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Here’s what we did before
we could tell stories about
our most intimate acts.

By Anne Foerst




MOST HUMANS HAVE BURDENED SEXUALITY WITH LOTS OF BAGGAGE.
Instead of seeing it as a natural part of our bodily functions and desires, we often see it as some-
thing complicated, hidden, dirty, or amoral; we rarely classify it as such a natural act as eating

or drinking. Among the books in my library, I have copies of medieval penitentials (quidelines
for Catholic priests) in which coitus interruptus demands 10 years of penitence and anal inter-
course, 15. The worst crime, according to these texts, is oral sex, which demands a lifelong pen-
ance — while premeditated murder requires only seven years. In parts of the world today, these
types of beliefs are not considered medieval at all.

For years | worked as both a theologian and research scien-
tist at the MIT Arti cial Intelligence Lab. Our project was to
build a humanoid robot. In this atmosphere, we referred to real
humans as meat machines and did our best to avoid the word

consciousness. My favorite robot, Kismet, was built to mimic
emotions. People reacted emotionally to Kismet as if it were
human, making up stories about their interactions. Even those
of us who worked on Kismet made up stories as if our cute little
robot were alive. We couldn t help ourselves, and it became clear
to me that what makes humans unique among living creatures

is that we are constantly telling stories about who we are, what
we re doing, and what we should be doing. Our goal at the Al lab
was to gure out who we are underneath the stories so that we
could duplicate a human with computers and fancy engineering.

Nowhere are our real human stories so thick and complicated
as they are around sexuality. So in an attempt to understand who
we are underneath those stories, | began to examine how our
relatives in the animal kingdom handle their sex lives. Of course,
comparative ethology (animal behavior) cannot ultimately
answer the hard questions about human homosexuality, delity,
monogamy, infanticide, or pedophilia. But it does suggest some
basis for a less heated and more relaxed discussion. It might
especially answer one of the most basic questions that fuels
discussions about sex: is it for procreation or pleasure?

MEET THE
PRIMATES

Usually, those who study comparative ethology take a physical
feature that differs among closely related species and gure out
how these differences evolved and manifested themselves in
different behaviors. To understand sexuality, researchers began
by looking at the size of primates testicles, since testicles store
sperm and were easy to measure. What they found was that
gorillas, a very large primate, have tiny testicles. Orangutans

are the same size as gorillas, but have larger testicles. Gibbons
testicles are about the same size as orangutans in relation to
body size. Bonobos, the closest genetic relative to humans, have
testicles that are relatively larger than orangutans. Human tes-
ticles size is comparable to bonobos. Of the primates, chimpan-
zees have the largest testicles: twice the size of a human male,
even though the chimp is only half the size of ahuman  which
equates to a chimp s testicles being four times as big, relative to
body size.
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After measuring primate testicles, ethologists attempted to
come up with a hypothesis about the reason for the differences.
Since testicles store sperm, they rst argued that testicle size
was an indicator of the level of sexual activity. But they knew
that human men ejaculate even after their sperm is used up.
They also knew that bonobos are much more sexually active
than chimps, who have larger testicles. So this initial hypothesis
didnt hold.

Another hypothesis assumed sperm competition: If a female
had sex with several males, the male whose ejaculate contained
the most sperm had the greatest chance of impregnating her,
which would make big testicles an advantage. If sperm competi-
tion was the reason for different size testicles, then tiny-testicle
gorillas have no sperm competition and gibbons and orangutans
have some. Humans and bonobos would have more sperm com-
petition and chimps would be really competitive.

This hypothesis didnt hold up completely when researchers
took into account two other factors: monogamy versus po-
lygamy, and infanticide (the killing of offspring by a new male
partner in a female s life). Infanticide is an important consider-
ation because primates typically only give birth every few years,
as their offspring need a lot of care. They also usually give birth
to a single baby. As long as they are suckling the young, they are
infertile. If a male kills the suckling offspring, the female goes
into estrus sooner and he can impregnate her and multiply his
DNA; hence, it is advantageous for him to kill any suckling
offspring his mate has had with another partner. So lets look at
the monogamous versus polygamous lifestyles, testicle size, and
infanticide occurrence together in the primate group.

Gibbons and orangutan males, who have moderate-sized tes-
ticles because they face some sperm competition, live indepen-
dently from females and dont participate as parents. Gibbons
tend to be monogamous; orangutans are not. Gibbons males
dont commit infanticide, while orangutan malesdo  which
leads to the hypothesis that monogamy is one strategy to avoid
infanticide.

Gorillas live in haremstyle  thatis, multiple females are
absolutely faithful to one male, coupling about 10 times for each
pregnancy, and the male is equally faithful to the members of his
harem and does not practice infanticide. The male also partici-
pates as a parent with his offspring. We can hypothesize that
faithful partner bonding correlates with no infanticide And no
sperm competition correlates with tiny testicles.

Chimps live in larger groups than the tiny-testicle gorillas






