorgasmia occurs when indi-
viduals sometimes fail to achieve orgasm.

Males also experience these forms of anorgasmia.
They may be unable to achieve orgasm because nerve
damage inhibits ejaculation or because they cannot
achieve an erection. They may have hormonal imbalances
or suffer the effects of substance abuse. They may hold
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cultural attitudes that prevent them from participating
fully in sexual activity or encourage them to “hold back.”

Therapy for anorgasmia includes treatment for
physical causes when possible but primarily focuses on
sex therapies, education, and counseling. Sex therapies
involve helping couples focus on sensations, encourag-
ing women and men to discover how their bodies
respond by encouraging masturbation or mutual explo-
ration. Counseling helps identify the ideas and emo-
tions that prevent participation and release. Education
provides an alternative range of practices and conditions
that may help partners find a more satisfying sexual
experience.

SEE ALSO Female Genital Mutilation; Frigidity; Orgasm.
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ANTHROPOLOGY

Anthropology, a social science discipline, explores the
multifaceted dimensions of human civilizations and is
central to the modern way of understanding sex and
gender in contemporary societies. During the nineteenth
century, anthropology began to emerge as a separate
academic discipline. By the mid-nineteenth century,
social evolutionists argued that societies had evolved from
the simple to the complex and from the chaotic to the
orderly. Progress in society was desired, so simpler soci-
eties were seen as inferior. The most well-known evolu-
tionary scheme used by social evolutionists, such as
Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917), Herbert Spencer
(1820-1903), and Lewis Henry Morgan (1818-1881),
classified and ranked societies according to whether they
existed in a primitive state or whether they had become
civilized over time by virtue of the survival of the fittest.
The evolutionary explanation was invoked to rationalize
women’s exclusion from the public realm and their sub-
ordinate position to men in Western society. Biological
necessities rendered women physically and intellectually
inferior to men. Male dominance was seen to have evolu-
tionary origins grounded in the biological differences
between the sexes.
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EARLY-TWENTIETH-CENTURY
ANTHROPOLOGY

By the beginning of the twentieth century, social evolu-
tionary explanations of human social organization were
replaced by the functionalist orientation, a leading school
of thought in British anthropology. The functionalist
orientation, espoused by Emile Durkheim (1858—
1917), Bronistaw Malinowski (1884—1942), and Alfred
Reginald Radcliffe-Brown (1881-1955), viewed a society
as a bounded whole with all of its practices and institu-
tions working together harmoniously to fulfill individual
needs or to sustain the society, and to ensure its contin-
ued existence over time. Although this approach to study-
ing human behavior differed from social evolutionism,
arguments about gender roles had not significantly
changed. Edward E. Evans-Pritcchard (1902-1973), a
leading British functionalist, saw the differences between
men and women to be based on “deep biological and
psychological factors” (1965, p. 55). Anthropologists
who used the functionalist point of view assumed that
both women’s exclusion from the public realm and male
dominance were natural and necessary.

EARLY PIONEERS IN THE
ANTHROPOLOGY OF WOMEN

American anthropology, when it established itself as a
primary field of academic study, heavily emphasized cul-
ture instead of society. Therefore the two best known
female anthropologists in the early twenteth century,
Margaret Mead (1901-1978) and Ruth Benedict (1887—
1948), focused on culture and personality. They both
wrote about the cross-cultural malleability of “natural”
sex roles. Theoretical movements from the 1920s through
to the 1960s ignored or naturalized sexual difference.

The early twentieth century brought about a rejection
of generalizing theories such as social evolutionism and a
desire for more critical systematic examination. Mead
and Benedict, early pioneers in American anthropology,
made significant contributions to the cross-cultural study
of gender by using sophisticated ethnography and rigorous
methodology. Mead was one of the first to discredit unso-
phisticated claims about the biological causes of sex differ-
ences with ethnographies, such as Coming of Age in Samoa
(1928), about adolescent girls. She argued that individuals
are born with the potential to develop whatever gender role
society dictates. Mead and Benedict wrote about the cross-
cultural malleability of “natural” sex roles. It was during this
period of anthropological study up to the 1930s when
cultural studies assumed that male dominance was natural
and ignored sexual differences. Anthropologists such as
Mead, Elizabeth Fernea, Susan Carol Rogers, and Annette
Weiner claimed that the women being studied often
enjoyed a higher status within their culture than was orig-
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inally recorded, sometimes even higher than that of
Western women. Mead’s ethnography titled Sex and
Temperament in Three Primitive Societies (1935) claimed
that women in the Chambri tribe of Papua New Guinea
were dominant with no specific effects on their society. This
book became a cornerstone for the women’s liberation
movement. These figure’s works, however, were not con-
sidered central to anthropology until feminist anthropolo-
gists of the 1970s established gender as pivotal to
anthropological concerns.

Beginning in the 1950s an increasing part of academic
literature and public discourse began using the term gender
for the self-identified masculinity or femininity of a per-
son. John Money first used the term in this context in
1955. In the late 1960s, the theory that the division of
labor was based on sex/gender was put forward. Sherwood
Washburn and Chet Lancaster (1968) advanced the
“man-the-hunter” model of human evolution, stating that
biology, psychology, and customs were what separated
humans from apes. This model was used to explain gender
roles, a biased model presuming that behaviors exclusive to
men resulted in the evolution of all that is considered
uniquely human. Sally Slocum (1975) seriously critiqued
this model as problematic in its assumptions that empha-
sized hunting as the prime motivator in human evolution.
The works of feminist archeologists such as Margaret
Conkey and Janet Spector (1984) and Joan Gero (1985)
have furthered Slocum’s pioneering work by calling into
question the traditional assumptions about prehistoric
gender roles and pointing to the complexities involved in
reconstructing gender relations in past societies.

Second-wave feminist Simone de Beauvoir (1908—
1986), in The Second Sex (1949), argued that woman is
the essential “other” to the male “self’: “woman is made,
not born,” which both reinforces and reflects male
power. Her social constructionism helped create the
sex/gender dichotomy. Betty Friedan (1921-2006), in
her best-selling book The Feminine Mystigue (1963),
was influential in igniting many women’s awareness of
inequality through the societal definitions of gender roles
that restricted women to the home. Over the next few
decades, North American society was questioned in terms
of its assumptions about the biological differences
between men and women that limited women’s pros-
pects. The discipline of anthropology, which had tradi-
tionally ignored the importance of gender, began to
recognize its negligence regarding women in traditional
social science investigations.

THE RISE OF FEMINIST
ANTHROPOLOGY

When insights about gender roles and inequality arose in the
1970s, the discipline of “feminist anthropology” was born.
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The term gender as a category of analysis was introduced.
Feminist research had demonstrated that what were then
called sexual roles varied widely across cultures and therefore
challenged the essentialist pronouncement that biology is
destiny. Behaviors could not be reduced simply to the
inevitable natural and universal fact of sex differences.
Gender analysis transcends biological reductionism by inter-
preting the relationships between men and women as cul-
tural constructs that result from imposing social, cultural,
and psychological meanings on biological sexual identities.
Asa consequence it became necessary to distinguish between
“gender” as a symbolic creation; “sex,” which refers to the
biological fact of being male or female; and “sexuality,”
which concerns sexual preferences and behavior. But the
development of gender theory has not led to an agreement
on the concept of gender itself. Although gender stands for
socially defined relationships between men and women, its
political meaning and implications are not always clear.

The early phase of feminist anthropology produced a
wide range of studies that concentrated on identifying the
position and status of women cross-culturally. By looking
at how traditional anthropology viewed women, feminist
anthropologists uncovered a wide range of variation in
gender roles, in the values placed on activities performed
by men and women, and in men’s and women’s access to
important societal resources. As a result, they were able to
expose biases in earlier anthropological studies and
expose how male-centered perspectives had helped create
a distorted depiction. Feminist anthropologists not only
corrected ethnographic records but also questioned bio-
logical determinist accounts of gender. They argued that
variation in the roles and status of men and women
uncovered by their studies suggested that gender might
not be determined by biology. As a result, assumptions
about gender differences that underpinned women’s
inequality in their own society began to be questioned.

Feminist anthropologists write about the variation in
gender roles to symbolize their concerns with both sexes
and the culturally and temporally changeable relation-
ships of gender roles between men and women. Gender
can be understood as the meanings that a particular
society gives to the physical or biological traits that differ-
entiate males from females. These meanings provide the
individuals of a society with views about how to act, what
to believe, and how to make sense of their experiences.
Feminist anthropology has made important contribu-
tions to assessing the validity of the notions about the
inherent differences between men and women that pre-
vail in the United States and other Western societies.
Because gender constructs are cultural understandings
of physical differences, they are open to alteration.

Although the focus of gender as a cultural construct
had begun, there was little agreement among feminist
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anthropologists as to the best way to conceptualize and
understand gender roles and inequality. By 1974 a new
school of thought emerged, put forward by Nancy
Chodorow, Sherry B. Ortner, Michelle Zimbalist
Rosaldo, and Louise Lamphere, which held that gender
was constructed by social and cultural factors. Ortner
argued that the subordination of women was based on
cultural ideologies and symbols. Rosaldo researched the
notion that women frequently participate in behavior
that limit them, and therefore, one must look at the
overall system. Rayna R. Reiter (1975) found that at least
some of the time the sexes were treated equally in prim-
itive cultures that were free of Western bias, and that the
universal subordination of women was not necessarily a
social structure. She concluded that the gender asymme-
try that does exist in many societies is caused by differ-
ences in power, class, and production. In 1975 Betty
Freidl founded another school of thought known as
comparative analysis. Freidl argued that women’s roles
changed to adapt to changes in the technology within
society such as agriculture and industry as well as to
specializations in the labor force.

Jane Fishburne Collier and Sylvia Junko Yanagisako
(1987) expanded Rosaldo’s work by analyzing gender
forming through hierarchy. Henrietta L. Moore (1988)
attempted to compose a theoretical understanding of
previous work done in anthropology. Moore outlined
three types of male bias that flawed previous anthropo-
logical research and theory: the bias inherent in the
anthropologist’s own beliefs, the bias inherent in the
culture being studied, and the bias brought about by
the anthropologist’s tendency to theorize from Western
standards. Anthropologists often take for granted that the
asymmetrical relationships of men and women in other
cultures are similar to the hierarchical nature of gender
relations in Western society. Thus male biases cause the
anthropologist to overlook important social structures in
which women play a role. Moore asserts that feminist
anthropology has made an outstanding contribution to
anthropology by developing theories relating to gender
identity and the cultural construction of gender.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE
ANTHROPOLOGY OF GENDER

The early feminist approach to the anthropological study
of women, concerned with the revision of Western cul-
tural assumptions, was put aside by certain women who
considered it exclusionary because they did not feel that
the category of woman represented them. The issue of
race is subsumed within the argument of gender differ-
ence. The new phase of feminist anthropology focuses
on gender and culture, but also places gender in relation
to the historical and material circumstances in which
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gender, race, ethnicity, class, religion, and socioeconomic
status interconnect and interact on a daily basis. The
anthropological study of gender challenges the earlier
arguments of biological essentialism and surpasses it by
analyzing the ways cultures construct differences between
women and men.

This new anthropological approach includes critiques
regarding white middle-class feminism by women of color
and lesbians, who began focusing on social inequalities.
The anthropological publication 7his Bridge Called My
Back (first published in 1981), has demanded that femi-
nist anthropologists reevaluate the ways in which First
World women have unselfconsciously constructed a cul-
tural other in their images of “Third World” or “minor-
ity” women. It underscored the importance of creating
new alliances among women that would acknowledge
differences of race, class, sexual orientation, educational
privilege, religion, and nationality. This new approach
recognizes the inextricable relationship of culture to pol-
itics, economics, and history. Roger N. Lancaster and
Micaela di Leonardo (1997) argue that sexuality and
gender are intimately connected to the social construction
of race and political economy. This reexamination has led
feminist anthropologists to uncover the fact that ethnog-
raphy is itself deeply gendered and situated within rela-
tions of power and subordination. It has raised the
question of who has the right to write culture (portraying
people through the process of cultural representation,
which has now become contestable) for whom. It was also
during this time that men, within what became known as
the “anthropology of men,” began to look at the term
man in a similar manner as feminists had been evaluating
woman.

The anthropological study of gender has become
much more sophisticated and diversified since the 1970s
with the development of gender studies, expanding to
include such theoretical orientations as postmodernism,
poststructuralism, and postcolonialism. di Leonardo’s
edited work Gender at the Crossroads of Knowledge
(1991) investigates gender and power in terms of how
relations of production and reproduction are organized
in a society and programmed into cultural categories.
She states that some feminist scholars have a tendency to
define feminist theory as a totality in literary poststruc-
turalist terms, which in turn ignores all of material,
social life and leaves out of the equation any means for
justifying a feminist-theoretical stance. Although femi-
nist anthropology has itself been critiqued for mirroring
the andocentric bias derived from male ethnographers
studying men, the field has attempted to address the
issue by focusing more broadly on the issue of gender
and moving away from an exclusive “anthropology of
women.”
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Research in the “anthropology of gender” in the
United States has put an emphasis on the body. Peggy
Reeves Sanday (1990) looked at power relationships
through rape and argued that the relationship between
the sexes had to be explored in terms of conflict and
tension, which are at the heart of daily life in many
societies. Emily Martin (1997), in a somewhat separate
manner, investigated physical science’s stereotypes in
both its research and its discourse to illustrate how wom-
en’s biological processes were considered less worthy than
those of men. Contemporary research goes beyond
including the female voice—it analyzes current and press-
ing issues such as gender divisions in the labor force,
child care, reproductive rights and technologies, pornog-
raphy, the politics of family values, identity politics,
violence and aggression, female genital modification,
and motherhood, to name just a few.

Cultures are no longer bounded entities, and cultural
entities cannot be mapped onto geographical territories
without problems ensuing. Because of globalization and
growing relationships between societies, the anthropology
of gender’s concerns with diversity and difference will
continue to steadily develop in the next few decades. As
Lancaster and di Leonardo so eloquently express it, “fem-
inism, gay studies, race research, and historical political
economy, working together on global materials, enable us
to unfasten the intellectual straitjackets binding us as we
rethink carnal knowledge, as we work to embody libera-
tory meanings for all humanity” (1991, p. 7).
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APHRODITE

The Greek goddess Aphrodite calls to mind ideas of sex,
love, pleasure, and beauty. In the Greek language her
name has generated the expression w aphrodisia. The
semantic field of this word points to what is called
“sexuality”—that is, the set practices and imagery asso-
ciated with sex. Aphrodite is the only Greek divinity
whose name generates a word that designates her sphere
of intervention. Two fields have to be investigated to
understand this divine representation of sexuality:
Greek literature carrying myths on the one hand and
Greek cult practice on the other.

The first important myth with Aphrodite is the
Hesiodic tradition of her birth. According to the
Theogony (conventionally dated from the early seventh
century BCE), the first creatures emerging in the cosmos
are the physical entities: earth (Gaia), sky (Uranus),
mountains, and so on. Amongst these cosmic gods
appears also Eros, whose name in Greek means more or
less “Love,” the sexual impulse that promotes union and
reproduction. Aphrodite emerges as the first anthropo-
morphic goddess from the genitals of the sky god,
Uranus, severed by his son Cronos and thrown into the
sea god, Pontos. The poet explains the
“Aphrodite” by the marine and seminal foam (aphros)
from which she grows. At this moment Eros becomes the
goddess’s powerful agent. Her sphere of honor and of

name

intervention in the human world will be “virgins’ whis-
perings, smiles, deceits, pleasure and sexual relationship.”
The deep ambivalence of sexuality, expressed as “works
of Aphrodite,” is rooted in the description of her sudden
epiphany, a subtle mixture of desire and violence, tension
and appeasement (7heogony, 188-206).

In Homer’s lliad (conventionally dated from the
eighth century BCE), Aphrodite is the daughter of Zeus
and Dione, and concerned with the “works of marriage”
or “works of sex,” according to the translation chosen for
the Greek word gamos (lliad 5, 429). Aphrodite’s geneal-
ogy is not the same as in the 7heogony, but her sphere of
intervention remains unchanged: the sexuality legid-
mated by society (with marriage), as well as its destructive
aspect (the rape of Helen by Paris, presented as a reward
offered by Aphrodite, is the core of the Trojan war
narrated by the Homeric /liad). This ambivalence is
exemplified by many other Greek texts, mainly in the
classical Athenian tragedies of the fifth century BCE,
which illustrate how necessary it is to submit to sexual
union and to what extent the goddess’s anger can be
disastrous to the human, male or female, refusing this
destiny. The young Hippolytus, son of Theseus and an
Amazon, despises sexual union and marriage, just as do
the fifty daughters of Danaos, the Danaides. Hippolytus
must die, and the Danaides must each kill her husband
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during the wedding night (forty-nine do). On the
Athenian stage, the contempt of sexuality breeds an out-
burst of violence and fury. This tradition intersects the
theme of submission to sexuality with that of the pro-
duction of children to assure the survival of the com-
munity. As goddess of sexuality, Aphrodite’s field of
manifestation includes fecundity and fertility in close
connection, but it would be inadequate to interpret the
Greek Aphrodite only as a “mother-goddess” or a “fertility-
goddess.” From Sappho to Lucretius, poetry celebrates
the power of love, the impact of beauty, the force of
desire and its violence, closely connecting them with

Aphrodite’s sphere.

The common thread that runs through the cult wor-
ship of Aphrodite in the Greek cities is her patronage of
the sphere of sexuality, in all its complexity. Thus in
many cities, girls about to be married sacrificed to
Aphrodite so that their first sexual experience might be
propitious. Boys, too, may have worshiped her, but the
evidence is not so well attested. Widows prayed to the
goddess for another marriage. But sexuality is much
broader than marriage; Aphrodite protected all forms of
sexual union: in or outside marriage, heterosexual or
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homosexual, with concubines, courtesans, or prostitutes.
The city of Corinth was particularly known for the
beauty and luxurious living of its courtesans, who revered
the local Aphrodite. It is unlikely, however, that her
sanctuary on Acrocorinth was the location of an institu-
tionalized form of what is generally called “sacred pros-
titution” a strictly modern term that associates prostitution
with sanctuaries: Girls or women dedicated to a goddess,
temporarily or for life, would have sold their bodies
inside the sacred place at the financial advantage of the
temple. This practice is not documented in ancient
Greece. This term amalgamates the Greek practice of
manumission of slaves by consecration to a god and some
doubtful evidence of prostitution inside sanctuaries in
Mesopotamia.

The field of sexuality for the Greeks includes charis,
“grace” and “charm.” As soon as young people become
full of active charis, Aphrodite is present. In mythology,
Harmony is daughter of Aphrodite and Ares, “Love” and
“War.” Such symbolic associations encompass the god-
dess’s associations with civic harmony, concord, and
order. Since the fifth century BCE at least, magistrates
honored her in their official capacity at the end of service.
Two interpretations, which are not incompatible, have
been proposed: on the one hand, these officials thank the
goddess for the harmonious performance of their duties;
on the other hand, these aphrodisia mark the return from
duty to the pleasures of private life and the release of
tension. This “civic” aspect of Aphrodite’s sphere is an
extension of her patronage of sexuality: Her powerful
ability to rouse up the vital impulse, to unite beings
and to mingle their bodies, is connected with social
cohesion. Aphrodite is often called Aphrodite Pandemos
(“she of all the people”), a qualification that declares
the goddess responsible for political concord and civic
inclusiveness.

Plato in his Symposium (180d—e) opposes Aphrodite
Pandemos with Aphrodite Urania (“celestial Aphrodite”).
They represent, respectively, vulgar heterosexual love and
spiritual love between males. This philosophical fantasy
became very popular in antiquity, but it contradicts the
evidence for both cults. Pandemos does not mean “vulgar
love” in the cult (even if comic poets associate the cult’s
foundation and funds received from public brothels), and
the Athenian cult of Urania is deeply rooted in hetero-
sexual love and marriage. On the island of Cos,
Aphrodite was worshipped as Pandamos (Doric form of
Pandemos), just like in Athens, but also as Pontia, “she of
the sea.” Both aspects are reflected in the worshippers’
quality and obligations. All women who marry on the
island—citizen women, illegitimate women, and metics
(free non-citizens)—have to offer a sacrifice to the god-
dess within a year: a good summary of sexual and inclu-
sive divine functionality. On the other hand, sea-traders
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also have to honor the goddess, “she of the sea.” Such an
association with the sea is widely attested in the
Mediterranean by epithets like Euploia (“she who gives
good sailing”) or Limenia (“she of the shore”). One way
to explain this refers to the peculiar birth of the goddess
from the sea foam. Another refers to her general power to
provoke but also to calm and to dissolve disorder, be it
human or natural.

Another prerogative of the goddess is the martial
dimension that characterizes some of her cults. In myth
and cult, her relationship with Ares is well attested.
A priori, the goddess has little concern for such matters.
Once more, one has to engage with the notion of “sex-
uality”: In literature, the martial imagery is used to
describe the sexual union itself and the tremendous
impulse that it provokes in human beings. Inversely,
sexual imagery is used in epic descriptions of the battle-
field. Sexuality is an ambiguous force, and Aphrodite’s
connections with war belong to this ambivalence.

A last prerogative is the connection with the black
earth when the goddess is worshiped as Melainis, “the
black one.” One way of interpreting the name is to refer
to the blackness of night and the nocturnal sexuality.
However the web of mythical imagery comes to support
and makes another interpretation possible: Fertilizing
moisture and the growth of vegetation are conceived on
the model of the sexual union between the sky and the
earth. Aphrodite’s patronage of vital humors fits well in
this context.

The desiring impulse is the very image of life and of
its drive, creative and potentially destructive. This impulse
and its fulfillment in sexual union constitute the frame on
which mythical discourse and cultic performances are
woven, the imagery of myths and cults concerned with
Aphrodite and her aphrodisia are woven. The myths and
cults of Aphrodite are closely connected to this imagery.

SEE ALSO Anahita; Inanna-Ishtar; Venus.
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AQUINAS, THOMAS
c. 1225-1274

Thomas Aquinas, born in Roccasecca, near the Abbey of
Monte Cassino, Italy, is considered the most eminent
Catholic philosopher and theologian of the Middle
Ages. Aquinas provided a comprehensive analysis of phi-
losophy and theology, drawing from Greek and Roman
philosophers (Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, the Stoics) as well
as from the Christian Fathers, especially Augustine, Peter
Lombard, and Albert the Great, who was his teacher.
A “Doctor of the Church” who was canonized on July
18, 1323, he was declared in 1567 “Doctor Angelicus”
(Angelic Doctor) by Pope Pius V. Thomas was born of
an ancient family, descending from Frederick I through
his father and from the Norman dynasty of Hauteville
through his mother. Thomas’s sister Maria became an
abbess and played an important role in his canonization.
From age five, Thomas was educated at the Benedictine
monastery of Monte Cassino. He died in Naples on
March 7, 1274.

EDUCATION AND WRITINGS

Thomas entered the newly founded prestigious
University of Naples in 1239, where he excelled in the
study of the liberal arts curriculum (the trivium and
quadrivium) and philosophy under the tutelage of Peter
of Ireland and Peter Martini. He joined the Dominican

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



order in 1243 against his family’s opposition and spent
the rest of his life studying, teaching, and writing for that
order. He studied from 1245 to 1248 in Paris and from
1248 to 1252 in Cologne with Albert the Great, who was
his most important intellectual influence. Thomas
returned to Iraly in 1259, teaching and writing in major
centers of the Catholic Church and university centers of
the Dominican order. He died en route to the Council of
Lyon, in which he was to play a major theological role, at
the invitation of Pope Gregory X. Some, including Dante
and the chronicler Giovanni Villani, believed that
Thomas was poisoned at the behest of Charles of
Anjou. Charles feared that Thomas would denounce his
political misdeeds.

Aquinas wrote Latin hymns, included in “Liturgy on
the Corpus Christi,” such as Pange Lingua [Sing o tongue
the glorious mystery] and Adoro devote, latens veritas
[Thee I adore, secret truth], as well as more than sixty
treatises, including 7he Commentary on the Sentences of
Peter Lombard, reflecting his years in Paris (1252-1256)
and including a treatment on the soul and the state of
souls after death, and the Summa Contra Gentiles
[Treatise against the Gentiles] (1259-1264), a compre-
hensive treatment of non-Christian doctrines in light of
the principles of the Christian faith that was directed at
nonbelievers. The Summa also addresses the ultimate
felicity of humanity, affirming that “all human affairs
serve the contemplation of truth” (Summa, 111, 37).
Summa Theologica [Treatise on theology] was begun in
1266 and left unfinished at his death. It is a summation
or synthesis of Aristotelianism as incorporated into
Christian theology that is now called Thomism.

Aquinas concentrated on the exposition of reason and
faith in their respective operational spheres to provide
understanding and intelligibility in terms of the self,
God, and the world. He considered the nature of all things
in 512 questions, or 2,658 articles. Selected works of
Aristotle, translated from Greek and Arabic in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, such as the Nicomachean Ethics.
the Metaphysics, Physics, Politics, and De anima [On the
soul], have been incorporated into Christian thought as an
intellectual synthesis of the Christian truth.

The Summae are considered the basis of Catholic
teaching on topics such as war and peace, sedition, unbe-
lievers, justice, homicide, theft, usury, virginity, types of
lechery, unnatural vices, abortion, and contraception.
Aquinas clearly affirms the prohibition against abortion;
he does not believe, however, that the human fetus has a
soul until some time after conception. Some commenta-
tors therefore think that Aquinas would not have consid-
ered an abortion in the first stage of pregnancy to be
murder (Sigmund 1988, “Injustice”). For Aquinas, sen-
suality does not belong to the sphere of knowledge but to
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that of the appetite, and original sin is equal in all, as
libido is equal in all: “The libido which is said to trans-
mit original sin to the child is not inordinate sexual desire
actually experienced” (Sigmund 1988, la2ae, 82, 4).
Baptism can take away its guilt but not its concupiscence,
which remains present in human conception (Summa

Theologica, vol. 26, pp. 128-132).

In the treatises on law Aquinas discusses moral
obligation inherent in the laws under which humankind
lives: Those laws are either just or unjust, and they are
as binding in conscience as the eternal laws from which
they derive (“Law and Political Theory” (Sigmund, 1a,
2ae, 95, 2). His fundamental principle is that the
source of obligation is rooted in God’s mind and
infused into the minds of humans. The three laws—
eternal, natural, and human—are united into one and
are specified progressively, but they all derive ultimately
from eternal law.

AQUINAS ON MARRIAGE AND

SEXUALITY

Aquinas’s teachings on women and marriage still have great
influence in the Catholic Church. He believed that woman
is defective and intellectually inferior and was subject to
man from the beginning: “Such is the subjection in which

79



Arabian Nights

woman is by nature subordinate to man, because the power
of natural discernment is by nature subordinate to man,
because the power of rational discernment is by nature
stronger in man” (Sigmund 1a, 92, 1).

An exception to this is the Virgin Mary, to whom he
dedicates much of the third part of the Summa (vol. 51,
Our Lady). Her sanctification took place before her birth
but only after the infusion of her soul (animation). Christ
had no sinful flesh because the Holy Spirit cleansed Mary
of all sin, including the original sin. Moreover, Aquinas
affirms that there never was a true consummated mar-
riage between Mary and Joseph. Thus, Mary did not
transmit the original sin, and her purification was neces-
sary as the vessel of God: “This anterior purification of
the blessed Virgin was not required to prevent the trans-
mission of original sin, but because it was proper that the
mother of God should shine with the greatest purity.
Nothing is worthy to receive God unless it be a spotless
vessel, according to the text, holiness, O Lord, becomes
thy house” (Aquinas la, 2ae. 81, 5).

Because she was the “mother of God,” Mary was
bestowed with the greatest grace, dignity, and worth ever
given to any creature except Christ. Aquinas treats Mary
extensively in both Summae, in the Commentary on the
Sentences of Peter Lombard, and in Expositions on the
Gospels of Matthew and John. However, in his view
Mary can be understood only in relation to Christ, and
he identifies the major points of her cult as her sanctifi-
cation, her virginity, her bethrothment, the Annuncia-
tion, and the Conception. He concludes that “the blessed
Virgin never sinned, mortally or venially” (Aquinas 3a,
28, 4), and when she learned that it was pleasing to God,
she consecrated her virginity to Him.

SEE ALSO Cutholicism.
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ARABIAN NIGHTS

The work known in the Europe and North America as
The Arabian Nights is the translation of an Arabic original,
Alf Layla wa-Layla [The thousand and one nights, or The
thousand nights and a night]. This classic of Arabic liter-
ature has stirred the imagination of European and North
American authors and artists, turning the Nighss into an
unparalleled work in world literature and culture. Replete
with danger; murder; tales of sex, love, and treachery; and
supernatural beings able to cross continents, the text of
the Nights has inspired European and North American
artists (e.g., Marc Chagall [1887-1985]), composers (e.g.,
Rimsky-Korsakov [1844-1908]), novelists (e.g., John
Barth [b. 1930]), and short-story writers (e.g., Edgar
Allan Poe [1809-1849]). As the most influential literary
text to come out of the Islamic world, Nights has played an
enormous role in shaping European and North American
attitudes to Middle Eastern Islamic culture.

This is not to speak of the enormous presence of the
Nights in world cinema. As Robert Irwin points out, “hun-
dreds of Arabian Nights films have been made” (Marzolph
2004, p. 22). The most artistically ambitious cinematic
adaptation of the Arabian Nighrs is most certainly Pier
Paolo Pasolini’s 1/ fiore delle Mille ¢ una notre (1974).
Pasolini made changes in the structural arrangements of
the stories, but his is, of all modern adaptations, probably
the only one to have remained faithful to the erotic spiritand
omnisexual explicitness of the Arabic original. The ani-
mated adventures of Aladdin, immortalized by the Disney
Studios (1992, and later sequels) have made the Nights a
major element in contemporary mass culture, not only
through the films themselves but also through the aggressive
merchandising of children’s toys and paraphernalia.

The Arabs themselves have not shied from evoking this
part of their heritage. Almost from its origins in the nine-
teenth century, modern Arabic literature has exploited
stories from the Nights. Famous stage versions include
Tawflq al-Hakim’s 1934 Shabrazid and Ali Ahmad
Békathir’s 1953 Shabrazid’s Secret. The Egyptian feminist
Nawal El Saadawi included a radical revision of the frame
story in her highly charged The Fall of the Imam (1987).
Taken generally modern Arab authors have been more
interested in using the Vights to explore political and social
problems, including the politics of authorship. They have
shied away from the sexual focus of so many of the tales.

Despite its frequent use in modern Arabic high cul-
ture, the Arabic original was a middlebrow work, nor-
mally transmitted orally by professional storytellers in a
relatively accessible form of the language (rather than the
ornate, sophisticated Arabic of the high cultural Medieval
prose works). Ninth-century references exist to a rudi-
mentary form of the text. Over the centuries layers
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Shahbrazad and the Sultan. Illustration of Scheherazade prolonging her life by telling stories to amuse the king. THE GRANGER
COLLECTION, NEW YORK.

and stories were added, enlarging it and embellishing
upon it. The eatliest layer of the Nighss is undoubtedly
pre-Islamic, with other major additions coming at the
time of the Abbasids (c. 750-1250 cE) (with the frequent
references to the famous Caliph Harun al-Rashid) and the
last major additions came in the time of the Mamluks.
(c. 1250-1500 cE)

The translation of the Nighrs into French by Antoine
Galland (1704) used manuscripts as well as other stories
that the French Orientalist collected. Translations by
British Orientalists, such as Sir Richard Burton (1821—
1890) and Edward Lane (1801-1876), helped give the
Nighrs a place in English literature alongside the one that
Galland had created in French.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER

The frame story of the Nights is also the best known
and most often retold. It is a story of sex and betrayal. 7he
Arabian Nights revolves around the tale of two ruler broth-
ers, Shahriyar and Shahzaman, who are both traumatized
by the infidelity of their wives. Seeing his wife in the midst
of a sexual act with a slave, Shahriyar goes off on a trip
with his brother who has experienced the same trauma.
On their voyage the two brothers are, against their will,
lured into sexual acts with a young woman. This woman is
herself being held prisoner by an #f7ir who had kidnapped
her on her wedding night. The lesson the brothers learn is
one of sex as betrayal and coercion. Shahriyar proceeds to
have his sexual pleasure with a virgin every night and have
her executed in the morning. Shahrazad enters the scene,
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winning a verbal duel with her father, the vizier, who
attempts in vain to keep her from setting foot in a sit-
uation that will leave her another victim of Shahriyar. Her
self-imposed task is to drastically alter the behavior of this
serial-killer ruler. She brings along her sister Dinarzad
(Dunyazad in some versions). Shahrazad’s ruse is to nar-
rate a story every night for the king. But Shahrazad’s
stories are never completed at the break of day, thus
assuring the continuity of her life, as she will carry on
her story cycle the next evening. In this way Shahrazad is
able to keep herself and her sister alive. At the end of the
text the reader discovers that the storyteller has borne the
king three sons. An elaborate marriage ceremony takes
place in which Shahrazad weds Shahriyar, and her sister,
Dinarzad, weds Shahzaman. The sexual disturbance with
which the text began has been rectified, with the establish-
ment of the patriarchal couple.

The stories Shahrazid narrates include adventure,
chance, dramatic twists, disguises, and rediscoveries.
Probably the most consistent topic, however, is human
sexuality, both as love and as lust. The full panoply of
sexuality is also on display, including orgies, same-sex
relations, and play with the physically deformed. The
treatment of sexuality in the Nights is strikingly open,
even nonjudgmental. When there is a morality present, it
is most often one of love, trust, and honesty.

This sexual explicitness is seen as threatening by
many in the contemporary Arab world. Between the
neo-Puritanism of the Islamists, the heritage of Victorian
prudery absorbed under European imperialism, and the
shame felt by some secularized Arabs that their culture
should be best known by such fanciful tales, the unex-
purgated Arabic Nights is generally unavailable in the
Middle East. The famous nineteenth-century Bulaq edition
is censored in its native Egypt and can only be purchased
on the black market.
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ARETINO
SEE Sex Manuals: Old and Modern West.

ARISTOTLE
384-322 BCE

Aristotle was a philosopher whose concepts, theories, and
implicit assumptions have shaped the development of
Western intellectual and political culture. His views on
sex and gender have been as influential as other aspects of
his philosophy. Not only in philosophy but also in law
and politics, influential arguments that have been used to
support the superiority and authority of men over
women can be dated back to Aristotle. The standard view
of Aristotle as an archetypal sexist is, however, not the
whole truth. There are also more egalitarian elements in
his discussion of gender issues that have encouraged
feminist interpretations of his ideas.

ARISTOTLE ON SEX AND GENDER

Aristotle explored issues of sex and gender in various
contexts. He was interested in the relationship between
the metaphysical notion of species and the sexual notions
of male and female. He insisted that male and female are
contrary attributes that belong to the genus animal as
such but do not divide the genus into different species.
Aristotle also argued that male and female are differences
in each animal species but not in their forms. This
implies that whatever differences there are between male
and female capacities, for example, in reproduction, they
do not belong to the essence of what it is to be a member
of certain animal species. Aristotle has a clear tendency to
play down the difference between the sexes.

Aristotle’s biological works include meticulous stud-
ies of reproductive capacity, its physiological precondi-
tions, and the sexual behavior of animals. Aristotle never
approached his topics from a purely empirical viewpoint
but applied his metaphysical notions to achieve a com-
prehensive theory of natural philosophy.

Aristotle describes a common reproductive pattern
underlying the differences between animal species in their
sexual organs and methods of copulation. In Aristotle’s
view the male and the female in each species have differ-
ent sexual capacities indicated by differences in their

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



sexual organs, but there is surprisingly little difference
between the two sexes in the process they undergo in
reproduction.

In Aristotle’s biology both males and females trans-
form food by concocting it into blood and then into
seed, but this capacity is stronger in males. Males are
able to produce semen, whereas females merely have
menses, although the female product also is called seed.
The quantitative difference turns qualitative when
Aristotle assumes that the male is the formal cause and
the female is the material cause of generation. Their
stronger capacity to concoct makes males capable of
giving a form of an animal to seed, whereas females are
able only to receive the form and provide the matter for
future offspring through the menses.

Aristotle’s theory of generation indicates a conviction
about the supremacy of the male over the female.
Aristotle assumed a hierarchical relationship between
form and matter, and so the ascription of the formal role
to the male gives support to the idea that the male is the
more active, governing, and clearly better sex. The female
is called a natural imperfection in the species. Aristotle
did not provide any evidence for his evaluation of the
male as the stronger sex except the greater natural heat
and the corresponding stronger ability to concoct blood
in the male. His belief in male supremacy seems to have
been more ideological than philosophical.

POLITICAL AND SOCIAL
IMPLICATIONS

Aristotle also drew political conclusions from his theory
of sex difference. He suggested that men should have
permanent authority over women in the household and
that women should not hold political offices. The claim
for male power is derived solely from the nature of the
female deliberative faculty, which Aristotle said is “with-
out authority.” He did not see essential moral or intel-
lectual differences between men and women except the
inclination of women to weakness of the will, but he still
endorsed a strict hierarchical and functional division of
gender roles.

The social aspect of human sexual life is a peripheral
topic in Aristotle’s works; this is surprising in light of his
biological interest in sex and the prominent role of affec-
tionate friendship in his ethics. He understood sexual
appetite as structurally analogous to eating and drinking.
These basic appetites are common to all animals. They
are directed to the pleasures of taste and touch and
related to the bodily processes of replenishment and
dissolution.

In Aristotle’s ethics the virtue of moderation is con-
cerned with the control of the basic appetites, which are
in themselves natural and not morally reproachable.
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Aristotle also thought that humans are innately disposed
to develop correct forms of desires and emotional
responses to bodily pleasures. The basic appetites, how-
ever, can generate moral problems because without the
influence of reason they are likely to develop in harmful
directions. Excessive attention to them is slavish and
bestial because they belong to people not as humans
but as animals.

Aristotle showed only limited interest in the prob-
lems of sexual ethics. His view of marriage was, however,
exceptional in his time. Whereas the ancient Greeks
typically regarded marriage only as a means to produce
legitimate children, Aristotle saw broader prospects for
the relationship of husband and wife. Despite the perma-
nent hierarchy in family, the husband’s rule over his wife
is defined as political and thus is understood as being
based on a kind of equality. Family life should aim at
activities performed together for the common good as
well as for mutual affection and delight. Husband and
wife may reach the highest form of friendship, based on
virtue, if each partner is good in an appropriate way.

Aristotle’s remarks about the violations of marriage
are again in accordance with Greek popular morality.
Adultery is one of the acts he said is always wrong, but
the term he used means violating the rights of other
men to their wives and possibly their daughters.
Extramarital sex with prostitutes or pederastic lovers is
not morally problematic, whereas sleeping with a mar-
ried woman is always unjust, assuming that the adul-
terer is aware of the status of his partner. Aristotle did
not comment much on same-sex relationships but,
again following mainstream attitudes, expressed a neg-
ative attitude toward the disposition of some men
toward sexual passivity and their tendency to assume
the passive role in a homoerotic relationship.
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Arousal

AROUSAL

Arousal is a state of sexual excitation marked by increased
blood flow to the genitals, elevated heart rate, and the
tumescence (swelling) of the clitoris and penis. Arousal
can be initiated by physical and mental stimuli and is
profoundly impacted by individual psychology and cul-
tural conditioning.

PHYSIOLOGY

Also called the excitement phase, arousal is the first stage
of the human sexual response cycle developed by William
H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson (1966). Arousal is
followed by the plateau stage, in which tensions initiated
by arousal are intensified. The third stage, orgasm,
involves the sudden release of this tension, and the final
resolution stage incorporates the gradual reduction of
physiological tension and often includes a period of emo-
tional calm and well-being.

Sexual arousal engenders a variety of physiological
responses. Women experience erection of the nipples
and, as arousal moves toward the plateau stage, an
increase in breast size resulting from vasocongestion, or
the swelling of tissues owing to increased blood flow. The
heart rate and blood pressure both increase in direct
relation to increasing tension. Late in the excitement
phase, a female may experience some muscle tension,
including expansion of the vaginal wall and tensing of
the abdominal muscles. The late excitement phase may
also include the sex flush, a red rash that begins on the
upper abdomen and spreads quickly to the breasts.

Within the first thirty seconds of arousal, vaginal
lubrication appears. The clitoral glans becomes tumes-
cent and vasocongestion increases the diameter of the
clitoral shaft, engorges the labia, expands and lengthens
the vaginal barrel, and alters the vaginal wall to a darker,
purplish color. Expansion and separation of the vaginal
walls causes the folded pattern of the vagina to smooth
out. Finally, the uterus begins to elevate into the greater
pelvis, which lies above and in front of the pelvic brim.

The initial physiological response to sexual stimuli in
males is the erection of the penis. Once the penis is fully
erect, arousal may continue for only a few moments or
for several minutes. When the excitement phase is pro-
longed, the penis may lose and regain its erection one or
more times. Penile erection is often extremely sensitive to
the discontinuation and resumption of physical sexual
stimulation. The penis is also sensitive to asexual stimuli,
which may cause a partial or complete loss of the erection
even when physical stimulation is constant.

During arousal, males also experience a thickening of
the scrotal covering and an elevation of the scrotal sac
and testes. As with females, males experience an increased
heart rate and elevated blood pressure when sexually
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aroused. Men also experience muscle tension, including
partial elevation of the testicles and contraction of the
abdominal and intercostals muscles (the latter being the
muscles that run between the ribs). About 60 percent of
men also experience nipple erection, though it is incon-
sistent and may not appear until the plateau phase.

Though the precise role of the brain in sexual arousal
has not been determined, studies have consistently found
increased right-brain activity in response to arousal. More
complex studies have found that a variety of cortical and
subcortical brain regions are implicated in sexual arousal,
and some researchers have argued that this demonstrates
the complexity of the cognitive, physiological, emotional,
and psychological processes involved in sexual arousal.

PSYCHOLOGY

Though Masters and Johnson have been greatly influen-
tial in the conceptions of human sexual response, many
researchers have taken issue with their exclusive focus on
physiological response. Helen Singer Kaplan (1974)
modifies their model to a three-stage model that includes
desire, excitement, and orgasm. Some find this model
more useful in that it allows for a consideration of the
psychological effects of desire and motivation on arousal.

Further modifications of sexual response models have
suggested distinguishing between spontaneous desire, or
libido, and stimulus-driven desire, or arousability. Some
researchers find that this distinction allows for an evolution-
ary explanation of differing modes of male and female desire,
wherein men experience a biological drive to successfully
disseminate their genetic material whereas female success,
which is tied to the rearing of offspring, depends on selecting
an appropriate mate, a selection that will be driven by external
cues. For some clinicians, this model of sexual response has
proved useful in that it allows for the complex mediation
between internal and external stimuli that occurs in sexual
arousal, as well as for consideration of the physiological,
psychological, and relationship factors that affect arousal.

Ultimately, sexual arousal is dictated by an exceed-
ingly complex interaction of psychological, cultural,
behavioral, neurological, cognitive, physiological, and
interpersonal factors. Though certain kinds of stimula-
tion (of the genitals, for example) seem to be universally
interpreted as sexual, whether or not such stimulation is
arousing depends on individual and cultural condition-
ing, as well as situational and relationship factors—all of
which are mediated by the central nervous system.

Erotic stimulation in both men and women appears
to be largely the result of conditioning in which certain
kinds of stimuli become associated with positive sexual
outcomes. Though some stimuli are more easily eroticized,
studies have demonstrated that people can be quite readily
conditioned to respond sexually to neutral objects. Sexual
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arousal, moreover, is almost always context-dependent;
what may carry an erotic charge in one situation does
not necessarily in another. Men and women report arousal
increases with the sexual explicitness of the stimuli, though
men and women are excited by different sexual situations.
Men, for example, are more excited by viewing group sex
than women, while women report greater arousal in
response to films that emphasize the desire and enjoyment
of both partners. Sexual fantasy is an important source of
arousal for both men and women. Fantasy alone can
generate moderately high sexual excitement and a concom-
itant physiological response; it can moreover serve as
mechanism for exerting control over a physiological func-
tion often considered involuntary.

Emotional states greatly impact sexual arousal, though
the nature of this impact is often complex and little under-
stood. Emotions themselves are multidimensional and can be
experienced in varying degrees of intensity. Certain negative
emotions, such as guilt or embarrassment, inhibit arousal,
while others, such as sadness, do not necessarily. Emotions
that themselves invoke a certain physiological arousal, such as
anger, often increase sexual arousal, though only to a certain
limit. Additionally, the source of the emotion—whether it
occurs outside of the sexual situation or arises out of it—
changes its relation to sexual arousal. And the valence of
certain emotions changes greatly depending on the situation:
Anxiety surrounding body image may inhibit sexual arousal,
whereas anxiety about getting caught having sex in a public
place may be sexually arousing. Finally, there is some evi-
dence that sexual arousal itself may be considered a sort of
emotional state, in which persons experience an extremely
heightened, positive state of being.

CULTURAL SIGNIFICANCE

Sexual arousal is intimately related to the culture in which
it occurs. The particular stimuli that people find arousing
are culturally inflected, either by societal taboos or eroti-
cized representations. Edward Shorter (2005), for exam-
ple, links the newly common practice of deep tongue
kissing in the late nineteenth century to kinetoscope depic-
tions of male—female kissing. Shorter finds a similar ten-
dency at work in the eroticization of various body parts,
arguing that an earlier emphasis on the face and genitals as
the primary sites of sexual attraction was replaced in the
twentieth century with an erotic interest in other body
parts, including the breasts, nipples, and buttocks. This
shift in the erotic charge of particular parts of the body
occurs in tandem with the production of art, photography,
and pornography that call attention to these areas of the
bodies as legitimate stimuli for sexual arousal. Similarly, an
increase in experimentation with different sexual techni-
ques, including oral sex, appears to have followed its
depiction in popular pornographic works of the period.
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The correspondence between erotics and popular cul-
ture has been one of the hallmarks of the film industry,
which has legimated as much as it has reflected the cultural
eroticization of certain kinds of sexual stimulation.
Similarly, the sexual liberation movement of the 1960s
and 1970s has been consistently linked to the increasing
visibility of men’s magazines, such as Playboy, which valor-
ized alternative forms of sexual expression. Since at least the
1970s, sexual arousal has been an important component of
mainstream depictions of sexuality. Sex manuals and men
and women’s magazines alike emphasize the importance of
arousal to sexual expression, often providing detailed
instructions for pleasing one’s partner. Mainstream films,
magazines, romance novels, and soft-core porn often
attempt to incite sexual arousal by depicting individuals
who are themselves sexually aroused, as marked by parted
lips, heavy breathing, and splayed limbs. One effect of this
kind of representation is that sexual arousal is constructed as
itself sexually arousing.

SEE ALSO Foreplay.
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The landmark exhibition Fémininmasculin, Le Sexe de [Art
(Femininemasculine, The Sex of Art) presented at the
Centre Pompidou, Paris, France, in 1995 attempted to
address, through both exhibited works of art and compan-
ion catalogue, how twentieth-century art has traversed,
transferred, and transformed the issue(s) of sexual differ-
ence. The 500 images on display appeared, however, to be
divided between the traditional view of the differences
between the sexes and an alternate axis that both experi-
mented with and transgressed upon the established bio-
logical distinctions between and functions of both men
and women. As the exhibition curators sought to clarify
what they saw as a series of discrete distinctions between
the overtly sexual and the implicitly erotic and the expand-
ing academic boundaries of gender, they offered a new
term, fémininmasculin, as a solution, especially in terms of
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art. For them, the issue was not feminine—masculine, sex
in art, but rather femininemasculine, the sex of art.

Their point of art historical departure for this new
term was the first work in the exhibition L'Origine du
Monde (The Origin of the World, painted in 1866 by
Gustave Courbet (1819-1877). Within his canvas,
Courbet depicted only a lower female torso with legs
spread open to draw the viewer’s eye directly to the
exposed genitalia as simultaneously the locus of sexual
pleasure and symbolic of fertility and procreation. This
new conception of art, then, provides a new way of seeing
and interpreting art that presages what would become the
twentieth-century preoccupation with discussions, exami-
nations, and debates over the meaning of sex, sexuality,
and—ultimately—gender.

Traditionally, art has been understood as performing
certain functions, including the pedagogy of manners,
social customs, cultural values, and behavior, in addition
to beautifying human environs from the domestic to the
public. The typical point of entry into seeing or inter-
preting a work of art is through representational, abstract,
or symbolic renderings of the human body. Artists have
conferred a variety of forms, shapes, postures, gestures,
and costumes upon the human body to conform to the
attitudes of different cultures, historical periods, and
religious communities. These stylistic and culturally ref-
erenced differences allow researchers to see and critique
the embedded inscriptions of gender, class, identity, and
power in works of art. The reality that body types vary
not simply from geographic region to geographic region
but also within cultural categories and transmute accord-
ing to prevailing economic, political, religious, and social
attitudes is not lost upon artists, even those dedicated to
the depiction of the ideal versus the real.

Analyses of the comparative expressions of mass,
weight, and volume coordinate projections of natural
versus ideal body types, symbolic patterns of the human
body, and nutritional and medical factors that reveal
information about sex and gender. One of the significant
components in art has been in the social and cultural
constructions of gender, that is, what distinguishes the
categories of feminine and masculine in modes of behav-
ior, demeanor, dress, and meaning. Biology determines
sex, whereas society, from its privileged coordination of
culture, economics, politics, and religion, conditions def-
initions of and attitudes toward gender.

Expressive of a diverse spectrum of cultural attitudes
and religious values, artistic renderings of the human body,
therefore depictions of sex and gender, has been instrumen-
tal in: fertility rites, magic ceremonies, cult objects
and rituals, idolatry, natural medicine, social advancement,
intellectual achievement, and sacred correspondence.
However, an overview of the depiction of male and female
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forms reveals a dramatic contrast between Asian and
European and North American attitudes toward the
human, and perhaps thereby toward art, culture, and val-
ues. For example, Hindu artists traditionally render volup-
tuous goddesses and powerful gods engaged in joyful acts of
sexual union in contrast to the chaste prayerful postures of
asexual male and female saints of Christian art.

ART AS VISUAL COMMUNICATOR
AND MIRROR OF SEX AND GENDER

Artistic images provide a venue for understanding cul-
tural perceptions of gender, power, and sex. Universally,
human beings convey identity and information through
images. The basic human urge to create images is a
fundamental form of the communication of ideas, pre-
cepts, and concepts. Such expression through and reflec-
tion in works of art is premised on the depiction of the
human body or anthropomorphic figurations. The trans-
formation of thinking in images into the concrete repre-
sentation of seeing visions, dreaming dreams, imagining
distant lands, recreating ancient the past, and living by
memories defines the fundamental nature of art whether
categorized individually as painting, sculpture, and, more
recently, photography or collectively as fine arts and
naive arts. Regardless of the medium art contributes to
the shaping of identifiable cultures as the process of
visualization translates abstract concepts into visible fig-
ures whose major messages, in turn, appeal to and influ-
ence viewers.

The symbolic language of the human figures and the
ambiance rendered by the landscape, or background, and
surrounding objects and attributes, provide a special
mode of communication that transcends verbal literacy
or formal education and training. Traditionally, even
into the twenty-first century images have projected
modes of understanding and interpreting gender, sex,
race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and age in a socially
appropriate construction of the self. Artistic images, then,
question our notions of sex and gender and challenge our
concepts of appropriate social behavior and relationships.
What late-twentieth-century commentators have charac-
terized as the multivalent character and personalized
receptivity of images may have been at the heart of the
professional and societal distrust of images—thereby an
(over)emphasis on logocentrism in the Europe and North
America, especially within the academic disciplines—
since the Enlightenment (1600-1800).

Any examination of sex and gender in art, then, is
predicated upon two universal notions: first, that
the visual is primary historical evidence equitable to
written documentation; and second, that the traditionally
textually illiterate masses read images. Art is a critical
vehicle for the formation, transformation, and dispersal
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of cultural and societal histories and their analyses.
Images evoke authority and reality in the process else-
where termed visual analogy. Images are internalized and
identified as one’s own by viewers and thereby have
profound effects on individual members of a community.
Art is critical to the process of socialization by which one
enters into the societal and cultural order and signifies
oneself as being male or female within that societal con-
struct. Individual notions of gender, then, are affected by
societal expectations premised on cultural definitions and
redefinitions. Thus, even in art and for artists, sex is
determined biologically, whereas gender is societal and
cultural.

The contemporary twenty-first-century situation is
made more complex by the pluralism of cultural con-
structions, societal expectations, religious attitudes, and
the expanding power of images through technology and
globalization. The historical reality is even more damag-
ing in that many works of art—representative, perhaps,
of countercultural or alternate religious attitudes—have
been destroyed by war and political conflict. Misogyny
and patriarchy, as understood in Europe and North
America, have played a crucial role in the loss of art,
especially images related to the power or authority of
women and other marginalized groups. The permanent
loss of art—either through the activity of religious icon-
oclasm or cultural war, or the passivity of natural disas-
ters such as earthquakes or tsunami—account for an
irretrievable diminution of both images of marginalized
groups, such as women, and of countercultural attitudes.
History may be written by the winners; however, cultural
interpretations of societal propriety and excellence are
clearly inscribed in art. For many contemporary feminist
interpreters, the patriarchal basis of European and North
American culture has resulted in the elimination, if not
simple diminution, of any visual images of marginalized
genders in motifs of power and authority.

Artistic images render visible, tangible, and thereby
mimicable, societal perceptions of appropriate and inap-
propriate behavior for both men and women. The rec-
ognition that images are gendered—that is, projecting
the proper attitudes, gestures, postures, and dress for
what is culturally identified as masculine, feminine,
androgynous, hermaphroditic, or homosexual—and that
the prevalence of gendering through images is formative
as well as reflective of cultural attitudes make it impos-
sible to regard images simply as benign expressions or
neutral objects. Prior to the scholarly changes in the
late 1960s initiated by recognizing the marginalized,
analyses and presentations of the power of images have
been premised upon the predominant male-oriented
hierarchical structure of artistic creativity, knowledge,
and scholarship. Those critical studies of images of the
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marginalized—whether racial, ethnic, or sexual—did not
exist prior to the early 1970s.

Earlier examinations of the human body and its
meaning in art emphasized descriptions of works in the
canon of European and North American art to the
neglect, if not negation, of critical analyses of the body
with all its racial, ethnic, sexual, cultural, or gendered
variations. Critical to both a fair analysis of these earlier
texts and of directions for future scholarship is the ques-
tion of whether or not this interest or preoccupation with
the identifying of sex and gender in and through art is a
universal human concern or simply a European and
North American preoccupation. For example, in most
languages outside of English, there is minimal to no
linguistic distinction between sex and gender; in addi-
tion, there is culturally no distinction between art, life,
and religion let alone the modern concepts of sex and
gender. However, feminist scholars since the late 1950s,
affirmed by the landmark ruling of Judge Ruth Bader
Ginzburg (b. 1933) on gender discrimination, have
sought to examine the European and North American
societal and cultural history of women through gendered
lenses.

MODES OF ANALYSES OF SEX AND
GENDER IN EUROPEAN AND
NORTH AMERICAN ART

Typically, studies of sex and gender in the visual arts have
taken one of two fundamental approaches in analyzing
and interpreting images: iconographic or iconological.
Iconography, or the reading of the signs and symbols,
or iconology, the cultural history of the evolution of an
image, can be incorporated within either a thematic or
chronological frame. Central to both modes of analysis is
a series of questions that delineate the communicative
nature of art, which is both reflective and formative upon
individuals and societies. For example, inquiry into the
rationale and identification of the artist led to consider-
ations of the process of artistic creativity and the nature
of the aesthetic experience.

Further, the historical reality as to who was permit-
ted to train as an artist was equally dependent upon sex
and gender as upon artistic ability. For example, in
Europe, even into the seventeenth century, only those
women who were the wives or daughters of artists were
able to enter into the studio as apprentices. The role of
the patron and the collector in both the commissioning
and the cultural valuation of art is transformed through
history as the realms of gender, race, class, and economics
evolve. So, for example, during those periods when
women experienced political and economic power, that
power was expressed through the subject matter in the art
they created, commissioned, or collected. The cultural
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receptivity to works of art—the how and the why by
which individual works are valued, and their influence
on a society or a community—is related to the function
of art as well as to artistic merit. Additional considera-
tions would include the variations in cultural meaning
when art shifts its center from the ecclesiastical or public
domains to the domestic sphere as both media and motif
are transformed accordingly.

The following examples of studies in sex and gender
in European and North American art—first through
thematic motifs and second by chronology—provide
the methodological skeletons upon which more detailed
interpretations and analyses can be structured. The the-
matic motif can be developed through a variety of pat-
terns, such as the iconography of a specific event such as
childbirth or an individual such as a specific monarch or
general, whereas the chronological mode can be concen-
trated within one specific historical period or artistic
style, such as the Renaissance (1350-1600), or survey
the centuries. The crucial question, however, is whether
or not the contemporary consideration of sex and gender
was a distinct or discrete element in the creative design,
aesthetic appreciation, and cultural evaluation of works
of art throughout human history. For example, in his
magisterial study, The Nude: A Study in Ideal Form, art
historian Kenneth Clark (1990) distinguished the phys-
ical and symbolic differences between representations of
both the naked from the nude and of men from women
without direct referencing to sex and gender as overt
categories. Rather, Clark’s investigation was dependent
upon the interdependence of art, culture, life, philoso-
phy, and religion that created an identifiable cultural
milieu that either embraced or decried the idea of the
nude. His mode of analysis was a journey through a series
of motifs that ranged from ideal individuals, that is,
Apollo and Venus, to the embodiments of emotions, that
is, energy, pathos, and ecstasy.

EXAMPLES OF MOTIFES OF SEX AND
GENDER IN EUROPEAN AND
NORTH AMERICAN ART

The Power and Authority of the Male Figure Late
twentieth-century feminist scholars have asserted that the
male figure was normative in the Europe and North
America for the cultural definition of power and authority.
Thereby, a brief comparison between a male figure and a
female figure can serve as one interpretive mode in the
consideration of sex and gender in art. Referencing the
High Renaissance sculpture of David by Michelangelo
(1475-1564) as a fine example of the visualization of the
classical principles of harmony and order through the male
figure, the handsomeness of this masculine form becomes
quickened by muscular tensions, especially in David’s arms,
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David. Sculpture by Michelangelo. SCALAIART RESOURCE, NY.

legs, and torso, and the intimations of respiration in his
diaphragm. This sculpted rendition of male energy and
movement can be read as expressive of ideal form, kingship
and guardianship, and the prevalent social and cultural
order. A figure of extraordinary vitality, David visually
attests to the so-called European principle of the authority
of the male figure. Muscular structure, movement (whether
internal or external), and the ability to connote emotion
through facial expression, gesture, or pose, are among the
sculptor’s tools in transmitting both the idea and ideal of
male authority.

By contrast, Donatello’s (1386-1466) early Renais-
sance sculpture of Judith and Holofernes proffers an image
of the female hero who, like David, signified democracy
and the defense of the city to contemporary Florentines.
The initial contrast between the nearly nude Holofernes
and the seemingly overdressed Judith can be read as the
Christian dialectic of vice and virtue or the Renaissance
values of male potency and female humility. Clearly, the
two bodies display overt signs of distinguishing the man
(broad shoulders, powerful musculature) from woman
(peaking breasts, smaller frame). This Judith is not the
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visualization of any canon of feminine beauty but, rather,
a depiction of societal structures and of the female body
more as symbol than organic composition. She is care-
fully positioned astride her drunken victim who rests
between her legs.

Any sexual connotations to this composition of a man
and a woman must be surrendered to the larger reading of
her entire body posture—bent knees, arching body,
upraised right arm, and lowered left arm as her hand clasps
Holofernes’s tendrils while a rider holds the reins. The
energy and power signified in the flowing switls of
Judith’s garments move in opposition to the arch of her
body in the exact fashion that a rider’s costume responds to
the dynamism propelled by the horse’s gait. Donatello’s
Judith, then, mirrors the well-established constructs of
authority, power, and sovereignty of the ruler or general
who astride his horse commands his army into battle.
Thereby, this female hero garners her identity by her mas-
culine posture, gestures, and symbols of power.

Maternity as the Power and Authority of the Female
Figure The universal category of maternity connotes the
fertilization, conception, and gestation of a child in the
female body and the commensurate acts of childbirth,
lactation, and nurture to maturity. Whereas a man can
act in a maternal fashion by nurturing, emotionally sup-
porting, and gently guiding his child, partner, or friend,
biology denies him the female power and authority of
pregnancy and motherhood. A survey of artistic images
of maternity transcends historical, cultural, and geo-
graphic boundaries, revealing its universality through
pregnancy, giving birth, lactation, and scenes with a

mother and her child.

Sex as biological thereby trumps gender; however, in
so doing it confirms that artistic depictions of maternity
simultaneously denote more than the iconographic con-
vention of mother and child as found in the Egyptian
images of Isis with Horus, medieval renderings of the
Madonna and Child, or Mary Cassatt’s (1824-1926)
nineteenth-century variations of mothers cuddling, nurs-
ing, bathing, dressing, or educating their children.
Rather, the limitless importance of female fertility,
whether culturally or religiously aligned with that of the
Earth, and its achievement in the survival of the species
is ahistorical and generic. Thus, the reality behind
Courbet’s title, L Origine du Monde (The Origin of the
World), becomes apparent.

SURVEY OF EUROPEAN AND
NORTH AMERICAN IMAGES OF SEX
AND GENDER

This preliminary survey proffers a series of investigative
principles for a chronological model to examine sex and
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gender in the visual arts. For purposes of clarity this
present outline will emphasize the evolution of the female
figure in European and North American art. Having
their artistic (and religious) origins in fertility figures,
women’s images appeared as the fulfillment of socially
recognized and sanctioned life stages: virgin, wife,
mother, and widow. Further, women were depicted in
relation to the major elements of the life cycle: birth,
puberty, marriage, pregnancy, maternity, and death.
Predominately, the female has been depicted as pas-
sive—that is, restricted to the domestic setting and
engaged in the so-called feminine activities, such as nee-
dlework or cooking; by contrast, the male figure was
actively engaged outside the realm of hearth and home.
The primary visual distinction, then, will be found in the
physicality of the male versus the female body, and the
secondary visual difference will be in the activities such as
familial nurture versus military leadership. These differ-
ences will be highlighted through the artistic presenta-
tions of the human body and its commensurate gestures,
postures, dress, and companion signs and symbols.

Classical art characterizes the female form as a source
of maturity, stability, and domesticity. Typically, the
female figure was depicted as fully clothed with a thick-
ened waist, small breasts, and wide hips. Those physical
characteristics that twenty-first-century viewers would
identify as expressive of female sexuality—a narrow waist
and voluptuous breasts and hips—were not understood
as sites of eros or femininity in the classical world.
Evolving from the preclassical models, such as the famed
Venus of Willendorf (c. 24,000-22,000 BCE) that empha-
sized the presentation of the female abdomen, genitalia,
and thighs as sites of fertility and female energy, classical
Greek or Roman presentations of women favored the
strength and authority exerted by the
androgynous—to twenty-first-century viewers—presen-
tations of goddesses such as Hera or Athena and
empresses such as Julia or Octavia. Images of even the
slender Aphrodite emphasize her abdomen and thighs
more than her breasts and waist.

almost

With the establishment of Christianity, depictions of
the human body were transformed from the beauty and
idealism favored by the classical artists to more symbolic
representations in which the reality of the body, regardless
of its sexual identification, was suppressed for an emphasis
on the theological values of the narrative. Often character-
ized as asexual stick-like figures, the human body was the
locus for symbolic meanings and interpretations, not for
sexuality. Therefore, the flattened female body devoid of
the classical artistic precepts of mass and volume was a
conveyor of the appropriate or inappropriate roles of
women in the early Christian world, that is, as humble,
chaste, and obedient, as opposed to the seductive charms of
Eve and her female descendants. Modes of dress—ranging
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from the androgynous Greek chiton worn by both men and
women, to the eventual Hellenistic interest in the skillful
mastery of pleated and flowing drapery—disguised rather
than emphasized the sex of the human body. Similarly, the
hair—as veiled, uncovered and flowing, or elegandy
coiffed—signified the sex and social status of the female

figure.

Whereas the societal reality of women as wives, daugh-
ters, and courtesans was part of the classical Mediterranean
world, it was the early Christian world, especially in the
fourth century, that clearly represented the dichotomy of
woman as virgin or whore, that is, the good Christian
woman following the model of the Virgin Mary or the
temptress who was Eve. Church leaders, following the lead
of Jerome (347-420), defined appropriate modes of dress
even unto hairstyles, cosmetics, and jewelry for the proper
Christian woman. The visual distinction here was premised
upon the female body as a site of shame or humility that
was the locus of wanton sexuality or chaste motherhood.

The transition into the medieval modes of rendering
the human body manifested the social and cultural shifts
initiated in the fourth century and early Christian art
toward a theocentric universe in which God was the origin,
locus, and ultimate goal of all creation. The human was
merely, as characterized by Augustine (354-430), a player
with a clearly defined role in a larger drama of Christian
history. Women continued to be interpreted culturally and
artistically within the dialectic of the virgin and the whore,
and as such, their bodies were artistically rendered as either
asexual (almost unto androgyny) or sexually likened to a
beast, usually the snake. So, for example, consider the
disembodied characteristics of the Madonna as she was
carved into cathedral capitols and tympani as opposed to
the reptilian characterizations of Eve, as found in the
famous image by French sculptor Gislebertus (active

1125-1135) at Autun Cathedral.
As the Middle Ages (476-1350) expanded both in

chronological time and geographic regions, a commensu-
rate series of stylistic shifts occurred in the rendering of
the human body. As if an accompaniment of the medi-
eval interest in the theology of God’s transcendence,
cathedral architecture evolved with an emphasis on
height—a reaching to the heavens, if you will—and was
paralleled in the elongation and thereby slenderizing of
the earlier Romanesque figurations of matronly women
into the Gothic elegance of shaped postures, which
emphasized a more feminine line and softness to the
female body. Elongated torsos gently directed the view-
er’s eye to the swell of the female belly as a sign of
fecundity, female sexuality, and male authority.
Diminished breasts were bound or hidden by the thick
layers of clothing that featured a high waist, tightly fitted
sleeves, and voluminous, pleated skirts.
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The cultural and social revolution identified as the
Renaissance brought new energy and principles of the
human body into art. As the transfer into an anthropo-
morphic, or human-centered, world, the Renaissance has
been characterized as being open 360 degrees to all
attitudes, ideas, and teachings of the classical world and
the more modern sciences, including Aristotelian philos-
ophy, mathematics, and medicine. The commensurate
interest in the human led to a retrieval of the classical
principles of the body as the site of beauty, balance, and
harmony and to the artistic redefining of the body
according to the precepts of modern medical knowledge,
especially anatomical studies. As a result the female body
was refashioned within the purview of the classical nude
but with a clear touch of the erotic. Nonetheless, it
remained rare to find depictions of women in positions
of power and authority, as the fundamental image of
woman remained as imperfectly male.

Baroque art, whether created by northern European
artists who followed the teachings of the Reformers or
southern European artists who stood steadfast with
Rome, expanded the dichotomy of the imagery of
woman as either alluring temptress or asexual saint. The
discovery and refinement of the moveable type printing
press allowed for the mass production of prints and
engravings, making these modes of artistic imagery easily
and financially accessible. The northern European devel-
opment of the so-called moralizing prints called special
attention to the feminine images of vices and virtues.
Feminine virtue was characterized by asexual, almost
disembodied, presentations of the female figure, with
minimal breasts, thickened waists, and other physical
attributes almost indistinguishable from what twenty-
first-century viewers would categorize as masculine.
These women were heavily draped from head to foot
and identified by their performance of good deeds or
acts of female obedience. Alternatively, feminine vices
were orchestrated by either partially or totally naked
women whose large, sagging breasts were paralleled by
visual emphases on their genitalia as they pursued their
often unnatural activities, such as decapitating drunken
or sleeping men, riding broomsticks in the sky, or con-
sorting with pigs, horses, or other wild beasts. Southern
European artists attempted to expand their iconography of
saintly Christian women by reemphasizing the singularity
of Mary’s virginity and obedience through the visual evo-
lution of new muotifs, such as the Immaculate Conception
and the Assumption of the Virgin.

As the cultural world turned toward the eighteenth-
century evolution to the rococo (1700-1760) and later
the Enlightenment, depictions of women in the now
dominant modes of secular art were highlighted by a
softening of the female form and a sentimentalizing of
attitudes toward women, especially as mothers and
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muses. Artists now rendered delicate feminine forms,
either in states of frothy dress or partial undress, charac-
terized by rosy skin tones, pale blond hair coiffed with
ringlets and gentle curls, and light, airy garments that
highlighted the softened curves of the female form from
gently peaking breasts to wispy waists. The reintroduc-
tion of the stronger, more stable, matronly forms pres-
aged the expanding social and cultural roles of women
during the French and American revolutions.

The nineteenth century was a time of multiple artistic
and social revolutions, prophesying the pluralism of the
modern art styles of the twentieth century. The rapid suc-
cession of art styles—from romanticism to impressionism
or from realism to symbolism and abstraction—signified
both the speed of steam that powered the industrial revolu-
tion and the rapid expansion of economic, political, and
religious ideas throughout the expanding geographic reach
of the Europe and North America. Such a diversity of
artistic styles resulted in a commensurate variety of inter-
pretations of the female figure ranging from the idealized
beauty of the romantics to the stunners of the pre-
Raphaelites, to the sexuality of the symbolists. Thereby,
the female form could be interpreted as a conveyor of
societal attitudes and mores more than as a presentation of
the individuality of women.

Multiple attitudes toward female beauty, thereby to
the visualizing of sex and gender, paralleled the stylistic
variations. Without doubt, the artistic imaging of women
was influenced by the invention and development of pho-
tography, especially as it moved from a technical recording
of events or individual portraiture to a recognized art form
in the early twentieth century. Almost simultaneous with
the advent of photography as it moved from portraiture of
women vis-a-vis traditional high-art portraits to artistic
interpretations of the female form in the hands of such
distinguished photographers as Alfred Stieglicz (1864—
1946) to Robert Mapplethorpe (1946-1989) was a trans-
formation in the understanding of the female body in terms
of health and medicine. So the wispy waists and overflow-
ing bosom and hips manifested by the whalebone corset
gave way first to the American girl and bloomer girl of the
late nineteenth century; then to the slender, waif-like flap-
pers of the 1920s emphasized in the designs of Coco
Chanel (1883-1971); then to the stability and strength of
Rosie the Riveter during World War II (1939-1945); and
later to the voluptuous feminine forms of the 1950s high-
lighted by both the clothes of Christian Dior (1905-1957)
and the celebrity of movie stars such as Jane Russell

(b. 1921) and Marilyn Monroe (1926-1962).

Modern art, it is often argued, is about the shock of
the new as characterized by art critic Robert Hughes (b.
1938). One of the fundamental elements of that shock of
the new has been the multiple configurations and refigu-
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rations of the human body in terms of abstraction and
postmodernism. Those bodily elements, most often large
or engorged breasts and highlighted female genitalia,
were abstracted from the realistic portrayals of the female
body and came to characterize both the sex and gender of
woman in twentieth-century art, from the sculptures
of Constantin Brancusi (1876-1957) to the canvases of
Pablo Picasso (1881-1973) and Willem De Kooning
(1904-1997). The latter half of the twentieth century
was characterized by the raised voices of the marginalized,
especially feminist scholars, authors, and artists, who
called for the recognition of the female presence in the
arts as artist, muse, and subject.

DIRECTIONS FOR THE FUTURE
STUDY OF SEX AND GENDER
IN ART

Gendered images are more than a mode of sexual iden-
tification or socialization into a community; they are a
symbolic communication through gestures, postures,
dress, attributes, and activities of the common experien-
ces of being human. A comparative or cross-cultural
study of sex and gender in art, such as the motif of divine
messengers or warriors, reveals the gendered interpreta-
tions of being male and female in any given cultural or
historical epoch and serves to sharpen perceptions of the
historicizing of sex and gender. This is especially signifi-
cant for European and North American viewers who
learn that the scholarly presuppositions in the categoriza-
tions and structures of their cultures are not necessarily
valid universally or, perhaps, that traditional their con-
cepts of both sex and gender, and the power of images,
must be reconsidered.

The diversity of characteristics and roles in which
men and women are represented in non-European and
non-North American art points to the racial, ethnic, and
nutritional diversity of both globalization and the margi-
nalized that is otherwise lost to the art of elite mono-
theistic and patriarchal cultures of Europe and North
America. This is not to propose that non-European and
non-North American cultures are not patriarchal in reli-
gious, cultural, or social structures but, rather, proposes
that sex and gender may be imaged and experienced
differently. The potential exploration of these differences
opens new avenues for investigation and revised formu-
lations for the iconology of sex and gender in art within
the expanding parameters of globalization.
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ART, DRAMA/
PERFORMANCE

The initial appearance of performance in many cultures
took the form of public rituals and ceremonies involving
dance, speech, masks, costumes, and performers with
special roles. With the addition of an audience and a
stage, those rituals evolved into the early beginnings of
drama, or theater, which often reflected the cultural
mores of a society, particularly in relation to gender
values, expected behaviors, and traditional roles.

GREECE

In ancient patriarchal societies in which men had all the
power, cultural values sometimes were expressed in per-
formances lauding masculinity. Many components of
Greek comedy in the fifth century BCE resemble ceremo-
nial phallic rites of that era, which celebrated the phallus
as a symbol of creative energy, with choruses that sang
and danced as they carried large phallic symbols on poles.
Greek tragedies from that period were written by men,
were performed by all-male casts, and played to predom-
inantly male audiences. Women generally were depicted
as passive and suffering; when written as characters with
power, they often were presented as negative and destruc-
tive, such as Clytemnestra, Medea, the Gorgons, the
Sirens, and the Harpies. In ancient Greek tragedies sex-
uality is addressed thematically most notably by
Sophocles (c. 496406 BCE) in Oedipus Rex (c. 430-425),
which deals with incest, and by Aristophanes (c. 446-385
BCE) in Lysistrata (411 BCE), in which a sex strike is
conducted to end a war.

ROME

In the ancient Roman era theater was male-dominated,
with men accounting for the majority of actors. The one
format in which females were allowed was mime, which
was erotic in nature and was known to involve nudity.
For that reason actresses were regarded as being on the
same level as prostitutes; both were denied religious rites
unless there was a deathbed repentance. However, in the
sixth century the mime actress Theodora (c. 500-548)
not only made a name for herself as an entertainer but
also became the mistress of Justinian (c. 482-565), the
heir to the throne of his uncle, the emperor Justin I.
Although Justinian wanted to marry Theodora, that was
prohibited by an old Roman law that did not allow
government officials to marry women of the theater.
After successfully petitioning for the law to be repealed,
they married in 525. When Justin became emperor of the
Eastern Roman Empire, Theodora influenced him to
pass laws banning forced prostitution.

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SEX AND GENDER



INDIA

The association of female performers with prostitutes was
not unique to the Romans. In ancient India, where
theater also originated with public ritual—in this case
temple dances—nati dancing girls, though valued for
their physical talents, which were thought to please the
gods, received little respect even though their perform-
ances were given under the authority of temple priests.
The ancient epic Sanskrit tale Ramayana, which, along
with Mahabharata, has been the revered source material
for many dramatic productions, mentions theatrical
dance performances as well as feasts and gatherings with
dancing girls for entertainment. Nonetheless, the
Dharmasastras, or metrical law books, state clearly that
if married, dancing girls need not be treated with the
respect typically accorded to another man’s wife. In
Kama sutra a dancing girl’s position is the lowest among
the courtesans.

JAPAN

Another form of dramatic performance that began with
dance is Kabuki, which can be traced back to 1603, when
Okuni (c. 1572-1613), a female dancer from the Izumo
Grand Shrine, started doing public performances on an
improvised stage in a Kyoto riverbed. Her Kabuki pro-
grams, which were sexually suggestive, cast women in
both male and female roles in comic playlets that were
interspersed with dances. As the popularity of the pro-
grams quickly increased, many imitation Kabuki troupes
formed, presenting equally lascivious material so that
eventually Kabuki came to be associated with prostitu-
tion. In fact, the earliest skits were referred to as keiseikai,
or “hiring a prostitute,” and chaya asobi, “playing in a
teahouse brothel.”

In 1629 the shogun’s government decided that the
eroticism of Kabuki and its practice of having women
play men were immoral and banned women from
appearing on stage. Immediately after the period of
women’s Kabuki came young men’s Kabuki, in which
young men played all the female roles; those perform-
ances attracted raucous audiences clamoring for seductive
material. Yaro hyobanki (critical guidebooks) rated the
young male actors more for their sexual attractiveness
than for their acting skills.

When fights broke out at performances over the
attentions of the young actors, the shogunate banned
young men from the stage in 1652; this gave rise to
men’s Kabuki the next year. In this form only mature
men were allowed to perform, and they did so in a more
sophisticated, highly stylized manner. Nevertheless, the
shogunate required that the onnagata, male actors who
specialized in women’s roles, shave their heads to render
them less sexually desirable and less likely to tempt
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audiences. As a result the onnagata, who typically came
from a family of specialists, wore a silk head covering
over the shaved forelock that remains a standard part of
the costuming.

THE MUSLIM WORLD

In Muslim passion plays from ancient times to the
present the dramatic representation of women on stage
has been curbed to discourage lustful reactions. Whereas
representations of men or masculinity are uninhibited,
women are portrayed by men who are discouraged from
physically mimicking femininity and instead rely on
language or other signifiers; alternatively, they are por-
trayed by women in a manner that downplays sexual
attractiveness.

CHINA

In the Beijing opera, which began in the late eighteenth
century, actresses were not banned from the stage, but
during feudal times it was considered unfitting for men
and women to appear on the same stage. In addition to
the male sheng roles of the Beijing opera, which are
subdivided into old men (lao sheng), young men (xiao
sheng), and warriors (wu sheng), men played the female
dan roles, which are subdivided into the quiet and gentle
(ging yi), the vivacious and dissolute (hua dan), warrior
maidens (wu dan), and old women (lzo dan). In fact, the
most famous performers, such as Mei Lan Fan (1894—
1961), Cheng Yanqiu (1904-1958), Shang Xiaoyun
(1900-1976), and Xun Huisheng (1899-1968), have

been men known for their portrayals of female roles.

MORALITY AND PROPRIETY ON
THE EUROPEAN STAGE

Across cultures the prevalent casting of men in female
roles is usually done because of societal morals related to
propriety. However, in traditional Kathakali, which ori-
ginated in Kerala in southern India in the seventeenth
century, it was not uncommon for dancing, musical, and
ritual performances featuring performers with vividly
painted faces and elaborate costumes to last as long as
seven or eight hours (an entire night). In light of the
stamina and energy required to sustain such a presenta-
tion, the casting of young boys in female roles was rooted
in practical physical concerns, not solely societal values.

Thematically, concerns involving sexual propriety
such as marital infidelity and the unwitting husband, or
cuckold, received much comic attention on stage in
European drama in the late Middle Ages. Niccolo
Machiavelli (1469-1527) in his 1528 satire The Man-
drake pokes fun at a gullible older husband who agrees to
let another man bed his wife for convoluted fertility

reasons. John Heywood (c. 1497-1580) in his 1533 play
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Johan, Johan shows a henpecked husband as a farcical
subject who finally manages to drive off his condescend-
ing wife and her lover, a priest, only to continue fretting
about what they are doing while away from him. In
Italian commedia dell’arte, or comedy of professional
players, which reached its height in the period 1550-
1650, this form of comedic improvisation with stock
characters and stock plots frequently used cuckoldry as
one of the main plot points to explore the follies of
people and love.

In England in the Elizabethan era (1558-1603),
when cross-casting young boys in female roles was the
norm, William Shakespeare (1564-1616) explored
themes of gender identity, mistaken and otherwise, in
two plays written around 1600. In As You Like It,
Rosalind is a girl (who would have been played by a
boy) who disguises herself as a boy, Ganymede, who
unwittingly attracts the love interest of a woman who
believes that Rosalind is male; at the same time Rosalind
(as Ganymede) plays the role of a girl in a mock wooing
scene with her male love interest, Orlando. In Twelfth
Night, or What You Will the protagonist, Viola (who also
would have been played by a boy), spends the majority of
the play disguised as a boy, Cesario, again attracting the
unwanted affections of another female, Olivia, while
Viola is in love with the Duke, who has accepted her in
disguise as a trusted male confidant. Both plays are
comedies, and so the mistaken identities ultimately are
resolved and end in happy marriages.

Also benefiting from the prevalence of cross-casting
were the troupes of young actors, or boy players as they
were known. Consisting largely of boys between the ages
of eight and twelve with prepubescent voices, the players
often were educated in grammar, logic, and rhetoric; they
were musically talented, and some spoke Latin. The most
accomplished of them included Christopher Beeston (c.
1579-1638), who continued acting well into maturity
and parlayed his knowledge of the theater into a career as
a theater manager; Nathaniel Field (1587-1620), who
was a favorite of the playwright Ben Jonson (1572-1637),
penned his own plays, and was a member of the King’s
Men, the company to which Shakespeare belonged, which
often played at the Royal Court; and Edward Kynaston
(c. 1640-1712), who was one of the last prominent boy
players and a main character in the 2004 film Stge
Beauty.

During the Restoration period (1660-1700) Charles
II reigned with a promiscuous enthusiasm that was
reflected in brazenly sexual plays. One of the most noto-
The Country Wife (1675) by William
Wycherley (c. 1640-1716), in which the protagonist, a
licentious womanizer, convinces all the men in town that
he is impotent, giving him access to all the married

rious was
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women, whom he proceeds to seduce. Also notable in
that era was the introduction of professional actresses
into theaters. Many productions took advantage of the
novelty of having women on stage by casting them in
“breeches roles,” or roles in which actresses wore tightly
fitting male clothes that outlined their figures and
showed off their legs. Those roles were so successful in
drawing an audience to the theater that they would be
inserted gratuitously in revivals of older plays; among all
the plays produced in London between 1660 and 1700,
it has been estimated that nearly a quarter included a
breeches role. Successful actresses of that era include the
witty Nell Gwyn (1650-1687), who overcame illiteracy.
She was one of Charles II’s mistresses, bore him two sons,
and said to her coachmen (who was fighting a man who
had called her a whore), “I @m a whore. Find something
else to fight about.” Elizabeth Barry (1658-1713) had a
talent for tragic performance that is credited with popu-
larizing “she-tragedy.” Susanna Moutfort, also known as
Susanna Verbruggen (c. 1667-1703), had many breeches
roles created especially for her. The sexual liberation of
the Restoration period also nurtured the career of Aphra
Behn (1640-1689), one of the first successful woman

playwrights.

THE MODERN ERA

In contrast to the morally carefree theater of the
Restoration period, the modern realist movement in
theater that began in the mid-nineteenth century was
concerned with depicting brutal social truths; those plays
often were met with popular resistance and controversy.
When the Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen (1828-
1906) attempted to stage A Doll’s House (1879), in which
a young wife leaves her husband and two children after
realizing that her husband regards her as little more than
a doll, some theaters refused to present the play unless the
ending was changed. At theaters where Ibsen retained the
original ending asserting a woman’s right to individual-
ity, critics attacked the work as unrealistic and incendi-
ary, for what woman would dare leave her family in such
an irresponsible manner? A Doll’s House, which many
consider the first true feminist play, was banned in
England for a time. Despite resistance to his work,
Ibsen continued to raise awareness for women’s rights
in plays such as Ghosts (1881), which dealt with venereal
disease, incest, illegitimacy, and adultery through a pro-
tagonist who has suffered her husband’s philandering
only to find out that her son, who is dying of syphilis
inherited from his father, wants to marry their maid, who
is his half sister, a product of the husband’s infidelity.
This depiction of an individual who is victimized by her
dutiful adherence to societal morals was equally difficult
for critics and audiences to stomach. However, Ibsen
found support among his artistic peers, such as the Irish
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playwright George Bernard Shaw (1856-1950), who was
influenced by Ibsen’s example to examine social concerns
in his own work.

In Mrs. Warren’s Profession (1893) Shaw, who spent
most of his time in England, frankly portrayed (and
condemned) the social circumstances that led women to
prostitution. His matter-of-fact characterization of the
protagonist as a working-class woman neither young
nor beautiful and not enamored of finery or self-indulgence
was a distinct departure from popular fallen woman
narratives of the nineteenth century, as exemplified by
Alexandre Dumas (1824-1895) in La dame aux camél-
ias (Camille), in which a youthful pretty heroine who is
full of love and life, fond of luxury, and financially and
emotionally dependent on men faces an inevitable
downfall, sacrifices herself for the sake of others, and
dies tragically. In contrast, Shaw’s title character enters
prostitution and becomes an independent, prosperous
business owner. This notion was so scandalous that Mrs.
Warren’s Profession was banned in England, and when it
was publicly staged at a theater in New York in 1905,
the house manager was arrested and warrants were
issued for the cast and crew.

As a theatrical performer the American entertainer
and playwright Mae West (1893-1980) presented a highly
unconventional depiction of prostitution, which she par-
layed into great success. In 1926 West staged Sex, casting
herself as the heroine, a sexually charismatic entertainer
and prostitute who is boldly unapologetic about her
opportunistic aims. Unlike other Broadway plays of the
1920s featuring prostitutes as women who eventually met
with ruin, West’s characterization was that of a sassy,
empowered female who took the lead in all her sexual
relationships. Her sexual aggressiveness was criticized by
the New York Times, which called Sex “crude and inept,”
and Variety described it as “nasty, infantile [and] amateur-
ish.” The show, however, was popular with audiences.

On February 9, 1927, after 350 performances, New
York policemen raided the show. Along with the pro-
ducers, the theater owner, and the cast, West was arrested
for corrupting morals, sentenced to ten days in jail, and
fined $500. She used the ensuing public attention to
publicize the wrongs done to her and went on to stage
more successful theatrical productions—7he Wicked Age
(1927), Diamond Lil (1928), The Constant Sinner
(1931), and Catherine Was Great (1944)—all of which
featured her as a prostitute or kept woman who takes
wealthy men for lovers, only to cast them aside when a
richer one comes along. An outspoken advocate of sex as
a basic human rights issue, West was also a proponent of
gay and transgender rights. She wrote The Drag (c. 1927)
about homosexuality; it was banned from Br