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ABSTRACT

* Previous efforts to.iﬁvestigate sexual deéire have been ha_mpéfed by

inadequate concern for the phenomena's largely personal nature. In'this
. qualit'ative‘ study Sixteén participants were interviewed who providéd detailed |
descriptions of their experiences of _sexual désire. Protocols were pre_pared and
analyzed, individually by the primary researcher and in a group setting by The |
. University of Tenriessee Phenomenology Interpretlve Group.

A thematic structure with one global theme, several lesser themes and-
some notable departures from exiting notions of sexual desire emerged. Virtually
all parficipants found it necessary to describe two kinds of experiences: "lust"
and "I;)ve," and they showed a strong tendency to associate sexual desire with
- love. They often acknowledged, for example, that although they might
experience lust in regard to a physically attractive person, thely did not desire
them. Other themes included the role of the body in sexual desire, bhan'ges in’
aWé,reness, ahd changes.in the exberience over time, which most participants‘ 1
referred to as maturit);f Féw gender differences were noted; male and female |

" participants produced quite similar descriptions of sexual desire.
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CHAPTERI

~ INTRODUCTION

"] am convinced that mankind has never
had any conception of the power of
Love, for if we had known him as he
really is, surely we should have raised
the mightiest temples and altars, and
offered the most splendid sacrifices, in
his honor, and not - as in fact we do -
have utterly neglected him.”

(Aristophanes)

As human beings, our very bei’ng is infused with sexuality; some have
even maintained that the two are inseparable (Freud, 1905/1938; Becker, 1992).
For this reason, sexual desire would'seem to be at the heart of many concerns,
questions, and behaviors that seem to frighten or disturb us. Sometimes desire
is implicated as being errant or in need of control as with unwanted pregnancy,
pedophilia, rape, or safer-sex promotions. In other instances, the waning of
" desire is of primary cbncerh,_ and the goal becomes one of promoting desire so
that our relationships can be more fulfilling. In either case, a better understanding

" of sexual desire seems crucial.




This research has a specific focus: how the research community has
understood sexual desire and how this understanding has changed in response
to prevailing intellectual currents, paradigm shifts within the discipline of - |
psychology, and societal norms. It has been accorded varying degrees of
importance, from a simple bodily function facilitating reproduction, to an
experience approaching spiritual commuhion and religious ecstasy. Sexual
desire has been considered both an appetite and a drive; and its source, internal
or external, hés been strongly debated. It has been considered both
unidimensional and multidimensional. Finally, it is important to néte that the
cIinica‘I community has often made major contributions, beginning with Freud and

ending with Contefnporary sex therapists.

Definitional Issues and PreIimiharv Considerations

Sexual desire is Iobvi'ously important, but it is poorly understood. Sexual
desire, libido, horniness, lust, passionate love, sexual instinct, sexual interest,
sexual appetite, sexual motivation, and sex drive often are used interchangeably
by professionals and laypersons alike. As early as 1956 Beach noted that sexual
"drive" is “widely and loosely” used but “without any accompanying definition” (p.
1). Everaerd and Laan (1995) referred to sexual desire as, “the terra incognita of
sexuality” (p. 255). Sfephen Levine (1987), a major contributor to contemporary
thought about sexual desire, defined sexual desire as “the psychobiologic energy

that precedes and accompanies arousal and tends to produce sexual behavior”



(p. 36). In a more recent work (1998), however, Levine admifs that he really “had
little idea what ‘psychobiological’ energy was” (p. 37).

For most of this century it has been popular to conceptualize human
sexual response as a series of stages or phases. Masters and Johnson’s (1966)
influential model identified four phases: (a) excitement, (b) plateau, (c) orgasm,
and (d) resolution. Not until the late 1970's did modern theorists recognize desire
as a unique facet of human sexuality. Largely in response to experiences with
clients in therapy — who often had no problems with arousal or orgasm, but little
desire — clinicians urged sexual desire be recognized as a conceptually distinct
aspect or phase of sexual response (Kaplan, 1977; Lief, 1977).

While many ‘reseérchers have welcomed the identification of desire as a
separate phase of the sexual cycle, others have suggested it is precisely this
~ attempt at discrimination that is the soﬁrce of difficulty. Bancroft (1997), fo;
example, has proposed that much of the confusion surrounding the construct is
due to an insiétence that sexual desire be distinct from sexual excitation. There
may be no desire apart from physiological excitation. While it is true that the
mere existence of the term sexual desire does not necessitate its existence in a
_ ééientific sen’s’e and that‘l a cohmon reasoning error in science is for labeling to
be taken as understanding or explanation, it is also true that getting rid of a label
as an expedient means for dealing with a phenomenon that is particularly difficult

to grasp is just as fallacious.



As with many topics in a predominantly sex-negative culture (Kleinplatz,

1996) sexual desire became of scientific interest as a source of difficulty and
attracted little interest as a focus of basic reseérch_. However, with such problems
in defining the construct of sexual desire it is not surprising that there is also
controversy surrdunding "disorders" predicated on "too little" or "too much"
sexual desire. If an acceptable defi'nitiOn of sexual desire i:;‘, not‘ available, it
seems unclear how a meaningful assessrhent of “too much” or “too little” can be
made.

Obviously, one >possibility to be avoided is embracing an idea largely
because it meshes with prevailing opinion. The scientific community's
experiences with hysteria and vieWs on masturbation are an embarrassing matter
of public record. And surgical sexual aésignment of children with ambiguous
genitalia threatens to be a contemporary example of what can happen when the
mere popularity of a view obscures the lack of eyidence for it. (See Diamond,
1997 for a discussion 6f the unfortunate results of an overzealous belief in the
power of the environment to influence gender identity.)

Sex researchers should be extremely caqtious in reifying partner
complaints. Whether such complaints are about too much sexual desire, too little
sexual desire, or about desire simply having an errant focus, such complaints
should not necessarily be made into clinical or theoreticallentities. Although all
science is influenced by social and political factors (Kuhn, 1970) sexual science

has often been much more strongly affected. We have few taboos about gas




laws, but many _about sexual practices; and we should not mistake cultural

admonitions for scientif.ic'principles. : | .’ |
:Many sexual problems seem to manifest themselves asa disorde‘r of .

desire. Some disorders are actually‘instances of one pariner wanting more sex .

, than the other (Z|Ibergeld & EII|son 1980) In.a survey of 289 sex theraplsts “

K|Imann BoIand Norton Dawdson and Cald (1 986) reported that deS|re

: dlscrepancy between partners was the most frequently encountered. presentlng :

'complalnt DeS|re d|sorder aIso may be more: about relatlonshrp drffrcultles than

about the desrre phase of a partners sexuaI response cycle (Talmadge &

TaImadge 1986) Finally, partners may have qurte different, lnterests when |t

: comes to sexual behawors they need to parth|pate in to feeI sexually satlated

" (Levrne 1998 HurIburt Apt, & Rombough 1996 Monn 1995) Low levels of

' deSIre may be low Ievels of desrre for certam behaviors, conS|dered objectionable

ora reactlon to a Ilmlted selectlon of avallable practlces found excmng, and

someone cons1dered to have hlgh IeveIs of deswe ‘may have received their label

' prlmarrly because of an interest in atyplcal sexual act|v1t|es rather thanin

frequent sexual encounters (Levine, 1998 Remple & Serafini, 1995). | have

4 lncluded selected Ilterature purport|ng to dlscuss sexual desire dlsorder that in

my judgement contrlbutes to our understandrng of sexual desire generaIIy,

' aIthough my coverage is not exhaustlve |

Flnally, Strongman (1987) suggested that human sexua||ty is the product

of many _factors. “arousal through ne,uraI processes, hormones, external stimuli,




: imagery, and thoijght in massive interaction, all tempered by learning and .

experience” (p. 221). Any model of human sexual desire must give consideration

‘ .to biologicai SOCIO -cultural, and personal determinants. Our everyday

2 experiences SCIentlfic lnvestigations and data on sexuaiity in societies other
than our own, all make this readily apparent. Proposed models, however, vary
»conS|derabiy on several pornts (a) whether or not sexual desire is distinct from
~other phases of the sexual resp‘onse cycle, (h) whether or not human sexual
desire is substantially different from sexual motivation in animals, (c) whether or
‘not sexual desire is.primerily biological or primarily .social, (d) whether sexual

desire is a unitary phenomenon or multidimensional phenomenon, and (e) how
M sexual desire is related to other aspects of relationship such as romantic love.

Early Modern Conceptualizations of Sexual Desire

Freud must be included in any serious discussion of sexual desire. He “did

' rnere than anyone before him, or 'since, to open our intellectual horizons to the
world of human passions” (Jager, 1989, p. 217). Freud sometimes used his term
libido to mean what we. commonly think of as sexual desire todhay, defining it as
"sexual desire in the broadest sense" (191'0/1 957, p. 101). Unfortunately, he also
.defined it in several other waye: "psychical desire" (1894/1962, p. 107), the sum
of the person's "erotic tendencies” (1917/1955, p. 139), and as "the motive force
of' sexual life" (1932-36/1964, p. 131). As noted by Havelock Ellis (1938/1978),
the more closely Freud's use of the term libido is examined the more all

encompassing it becomes.




When Freud conceptualized libido as what we think of as sexual desire, it
“is clear that he understood it to be analytically separable from other aspects of
- sexuality; and that it was as subject to disturbance as any other component:

The union of the genitals in the characteristic act of copulation is taken as

the normal sexual aim. It serves to diminish the sexual tension and to -

quench temporarily the sexual desire (gratification analogous to

satisfaction of hunger). (Freud, 1905/1938, p. 563)

The execution of the sex act presupposes a very complicated sequence of

events, any one of which may be the locus of disturbance. The principal

loci of inhibition in men are the following: the turning aside of the libido at
the initiation of the act (psychic unpleasure); absence of physical
preparedness (nonerectibility); abbreviation of the act (ejaculatio praecox),
which may equally well be described as a positive symptom; suspension
of the act béfore its natural cuimination (absence of ejaculation); the
nonoccurrence of the psychic effect (of the pleasure sensatlon of

orgasm).. (Freud 1926/1936, p. 12).

A triphasic model of sexual response involving desire, excitement, and
.orgasm can easily be tdentified in Freud's comments predatingrnodern theorists
by at least half e century (Lief, 1988). Freud cor\sidered sexual desire similar to
hunger, acknowledged that it was part of a complex sequence, and considered it
subject to independent disruption. There also are indications, however, that-
Freud had fundamental questions about the nature of sexual desire on par with
_those of modern researchers "t remains entirely unexplamed whence the sexual
tension comes which onglnates simultaneously with the gratification of
erogenous zones, and what its nature is" (Freud, 1905/1938, p. 608). Brill (1938),
the translator for the above section, notes that the phrase translated as "sexual
tension” in English, appears as the word "lust” in German. “Lust” in German

includes the experience of sexual desire or "tension" and also the pleasure or the

7




satisfaction of desire. In tHis passage, Freud is u‘ncertain about the origins of
sexual desire, the nature of sexual desire, and its temporal relationship to sexual
i arousal; all gf these are concerns for contemporary researchers as well. . -
Sandor Rado was the educationél director of the New York Psychoanaiytic |
InSiitute when it was founded in 1931. He was more focussed than Freud on
' -sexual desire as being worthy of indépendent study and as a potential sburée of
: difficulty; In formulating an "adaptationél view of sexual behavior" he devéléped a
model which included what he called, "the sexual mbtive state" (Rado, 19’49, p.
164) which Leiblum and Rbsen (1988) interprét as sexual desire. Their
adaptation of this model includes three components: - A |

(1) Submanifest excitation from internal stimulation establishes receptivity to
psychologic stimulation leading to

(2) Automatic mechanisms of arousal inciting sensory and intellectual
stimulation-that leads to :

(3) Sexual motive state mobilizing and organizing the resources of the
organism toward attainment of orgastic pleasure. -

- Although somewhat limited by cohtemporary standards because of a focus on

orgasm, this model clearly does include séxual desire. ‘

| .The central features of early psychoanalytic models provided con';roveréial

. yet important ideas which rpany“latér theorists would respond to ahd, in-so doing,‘
. éci;\éance kngwledge of hu_rr‘1>an" sexuality tremendouély. Sexual desiré was

generally described aé a Biologically based ;'push" from within —a drive. The

“animal and biological, rather "than the uniquely hurhan, aspects' of our sexuality




were emphasized. There was an emphasis on conflict and unconscious
motivation, and many frequently occurring sexual practices were pathologized.
Some contemporary models contain similar features. Kaplan (1977) also
mai_ntains that desire has an internal locus. Levine (1987) includes biological
drive in his conceptuélization of sexual desire and refers to a "sexual arive
center" (1998, p. 38). And Rado's (1949) notion of internal stimulation
establishing a kind of receptivity to sexual stimuli sounds very simi'lar to the
concept of proceptiVity as described by later theorists (e.g., Weinrich,- 1987).
Albert Moll was a pioneer of early sex research. He founded the

Interﬁational Soc'iety for Sex Research in 1913, and organized the first
international congress on sexology (Hoenig, 1977). Moll (1912/1929) provided
one of the first attemﬂpts at a more rigorous’ definition of human sexual response.
His model consisted of two stages which have been described by Ellis
(1938/1978): (a) The firét is primgrily focussed on the' Qe‘nitals, which Moll called
detumescence; and (b) thé second prompts the partners to contact each other
physically and emotiqnally, which Moll called contrectation. This modgl is |
important because it indicates Moll recognized an experientially integrafed sexual
act can consist of multible components, that sometimes exist independenﬂy of
one another and be meaningfully analyzed. For examplé, young children may

- frequently rhasfurbate to orgasm with no knowledge of the typically assumed

‘ Qoals of vs’uch beHavior:v sexual reproduction and/or expression of romantic love.

Similafly, one child may be very much in love with another and yet harbor no




sexual thoughts toward him or her. It takes very little imagination to see these
patterns in adult relationships as well.

Havelock Ellis was oﬁe of the first ahd most effective theorists to disagree
 with many ideas that were popular in the psychoanalytic community. Ellis |
(1938/1978) modified Moll's model to include contrectation whether psychic or
physical, asa part of what he called tumescence. To Ellis, tumescence referred
to the building up of excitement and the engorgement of the sexual tissues as
well as the very early stages of orgasm. But it alsé included the early
psychological preliminaries to intercourse such as courtship by which he meant
one partner sexually épproaching the other, an expreséion of sexual desfre. Ellis
considered tumescence to begin as primarily psychic and become largely
vascular. Detumescence follows and consists of most of the orgasmic response
and the period of relaxation afterward.

Ellis' (1938/1978) model is important. His concept of psychic tumescence
is very similar to what we consider sexual desire today, and this conception is a
departure from the insistence that séxual motivation always begins with the body.
It can be effectively argued that Ellis recognized desire as a unique compbnent of
sexual response worthy of independent analyéis about 50 yeérs before other sex
researchérs. In addition, Ellis frequently discussed sexual desire directly, and _
many of his obéérvations sound quite contemporary. He noted that although
abstinence may po'se‘rlilo'érea.t health risk , the difficulties are still quite real. He

also believed that conflicts associated with unsatisfied sexual desire could cause
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many otherwise healthy-persons to experielnce a range of problems includi‘ng '
erotic obsessions, anxiety; and depression. |

: Ell|s also drscussed relationships among overall rnterpersonal satlsfactlon
problems wrth atta|n|ng orgasm and sexual desire. C|t|ng Hamilton (1929), Ellis .
(1 938/1 978) observed that some couples who rated themselves below average
in sexual des|re reported more satlsfactory marriages than those who rated
themselves average or above average in sexual desrre. In addition, he found that
many women who were having,difficulty experiencing orgasm actually had higher,*
than normal leveIs of sexuaI desire. It could be seen several decades ago that
the relationshlps between components of the sexual response cycle and overall
| relationshlp satisfaction were not going to beslmplevones. |

Ellis (1938/1978) was an early advocate of acknowledging that sexual
'desire played an |mportant role in the lives of women as well as men. He
illustrated by crtrng Hamrlton who found only one case of persistently absent
sexual desire out of 100 women in his 1929 study. Ellis himself reported
receiving many letters from women cornplaining about high levels of sexual
_ desire and circumstances providing fevv socially sanctioned opportunities for
satisfaction. He believed that women were in a less advantageous. position
- sexually because males had more options for seeking sex outside of marriage,
and they also were more prone to 'arou,sal and orgasm during sleep.
Finally, Ellis (1938/1 978) discussed four ways that disturbances of sexual

_ life may lead to disord'er. The fourth is particularly relevant to our discussion:
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...a change in the amount of sexual desire, this alone serving to destroy
the balance of health and to introduce the conditions for the occurrence of
neurosis. The inhibition of the sexual impulse through the external _
inability for its satisfaction here becomes pathogenic; the amount of sexual
desire is not indeed. measurable, it is a relative change in amount that
causes the trouble, and the subject finds himself overburdened in the
struggle with this relatively changed amount....Although it has no objective
clinical validity, this abstract analytical classification may be said to sum
up conveniently the various conditions with which we have been dealing.
(p. 356)
" Several important ideas are expressed in this passage. For one, Ellis tries
to address sexual problems from the standpoint of a person in a relationship.
" (The two chapters just prior to the one containing the above passage are entitled,
"Merriage,l" and "The Art of Love" respectively.) Assuming a relationship is
tnitially sexually acceptable, it seems clear that problems may stem from the
| developrnent of different levels of sexual desire between pariners. It is the
change, or the lack of harmony between partners on this issue, that results in
difficulties. There is little point to measuring desire levels; in fact, it may not even
be possible. Further there is not a firm basis for establishment of a clinical
dlagnOSIs (It should be noted that today many researchers also guestion
whether or not there should be a dlsorder based on levels of sexual desire
claimed to be too high or too low.) _
* Behavioral Approaches
Many Iimportant insights into the nature of sexual desire achieved during
~ the earlier part of this century had to be redlscovered by contemporary theorists.
In keeplng with the prevalllng Zeitgeist, for much of this century most researchers

were kept busy unravelmg the phyS|oIog|cal and behavioral mystenes of human
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sexuality. Analogies with animal behavior were popular, and there was little

emphasis on the subjective aspects of sexual life. Both of these factors impaired
recognition of the importance of sexual desire.

Behaviorism offered two ways of dealing with sexual desire. Some
theorists (e.g., Masters & Johnson, 1966) largely ignored sexual desire as a
subject appropriate for empirical study. At best, it was subsumed within arousal
as an imperceptibly low level of physiological response to sexual stimulation. At
worst, it becarﬁe a kind of epiphenomenon not substantial enough to merit
scientific inquiry. Some theorists (see DeLamater, 1991 for a discussion)
conceded‘sexual desire's ex_istence and importance but, in keeping with a
behavioral tradition, emphasized cdgnitive appraisal of physiological response to
environmental stimuli as its source.

Kinsey and his associates pfovide an example of the first approach. They
made their monumental contribution to knowledge about human sexuality
through publication of two volumes detailing sexual behavior in male and female.
humans (Kinsey, Pomeroy & Martin, 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin & Gebhard,
1953). Prior to cataloguing human sexual behaviors, Kinsey spent éO years in
taxonomic study of gall wasps. It is therefore not surprising that his analyses of
human sexuality often seem like protracted lists of the kinds of sexual behaviors
“the human animal” (Kinsey et al., i953, p. 596) engages in and with what

frequency.
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'The Kinsey approach was not cohducive to increased awareness of the
importance of sexual diesire. Beach as early as 1956 noted that, by implicatioh at
least, Kinsey simply equated sexual desire with frequency of orgasm. Sexuat'
experiences were evaluated almost entirely in terms of orgasmsor “outlets”
because thls y|eIded data amenable to statlst|cal analysls although this measure
would seem a poor approach to assess|ng information about sexual desire
(Rosen & Leiblum, 1987). The empirical nature of hIS research may have been a
‘breath of fresh air for research psychologlsts discontent with Freud s notions of
ah unconscious realm and its_Iinks to our sexuality; although many:features of
human sexuality escaped his. empirical net. 'Ihdeed, he was skeptical of any claim
. 'that the psychological aspects of sexuality were perhaps more im-portant than
: phyS|oIog|caI ones as indicated i in the following passage

Such thinking easily becomes mystical, and quiickly ldentlfles any

.consideration of anatomic form and physiologic function as a scientific

materialism which misses the “basic,” the “human,” and the “real”

. problems in behavior. (Klnsey, Pomeroy, Martin, & Gebhard, 1953, p. 642)

It is not surprlsmg that Kinsey had a tendency to consider views different
from hIS own as mystical: It is as common for scientists to be unaware of the
active role they play in constructing their facts as it is for everyone else (Kuhn,
1970; Latour 1979) As Latour (1979) observed, “Scientific actrwty is not ‘about

_nature,’ itis a flerce flght to construct reallty” (p. 243). Although Kmsey was being

' ,a bit facetlous, he was essentially correct in his assessment of the ways in wh|ch

: his views 'were tikely to be criticized. Accordihg to.many contemporary




researchers there is muoh about human sexuality that is missed by models

restricted to physiology or visible behavior.

‘Kinsey relied heavily on largument “de animelibus” (Robinson:, 1989, p.
| 56): As a way of understanding human sexuality, this approach has severe.
limitations. Animals certainly manifest sexual behavior, bot it is highly
questionable whether o} not they are motivated by anything resembling human '
sexual desire; they simply lack our powers of abstraction and syrhbolization.
~ ’Animals have physiology and behavior, but no eroticism, and it is through
-e‘roticism that sex becomes meaningfol (Morin, 1995). Animals procreate, but for
fhem procreation cannot be a symbolic struggle against mortality because |
"presuma‘bly they are u-naware of their own mortality (Bataille, 1962). Of course,
humans also engage ln sex"for procreation, but such encounters represent a
" small proportion of total sexual activity (De Waal, 1995). In addition, even our
vclosest relatives, chlmpanzees utilize sex symbolically to avoid aggression and
promote smooth socnal interaction (Abramson 1995).

Smce sexual desire is a subjectlve phenomenon (Bancroft, 1989; Levme'
5984; Morin, 1995) an approach to research which considered flrst-person data
1o, be of-.,IittIe' value was ill-equipped to recognize the importance of this
‘ekperience’ kinsey‘was also olearly a behavioral reouctionist in his approach to
~ study of sexuallty In dlscusslng the various components of sexual response he
‘referred to the “totallty WhICh we call behavior” (Kinsey et al., 1953, p. 643). It

"apparently did not occur to Kinsey that the "totality” of human sexuality may not
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,be captured by behavior alone. As Klnsey himseIf expressed |t "Whatever the
poetry and romance of sex, and whatever the moral and social SIgniflcance of

human sexual behaV|or sexual responses involve reaI and material changes in

. the physrologic functionlng of an anlmal" (p. 594) He malntalned that all of these

,other features of sexual response “can be nothlng but certain aspects of that :
same basic anatomy and physrology” (p- 643).

This almost fotal focus on observable, quantifia.ble,‘ and behavioral
responses led Kinsey.to deyelop a unitary concept of' sexual arousal. He thought- |
that all of the changes that occur |n response to sexual stimulatlon occur with any
sexual stlmulatlon but to a iesser or greater degree. Even during very mild sexual-
’ stimulatlon Kinsey considered there to be low level changes in physrologlcal
responses such as blood pressure, pulse rate,. respiration rate, peripheral
circuiation, and glandular secretion. With adequate levels of stimulation “the
reacting individual may exp‘erience what we identify as sexual oroasm” (Kinsey et .

al., p. 594). For Kinsey, sexual response began with sexual stimulation and

subsequent physiological arousal rather than with a subjective state such as

" sexual desire.

"Kinsey’s (1953) model was essentially cumuiatiye, with sexual response a
continuous p'rogression or, to use Robinson’s (1 989, p. 12Qi metaphor, a
“gradual crescendo” cuIminating in orgasm. It was Masters and Johnsoh who |
‘l added the notion'of “an inevitahie sequence of physiologicai events” (Bancroft,

. 1989, p. 70). In their classic text, "Human Sexual Response” Masters and
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Johnson (1966) devéloped a model which included (a) excitement, (b) plateau,
(c) orgasm, and (d) resolution phases. Many other authors of that era considered
Mgsters and Johnson's work representative of the curren;[ state of knowledge and
deferred to their findings (e.g., Katchadourian & Lunde, 1972). There was little
, mention of sexual desire. |
Masters and Johnson were similar to Kinsey in their emphasis on
behavior. Kinsey did not think the public was ready for direct observational
sexual research and did not mention it in his writings ‘(Robinson, 1989). He used
in-depth interviews to collect most of his data. Masfefé and Jaﬁnson, however,
uéed laboratory observation of actual sexual aétivities to -_cbllect information on
: the anatomy and physiology underlying the behavidr that had so interested
Kinsey. Neither identified desire, Iibido; drive, or sexual interest as being an
~ important component of sexual response, nor was it recognized as a potential
source of difficulty. Masters and Johnson (1970) in their discussion of sexual
| inédeduacies began Witﬁ premature ejaculation and made no mention of any
‘désire phase difﬁcultigs, Their emphasis is clearly stated in the following passage
(Mastefs &.Johnéon, 1966).:
What physicalr reactions ['italics adyded] develop as the human male and
female respond to effective sexual stimulation? Why do men and women
behave [italics added] as they do when responding to effective sexual
stimulation? If human sexual inadequacy ever is to be treated
successfully, the medical and behavioral professions must provide
answers to these basic questions. (p. 4)
Eventually, 'e’videncehof a type of sexual inadequacy not treatable by modifying

behavioral responses to provide “effective sexual stimulation” (e.g., Masters &
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Johnson, 1970, p. 336) necessitated the addition of sexual desire as a central
component of human sexuality. This also suggested to later researchers that
some of Masters and Johnson'’s clients, who had been treated for excitement and
orgasm phase problems with only limited success, should have been assisted
with their sexual desire difficulties instead (Levine, 1987).

Desite as Appetite

Beach (1956) was one of the first researchers to suggest that the concept
of drive was inadequate to account for human sexuality. His work has important
implications for any understanding of sexual desire. Beach maintained that
human motivation to engage in sexual behavior does n_ot meet the criteria of a
primary drive such as hunger, because nothing much happens with sexual
deprivation. No “genuine tissue or biological needs" (p. 4) are produced by
sexual abstinence. Human sexual motivation is more properly understood as an
appetite, with little biological basis. To this end, Beach (1956) proposed male
sexual behavior could profitably be understood as consisting of two phases: (a)
The “SAM” or sexual arousal mechanism, which is responsible for fécilitating

arousal to the point where a “copulatory threshold” is attained, and (b) once
copulation is attained the “IEM” or introhission and ejacula{ory mechanism
insures arousal continues until the ejaculatory threshold (p. 1 9).

In the Beach model human males differ from sub-human males primarily

in the extent to which the SAM is governed by symbolic factors. Iﬁ the’h‘uman

male SAM is extensively modified by experience: “Sexual values may become
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attached to a wide variety of biologica]ly inappropriate stimulus objects or

: pértners. Conversely, responsiveness in the usual heterosexual situation may be
partly or completely bIocked”'(p. 27). Regarding female sexual response, Beach
provides no model but is “relatively certain” that it involves “quite different sorts. of
events” than those of the male model.

.ln analyzing Beachs’ theorizing about human sexuality it can be seen that
there is é progressively greater involvement of learning and social forces as one
approaches the very beglnnlngs of sexual response. Regarding intromission and
ejaculation, Beach con3|dered human males little different from rats In terms of
the arousal mechanism, however, Beach acknowledged the great importance of
experiénce and sym_bolid factors. Although he did not address sexual desire
directly, in collaboration with Ford (Ford & Beach, 1951) he did mention phases
of sexual response that proceed any “actual sexual contact” and which serve to
“draw the two sexes together” (p. 85). After analyzing some 190 human societies,
they finally éoncluded there were few if any uhiversals applicable to this aspect of
éexual response.

Beachs’ work is important for several reasons. He was one of the earliest
researchers to point out that the concept of sexual desire‘ needed clarification. He -
was also one of the first to acknoWIedge the importance of symbolism in a model
of human sexual motivation. He was aware of crumal nonreproductlve functlons
served by sexuality such as prowdlng underlylng energy for day-to- day actlvmes

as well as cohesion and integration to the family and thus to ‘society.. Finally, he
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recognized that becausg of its biplogical underpinnings, human sexual response
can be adversely affected by factors as ubiquitous as habituation. He further
noted that because of its reliance on symbolism, it also was subject to many
other disruptions (Ford & Beach, 1951; Beach, 1956).

Hardy (1964) developed a more complete model or sexual motivatipn as
an appétite. While he acknowledped roles fpr both biolody and experience in -
accounting for human sexual behavior, it was clear to him that eXperienpe was
“more important: “It seems Warrantgd to conclude that the overwhelming »
proportion of the variance in hun1an sexual motivation and pehavior is not
explicable in terms of some biological néed or tension, however conceived” (p.
4). For Hardy, motivation cons‘isted:of a learned expectation that a certain course
of action will result in a positive change in affect state. Sexual desire résults from
originally neutral stimuli being paired with innafely pleasurable sensations
‘produced by genital stierIation.

This learning occurs progressively. Initially, the expectation tnat intimate
contact with a partner will result in pleasurable sensatrons is Iargely the product
of vicarious learning. Individuals are provrded with vivid descrrptrons or even
-visual deplctrons of the pleasures that await them. . As dating begrns partners find
contact with one another pleasurable. Habltuatlon to the rnrtral actrvrtles of
cpurtshlp propels them' toward increasingly more intense amatory behavior. Once
activities such as nand holding and h'ugging progress to the point where there is

erotic arousal, “the desire to repeat and continue the experience is greatly',.
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enhanoed .(and).. the actrwtles Wthh led up to the initial erotic arousal now
have a tendency to serve as cues leading to the arousal of sexual deswe” (p. 11)

There are also many sources of negatlve ,affectlve expectatlons for sexual

: be_haviors giving rise to what Hardy (1964) calls problems of approach and
} avoidance. In American soolety females have tradi‘tionally. been the keepers of

the gate. Males push' for more sexualstimulati‘on and females provide resistance

agalnst this push. Full partlcrpatlon in courtshlp and inan assortment of sexually

' arousrng actlvmes but only uptoa certarn pomt —is common for many couples

and this creates a highly unstable state. It is not un_usual for. mcreased.appetlte to

“overbalance the restraints” resulting in “guilt, anxiety, and cognitlve dissonance”

(p: 12).

Hardy’s (1964) model of sexual desire left him with an unsettling -

‘ oonundrum to deal with. It was based'on an intricate web of cues grounde'd ‘

‘ ultimately in the pleasures assoC|ated with genltal stlmulatlon The experlence of

pleasure assocrated wrth sexual actlwty raises the “eternal questron" of whether -

Lour partners are maklng Iove W|th us merely to satlsfy their own selfrsh des|res or

asa reflectlon of thelr concern for us and our enjoyment Hardy suggested there
have been two attempts to deal wnth this problem: (a) the d|SSOC|at|on of love and

sex, resultlng ina tendency for males to conceptuallze females as be|ng either
the klnd you take to bed or the klnd you take home to mother and females

percervrng any male with a keen |nterest in making Iove as someone not to be
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trusted';‘ and (b) the claim that Iovei and sex are synonymous, which Hardy
considers as simply not a very plausible alternative.

Hardy offers no satisfactory resolution to this difficufty, and cites Reiss
(1 960) as a source of empirical evidence that his description aptly fits the
éituation in which most American men and women find themselves. Americans °
tend to distinguish between sex for sex’s sake and sex as an expression of love.
Men are considered opportﬁnisﬁc and more prone to pursue sex for its own sake
- whereas women typically reserve séxual intercourse for Iovers. Women must
therefore bé on guard; the more ihsistent a man is about sexual intercourse, the-
less certain his paﬁner is that he indeed does love her.

Whalen (1966) in his classié paber entitled, “Sexual Motivation” providés
us with another example of a théory acknowledging that both biology and
experiencé are factors in human sexual‘ motivation; but in oppositi‘on to Hardy,
his model makes blology much more important. Sexual desire, or sexual
motlvatlon in the Whalen model consists of two components (a) arousal, the
momentary level of sexual excitation, and (b) arousability, the |nd|vpdual s
“characteristic réte of apprdach to orgasm as a result of sexual stimulation” (p.
"152). Both arousal and a:roulsabiiity are influenced by experience; thréugh
- learning, increasing numbers of stimuli produce arousal. Such sﬁmuli also\
depend, both centrally and perlpherally»,’ on the maintenance of adequate
hormone levels as well as on feedback from sexual stimulation. Sexual

motivation has a physiological basis, but is also influenced by experience. Sexual
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behavior itself results from the interaction of sexual motivation and habit
(Whalen, 1966).

Whalen (1966) considers his model fundamentally different from Hardy’s
in terms of the relationship of sexual motivation to sexual behavior. For Hardy,
the direction of the behaviqr is an integral part of the behavior. For Whalen, the
behavioral expression of sexual motivation is independent of the motivation itself.
For example, Whalen asserts that both homosexual and heterosexual behavior
are “different habit states which may be activated by identical motivaﬁonal states”

(p. 161).

A Contemporary Clinical Contribution: The Return of Desire

Our personal experiences and folk notions of sexual desire can make it
seem unnecessary to consider whether or not the construct exists in such a way
that it can be studied independently from otHer aspects of human sexual
response. This is because a sexual encounter that goes well tends not to be
cluttered with a lot qf thought. The experience is unreflected, though not
undirected; and is accomplished with little or no talking and thiﬁking about what

" to do (Pollio, 1982). In fact, most of us can relate to Pollio's observatioh that
thinking too much actually disturbs the synchrony between partners engaged in
sexual behavior. When the components of a sexual experience vareisealmlessly
integrated, the importance of the individual elerhents and their vuInerability :[o

disruption can go unnoticed.
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Sexual encounters, however, do not always go well. qu any cycle,
indi\)idual elements are more likely to become figural when their normal
contribution to the overall integration is disturbed. (For example, many drivers
have no idea their car even contains an ECM or electronic control module until it,
and their car, are not functioning..) Levine (1987) has observed something similar
in sexual behavior and suggests that desire consists of three components that dp
not exist in pure form but that can be experienced as relati\)ely separate during
periods of adversity. It seems likely this is a general principle and that
identification of desire aé a unique component of the human sexual response
cycle has been, at least in part, due to more couples having problems with this
specific aspect of their relationship. The wisdom of not fixing something if it isn't

| broken often escapes us although its logical equivalent the need to fix something
_ that is broken usually gets our attention, particularly if in something as compelling
as sexuality.

In the late seventies sexual desire was finally rediscovered. Behaviorism’s
hold on psychology had weakened, and the sexual revolution was in full swing.
Not only was sex acceptable, people felt compelled to be maximally sexual.
Many felt they deserved not just a modicum of sexual satisfaction but sexual
bliss. In addition, women had entered the work force fn recora numbers, and
many couples found themselves struggling with new issues. Although the
memory of the "summer of love” was still fresh, many thirty-something adults

found they must now juggle work, love, sex, and children of their own. The time
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was right tor some to‘ycomplain about not gettingvenough sex which, ina sex-
positiye.era, me_ant their partner wa‘s‘not sujfficiently interested |n sex. Before
diagnostic Iabels COuld be. assigned to clients lacking adequate levels of sexual
interest, the desire phase had to be added to the sexual response cycle. |

Harold Lief (1977 1988) and Helen Kaplan (1977 1979) are generally
credited with convincing modern psychologiSts that sexual desire, analytically at |
least, is separable fromother stag’es of the sel>'<ual response cycle Their
experrences with clrents prompted thrs conclusnon It was not uncommon for
clients to report engaglng in sexual behavror without experiencing sexual desrre
themselves rncludlng satlsfactory excitement and orgasm. It was also not
. uncommon for clients to report havrng adequate sexual desire but problems with
satisfactory arousal or attarnrng orgasm..Based on clinical observatrons, it
seemed desire was neces‘saryto reflect adequately the experiences of many
clients and to provide the best opportunity for treatment.

Lief'(1 977) describedsexual desire asa “re'adiness for sexual ‘activity” (p.
94). In-addition, he also described it as a “psychic state,” “cognltlve script and
“pblueprint” ready to facrlltate sexual arousal (1988 Pp- |x) ‘He’ compared itto |
Beach’s (1956) concept of proception, which JWernrrc’h_ (1;9‘87',, p. 259) detrne_din-
~ the following way‘: “Proception is the state first ’occupie,d by.the initiator of |
codrts‘hip; it is the indication that one is ready to r_espond to an overtly sexual

approach.”
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Although Lief has contributed much to the modern concept of sexual

desire, the notion of desire as a kind of preparatory stance may not be in keeping
with the way most people experience it. In an illustratibn of the proception |
phenomenon provided by Perper (1985), a young woman initiator positions
herself in close physfcal proximity to a man with whom she wishes to have a
sexual relationship. Such movement of the body may be the first behavioral
invdicator of sexual desire, but is not desirg itself. Sexual desire is the subjective
. state that motivated the young woman to move herself closer to the object of her.
desire, not merely a state of readiness, nor the act of moving itself. . |

Lief (1977; 1988) does make several important observations about sexual
desire: |

1. ltis an aépect of human behavior that demands a biopsychosocial
approach. Wé cannot hqpe to understand desire without greater knowledge of
the biological mechaniéms that support it, although Lief also acknowledges the
‘tremendous influence of social factors. Indeed, interpersonal difficulties are
probably the most important source of problems associated with desire (Lief,
1977;1988).

2. He notes that desire has different levels of intensity.‘An individual may
experience lower levels of desire because of a variety of situational factors such
as stress, habituation, and relationship difficulties. Although Lief describes

situational factors, he is also open to the possibility that there may be genetic or
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constitutional factors that leave some individuals experiencing generally lower

levels of sexual desire than bthers.

3. JFinaIIy, Lief helps us to appreciate the importance of a better.
underétandjng of sexual desire By obserying that many therapists report
difficulties in desire both as their most frequent complaint and the‘,ilr most difficult
fo treat. |

Helen Kaplan is a dehtral figure in any discussion of modern notions of
~ sexual desiré. Like Lief, Kablan became éonvinced of the importance of
recognizing sexual desire as a separafe phas‘e of sexuai response through her

~ experiences with clientg in sex therapy, specifically failures in sex therapy.
, :'vExam‘inatiori 6f her records re\}eal_ed that patients yvho did not respond to
tréditional sex therapy te'<.:h‘niq.ues often were suffefirig from a lack of sexual
desire. Sometimes péltients Who cd,mpllained'of excitement or org‘as‘micv
4 difficu’lﬁes, but denied haviﬁg any desire problems, lost interest in sex as soon as
their other problems shbWed .imp'rovement. It was clear that somewhat different
| me‘chéni_sms were résponsible for the different phases c;f sexual response and
that each was subject to impaired functioning (1977).
Kaplén (1977) considers sexual desire, or libido, to be an appetite similar
to food with a ‘specifidlocus lin the brain. The appeti{e forlsex is presumably
- controlled by specific neural circuits, requisite levels of neurotransmitters, and
circulating hérmohes. The specificity of its physiological underpinnings makes it

- subject to enhancement or disruption independently of the other phases of
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sexual response. In addition, desire is also subjéct to “impairment by psychic

forces” (p. 4). | i
Both Lief (1977) and Kaplan (1977) indicate problems surrounding sexual
desire may severely stress a relationship..Such problems may prompt the higher
desire partner to view the lower desire partner as “cold” and “rejecting” (Lief, p.
'95‘). Of course, the higher-desire partners often find themselves accused of being
demanding and too sex-focussed. If such problems remain uncorrected, the
relationship may not recover:
It is not uncommon for the partner of the low-libido patient to react with an
obsessive concern about the situation and with severe depression, rage,
and despair. A lack of sexual desire by one partner frequently precipitates
the termination of a relationship. (Kaplan, 1977, p. 6)
To avoid these difficulties the lower desire partner will often implement
" various strategies of denial and complaint. For example, they may claim they do
not find their partners as attractive as they used to or that their partners are not
good lovers. Specious problems with arousal and/or orgasm may appear, largely
~ because they seem much less stressful than problems with desire:
It is less threatening to feel that "he has trouble with his erections” than !
"he does not desire me." People tend to equate sexual desire falsely with |
love and/or their partner’s feeling of desire with their desirability. (Kaplan,
1977; p. 8) ‘ _
Sexual desire may be less discreet than originally proposed. It may be
more of an emergent experience, resulting from a biending of several ,

components, rather than a discreet prelimihary sfage of the human sexual

response cycle. Levine (1984;1987; 1995; 1 998) was one of the earliest
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theorists to propose sucb a.model', and his model remains one of the most .
,comprenensive. Levine'defines seXuaI'desire as “the psychobiologic energy that
_ precedes and aooompanies ar'o“usal and tends to produce sexual behavior”
(1987, p. 36).-It has two essential oualities: (a) the amoont of energy that ithas
varies, and (t}))tts sources are often personally elusive (1987). We often cannot
say why we felt desire so strongly in this situation and not at all in some other
circumstance. Desire is produced by the interaction of three components: (a)
d_rh_}e,'analogous to »Freud’s libido or sexual instinct;_(b) m,'ta cognitive |
componentc_losely linked to behavior but often conflicting with drive; and (c)
motive or willingness, the rnost important of the three in adults.

These_three oornponents differ in important ways. Drive is testosterone
driven, genetically organized, and strongest in adolescents and young adulits. At
high levels of intensity, it can be experienced as oven/vnelming; at low and.
rnoderate levels it |s easily overridden (Loewenstein 1996). In most instances
sexual drive may be more important for enabllng responses to the sexual -
|n|t|at|ons of others than to ‘provoking sexual behavior in the first place (Levine,
1987).

WlSh reflects self- governance There are many reasons why someone.
mlght wish to have sex, both sexual and nonsexual pleasmg a partner rellevmg
tension in self or partner seeklng to feel loved, seeklng to make a partner feel
loved seeklng to avord dlsappomtlng a partner and so on. There are. aIso many

' reasons why one might wish not to have sex: not belng ready, fear of disease,
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fear of pregnancy, fear of the requisite intimacy and vulnerability, or an intent to
| punish a misbehaving oartner. In addition, drive and wish often conflict. Mani/
~ adolescents and young adults find themselves experiercing strong drive to
engage in ‘sexual behavior but do not wish to because they are not ready Many
adults in long-term relationships also find themselves wishing to engage in
sexual behavior for a variety of 'reasons in the absence of any endogenoos' ‘
‘arousal or drive to do so (Levine, 1987). - |
N ' In Levine’s model (1584) sexual motivation or wiIIingnees is both the most
'complex component and the most important in adult reIationships There are five
major mducers of sexuai motivation (a) biologic drive, ’(b) a conscious d,eci3|on to
excite oneself, (c) mterpersonal behavior, (d) voyeuristic experiences, and (e)
attraction in the absencelof interpersonal behavior. The first two are internal; the
last three all involve external sources of stimulation According to Levine (1984)
each of these inducers involves at least a brief fantasy: “Fantasy may well be the
intrapsychic mechanism for generating the eariiest peripheral phyS|oIog|cal
manifestations of arousal” (p. 86), and the most important of these inducers of
sexual motivation is interpersonal behavior (Levine,'1984). The most important
type of interpersonal behavior, in the co'ntext of m'aintaining Iife-long desire, is
empathetic verbal exchange (Levine, 1988).

Other Contemporary Models

Singer and Totes (1987) also propose a model in which sexual desire is

the product of an interaction among several components, although drive is not f
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one of tHem. Since these researchers are biologists, they make no apologies for
considering human sexual motivation an “unexceptional [italics added] part of the
mammalian picture” (p.'483). Drive refers to a-push froh within the animal

* . associated with an aversive internal etate induced by deprivation. The animal is
motivated to alleviate this aversive state. Incentive refers to an external pull
fostered by exposure to rewarding environmental stimuli. -

There is a predictable pattern for meny conte’m‘porary-discussions of
sexual desire. Initially sexoal.desire is compared to hunger, and it is speculated
that both are innate drives. Though this 'comparfson has some intuitive appeal,
differences between hunger and sexual desire are then discussed such as no
damage to the organism resulting from eexoal deprivafion (e.g., Beach, 1956).
Then, of course, the stage is set f'o'r'a discussion of how sexual desire really ie
not an innate drive at all but en aopetite, largely the oroduct of learning (e.g.,
Hardy, 1964). | |

Singer and Totes (1987) undermine the drive concept even further. They
| 'suggest that not ’even‘ hunger is a 'so—called_primaryAdrive, excﬂ:ept'perhaps in very
extreme cases, ano that sexual motivetion islnever a driye under ehy |
‘circumstances. When an animal is Hu,,ngry a state of deprivation'ensues which
changes the incentive valuee of food. Foods become more appealiog and the
animal eats, long before experlencmg any pain associated W|th hunger ‘Similarly,

sexual stimuli become more appeallng as a result of sexual depnvatlon and
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hormonal influence alth'ough there is no exbe'rience of discomfort. Singer and
Totes admit this Ias;c assertion remains untested.

— Sinéer and Totes (1 987)-also propose a novel account of masturbation
which yields some insight into important assumptions underlying their model.
Three components are said to interact and produce sexual motivation .or desire:
(a) an ihtefnal state of deprivation, (b) external incenﬁves, and (c) species-typical
access behavior toward the incentive ciass. Each of these is cépable of
controlling the overall motiyational state, and they suggest the last as an--
explénation fdr mastufbatidn, an almost universél behavior among mammals.
Justas a cat pounces on a ball of étring in the absence of a mouse, or birds

' prbduce spontaneous song, most marﬁmals masturbate when there is sexual

‘deprivation and no sexual partnér. The authors point out that hunger and thirst
don’t seem to have similar serogate behaviors. Animals do not simply chew on a
substitute and become satisfieq. They maintain the only real difference is the
réady availability of a sufrogate sexual incentive: “One can easily find a way to
manipulate one’s genitals” (p. 495).

| Singer and Toteé seem to assume the goal of sexual desire in humans is

" to have an orgasm', and this assumption is a problematic aspect of their model.
(Kinsey, discussed earlier, eépoused a similar view.) Masturbétion may occur

: freque‘ntly wﬁile there is little desire toy have sex with a partner. Even partner sex

| may occur frequently while there is little sexual desire. Finally, there may be high

levels of sexual desire and no sexual activity at all (Lief, 1988).-Sexual desire
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" simply becomes unintelligtble» when the complex meanings carried by human

sexual behavior are not adequately addressed. |

Morin's 1995 Sttldy of eroticism provides important insights into the
complex nature of sexdal desire. When asked to describe peak sexual
experiences, his subjects generated several recurring themes such as (@) "a
feeling of partioipation in the grand scheme of' existence,” (b) "a clear though
often inexpressible sense of meaning and purpose,” and (c) "a sense of
completion, not needing anlything elee, .~and an acceptance of what is” (p. 336).
While it may be true that 'hurnan -sexuality’ requires biology, an analysis limited to
this level does not capture sexual desire as it exists in the lives of human beings.

Existential "truth" may be more irnportant in discussions of sexual desire
than physiological truth.' As Aron and Aron~(1991) observe, it is similar to the
claim that a beautiful pearI is “only a bit of sand plus some stuff around it” (p. 44).
It's an all too common example of analysis getting‘ scientists not ’closer to; but
more distant from, human truth. Human beings have made the ability to
oornrnunicate into poetry and opera,‘eating food into gourmet cooking, perception
into art and sex into “the search for the infinite and immortal” (Aron & Aron

1991 p.44). Sex without a partner, sex with a partner with whom there isno

"emotlonal lnvolvement and sex with a partner W|th whom one has a profound

emotlonal bond are all very different expenences |t is unllkely they are prompted

by the same motivational state, and |t is only sometyﬂor science that classmes

them as variations in the same experiential category
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Everaerd and Laan (1995) observé that conéeptions of sexual desire
change with the times and reflect different n_otiéns about the role of sex in
rel_ationsﬁips and the rules governing sexual access to one another. Three major
historical changes providé the context necessary for understanding c':ufrent
sexualrdesire-related’issueé.- First, theré has been a shift from an internal drive
mbdel to an incentive model. Second, bécause theré is no drive :from Awithi|n, the:
sexual cycle -must be staﬁed from outside the per‘son: Lastly, and probably most
importantly, the rules of access to partners have drastically changed. In an |
attempt to reflect these historical changes, Everaerd and Lann (1995) bropose a
mOdel} iﬁ which sexual désire is understood to be not in the peréon or f[he
.. person's éexuél response system at all. Instéad, Séxﬁal desire is considered an
emergent phenomenorvl‘résult'ing from a process in vyhich three compohents ‘
interact: (a) internal st’ate,\_‘(b_) incentives, ahd (c) rules of access t0‘partn~ers. E

The internal state is described by Everaerd and Laan (1995) as the
“disposition to respond sexually” (b. 257). It has both a biological gnd a cognitive
component. The biological component is our builfrjn capacity to respond to
sexual stimuli. It is unclear whether or not there are stimuli that humans find
v in'nétely sexual; what is clear fs that a great deal of ;Jvhat wé consider sexual is
the product of learning. The cognitive component consists of iherepresentétio_n, -
of sek in memory. Much of the conditiohing of the biological sexual sysiem to

‘mental representations of sex occurs unreflectedly. Strategic links also take

place, and part of our reaction to the awareness of sexual feelings is voluntary.
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Incentives are environmental stimuli that mafch the requirements of the
internal state (Everaerd & Laan, 1 995). They are ,;‘éxternal" events that initiate the
sexual response cycle. Sekual response, however, can also be i‘nitiated by the |
“cognitive pathway” (p. 25'-8) as, for examplé, in sexual fantasies. Everaerd aﬁd
Laan (1995) do not explain their construal of an individuals’ fantasiés as
envirohmental stirﬁuli. Although environmental events can éértainly provoke a
fantasy, it seems quite plausible for fantasies to-occur in the absence of any
environmental impetus. A

Very important changes have occurred in the ruleé pf access to our
| L. partners. The emancipation of women has made male access to partners no
longer a right; it must now be by consent, and preferably, by mutual desire. A set
of publicly endorsed rules of access ha\(e become part of our culture and part of
. our notion about What "regl love" is. Even though there ofteﬁ are discrepancies
between these ideal guidelines and hdw sexual encounters actually get
negotiated (Everaerd & Laan, 1995), sbcial skills have now become an issue.

As Levine (1984) has noted, this is an'eépec;ially tricky part-of the
arran‘geme'nt. It is quite common, probably the norm; for only one partner to
initially be interested in'sex, and the response‘ anyinitiatingl partnér gefs often
| hi‘nges pfimérily on how they Ias_k: "the task is to engage the partner. Many -
seeming desire problemsiStem from the process of negotiating a sexual
relationship, rafher than a Iack‘of dri\/é or motivation to be_have sexually" (p. 92).

Everaerd and Laan (1995) suggest there is a gAen,eréI lack of appreciation for
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* “almost impossible” (p. 259).

such interpérsohal Aéspepts of our sexual relaﬁbnships and an overemphasis on
the "irrational” aspects which makes any attempt at ameliorating-desire difficulties
~ Everaerd and Laan (1995) are not optimists when it comes to relationship
difficulties invblvfng sexual desire.‘Th_ey make several telling observations: (a)
The.changes in rqles of access make i;c necessary that we have our partner’s
consent to engage in sexual activity, (b) \ouvr notidhs of rorf‘iéinc'e'rﬁake it |
necessary'that this ansenlt be accompaﬁi'ed.by dési.re aé wéll, (c) this desire
must also occur spontaneously, bécéuse most of us consider planning fo detract

considerab,ly'from the magic and quder’that is romance, and (d) this state of

. "desirous bliss" must last a lifetime, because we expect our relationships to last

our whole lives and for us to be sexual throughout.
" One of the most difficult tasks of the sék’therépiét is to insure that they do -
not-induce unreasonable expectations in the patient. According to Everaerd and

Laan (1995), “sexual desire follows its own natural course; once it is over, it is

' ' really gone” (p. 255). The spontaneous sexual desire experienced early in

romantic relationships would seem to result from conditioned links between the

biological components and the cognitive components -- how sex has come to be

represented in memory -- of an individual’s personal sexual response system. It

- seems spontaneous because of the automaticity of Eeéppnse and because the

conditioning occurs iafgely without reflection during all the excitement and

adventure that characterizes dating and courtship. Over the course of time desire -
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is likely to Weaken. Our internal state may simply become generally less sensitive
to sexual stimuli due to decreased levels of functioning physiologically, or simple
habituation may. result in lower levels of response. |

Hill (1997) suggests that a notion of "global sexual desire" conceived of as
"heightened sexual interest" or "sexual arousal" may be "conceptually too vague
and inexact to provide a meaningful explanation of human sexual motivation"
(p-150). Sexual desire has typically been construed in too narrow a fashion. The
build up and release of sexual energy, operational definitions based upon overt
details of sexual behavior, and the inborn drive for ofgasm, each capture only
certain aspects of human sexuality. The expression of éffection and power
through sexuality necessitate a more complex concept of human sexual
motivation capable of reflecting "dispositional sexual motives" defined by Hill and
Preston (1996) as "stable interesté in particular aspects of sexual behavior" (p.
22).

Hill and Preston (1996) propbse a total of eight incentives that motivate
sexual behavior, most of which are socially-oriented: (a) the desire to feel
emotionally valued by one's partner, (b) the desire to express feelings of
emotional value for one's parlner, (c) the desire to obtain relief from stress or
from negative psychological states, (d) the desire to provide one's partner with
~ this nurturance or stress relief, (e) the desire to enhance one's feelings of power,
(f) the desire to experience the power of one's sexual partner, (g) the desire to

experience pleasure, and (h) the desire to procreate. This model acknowledges
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the symbolic role that sexuaI‘ behavior plays in hornan interaction our use of sex.
to provide stress relief and nurturance and the |mportant role power plays in
sexuallty As a result it is much better able to handle qualltatlve dlfferences in
sexualexpenences. ‘

The Hill and Preston (1996)-model also acknowledges both enyironmental
and dispositional contributions to sexual -behavior. Motivational theory
traditionally assumes the existence of incentive classes which provide the same .
or similar ki‘nds of satisfaction, hence o'u.r ability to haye a meaningful discussion
of sexual motivation and expression. Any given situation hoWever will present,
onIy certaln |ncent|ves and an rnd|V|duaI s reaction to avallable incentives will
depend on dlsposrtlonal motives. Only if there i is a strong interest in an available
|ncent|ve will there aIso be a significant elevation in sexual motivation, or desire,
| to obtain the incentive. This is in direct opposition to the often expressed .
description of se>d1a| desire as a "relatively non-specific)‘sen'_sation" (p'.' 29).

Remple and Serafini (1995) also propose a rnodel entphastzing the variety -
of experlences that people find sexually arousmg and the rmportance of a match
between sexual practlces and individual mterests

..even within the range of normal sexual practices, the actlylttes one

person finds wildly arousing may leave another person feeling indifferent
or even disturbed. There are mdeed “different strokes for different folks.” -

(p-4) I
Remple and Serafini (1995) malntaln that the experlence of sexual deS|re vanes
along two major drmenS|ons. (a) intensity or frequency, and (b) dlversrty or
| variety. Subjects in their study who experienced sexual desire as being primarily
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about intensity or frequency found sexual activities that were intimatel and
partner-focussed to be more arousing. Subjects that experienced sexual desire
as being primarily about diveféity or variety tended to find stranger-focuséed
activities more arousing. It is interesting to note that subjects Who reported
experiencing the most discomfort when having to go without sexual activity did-
not: have an lncreased desire to fulfill their needs with a wide varlety of sexual
 activities; instead, their preference was for erotic activities with an intimate
partner. o | |

The 'Remple and Serafini (1995) article is impo‘rtant although their
conclusmns must be interpreted with caution. It is Important because it prowdes
more eVIdence that the experience of sexual desire may not be one dimensional.
Much of the confusion research participants report about their experiences, and
researchers labor about trying to interpret, may stem from ar.1~ inadequate
| recdgnition of the multidimensional nature of sexual desire. Since the 1995
Remple and Serafini research was based on data collected fronﬁ female subjects
only, these general conclusions m-ust be considered incdmplete until similar
research is done with males.

Spectpr, Carey,‘& Stei‘nb'ergi(1996) also concluded that sexual desire is a
muitidimensional c’on’str.uct, although'their model is primarily cognitive. They
make the very important_’poingt that sexual desire is not behavior and define
sexﬁal desire as "interest in séxual activity" (p.178). They used factor analysis to

id_entify two tybes of sexual desire: (a) dyadic, and (b) solitary. Solitary sexual
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desire may be more physical, provide primarily tension release, often involves

erotic materials, and is primarily about an individual focussing on his.or her own

sexual needs and wishes rather than those of a partner.'Dyadic sexual desire is

about satisfying emotional as well as physical needs: "Dyadic desire refers to

interest in or a wish to engage in sexual activity with another person. Dyadic

" desire may also involve a desire fo'r'intimacy énd sharing with another” (p. 186).

Spector, Carey, & Steinberg (1 996) may be too rigid in conceptualization

of two iypes of sexual desire. Solitafy desire may be less about the actual desire

for sexual behavior in solitude than about an avenue for realization, at least in

- fantasy, of sexual goals not obtajna‘blé at the moment in reality. Also, there is no
' w“discussion of the quite reasonéblé‘possibility that in some contexts very physical
desires and-needs are expres‘;sionslof deeply felt emotions. Both possibilities

require further investigation.

thef theorists direbtly suggest that human sexuality is fundameﬁtally
relational in nature. For example', although Talmadgé and Talmadge (1986)
primarily address‘low sexual desire; "their comments are importérit to an
understanding of sexual desire mdre generial}l‘y. They begin by reiter'a‘ting the
frequently noted obserﬁ}ationS'that sexual qesire p;oblems‘_ivn both men; éirid ‘
women are on the increése and fhat a cleé;e; ‘cénqe‘ptualiz-(ationA of sexual desire
is needed. They maintain that "sexual expreséion rérhains pri‘r'ha‘rily ‘fe\ia‘tior_lal.
Human beings have strong needs to bé connected to one anotﬁer in mutual

de'pendency"’ and that."In a committed relationship, sexuality is a physiqal _

40




expression of primary emotional bonds and is best understood in the context of

the relationships which govern it, i.e., the family-of-origin and marrlage " (p. 6)

For Talmadge and Talmadge intimate sexual relationships are primarily about an
unconscious connectlon between partners, not about the visible trappings that

often are the focus of societal and even of some professional evaluations.

‘Reflect‘ing their'prim'ary theoretical orientations of object relations and systems

theory, Talmadge and Talmadge assert that few nontrivial aspects of- human
sexuality can be understood without conS|derat|on of how sexual partners -
influence one another and how both have been |nfluenced by the|r families. They
consider the exchange of physical pIeasurlng that takes place between .

committed partners to be a "symbolic reawakening of early child-parent

 interactions and all that they were or were not" (p- 6).

Their elaboration of the symbolic nature of sexual deSIre is the.major - -
contrlbutlon made by Talmadge and Talmadge to our discussion. We tend to

choose partners that provide something we need, and sexual ex'pression with

.such partners rnay have a salutary effect. Physical contact between partners can

be a way of lovers emotionally "feeding“ one another that can "touch the
innermost parts of the self " High levels of desire are associated with facilitation
of thls symbollc function and lower levels with its |mpa|rment Talmadge and
Talmadge echo the view that emotlonal connection leads to greater desrre such

as "when the husband becomes more intimate and emotlonally' expressive wrth




" his wife and the wife's sexual desire increases” (p. "7). It is important to note,

however, that the direction of causalityl is still in question.

Summary and Concluding Comments

A consideration of changing perspectives on the nature of sexual desire
provides important insights into several issues of concern to contemporary

psyCthogists: (a) The validity of stage models is called into question, because

'sexual desire was originally considered an additional stage to the sexual

response cycle, (b) the dangers of reductionism are aptly illustrated, because it

_can clearly be seen that no one perspective provides an adequate understanding

of sexual desire, (c) the impact of cultural brescriptions masquerading as

. scientific principles is more apparent when considering a pdtentially “taboo” and

-emotionally-charged topic such as sexual desire, and (d) the imporfance of

understanding the symbolic dimension to human activities, over and above the

merely pHysiologicaI or behavioral, is aptly demonstrated when the role of sexual

~ desire is considered.

Our increasing knowlédge of sexual desire provides another example of

the inadequécy of stage models. The largely physiological components of human

.sexual response such as excitement, plateau, and orgasm are much less

problematic to stage oriented theorists. Although originally conceived as a first

'_stage, we have seen that desire does not have to precede the other stages pf

sexual response. It may never be experienced during sexual response at all

(Kaplan, 1977) or may be intensely experienced in the absence of any sexual
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behaVior or intent to engag‘e‘ in sexual‘behavior. The evidence suggests that
sexual desire is more usefully conceived of as a multidimensional, efnergent, and
experiential — rather than exclusively physiological — phenomenon (e.g., Levine, |

. 198%; Metts_&'Sbrecher, 1.998). | o
| - Sexual desire also provides an excellent’example of why strict
réductionism of any vgriety must be avoided ‘by psychologists. Early
| psychoanaIYtig‘\théoriéis considered Iibidb the driVihg force of personality
development, both healthy and péthological (e.g., Freud, 1905/1938). Some
behaviorists largely ignored sexual desire in preferénce for an exhaustive
patalogqing of behaviors and the develop_ment of sfrategies for manipulati‘ng
thém (e.g., Kinsey et al., 1948, 1953; Masters &‘Jéhnson, 1966, 1970). Other
theorists have suggested that sexual desire is not a source of motivation located
y\}i{hin the indi‘vidual at all; its primary source is in the immediate environment and
- the opportunities for reinfqrceme'nt currently available (Hill & Prestoﬁ, 1996).\ Still
others attempt to relduce sexual desire to pure physiology, with some going so far
as té eliminate it éntireiy as‘ anything meaniﬁgfully distinguishable from arousal
(e.g., Bancroft, 1997). Finally, sorﬁe humanistic psychologists conceive of sexual
desire and its fulfilment as an almost réligious experience (Kleinplatz, 1996;
Morin, 1995). | |

In considering sexual desire we also haQe an‘o‘pporturjity to gxglore.

A cultural influences on séiencé and its pr'pgress;lThes:.e iqfluenqg§ hayé prompted

* theorists to make two assumptions regarding human sexuality and its problems:
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(a) most sexual problems faced by couples can be addressed and ameliorated,'

and (b) baring organic difticulties, sexual problems are generally caused by a.
lack of inforntation and/or — irrtportarttly— relationship issues. There has been a
wide-spread reluctance to acknowledgé that sexual probiems can cause
' relationship problems or to admit that good sex can h.a‘ve a beneficial impact on
other aspects of a relations'hip.l
Research on sexual desire has fcrcéd usto reevaiuate‘bo_th cf these
notions. A sexual desire discrepancy between partners is often perceived by thé:
higher de-s'ire partner as a lack of concern and emdtiortai commitment on the part
ot the lower desire partner and can be a serious threat to continuance of the
reIatidnship (Kaplan, 1977; Lief, 1977). Yet sucit a discrepanéy, perceived as
“lower dccire by the higher desire partner, can have several sources many of
“ Which are not easily manipulated: (a) a congenitally lower level of dacire (Le\rirtc,
1984), (b) an interast in forms of sexual exprcssicn different from those of a
partner (Levine, 1998), (c) a different attitude toward the importance of sex in a
relationship (Rampie & .Serafini, 1995), or (d) present life difficulties (Lief, 1977).
Each of these factors can se\rerély stress an otherwise satisfying relationship
through desire disruption. These efte.cts can be very insidious; because |
in‘dividuals often are unaware of the factors that influence sextial desire. Indeed,
one of the essential characteristics of sexual desire is that individuals experience

it as "percorially baffling" (Levine, 1‘988, p. 23).
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Finally, a consideration of'the richly symbolic nature of sexual desirelurges
caution in prescriptions for individuals H.a\‘/ing sexual problems; some traditional
suggestions may even have tpl be changed. Su’cc_essful (esolution of issues such
as infidelity, fhe waning of desire in Iong-teﬂrm rélationships, and even resistance
to use of certain fbrms of birth control may require consideration of many

| distinctly nonphysiological éébects .of ééxual desire." As argued by Klleinplatz -
(1996) "the intrapsychic, ihterpersonal, and symbolic [italics added] meanings
that we confer to the physical, behavioral events are what create an erotic
experience or lack thereof”.(p. 1685. It is precisely this erotic dimension to sexual
desire that facilitates achievement of what is "perhaps the ultimate human desire,

that is, to be known and understood and fully accepted" (p. 115).
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CHAPTER Il

EXISTENTIAL — PHENOMENOLOGICAL RESEARCH

For the most part, we do not first
see, and then define, we define
first and then see.

(Lippmann, 1922)

The céntent and problems of psychology have lagged behind it's
institutionalization and the establishment of acceptable methodologies (Koch,
1959) Psychology as an mdependent d|SC|pI|ne was establlshed by individuals
who were. commltted to a natural science approach to inquiry (Valle, Klng, &
Halllng, 1989), and this has led to-a host of dlfflcultles; (a) Many important topics
~ could not be investigated by psyc;ho_lbgists working w‘ithin a natural science
framework (Binswanger, 1963); (b) explanatiohs offered by psychologists were
_ofte_n not iﬁ keebing with our experience and éeemed more like scbi'entifi'c' fiction
'(\'/alle &' King, 1978) than accurate accounts, yei any cléirﬁs to knowledge not
_ based ona natural science approach were dismissed (Binswanger, 1963); and
(c) perhaps because of a good- mtentloned but mlsgu1ded alleglance natural
science methods are sometimes used to investigate toplcs for which they are not

completely approprlate
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Natural science methods are well-suited for answering “Why?” or “How?”
questions. They not so well-suited for answering most “What?” questions (Valle,
King, & Halling, 1989). Questions about cause - effect relationships are often
“Why?” or “How?" questions; for example, the question as to why a couple is
seeking professional counsel may have a straightforward answer: perhaps the

husband is having erectile difficulties. Even the question as to the reasons for the

~ husband’s having such difficulties is likely to have a comparatively

straightforward answer. Perhaps he has impaired circulation caused by adult-
onset diabetes or is suffering from a side-effect of high-blood pressure or

medication for its treatment. Again, such questions may be answerable by

. successful application of natural science methods much the same as questions

in many other areas of ihquiry.

Natural science methods are a great boon to.psy-chology,‘as long as their
potential limitat'ions are acknowledged. Behavioral phenomena can be
understood very much as any phenomenon in biochemistry or bdtany: by
reduction to a complex of simpler constituents that are themsel\}es —in principle
at least — already understood, or familiar. Tﬁe practice of “normal science” (Kuhn,
1970, p. 5) is based on the assumption that the écientific commurﬁty already
knows what the world is like. While this is admittedly somewhat circular, with
theories being supported by the very facts they define as facts, it works well for
ce.rtain classes of phenomena —phenomena where the data collected are

essentially meaningless until associated with other phenomena in some

- conceptual framework (Strasser, 1963; Binswanger, 1963).
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Even some “What?” questions can be addressed reasonably well by
hatural science methods. Continuing our example, “What is erectile dysfunction?”
This question certainly pfesents some difficulties. Is not being able to maintain an .

| erection for two hours dysfunction? Two minutes'é Not with a spbuse, but an with
extra-marital partner? Once a month, but not once a week as wished by a

‘ partner? Though obviously challenging, this question can be answered
reasonably well because the phenomena is behavioral and subject to
assessment by what is generally accepted as an objective, third-person
perspective.

However; most ";What?" guestions present problems for natural science
methods and are not so easily éddr_essed. Often fhey involve experiehtial
phenomena and tend to be essentially meaningful in and of themselves
(Binswanger, 1963); as Ro.ményshy"n and Whalen (1989) observe, contemporary

-psychology “does not élUcidate human experience, the common sense world of
everyday action, but ignores it” (p 19).4 Such phenomena are either labeled ‘
“subjective™ indicating they are unfit for scientific investigation — or résearch is
-attempted with results that sound like the oﬁ-cited example of claiming that “a
Beethoven quartet is no,thi'ng but a cat'’s intestines scraped by.a horse’s tail”
(Binswanger, 1963, p. 35)." | |

Our conceptualization of female orgasm provides an excellent example.
The physioipgical understanding of orgasm proYided by Maste(s ‘and gohnsqn "
during the 1960s was interpreted as indicating S0 rﬁany similariﬁes between male
and female response that it became axiomvéticvthat all fe-malve 6r§a§ms Wére .the
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same. Many women doubtless made sure they had the kind of orgasms they
WQre I“supposed”‘ to be having"énd stdpped exploring other possibilities. Other
women continued to report experiencing differeht types of orgasms but weré
A iénored. Because of the prevailing Zeiigeist, and the privileged status accorded
the biomedical model (Capra, 1988), the existing (though limited) physiélogical
information carrled the day and it took 25 years to acknowledge the eXIstence of
more than one kind of female orgasm

Itis clear that in some instances “findings” should be uhderstood more
p"rbperly as artifacts of method. As Mas)low once rerﬁarked, “If the only tool you
have is a hammer, you tend to treat everything as if-it were a nai_l” (as cited in
Ornstein, 1973). Expérimental reslea.rch attempts to structure in advance what is
going to be éxperienced (Romanys.hyn & Whalen, 1989). Further, “That which is
studied is not totélly sepa}aﬁle fro.m't'he manner’in which it is studied, and the
researcher participates in defining the researched” (Romanyshyn & Whalen, |
| 1989, p 29). These problemsare of special import to researchers in human
ll«:‘sexuality. People are Vlery opinionated about sex, and moral and political rhetoric -
ab’oﬁt sexuél activities abounds. This fosters an environment in Which there is a
~ great deal of opportunity for the unintentional as well‘as the intentional misuse of
‘Tsexual’ify reéearch. |

Operational definitions have beeh frequently plroposed as a solution to
many of the research problems faced by the social and behavioral sciénces. In
én opera"tion:al definit‘ion'th’e cb'nstruct of interest is defined by a specific set of
| operations used to measure. This is often considered a sufficient answer to the
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“What?” questien, the operations being taken as equivalent to the concept being

‘defined (Pedhazur & Sehmelkin, 1991). Data can then be collected, analyzed,

published, replicated, and even applied — with little attention paid to whether or
not anyone knew what was being researched.
Numbers are impressive. It is quite easy to get caught up in the bells and

whistles of the latest statistical procedures and the computer programs to do

them. AIthodgh many quantitativeiy-eriented researchers are familiar with the -

“garbage in — garbage out” warning as it applies to iittplementing the correct

statistical procedure, thei_t penchant for numbers may make them less aware that

it applies to the entire research process. The important “test of fit” is not between

- the mathematieal models in an analysis; it is between the researcher's

interpretation of that ahalysis and the world.
Operational definitions are useful, but are not substitutes for answers to

the “What?” questions of inquiry. Even Bridgman (1954) the physicist credited

- with the original suggestion that the social sciences could benefit substantially by

emphasizing Operati})nal definitions, quickly became concerned that his
suggestions were being misinterpreted:
| feel that | have created a Frankenstein, which has certainly got away
from me. | abhor the word operationalism or operationism, which seems to
imply a dogma or at least a thesis of some kind. The thing | have
envisaged |s too simple to be dignified by so pretentlous a name. (pp 74-
75) .
Psych‘ovlogists have been particularly susceptible. They have been
extremely concerned with making psychology as respectable as the “real”
sciences —a philosophy of science issue — but typically lacking in training as
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philosophers, “Some psychologists in their enthusiasm mistook the operationist
footnote for the whole philosophy of science, if not for the whole of philosophy”
(Bergmann, 1954, p. 48). As Northrop (1947) notes, focussing on operational
definitions “has tended to solve very few problems and to introduce more and
more rhetoric and less and less science into the subject matter” (p. 125). As
rationality demands, and many psychologists have forgotten, before we can
design an instrument to measure something, we must know “what” it is that we
wish to measure (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991).

A greater appreciation for what science is like would benefit psychology
greatly. There would be much less opposition to diversity in approaches to
research. This is difficult, because despite how often claims abgut “science” are
made, science is as problematic to define aslis the meaning of life (Ziman, 1968).
Polanyi (1964) maintains science is a belief system to which we are already
committed. Berger and Luckmann (1966) maintain that science is no more than
a process of consensus formation.- According to Kerlinger (1986), the purpose of

science is theory, although other psychologists remind us of just how typically

personal and unobjective the pursuit of theory actually is. Science is not about a

search for truth, facts, or even the Laws of Nature by implementation of the
scientific method. Perhaps Popper expressed the situation most succinctly, “I

suggest that it is the aim of science to find satisfactory explanations, of whatever

strikes us as being in need of explanation” (1979, p. 191).

The truth is not what many assume it to be. Truth cannot be absolute; it is
not objective but must always be subject to reformulation as our understanding of
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things changes. As noted by Pedhézur and Schmelkin (1991), a well-recognized
authority dn research design and quantitative methods, truth changes depending
upon Iconte‘xt:
What 'is considered true from one c»o‘nceptuai‘ framework, for a given
~ purpose, and under given conditions, may be deemed not true from
another conceptual framework, for a different purpose, and under different
circumstances. (p. 148)
Truth is a uniquely hﬁman concern, and unllike fresh air and clean water, it is not
out there _fo'r us to find. As William James commented over a century agé, truth is
made (James, 1890/1950; Kvale, 1996). |
Facts also are not simply waiting fdr us to find them. Often it is assumed
that facts exist for us to discover, accumulate, measure, classify, and manipulate.
Nietzsche (1968) suggests that a more helpful way to understand the role of facts "
in human existence would be to realize that we never encounter facts at all:
“Everything of which we become conscious is arranged, simplified, schematized,
_interpreted through- and through...We never encounter ‘facts™ (pp. 263-264). We
discover the facts we do, not because it was somehow necessary, but because
~ we went looking for them (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1 991 ).
Nor are psychologisfs looking for laws of nature. Theée'are not waiting to
be discovered any more than truth or facts, As Thurstone (1947) notes, these so-
”called laws of nature are not “in nature” at all; they .aré ways of making sense out
’df nature. Of course — importantly—there are many different ways to

conceptualize nature and many different ways to make sense out of nature. It is a

. simple task to find multiple ex'plarvlatory.schemes that serve human needs by
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cdnsiderihg.otheli cﬁltures dr.other historical er'aé, and the observation that
‘k'noilvledg;e is oftén more about j’ustificati'on of beliefs thét are already in place,
-~ than about t'heA"accurate representation of an objective world, has become
common place in péstnjbde%n thoyghf (Kuhn, 1970; Kvale, 1996).

The reader may co’ﬁsidér the‘se observations ‘unnécessary. They appear
to address issues of a bygone efé when-our notions of scien'ce‘and the nature of
‘the world were more “quaint” than today (Pedhazur & Schmelkin, 1991). It is true
fhat the heyday of extreme pblsitivi\sm is over in philosophical circles, and that
slavish devotion to a narf&wly conceived scientific method is no longer indorsed
by most phi_losophers of sciehce. Not everyone, however, seems to be aware of
tHis pbsition_; or if they are aware of it, they reject it. |

These observétions are timely because, for many psychologisté,

B émpiriqism is ‘virtually synonymous With‘scientific method as implemented by the
hafural séienceé. Many psycﬁologists simply do not acknowledge the merits of
‘methods copied from the natural sciences, they insist on them (Kvale, 19‘96).
THey seem ’unaware that contemporary counterparts to the original philoéophers
and physicists who provided psychology’s foundations have generally |
abandoned subh .a'n extreme attitude to the pursuit of knowledge. For example,
_ Ornstein (1973) 'provideé the following comment from the physicist Qppénheimer
on abstréct quantitative knowledge versus experiential knowlédge: |

" These two ways of thinking, the way of time and histofy, and the Way of

-eternity and timelessness, are both part of man’s effort to comprehend the

world in which he lives. Neither is comprehended in the other nor -
reducible to it . . . each supplementing the other, neither telling the whole

story. (p. 5)
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Theré are mahy Ways fo know fhings. The suggeétibn that to bé err;piriéal ‘
is to conduct étatistical anai);sis of'-déta'colllécted ‘through utilization of opératio_nél
definitions inspired by a biomedical ,'mod'e'zln is ;))rofo.t“mdly limiting. While this |
_approach has been fruitful in animal résearch, and in considering certain limited

aspects of human functioning, it cannot facilitate an investigation into the full
range of interesting and irﬁportan’g' hhman psy_cholbgical pheno_meﬁa, particulalrly
those concerned with hurﬁan seXua[ity. '
All methods implemented in the (juést for understanding are supported by
a particular philosophy. The natural sciénges developed upon a foundatioﬁ
_provided by Descartes which de-emphasizes experience. The fledgling sciences
'of his day were in idiréct competition with deerfuI nonscientifié s@urceé of -
authority on many matters tHat scientisté wished to study. Des‘cértes proposed’a
- rigid separation of subject and object (dualis‘m)--which gave scientists the freedom
to conduct research on various physical aspects lof the human body Without
encountering undo criticism from religious or civil authorities. This separatioh
became fundamental 'n‘ot only to the natural sciences Qenerally, but also to how
the maijority of people in the western world construe their éwn personal
existence.
The word "construe” was chosen carefully. Etymologically, fhe word is
from the Latin construere meaning to construct. At the heart of thé split bétween
subject and object'is not something eSsential to Human conséiousneés; but én

-assumption. Descartes assumed that consciousness begihs with an independent
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self, thinking about, rather than expefiencing its world. As other philosophers
such as Husser! would later observe, Descartes did not carry his method df doubt
far enough. Intentionality, characterized by an “openness to” rather tnan a
“thinking about,” may be more fundamental to human consciousness.

Dualism and it's handmaiden experimental method, once again were cast
into the role of “liberators” within the approach to psychology proposed by
Wilhelm Wundt. Wundt's goal was to free psychology from philosophy, medicine, -
and physics. As Boring (1950) observed, Wundt was clearly a dualist, conceiving
of mind and body as “totally different universes” (p. 333). When Wundt
established psychology as an independent discipline, he did so with the
conscious intent of emulating 'the methodology used in the natural sciences as a
means of bolstering'psychology;s credibility. On this basis, the split betWeen
subject and object was firmly implanted in academic psychology, and the
experimental method became the Holy Grail of psychology.

We should not make the mistake, however, of assuming that Wundt
naively believed that the goals of psychology could be met through expenmental
rnethdds alone: |

Wundt never held that the experimental method is adequate to the whole

of psychology: the higher processes, he thought, must be got at by the

‘study of thehistory of human nature, his Volkerpsychologle (Bonng,

1950, p. 328) :

Closely examined, it can be seen that even Wundt, pften con_sidered the father of

experimental psychology, was well aware of the benefits of conceptualizing

psychology as a human science (Giorgi, 1970)..
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Volkerpsychologie or folk psychology was designed to includ‘eA many
nonexperimental approaches such as those preseﬁtly used in sociology and
anthropology. Wundt thought this important, writing some ten volumes on the
subject; unfortunately, there are few traces of this emphasis in contemporary
American psychology that claims Wundt as its founding ancéstor. Many
historians of psychology attribute this state of affairs to Titchner, “the person who
brought his own version of Wundtian psychology to America” (Schultz & Schultz,
1987, p. 63). Titchner brought the Wundtian emphasis on rigor, empiricism,
experimental method, and the structuralist approa\ch generally but excluded
much that Wundt thought was necessary for a complete psychology. This is one
of several historical factors that would eventually leave much of psychology
obsessed with objectificatiion and ill-equipped to addfess many quesfions that, in
principle at least, could be investigated with both empiricism and rigor — although
not with methods modeled after those of the natural sciences.

Boring (1950) further observes that you cannot have a meaningful
discussion of method in the absence of a discussion of subject-matter. Although
Wundt is remembered most ofteﬁ for his emphasis on the importance of
experimental research, he considered immediate experience the proper subject-
matter of psychology. A lopsided importation of his work has combined with a
lingering affinity for behaviorist principles to produce the distorted notion that
Wundt conceived of consciousness as analyzable into distinct elements akin to
those in chemistry. Psychologists may be unwittingly attacking a straw man

when they attack this position. Boring (1950) notes that Wundt considered
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experience to be in constant flux and an active process In addition, Wundt was
|nterested not onIy in anaIyS|s but in syntheSIs and he considered the “molar” or .
“manifold” rather than the elemental or molecular, aspects of conscious
o awareness as “phenomenai reality” (p. 333).
| i\/iost psychologist‘s Atod‘ay‘ are trained to implement methods co-opted from

'the natural sciences. The Cartesian split between subject and object and

“devotion to experimentai methods are considered foundational to most
| ’ psychologists; unfortunateiy, contemporary osychoiogists are less likely than
Wundt to question the ph_ilosophical assumptions underlying them. Ty‘pical |
' academic research careers »consist of filling in the details of projects favored by
‘administrators and/or mentors by using officially endorsed approaches. The
philosophical foundations .and, related assumptions gene‘raIIy are destined to
‘remain unexamined (Kuhn. 1970).

" The attitude of the-discipline as awhole is in keeping with the ways in

Which these ideas are dealt with in many introducto’rii general psychology
- textbooks. First, the student is firml'y told that psychology is a science and that

- psychoiogists use the s0|entif|c method then, the importance of critical thinking is
discussed. Crltical thinkers “do not automatlcally accept and believe what they
read or hear” (Wood, & Wood, 1999, p. 6). :Further, critical thinkers “are willing to
modify or-abandon prior judgments; inciuiding d.eepl)‘/ helcil beiiefs’f‘(lp. 6). Itis
doubtful that many psychologists want the awesome povi/er of full-blown critical

thinking unleashed on their own chetished assumptions:
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' As noted ‘thehope"lhas been that-some of the‘credibility enjoyed by

- natural sc|ence would be conveyed to psychology by virtue of method alone
.Methods of data collectron and analyS|s however, are tools to be used in |
addressrng spec|f|c research questrons (Dlekhoff 1996) and would seem to .
: have no spec|aI ment beyond therr surtablllty fora speclfrc task. Because of the
' specral relatronshlp we' humans have wrth our tools, “we often confuse our tools
‘wrth reality.” (Ornstein, 1973 p. 3) An |mpover|shed set of tools restricts our”
o notrons ‘of real|ty and severely Irmlts our ablllty to understand anyone who’ s
‘ exrstence differs very much from our own | _
Kerllnger (1986) refers to the overallegrance to a favored method as l|ttle
more than "dogmatlc gurursm " Such dogmatrsm effectrvely obvnates what all
| r‘students of- research know to be the first step in designing and |mplement|ng any
“empirical rnqurry adequate consrderatlon of both the research questron and the |
'nature of the phenomena under mvestrgatron A poor fit between tool and task or
_ between method and research goal does nothing to enhance the credrbrllty of

‘ the researcher or the drscrplme Confrdence ina watchmaker would not be

‘ , bolstered by drscoverrng therr tool box contained only hammers chisels, and

: crowbars
Contemporary research psychology is plagued both by an unreasonable
_ 'fe‘ar of the subjectlve and by an equally unreasonable preoccupatlon with
3 ‘objectrwty While the experlentlal world of the researcher is often unwittingly
' accorded a prrvrleged status, the subjectrve world of the research partrc1pant is
) looked upon with susp|c|on T o




The experiences or perceptionsof the subjects, on the other hand, are
held to be questionable at best. In most researches, they are not even
solicited. When they are, they are not treated as comparable to, that is as
potentially informative as, the experiences of the researcher. (Frscher
1989, p. 128) . : :
F{esearch,'and the knowledge resulting tlrorhvit, must always be grounded in -
experience. Much to the chagrin of many researchers, “perception of the reality
of an object is dependenton a. subject” (iVIoustakas 1994, p 27), and this cannot’
be less true in tradltlonal research than i |n phenomenologlcal research
.The whole universe. of science is built upon the world as drrectly '
experienced, and if we want to subject science itself to rigorous scrutiny
and arrive at a precise assessment of its meaning and scope, we must
begin by reawakening the basic experience of the world of which science
is the second-order expression. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962/1992, p. viii)
© The reflections and exp;eriences of theresearcher are often crucial to
" research design and implementation: (a) The experiences of the researcher are
often the source of hypotheses to be tested or these experierices may be
comblned wrth those of colleagues in focus groups (b) items selected for
mstruments are chosen because of face validity, in other words, they are in
keeping with the experiences ot those deslgning the research; (c) finally, at the
conclusion of the research, the merits of the project are assessed in terms of
generalizability and validity, both essentially experiential concerris.
In addition, psychologists face many probierns not encountered by other
researchers. Human beings are not simoiy aware — they are aware they are
aware. Humans have vaIues,_beIiets; and goals which are not simply latent

variables moderating the intluence'of the environment on behavior, they are.

‘emergent aspects of a complex intentional structure. Human beings are not
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simply objects exposed to various natural processes subject to investigation by

appropriate natural science methods; they are processes, 'certainly subject to
description and understanding,-but much less o to ex‘r.)lanation and prediction
(Bugental, 1989). |

There can be little serious contro_versy about humans being different from
other objects and animals (Kinget, 1975). Although even a child is aware that
human beings‘differ in impoitanfc ways from stones; blants, rats, pigeons, and
cats, research scientiste."o‘ften are reluctant to acknowledge such differences:

So the experimentalist prefers to pretend none of this is true, and in the
laboratory-reduces the human to an object. (Bugental, 1989, p. xi)

ToIman (1932/1949) made it very clear how he, and doubtless many other )

.psychologlsts regard the world of human subjectlwty

| am suspicious of . verbal reports. | prefer to try to work out psychology
with the aid of more gross forms of behawor My motto for the present is:
“Rats, no men.”
This is an acceptable motto only if one’s goal is a psychology of the rat. e

Psychologists often investigate research topics that are much less tolerant

ofa sblit between subject'end object. There are some aspects of life that we

must be present to rather than think about if we are to increase our
understanding. Some phenomena emerge from a dialogue rather than derive
from a set of antecedent causes (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989). Not all research is

for the purpose of explaining by establishing causal connections between

operationally deflned variables. Although less common (Llppmann 1922) there




are times when researcheyrs must see first and it is in these situations when

understandtng is ad\tanced not by exptaining, but by desoribing.
| There are phiIosophioat-and methodological altematives to the

procrustean combination of Cartesian dualism, logical oositivism and
experimental procedure Edmund Husserl attended Wundt's lectures on
psychology while he was at the UnlverSIty of Leipzig as well as those of Franz
'Brentano at the Unlversny of Vtenna; he also'served, ‘for a time, as Carl Stumpf's
assistant at the University of Halle (Stumpf, 1982). Husserl became the "father"
~of phenomenology, an approach to phil_'osophy that is both rationaland empirical
\but which rejects the subjeot/objeot split without collapsing into physiological .
reductionism. = ' |

Husserl became 'convinced that the split betV\teen subject and object was
one of the most se’rious problems faced by Western thought; The sdccess of the
natural sciences had Ied:to an extension of their methods and their
presuppositions to any and atl sciences.'There was only one, objective, factual,
autonomo\us, real world, and this world was to. be understood rationally. Although
each science might |nvest|gate this or that thing in the world, there was really no
need for fundamentally dlfferent methods from one science to another
(Kockelmans, 1967). Husserl belleved that this assumptlon led to a “gradual |
scientific repudiation of th_e spirit’t (Stumpf, 1982, p. 454) and he concluded that
an understanding of humans, as hurnans, is not possible using such’ natural

science methods (Stumpf, 1982).
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Husserl’s goal was to develop a different, and more appropriate, method
for investigating human subjectivity or Spirit. He believed that Descartes actually
deserved the credit for being the fa-‘therof phenomenology, but that he did not go
far enough in applying his method of douot. He agreed that individual awareness
is the source of all knowledge but that what is most fundamental to
consciousness is not eelf-awareness. The self is not a primordial axiom to use as
the basis for logical deductions about the balance of existence. The self emerges
from a dielogue between awareness and context, and where there is
consciousness, there is always and already its context. It is meaningless to refer
to consciousness as if it could exist in isolation, apart from a world to be
conscious of —the self is not immutable, the self is not independent, the self is
not foundational.

According to Husserl, intentionality is the most fundamental attribute of
human consciousness. Intentionality refers to the deceptively simple notion that
consciousness is always “consciousness of something.” For Husserl, the
implications of this observation are enormous. If the essence of consciousness is
a projection or directedness toward the world, then the entire natural scientific
attitude regarding how we should come to ‘understand existence (i.e. the
application of scientific principles to analysis of data coming into our senses from
objectivevthin'gs out there in the world) must be revised. The phenomena of
~ experience are not objective thinos out there in the world at all, but events and
objects intended by us. The objects studied by the natural sciences a.re‘ |
“abstractions and artificiallstructures as compared with our original exoerience”
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(Stumpf, 1982, p. 458), and Husserl encourages a return “to the things
themselves” (Kockelmans, 1967, p. 29). This is, of course, a complete reversal of
the official credence paid to the realm of the subjective by most scientists.
This return to a more primordial experience of the world requires, as a
precondition, a suspension of what Husserl referred to as the natural attitude:
In the natural attitude man’s perception and thinking are wholly.turned
toward things, which are given to us as unquestionably obvious and,
depending on our standpoint, appear now in this way and now in that.
(Kockelmans, 1967,p. 27)
Husserl called this suspension the phenomenological epoché; it is an essential ‘
aspect of Husserl's method. Epoché is the Greek word for “bracketing.” Where - ‘
Descartes doubted everything except his thihking self, Husserl thought‘that we
" must suspend all assumptions, including the notion of the fhinking self accepted
as axiomatic by Descartes. We must endeavor to have no assumptions or
presuppositions and stand back from the phenomena of experience. Through
applying this method Husserl made a radical departure from traditional
philosophy and concluded that thé so-called objéctive world of Descartes, and
the natural sciences generally, does not exist in the sense suggested. Instead,
Husserl (as cited in Stumpf, 1982, p. 457) found that his consciousness
“contained” the world: ‘
...for me the world is nothing other thah what | am aware of and what
appears valid in such cogitationes (my acts of thought). The whole
meaning and reality of the world rests exclusively on such cogitationes.
My entire worldly life takes its course within these. | cannot live,

experience, think, value and act in any world which is not in some sense in
me, and derives its meaning and truth from me.




Husserl’s insights are observations about what must be the ontological
status of human reality, given the nature of human consciousness. The human

world and the world of the natural sciences are not the same. The natural

sciences only capture a part of what Husserl referred to as the Lebenswelt or life-

world: the totality of perceptions and experiences of individuals found in everyday
life. This is perhaps appropriate because these experiences are the source of
natural science, its abstractions, and any claims to validity: “In the last analysis,
the basic justification or confirmation of truth is to be found In the type of
evidence that derives from events of the life-world” (Sturﬁpf, 1982, p. 458). It was

Husserl's emphasis on the everyday lives of concrete individuals that made his

ideas attractive to existential thinkers such as Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty,

both important to the development of existential-phenomenological psychology.

Heidegger was one of the first thinkers to combine existential concerns
with the methodology proposed by Husserl (Valle, King, & Halling, 1989).

Heidegger'continued and expanded Husserl's emphasis on the human life-world,

and his central concern was correcting the tendency to think about humans in the

same way as we think about things (Stumpf, 1982). Heidegger maintained that
we cannot understand human beings by making e*haustivé lists of their qualities.
Humans reflect on their existence; they are aware of their being, and this
awareness makes a different approach to inquiry into human essence neceséary.
Heidegger even suggested that the word “human” is misleading. History is
replete with attempts to define human. Descartes defined human beings asa
combination of mind and body. As discussed previously, this established a
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chasm between subject gﬁd_ bbject where knowing subjects look out at a world

full of knom;able objects. Aé"long as we view others, and often even ourselves as

~ objects, we will be unable to Ielarn about human exisience. Human existence is -
not a quality of a thing; it is a mode of being. If we want to understand human
beings, we must come to a better unde.rstanding of their existence, and we are
only now beginning to bridge this gap and thus make a better understandin'g of

ourselves possible. .

Heidegger suggests a new conceptualization of humankind, as Dasein.
Dasein translates from Gerrﬁén approximately as “being.there.” Ii is Heidegger’s
attempt to capturé humanity’s essence, that of- being-in-the-world, rather than
object-in-the-world. In fac_:t; thus far we have been discussing the “world” in a
manner with which Heidég_ger would Have almost certainly disagreed. Even what
humans consider as the “world” is, accdrding to Heidegger, an aspect of Daéein.
Each of us has our burposeé, 'projects, and moods; therefore, we cannot avoid -
projeciing a context in which we come to understand the objects in our world.
The same objects, however;.may give rise to many worlds, énd objects have
their meaning because of these projections, not because of any inherent quality.

* In short, Heidegger turned the entire previously held felationship of human
beings to their.world upside down. Analogous to field theory in physics, “human”
for Heidegger came to indicate a field or region rather than a bounded entity‘
(Barrett, 1958). |

| Oné aspect of this uﬁique relationship of humans to their world is the
capacify for what Heidégger called Sorge or “cqré.” Human beings can transcend
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-' the immediate situation an‘d have the capacity for reflection. Our powers of
abstraction give our e>tistence an 'inc‘redvtib.le wealth' of pessibilities but also
expose us to a great risk not shared by other creatures. Only humans have the
capacity to objectlfy others and to allow themselves to be objectlfled by slmply
conformlng rather than truly eX|st|ng
- Perhaps the most ubiduitous and ever-present torm of failure to confront - |
nonbeing in our day is conformism, the tendency of the individual to let
himself be absorbed in the sea of collective responses and attitudes, to
become swallowed up in das Mann, with the corresponding loss of his
own awareness, potentialities, and whatever characterizes h|m asa
unique and original being. (May, 1983, p. 107) '

All life eventually confronts nonbelng, but the pOSSIblllty of nonbelng is an
integral part only of the mode of existence of Daseln The prolectlon of .
humanklnd s existence upon a temporal horizon is preC|sely what provides for the
possibility of understanding our existence. Although our existence is temporal,
we sometimes prefer' to preeccupy ourselves wvith'objective time as a means of .‘
evading eonfrenting ourlown mortality tHeidegger’, 1962). Although our powers of
abstraction and a gift for tanguage foster much chatter about eternity‘,"we know
we will die wtth many projects unfinished. The choice of projects becornesthe
devilish cheice which many actively seek to avoid. We are at great risk, says
Heidegger, of leading an ‘inauthentic existence, of denying our finitude yvhen it
comes to project choice and blithely allow others to make decisions for us so tnat

our beliefs, values, talents, and goals — our human uniqueness — receives no

actualization, no expression.
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Existential phenorﬁenology is the result of this combination of Husserl’s.
“method and Heidegger’s emA_phesis on tﬁe essence of everyday existence.
Maurice Mefleau-Ponty‘aIso derives from this joint traditioln “which seeks to
understand the events cf hﬁrﬁan existence in a way that is free of '
presupco'si'tions of our celtural heritege, especially philosophical dualism and
technologism, as much es this is possible” (Valle, King, & Halling,1989, p.6).
Merleau-Porﬁy makes his own original contribution »and should not be considered
"as someone who simply completes the details of Husserl’s work:
‘Husserl does not "cor'1stitute an absolute beginning or even an absolute
norm for Merleau-Ponty. He himself situates his work in a much broader
historical perspective. In general, we may say that Merleau- Ponty uses
fundamental concepts of phenomenology, but lnterprets them in his own
way. (Kwant, 1967, p. 377) 4
Merleau-Ponty makes the impoﬁant observation that a complete reduction
is not possible. This is a fUndamentaI departure from Husserl who had a much
more absolutlst notion of intentionality and sought mcontrovernble essences. By
applylng his method of eidetic varlatlon Husserl belleved the mind could be used
as a tool to imagine alternative appearances of a phenomenon to determine what
‘was essentially, rather than sifnply accidentally, an aspect of the phenomenon.
For Merleau-Ponty such essences are |IIus|ons and introduce a dlstance between
the conscmus act and its focus which does not characterize our original
" intentional relationship with our world. There simply are no essences in the sense
meant by Husserl (Kwant, 1967). ‘Kwant expresses Merileau-Por[ty”s‘ view

succinctly: ‘regardless of how deeply we penetrate into ourselves we always find

67




there the reference to the other” (p: 378). Human.existence at its most primordialv "

is still relational.

| For Merleau-Ponty (1962/1 992).expérience ié fundamentél and underlies -
- Husserl’s 'wprl{. What is most basic to human existence is not “l think” —
regardless of speculatidns about content — but “I can.” The world is intelligible,
not by virtue of any trahsééndent aspects that are ébsolute or necessary but
because thrdughout our existence,l we ére in‘pérpétual relatfonship with the
‘world. This constént and pervasive interaction is fostered by a pre-reflectivé level
of intentionality sométimes unrecognized by Husserl (Kwant, 1967). It i's through
our bodies that we “can” do whatever we can do, and it is by virtue of botﬁ having
and being a body, that we cén both héve a world, and that the yvorld, as subject -
to any pdssibility of human understandfng, Céh éxist. Intentionality for Merleau-
- Ponty is invariably corporeal (Poltio, H-enlefy, & Thomp}so‘n,1997).:

Merleau-Ponty in his Phenomenology of Perception (1962), provides a

detailed crifique of psychology’s preoccupation with objectivity (Kvale, 1996).
This work provides one of thé most detailéd analyses of the implications of

- existential phenomenology for psychology. Merleauqunty maintains that the
entire notion of using science to develop an objecth)e understanding of things in
an external world is misguided. When anyone attempts to understand their world,'
the very nature of consciousness is‘such he or she “buries” his or her “perlceptua‘l
~ and practical intentioné” in objects (p. 8-2)7 These objects in thé world uIti‘mater

~ appear to be separate from and prior to 6ur intenti‘ohs: “classicél science is a
form of perception which loses sight of its origins and believes itself complete” (p.
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57). It is the pre-scientific realm that phenomenological research makes its focus,
and it is the pre-scientific realm which “endows scientific operations with meaning
and to which these latter always refer back” (p. 59).

Consistent with his views on the corporeal nature of our intentional
relationship to the world, Merleau-Ponty (1962/1992) proposed an alternative
understanding of the body. According to Merleau-Ponty, the human body is nota
mechanical body, but a lived-body; and many (e.g. Kwant, 1967) consider
Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the body-subject as his most important contribution.
We certainly can view both ourselves and others as objects:

In so far as | have a body, | may be reduced to the status of an object

beneath the gaze of another person, and no longer count as a person for

him, or else | may become his master and, in my turn, look at him.

(Merleau-Ponty, 1962/1992, p. 167)

Human existence is not just accidentally accompanied by an external body,
“existence realizes itself in the body” (p. 166). The is no assemblage of facts,
regardless of how immense and orderly, to which human existence can be
reduced:

...existence is not a set of facts (like ‘psychic facts’) capable of being

reduced to others or to which they can reduce themselves, but the

ambiguous [italics added)] setting of their inter-communication, the point at

which their boundaries run into each other, or again their woven fabric. (p.

166) '

Human projects and concerns all have a metaphysical significance which will

remain “incomprehensible if man is treated as a machine governed by natural

laws, or even as ‘a bundle of instincts™ (p. 166).




While of obvious' imborténce to psychology generally, Merleau-Pontyfé
understanding df the bbdy and its 're-lationship to existence is especially imp'ortant
to a better understanding of ‘many isvsues"pertéini‘ng to humén sexuality.

- Because of the “metaphysical structure”‘(p. 167) of the body, sexuality and
exisfence permeaté ohé_anothér to such an extent that it is often impossible to
determine which actions and deciéions afe sexual and which aré nohsexual. The
issue, aécording to Merléau‘-Ponty (1962/1 992), is not deciding whether or not
human life rests on sexuality, bqt developing an appreciation of what is to be-
understood as ‘'sexual. Metaphysics, “the cbming to light of something beyond |
nature,” is not restricted to lofty academic discussions as many 'ph‘ilosophers
might suggest. Science conceptualizes: sexuality much more narrowly than we -
experience it. Metaphysics, says Merleaﬁ-Ponty, “begins with the opening out
upon ‘another’, and is to be fqund everywhere, and already, in the specifié
development of sexulality” (p. 168), énd further, “sexuality is cdextensive with life”
(p. 169). |

| Finally, there is another important implication of Merleau-Ponty’s
'abandonment of Husserl’s search for absolute essences. Merleau-Ponty came to
understand human existence as being characterized by ambiguity:

In other words, ambiguity is of the essence of human existence, and
everything we live or think has always several meanings. (1962, p. 169)

This ambiguity is a “bad” thing only in the light of a Cartesian obsession with
clarity as the hallmark of true and valuable knowledge: “... this ambiguity cannot

be made a matter of reproach, for it is inherent in things” (p. 172). According to
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Merleau-Ponty (1 962/t 992) human life cannot be reduced to physiology,'
economics, or sexuality; but neither can we transcend these aspects of our
existence. We arelnot miners d‘igging up chunks of immutable truth; we are more-
like travelers who can share details of our journeys with one another (Kvale,
1996) In fact, notes Kwant (1967) it is through preoccupation with the search’ for
absolutes that ‘we devalue all our real knowledge in the-name of an mpossrble |
goal” (p- 404). |
, Existential-phenornenological'psychology offers a human science
alternative to the natural science approach to psychology (Giorgi, 1970). It avoids
. many of the problems discussed above and providesan approach to research
which yields knowledge based not upon preconceived hypothetical constructs
| . and statistical analysis, but upon an openness to experience and description.
The goal of phenomenological research |s to “produce clear, precise, and
systematic descriptions of the meaning that constitutes the actrvrty of
consciousness” (Polkinghorne, 1989). Through reflective analysis and
interpretation of detailed experiential accounts provided by participants, themes
can be identified. Although no claims to universal truths are made, rneaningful
relationships can be uncovered, and the experience of some domains may be
better articulated and understood. |
In many ways phenomenological research provrdes a much needed bridge
between research and clinical traditions in psychology. Since many clinical
oonditions are extreme expressions of “normal" tendencies, dialogues with
clients provide therapists with valuable insights into realms.of human experience
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that do-u_btless ,ha\re application outside of therapy. The phenornenal world of the-
client IS not just impor_tant te-diegnosis (see for exemple Sims, 1992) — by
definition it must also be impertant to; any researcher interestetj in “subjective
phenomena.” Although traditional quantitative{appro'aches are largely incapable -
of investigating experiential /nhenor’nena, the phernom)enolbgic'al interview also-
- uses dieiogue and brings the persen'to the researcher as a person ratner than an
object. ‘It thus provides a powerful method of investigating subjective )
phenomena

The phenornenological interview, the method through which participant
descriptions are.collebted, is very similar to a clinical interview (Kvale, 1996). The
expe-'rience' may even be ajourney of discovery for both researcher and
participant (Pollio, Henley, & Thompson 1997). Seldom does one encounter as
good a listener as av‘skilled ~phenornenological interviewer, and both share ani
interest in)the topic under inve‘stigatiqn. In the course of providing the most
- cemplete and éccurete description pos‘sibie for the researcher, the participant
may develop a better understending of the meaning ef the phenomenon in the
. context of their own‘un‘ique existence. - |

The Present Study

As noted clmrcnans have been most vocal i in urging that sexuality
researchers focus their efforts on desire This is reasonable since sexual desire
is a personal experience and clinicrans are of necessrty interested in ciient

descriptions of experience. But as Morin (1995) observes, sexuaI desire
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research réquires a departure from the approaches commonly used by most
research psycholqgists:
To study desire we must move beyond our preoccupation with sex organs: \
and venture into more elusive territory where even the most sophisticated
laboratory instruments become practically useless. (p. 172)
Phenomenological research methods reclaim for psychology the ability to
-investigate many topics that natural science methods are at best struggling With,
‘and sexual desire is a perfect candidate for a phenomenological mode of
investigation. ‘
| Such research-is unquestionaﬁly empirical but not constrained by a
necessity to begin the study with an operational definition already firmly in mind. - -
In this instance', the goal is not to test ‘conjectural statements about the
quantitative relationships befween constructs but to develop a b(_atter
'understanding of the thematic str’uctgre of an impértant human experience.
' Pheno_m‘enology was clearly the méthbd of choiée.
Method
. Participants
Participants included in the present study all resided in East Te'nnessee
and were all affiliated wifh the University of Tennessee as either faculty or
students. Some were .located by way of invitations to become involved in the
research, ;/vhich were posted on bulletin boards Iodated in university-owned
hoﬁsing facilities. Others were located by announcements made in classes being .

taught on the-campus of the University of Tennessee. Whether posted or

delivered in person (see Appendix for a copy this notice), invitations to participate
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_in the project always briefly described the purbose of the research and what

participation would entail, including any known risks or potential benefits.

Deinographic informatidn was collected for each participant (see Appendix
for a copy of this form). There was no attempt, however, to control the sexual
orientation, age, marital status, or degree of sexual experience of participants.
Selection criteria did, however, include the following considerations: (a) firsthand
expérience of sexual desire, (b) an adequate level oflﬂcomfort in diséussing the
experiencé with an intervie‘wer, and (c) sufficient interest in the topic. It was
decided the final list of participants would include an equal number of males and
females. This would facilitate separate analysis of male and female protocols
should it become necessary. |

A total of sixteen participants were interviewed, eight males and eight
females. The males ranged in age from 18 to 54; their mea‘n'gge was 29. Female
participants ranged in age from 19 to 39; their mean age was 27. Of the male
participants, four were single, three iNere married, and one was divorced. Of the
female participants, four were single., and four were married.
Interviews

The same researcher conducted all interviews. Every effort was made to
accommodate participant schedules. Fourteen of the participants were
interviewed on the campus of the University of Tennessee in small private rooms
used by thve psychology clinic for individual psychotherapy. Two of the

participants elected to be interviewed elsewhere; one male preferred to be
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interviewed in a private office lecated oh the UT campus and one female
preferred to be interviewed at her home.

Because of the sensitive nature of the data being collected, it was decided:
that the potential loss of anonymity actually constituted the principal risk of
participation in this project. To minimize any possibility of this occurring, it was
- the suggestion of the Institutional Review Board for the University of Tennessee
that no identifying harks be made on any materials collected from participants.
Each interview began with a discussion of the project and the necessity of
obtaining informed consent. The Informed Consent document did not require
participant signature. The researcher was asked to bear witness that each
participant fully understood any risks or benefits associated with their
participation and that they gave their egnsent (see Appendix for a copy of this
document). In additioh, further brotecﬁoﬁ was provided by destruction 4of the
audio-tapes used to record the interviews after transcription.

InteNiews were betweeri‘one and fwo hours in length; when transcribed
by the researcher they ranged from 15 to 25 pages in length. Each interview
began with the following opening statement: I would like for you to think of some
times in your life when you \)vere' especially aware of sexual desire, and describe
them in as much detail as you can.” As each interview proceeded, the researcher
asked the participants further iquestions in an effort to collect as much information
as possible about their experieﬁces of sexual desire.

The researcher’s goal was to promote a full, rich description of the
experience, yet help prevent the participant from straying too far off the topic of
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the research. Questtcnsrequiring the participant to rhake inferences or -
hypothesize abcutrelationships between various aspects of their experte‘nces |
were avoided as much as possible. Every effort was made to stay with

' expressipns orivgina'llylchcsen by the participants. When this was not possible,
- descriptors suggested by the researcher were verifiyed by the.participant as
laccurately describing his or her experiences. Where appropriate, brief, interim

“sur_nm‘aries were rrtade and verified or adjusted’through‘further eproration in the

interview.

" Thematic Analysis

The goal of a phenorrlenological investigation is a descriptive

' understandlng of the essentlal themat|c structure of an experlence It is |mportant
” to stay as cIose to the actuaI descrlptors provided by partlclpants as an accurate
: |nterpretat|on will permit. For example, understanding a protocol wouId not be

N .enhanced by farlmg to note that one partlclpant s descnptlon "| felt like | was on
f|re“ is S|m|lar to another's, "l thought | would burn up.” The goal is to develop a

‘theme that accurately captures these S|m|lar expenences

Departure from the Ianguage used by part|c|pants is qulte risky. It shouId

be done sparingly,. and only when necessary Such departures are the

, phenomenologlcal equlvalent of a quantltatlve researcher normahzrng a

nonnormal distribution, or making Ilnear a merely monotonic relationship between

variables. Irtformation about the data is being lost and/or changed. Many such

decisions are made in both qualitative and quantitative research, and it is at this
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point that research becomes craft-like —more aﬁ than science. Good decisions in
this realm facilitate understanding; poor ones obscure it.. .

The researcher’s preconceived notions about the phenomenon must not -
be aliowed 10 wield undo influence on interp“rétation of the protocols.
Unwarranted abstraction and speculation about causal relationships are also to
be avoided. Three st.ra,teg'iesA were implemented to achieve these goals in this
study: (a) a bracketing interview, (b) individuavl( analysis, and (c) group analysis.

Itis, of course, impossible to be totally detached from é research topic. In
all research the topic is of special relevance for the researcher. While this does’
provide importaht energy and enthusiasm, it also makes the reséaroher at
special risk for bias toward his/her project and findings. Phenomenologists are -
keenly aware of the contoxtual nature of the research orocess and no attempt to
rﬁaintain an illusory objectivity is made. In this research, this potential problem
was addressed directly by group analysis of the primary researcher’s own ideas
about and experiences of sexual desire. |

Prior to the collection and analysis of any participant data, the primary
researcher undeolvent a bracketing ‘ihtewiew conduc;ted by an éxperienced
member of the phenomenology research group. A transcription of this interview
was then thematized”by the research group with the researcher in attendance:
The following potential themes were identified: (a) change in desire over time, (b)
desire as powerful, (c) differences between desire in men and women, (d)
spiritual/connecting desire versus animal/instromental desire, and (e) desire as
originating in the self, not the other. In additiori, it Wao suggested that the
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reséarcher be cautlous about two tendencies: (a) anticipating differences

between maIe and female participants, and (b) trying to force dlchotomous

tnterpretatlone on participant descrl.ptlons.

‘Analysis of data provided by participante began with the interyiew broc'ess
itself. During each interview | com’piled a set of notes which served two purposes: '

(a) They helped me to m‘ake sure that_aII'aspects of the participant’s experience

* of sexual desire which emerged in the interview were adequately explored, and

(b) since they were made in the physical presence of the participant,.they.

afforded an opportunity for subtleties of tone, inflection, and gesture to be

. represented in the data. | could refer to them as an aid in preparing the final

summary of each protocol

After aII |nterV|ews were transcrlbed [ began a thorough analysxs of each
protocol Each transcrlptlon was read from begtnnlng to end to develop a sense
of the part|C|pant s unlque experlence of the phenomenon. A list was then made

of “invariant constituents” or.statements that describe “unique qualities of an

-experlence those that stand out” (Moustakas 1994 p. 128). This |n|t|aIIy

unclustered list was then organlzed into clusters of SImllar constituerits

representlng potential themes for each participant. A summary, in terms used by
the participant wherever.possi'ble, was produced from these clusters of related °
constituents. | was thus able to produce tentative thematic descriptione for each

participant’s experience of sexual desire. These could then be used to produce a

tentative composite description of the thematic structure of sexual desire for all -.

participants.
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In addition to iridiyjdual analysis b'y the researcher, interviews were °

brought to the Phenome_rrological Interpretive Group at The University of

Tennessee for a total of six sessions of group analysis. Three male and three

. female protocols were edrréidered by the group. In'group analysis protocols are

read aloud by members or‘ 'rhe group - one member taking the part of the
resealrch participant, end vone taking t'he‘par,t of the interviewer - in an effort to
bring the dialogue back to life as much as possible. In addition, when
appropriate, the interviewer provided information abo,ut'subtle aspects of the
dialonge not readily epparent from the 'rranscripts alone. | |

| Analysis in the group setting is truly a colieboratrve effort. All members of
the group are free to make any observations about the dialogue they consider
important. At anytime arry member of thegroup may askvthe interviewer to clarify

aspects of the interview, present tentative invariant constituents for comment

' _from the group, or discuss any other issue relevant to facilitating the e_mergehce

of a better understanding of trre participant’s experience as represented by the
protocol. The multiple perspectives provided by the group help prevent
unwarranted theerizing arrd Biased interpretation. The group aiso “provides a
public test of whether an interpretation is directly supported by the text” (Pollio,
Henley, & Thompson, 1997).

Many aspects of quarltitative research follow an almost cookbook
approach. In typical quantitative research most of the flexibjlity in the research is
prior to actual arralysis of the data. In the classic approach the researcher is

committed to a hypothesis and an agreed upon statistical procedure for
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evaluating it before any data is collected. The researéher analyzes the data
correctly or “gets it right” by precise application of a statistical algorithm. |
Protocol interpretation is a hermeneutic process, and hermeﬁeutic
analysis is not a cookbook approach..In hermeneutic analysis the researcher
improves understanding at the level of potentially shared meanings — in the
absence of any lofty goal of “getting it right” — by careful application of a
technique — there is no algorithm. The process has several aspects: (a)
identification of possible themes as they emerge in a protocol, (b) comparison
and adjustment of these themes aé they appear in other sections of the protocol,
typically representing different contexts- for the participant, (c) continual
reinterpretation of individual themes in the context of the whole protocol, as well
as 'adjustment to the understanding of the whole protocol in response to better
understanding of individual themes, (d) interpretation of each individual protocol
in the context of all others, which results jn a better ulnderstanding of the thematic
structure of the phenomenon itself, and (e) if all goes well, interpretation of
present themes in the light of what they contribute to our understanding of the

phenomenon under investigation in the context of human experience considered

more generally.




CHAPTERII

RESULTS

Two kinds of love
One for the way you walk
One for the way you love me
Two kinds of love
- Great temptation

(Stevie Nicks, 1989) -

Bevforekpres'enting ‘results of this study, it is irﬁportant to keep its ‘pﬁrposé
in mind: to develop é better understanding of the thematic structure of human
sexual desire. Because of the relafionship between languége and experience, a
brief Iook at the' étymology of the word"fdesire” may be informative. The word
“desire” is from the.!_at_in desideraré or “desiderate” as it survives in archaic

| »usage today.. "Deside’rate" has at least three 'pdssible meanings: (a) feel to be
missing, (b) regret the ébsence of, and (c) wish to have. Although sexual desire
Jis 6ften discussed as if primarily physiological and similar in animals and humans
— somewhat iiké hunger — it would sound strénge for someone to séy they "miss"

food or water when hungry or thirsty. As intimated by the discussion above,

partiéipants described sexual desire as having many aspects. Sometimes they
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- described eXperiences cIosAe‘l,y tied to a physical conception of the body.'At' other
times they described relationel experiences of .an almost spiritual nature.”

Many would also consider the definitions of desire presented above as .
anthropomorphic if applied to animal behavior; they do not seem to. describe
animals in heat. They are consistent howeVer with participant descriptions of
thelr experiences of sexual desire. It is important to be open to how nonseanl”
sexual desire can'be — —or, aIternatlvely—to expand our notions of the klnds of
things that are “sexual” w‘hen it comes to human beings. Participant F-1
’expressed this possibilit‘yv dUite_WeII in describing her own experiences of sexual
desire:

It's out of the realm. of sex per se. It happens around sex, but that's not the

only time it happens. And it's not a whole lot different just because it's

"happening around sex. The difference is the body is more engaged. My

body and his body are more engaged in it...My feelings of sexual desire

have become more dispersed in the fabric of my life...The boundaries
around sexual desire are not as defined as they used to be...more things
in life are sexual [italics added]. -

Researchers from many different traditions use interviews to collect
information. Kinsey (1948;1953), for example, used lengthy interviews to collect
data on sexual “outlets.” But Kinsey was a taxonomic specialist working at the
height of psycnology's Iove -affair with behaviorism, and he collected a sea of
mformatlon about how when where, with whom, and how often men and women
experience orgasm. He was more of what Kvale (1996) referred to as an

epistemological “miner” digging up"'facts" which he understood to be nuggets of

~ truth. No one can question Kinsey’s contribution to under’standing human sexual
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- behav10r but an |nterV|ewer can aIso be a traveIer and it’s this metaphor that

-inspires the present program of research..

The interviewer as traveler is ona journey of discovery with his or her

) participant, and both are iikeiy to be affected by the trip. When fellow traveIers

meet, at least three kinds: of»iearning are_possible: (a),Iearning about the culture

of the other, (b) deveioprng new perspectives on your own culture in the light of

comments from the other and, (¢) Iearning about the human condition more

generally. Similarly, thoughtful dialogue about sexual desire - a toplc of interest to

both researcher and part|crpant resulted in more than ]ust useful rnformatron for

the researcher. It was also a signrflcant experience for most particrpants. |
Participants foundv the task difficult. As one participant put it, “...desire is

something that you can’t even define; because it is a total picture.” [M-1] As

~ might be expected at the start of the interview-some parhcrpants reported

experiencmg awkwardness in descrlblng an experience generaiiy consrdered to

be of a very personal nature In no case, however did this continue beyond the

‘.first few minutes of the mter_vrew, and the interviewer did not judge this to be a

. major source of difficulty.

Some participants nspontaneoUSIy commented that describing sexual _

- behavior (rather than sexual desire) WOuId be comparatively easy: .

ot wouId be so much easier to taIk about the physical aspects It would be
*a damn piece of cake! [M-2] - ‘ ' ‘

Expressrons ofa wrllingness to describe details of thelr sexual behavror in

preference to the difficulties associated W|th descrlbing desire - was considered
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by the researcher to indicate that participants were not inhibited by discussion of
-sexuality or the interview conditions, but rather found the topic déunting. This
difficulty seemed to stem from the nature of sexual desire itself: sexual desire is -
much easier to experience than to describe. Several participants made this very
clear:

Itis SO much easier to feel than 4it' is to explain. [F-2]

[ can just do it. | can't explain it. [F-3]

' Whew!...It's hard to put your finger on it. It's so much more of an
“experience than anything else. [F-4]

While acknowledging the difficulty of the task, most participants expressed
positive fee‘lings about being interviewed and considered it a learning experience.
- Many had simply never thought about it as directly before:

I'm having a hard time putting it all together. How I...| mean, I've never
thought about it, so | don’'t know how to really explain it. [M-2]

Others commented on how their participation guided them to deeper
understandings of their own experiences:
| ended up sort of conceptually thinking about, just suddenly starting to
make some little distinctions | think | had not made before | thought about
this question. [F-5]
It's a lot more complicated than | would have ever thought. [F-1]
Some were unequivocal about how much they enjoyed being interviewed:
[ enjoyed this. It was nice. | didn’t know how it was going to be, and at first
| was like, “Oh God! | can’t believe | got myself into this.” But now that I've
done it, it was great. It was fun. [F-3]
All protocols were analyzed on the basis of a hermeneutic approach. In

this type of analysis the goal is to articulate the meaning of the phenomenon in
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the context of the participant's life situation. Because all human activities carry
meaning — including sexual activities —no human experience can be fully
understood solely in terms of the immediate situation, physiology, or from any
other single perspective. Whether analyzing a religioué toxt or a research
protocol describing human experience, hermeneutic approaches involve
" movement from analysis of components to analysis of the whole, foIIowed by
reinte'rpretation of each in the light of knowledge gained and continued analysis:
...the meaning of the whole has to be derived from its individual elements,
and an individual element has to be understood by reference to the ,
comprehensive, penetrating whole of which it is a part. (Betti, 1980, p. 59) .
Hermeneutic analyéis is sometimes described as a spiral to distinguish it
from other more linear approaches. For each protocol, the individual components
and the whole are interpretéd in terms of one another, and the process continue_s
spiraling ouf to include other protocols of different participants. Just as each
partic‘ipont’s experience of desire must be understood in the larger context of the
person’s life, the research project itself can only be meaningfully interpreted, or
judged useful, in the light of the conditions which produced the researcher and
tho participants. The results presented here reflect the belief that for humans,
sexuality is richly imbued with meaning, and that hermeneutic analysis of these
meanings is crucial to an improved understanding of many aspects of desire.

Thematic Structure of the Experience of Sexual Desire

‘Hermeneutic analysis of the 16 protocols yielded 4 major themes:
s Lust versus love

e The role of the body
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e Changes in aWareness

e Changes in the meaning of desire
It is important for the reader to be aware that the isolated manner in which
themes are discussed does not reflect how they Were experienced or described
by participants. They are discussed separately to facilitate understanding of each
theme and the context in which they emerged during the analysis. Sorﬁe themes
were especially prominent in certain protocols or sections of a protocol and not in
others. When an individual theme became figural, the experience was
contexualized by the balance of the person’s life. The other themes and the
experience of desire as a whole, make up important aspects of that context.

A graphic depiction of thematic structure can be very valuable. The
thematic structure of sexual desire as it emerged during analysis of data
collected in this research appears as Figure 1. The figure may be usefully
interpreted somewhat like a contingency table, but the reader should understand
that themes are not mutually exclusive: Themes sometimes coexist, overlap, and
fade imperceptibly into one another.

The global theme of love versus lust is represented by the headings at the
top of the diagram. The left sidebar represents the theme of the body’s role. For
most participants, the issue was the extent to which they experienced being as
opposed to having a body. The dotted boundaries between having énd being,
however, indicate that this distinction was not a rigid one. The theme of change is
indicated by the middle column. The solid arrows indicate the dominant direction

of change reported by participants in their lives, from lust to love. The dotted
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Thematic Structure of Sexual Desire
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arrows |nd|cate a potential but less frequently described change: occasnonal lust-
I|ke experiences described by some part|C|pants especially those in long-term

relationships. FinaIIy, patterns emerged in.the kinds of changes in awareness

. described by participants.' Brief summaries of these appear in each cell, with their

relationships to other themes indicated by their location in the overall structure.

Lust Versus Love -

Virtually all participants, regardless of age or sex, fellt it was necessary to
describe two varletles of desire to capture their experiences fully:

“ think deswe has two different coins, the person and the
physical...physical attributes.” [F-6]

| think there are like two types.of sexual desire that a person can
experience. | think that you can find somebody attractive — or be attracted
to somebody. If you find somebody attractive, you can have sexual desire
-towards them, but it is only when you are actually attracted to the person
that you act on that sexual desire. Does that make sense? [F-2]

| think there are two different kinds of desire, if that makes any kind of
sense. One is a desire to just, you know, be with somebody and be real.
close and have sex, and it's not just the actual physical sex part that
makes it fun. It's the whole...It's the whole situation, and the feeling, you
know, being close; and | like this person and...this is a lot of fun. The other

- is, “let's go do the physical sex thmg,” and then, you know then it’s over.
M- 2] ' _ .

There's two different things, because the reIattonshlp that | was in before
this one, it was more lust than love, you know. | mean we just kind of got
together, and we just had sex all the time. And you know, | just desired her
in that way. And the relationship I'm in now, we have a lot of sexual desire
for each other, but then we also love each other. | mean,it's...I'm kind of
young to say I'm in love, but that's just how it is. [M-3]

..I've had two distinct types of relationships in my life, and some have
been that way and some have been the other. | mean some have been
short-term; some have been long-term. And the aspects of desire in those
relationships have been different...On the short-term, there’s a very
animalistic type of urgency for sex, and that’s the only reason | would even
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have a relationship with somebody, for the shear sake of sex. And with the
pursuing — or getting to know somebody — ultimately you will have sex, but
.the bonus is, you have a relationship, and you really get to know
somebody. And that’s cool! So you get a friend, and you get a partner. But
with the shori-term, it's just sex. There’s no strlngs There’s no kind of a
relatlonshlp, nothlng [M-8]

' One participant [F-5] explained it.aé vthé difference betwée‘n “being in
heat,” which she described as a “lovely but silly moment,” versus “being in love,”
_ Which she described as “very serious and earth-moving and big.” The desire of
love is . |

...not'just sort of this little bodily desire, but a desire to be with him all over
the place, that was there whether he was present or not. [F-5]

For me, arousal is something that happens to me; that’s just physiology.
My body is doing stuff. Desire has got an object. It's a desire for this man
(italics added). Maybe that is how...yeah, | guess that is it, ‘cause I've
thought about it before, | just haven’t put words to it. Arousal is just me
walking around with hot pants or whatever. Desire is a desire for an other.
.And I don’t think you get desire without arousal, but | can have some
arousal without desnre [F-5]

Some participants were so emphatic that the experiences were different
they felt only one experience should be described as desire. They reserved the
. word “desire” for use in describing their experience with someone they typically
cared for very much:
“l think as | got older, and been in relationships — I'm trying to determine
the difference between desire and lust, because | don't know if they’re
comparable, or different. To me they would be different — I'd forget, and /
‘thought it was desire [italics added] for someone, but it was actually just a
first impression...lust.” [F-3]

" This participant made a reference to ‘just physical sparks” when someone was

“really good looking.” She was then asked if this was desire
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No. I call that...lust...l mean, | can look at somebody...The reason why |
separate it is because when I'm walking down the street and | see
. somebody that's like pretty to me...I can look at them.and let them pass
. by and be like, “Oh wow!” And | can like exclaim in my head, “That's a

, really pretty person.” It can be a girl or boy. | can like play at either one

! and be like, “Wow, they're really attractive.” That doesn’t mean I'm

L necessarily attracted to them. Maybe in other circumstances | would be,
but it takes more than me just being able to see somebody physically to
be like, “Oo la lal” You know? | can point at them, but | won't desire them.
Or | can say that, you know, I'm physically attracted to them, but that
doesn’t mean that I'm desiring them. | don’t think about them more than a
second more. | guess | always think of desire as a stronger thing. Like
when [ think of desire, | think of yearning...When | think of sexual desire, |
think of more than just desiring to look at them. [F-4]

Another participant éuggested that for her, lust was primarily a function of
the immediate situation rather than of her partner’s characteristics as a person:

| think it was just living on the edge, doing something that you know you
could get in trouble for. That was a lot of it. You know...wait until his
C parents leave or his parents are upstairs...l don’t think it was desire. |
b think it was more like lust. There was tension built up...| don’t think you
should ever be allowed to French kiss until after you are married! [F-7]

Shé continued by describing her distinction between simply finding someone -
“attractive” and being “attracted to” someone: '

Lets say there’s two guys, and they’re both attractive because they both
have physical characteristics that | find appealing, so | find person A
- “attractive” because of their physical aspects, but | am “attracted” sexually
to person B because their emotional aspects are the same as mine; their
moral standards are the same as mine. Physical attractiveness is what I'm
looking for...just how they're balanced it seerns emotionally as a person.
o Did that make sense? Did | explain that well enough? Sexual desire to me
. is reinforced and acted upon to a person that I'm “attracted to,” so sexual
i desire equals “attracted” not “attractiveness” because when I think of
attractiveness, | just think of physical characteristics. [F-2]

This participant also made it clear that physical characteristics are not enough.

For her to experience sexual desire it must be a certain kind of person:
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The only thing the two would have in common would be phySIcaI
characteristics, because, | mean like, if a person is really attractive, but
they're loud and obnoxious, of course I'm not going to have sexual desire
towards them. [F-2]

Some participants described no instances of sexual desire outside of a
relationship with someone they cared about. When asked if she ever
experienced what she herself would label as sexual desure outside of a relational
context, one part|0|pant replied as follows

No. | mean, | think they’re attractlve but | don't think like, how they'd be

sexually. That thought normally doesn’t run through my head, like you

know, “Ooo! Do it with them” because | have to be in love. | have to
feel...emotions before anything like that. Even before...l can't...l can’t

even kiss anybody without having some feelings for them. I m weird like
that. [F-8]

As was typical of other participants, she admitted she saw people throughout the
day that she considered physically attractive, but sexual desire is a different ‘
matter:
Like when I'm just walking to class, and I'll see a really beautiful or pretty -
person, and I'll look at them for a little bit, and they’ll catch my eye, but I'm
just looking at their features. And for me desire comes..:Like if | was a
guy, | think | would have a problem because society says it's OK to look
at, you know, Playboy and everything, and go, “Ooo!” But if | was a guy, | |
think I'd have a real problem because | can’t look at a guy and go, “Ooo!”
and like want him sexually. [F-8]
I guess with like every beautiful person you see, there is like a hint of
sexual stuff, but it's not...It's not the same as like, “hey baby, | want to do

you” or anythlng like that. It’s just this real little, small little, hint of sexual
that’s going on. [F-8]

In addition to not experiencing sexual desire in response to the physical features
of “beautiful” people that she sees, she experiences the physical features of the

partner she cares about differently
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Yeah. | don’t know how to...It's like they.. they il peak my sexual interest
like, just like...like in a different spot than Bill peaks mine. Or maybe he’
just peaks it a lot more...| don’t know. Like | can't.../ don't look at Bill the
same way as I'd look at a beautiful stranger walking down the road. [ItaIICS

added]. [F-8]

Participant F-8 attr’ibutes the difference to her emotional attachment to her
current partner and is steadfast in her conviction that she experiences sexual
desire only when she is emotionally involved:

Yeah, it's just d'ifferent [the impact of other beautiful people] than what Bill

has on me. [ mean, | think | remember like when | went...remember the

first time | saw him. | was like, “Ooo wow!” and he peaked it, you know, a

little bit. But now, it’s just like.. he has his own reserve parking space

there! [F-8]

Another participant expressed the difference between lustful desire and
loving desire as an issue of control. Contrary to connotations often associated
with the word “lust” and myths about the bewitching sexual powers of partlcularly
beautiful people, part|0|pants in this study generally characterlzed lust as more
frivolous, Iess serious, and — |mportantly easier to res1st than deswe It is when
there is a connection with the person, in comblnatlon ‘with at least a modest
“physical spark,” that it becomes difficult to control yourself:

The dtffetence between the attraction and the desire is how much it's

embodied and how much, | guess, control, | feel like | have over it. The

attraction is something, it's just like | said, it's like low level frequency. It’s
fun, and | can...] jUS'l .I enjoy being in it. | enjoy the whole...It feels like
play to me, and | enjoy that play, and then, the desire was when it got
very, almost out of my control. [F-5] -

Males also commonly described desire as being different from a
motivation to engage:in sexual activity based primerily on physical attraction and

focussed primarily on physical satisfaction of themselves:
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There wasn't a wholelot of desire there .other than ‘Lets just have sex.’
You knew that was coming..../f wasn't as' much desire [italics added]. It
was just kind of meet at home, and let's get through the preliminaries
quick, and there was still no other.connection, other than that. [M-4]
In fact, despite expectations prom'ptedfby common stereotypes, there were very .
few differences between male and female descriptions. Consider the fellowing

male description of sirnply finding a girl attractive contrasted with what the

‘. participant views as desire. It is almost idertticat with that provided by female

participant F-4:

| mean, to me there’s a difference between being attracted to a girl and
desiring her....I guess it doesn't differ.a whole lot from desire it's just-
...everything is lesser. You don't like...You’re attracted to a girl, but you
don t focus as much on her. You just say, “Well that's an attractive girl.”
Well, it's like the difference between me looking out of the window and
seeing-a good-looking attractive girl and saying, “She’s a beautiful girl” —|
guess that would be attracted —and actually have her in that chair talking

. to me, and all of a sudden | see like these qualltles that make me desire
her. So, | guess one’s uh, being attracted to a girl is by appearance and
desiring a girl is like reality enters in. [M-5]

. As was the case ,forthe female participants, desire —as dppo'sed 10 lust —

~ for male participants was associated with qualities p‘f the person beyond the

_ merely physical"

I've only really made out with two glrls in my whole life. | think to make out
with somebody, and to have desire for somebody, you really gotta love
em. [ mean, | lust after Jeanie McCarthy and Carmen Electra, but.. [M 6]

Slnce both desire and Iust were mentioned, the participant was asked for more’
details:

Yeah. | thmk you know...You Just kind of...When you desire somebody,
you want every part of them, maybe. And | think that's when | look forward
to making out with my glrlfrlend It's like for those 2 hours or 3 hours we
make out, she’s just mine. Nobody else is gonna take her away from me.
She isn’'t gonna leave. She just wants to be there with me, and | like that
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very much. | look forward to it cause | know that's when she is just gonna

be with me and nobody else. Like when we’re watching T.V. and my dad

calls, her mom calls, her friends call. It's just like, there’s always
somethlng you know? She has to do homework. | have to do homework.

Doorbell rings. Somebody knocks. You know? We just...You're not

really...When | look forward to making out with her, | just want to be with

HER. | think that's why | desire her so much, is cause | love her. | don’t

think you can really desire anybody you don't love....l don't think you can

really desire some lady you saw walking down the street in a tight blue
dress. You can lust after her; you can fantasize about her. But you can't
really desire her....| think once you quit desiring a person’s mind, and how
they feel, I don't think you really...you don't want them as bad, and I think
desire goes away sexually. You stop caring totally for the person. | think
there is a big difference between lust and desire, but | made that point

earlier. [M-6]

The participant in this instance is a 21 year old male. Without the
corrective provided by the phenomenological interview, it would be common
place to conclude —incorrectly —that such a young man was experiencing sexual
desire as he watched a lady in a “tight blue dress.” The fundamentally subjective
nature of sexual desire makes it impossible to conclude from a strictly
physiological or behavioral perspective whether or not a person is experiencing
sexual desire.

Lust was characterized by little or no concern for the other as a person.
Participants most frequently described this experience as “lust,” [for example
M-3; M-6; F-3] but other expressions such as “purely carnal,” [M-7] “animalistic,”
[M-4] “being in heat,” [F-5] and “primal urges,” [M-7] conveyed the same basic
notion. With lust, the other is important only as a source of gratification or as an
object to be used; they are important solely for what they can do for someone

else. Desire was often referred to as “love.” Lust differs from desire in several
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ways, one of the principal ones being the extent of mutual concern the partners
show for each other as persons.

Most participants were keenly aware of the extent to which they objectified
their partners in lustful — as opposed to loving — encounters:

"... it was the whole culture. All my buddies were the same way. The girls
we went out with were the same way. And there times when it really didn’t
matter who went home with who [italics added] because the people that
we all hung out with all had the same objective. So you almost felt more
camaraderie with the guys going and playing ball than with the girls that
you should have been having the relationship for. So it was all just
this...this...party, lust-type, animal-type...lets go have sex because it feels
good and then when it's over with, it's over with, and it really didn’t matter
who. [M-4] ' " ‘

...you don’t care what they say. You just want to have sex, and you’re just
like, “whatever” and go along with whatever they’re talking about. It
doesn't even matter, and the ones that you really follow, you're earnestly
-interested in all the aspects of that person. | mean, I've met some cool
people that I've slept with that have been instantaneous relationships that
were cool. And then I've had some that are, just, | didn't care; they didn’t
care. | mean it was just like, no sense even talking about political issues, it
wouldn’t be doing a thing. We could talk about her hair for all | care, and it
didn’t matter. [M-8] C

You don’t care about the person. You don’t care about what they think, or
how they act. You just want them for two hours alone. You know, two or
three hours alone, you don't care if you see them anymore. You don’t care
if they’re hit by a Mack truck. You don't care if they're run over by a semi.

It's just a physical thing like. [M-6]

The ability to objectify partners was not confined to males. For example,
one female participant described what she called “aggressive” and “wild sex.” To
her, this meant sex that was not in the context of a romantic relationship. It often
involved “unusual places” and “freaky” activities that she wouldn’t feel
comfortable doing with a romahtic partner, and she had no illusions about the

status of such partners:
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...because you don’t have to talk to them later, | guess. You don't have to
~ worry -about what they think. And so that...you just...okay like if you’re in a

romantic type of relationship, you have to...I'm not going to say “answer

to” because that sounds really...dominating...but you know you have to

discuss actions and...feelings for that person but like if you're...if you -

engage in...act upon a sexual desire with a person that.you're just

attracted to, then the whole emotional is not there so you don't really care
, about the other person [|taI|cs added] [F-2]

‘Another female participant described her earller experiehoes of desire as being
| based primarily on whether her partner had stetue, good looks, and money: -
| mean he coold be the biggest son of a bitch you could.probably find as . |
long as he looked good and with the money or the car, the usual things
when you 're younger...[F- 6] 4 o |
She added that such experiences are |
...more exciting when you’re younger. Like when you've had someone
[italics added] who’s good looking or has money or whatever....| guess
. you feel like you have achieved a certain status amongst your peers.
They try to...you know girls that age, like 20, 19 or 20, if you've got
somebody that’s good looking, or has money, or...l guess you feel like
you've achieved something, or reached a goal that everybody else is
trylng to obtain. [F- 6]
It is clear by this part|0|pant s use of the phrase “had someone” and her
comments about appearance and rﬁoney that these partners were not related to
- as persons. In a discussion of the importance of trust in the context of Ioving'
desire, this participant admitted that in her eaﬂier relationships she herself was
i not deserving of the trust ehe now values so highly.
In lust physical appearance and sexual attributes of the partner'beoome
. particularly figural because they are the sole basis for relationship. One
participant described it as

...more of a feeling of an animalistic type of, “Let’s just have sex” sexual
desire, where you're looking at the person and saying, “Yeah, | want to
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have sex with her.” You’re not even looking at her mind, or her person. lt's
justlooking at her body and saying, “Yeah, we're gonna do it.” But, not
with Angie; it's completely different. [M-4]

Well, the animal lust sex WAS orgasm. Now orgasm is jUSt a small portion
of what it's all about: the feeling, and wanting that feeling to last and last
and last...It doesn't even have to get to that pomt to be completely fulfilling
and enjoyable. [M-4]

| think it was a purely carnal relationship. We were friends, but there
wasn't any intimacy beyond sexual intimacy. We were very different
people. [M- 7] ~

Despite the negative connotations associated with the word “lust,” it would

be inaccurate to conclude that participants viewed lust in a universally negative

light. Their views wefe much more complicated and subtle. Not all participants

considered sexual activities associated with the experience of lust to be immoral

or even inappropriate. They also did not consider sexual activities in the context

of lust less satisfying physically. Some even commented the sex in these

circumstances was both more frequent, and more exciting.

Parti‘cipant F-2 is a good example. She Was concerned that her comments

would sound “horrible”:

| just don’t want it to be; Iike taken out of context. | feel like if you're

- romantically involved with somebody, obviously you want to have sex with
the person, and you experience sexual desire toward that person. [F-2]

But in reference to what she called the “self-centered kind of relationship,” she
admitted that she experienced desire in such an unromantic context as (a)
occurring more frequently, (b) having greater infensity, and (c) as more
“aggressive.” She also added this observation:

...but that doesn’t mean that one is better than the other. If | wasn't

involved with a person, | would think both were OK from an outsider point
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sex.

of view. But smce 'mina romantic relationship, | th|nk that’s I|ke the best
one to encounter. [F 2]

Desire in a romantic context is “acted upon longer.” She says the issue’is

“..an hour of sexual desire as opposed to a life-time of sexual desire.” [F-2]

’Participant F-6 also struggled with describing her experiences of desire in a long-

term relationship without sounding negative:

You still feel that giddiness. You still joke around and feel light-hearted
when you’re with that person, but | believe...You know, between the first
time experience versus as you get older...You know, it doesn’t get dull,
but it becomes...not the feeling like it was the first time - whether being in
love or being with someone....There's more of a consistency. There's
more, | don't want to say dull...That's not what I'm saying. There's more of
an-ease about it. [F-6] : _

Males provided very similar descriptions. In what he describes as “short-
term” relationships, M-8 experiences desire as an “animalistic type of urgency for

- | think the short-term is a stronger urgency, at least for me, or it used to
be. | mean you're just like a dog with another dog in heat. | mean it's jUSt
like...There’s very much a sense of urgency: [M-8] :

- Participant M-8 also experiences “long-term” sexual desire as less intense:

-There’s an urge there, but it's over a longer sustained period of time. And
' it's not as strong, but it's there."Maybe it is initially strong | guess to spark
“the interest, but...it doesn’t come on...Or it doesn’t last. My short-term is a
very, very strong feeling, and the long-term, it's a sustained feeling. The
urge is not as strong, it's Just more drawn out [M-8]

All participants preferred however tobeina sexual relatlonshlp with

someone they cared about and who cared about them. They found sex in thls

' context more satisfying and more tulfilling:

Well obviously, with my first girlfriend in college, it was very physical. |
was, you know, not only was ‘she a professional dominatrix, but she also
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continued that persona into her everyday.public life. And you know, as far
as clothing; and attitude, and things like that, that was rather exciting and
attractive to me initially. Although I, you know that's stuff's exciting within
itself, it really wasn't a very fulfilling thing. [M-7]

| definitely enjoy the long-term better. But, you know, there’s a sense of
fun or sexual just...expression wise is just really fun, or was when | was a
little younger. But | don’t know if that was just because | was younger
or...But I've had some great relationships and the sex has been
phenomenal. | would say the longer is better. It's much more fulfilling, but
the short-term is usually not...It's fun, but it's not as fulfilling at all.
Sexually, yeah, it's gratifying, but it’s not...| guess my reactions or the
consequences of it are not as appealing as the long-term.:.which is weird.
You would think if you have such a strong urgency towards the short-term,
it would make it better, but it's not necessarily true. [M-8] ’

It's more fulfilling | guess you might say, because...| just have this feeling
that there is more to sex than just the physical, you know, “grr grr grr.”
[M-2] .

| am a very practical person, and sometimes | feel like I've. shoved aside
my practical side, or I've separated my body from my mind. And I've done
things sexually with people that | really didn’t care about that much. |
mean, | cared, but...like...] wanted a relationship - a very short one -
where | really didn't care a whole lot about this guy...not very much at all,
but | did, just like a little bit. And then my other relationships were more...|
cared more. [F-8] '

‘When participant F-8 was asked specifically about the differences between her
two experiences, she made the following observations about her “very. short”
relationships:

It wasn't emotional, at all. It was just phySIcaI like, “give me physical
pleasure.” It wasn't, “give me physical pleasure and fulfill my emotional
needs.” [F-8]
She experiences desire in the context of her current long-term relationship quite
differently:
| feel different emotions. Like when | kiss him, | feel totally different
emotions than when | kiss somebody | dont care about, and his are

definitely more fulfilling. [F-8]
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The Role of the Body

When participents were asked to reflect on their experiences of sexual
desire, they also”descrit)ed ttte corporeal aspects of sexuality. In this regard,
‘ bart‘icipahts noted repeatedly that physical appearance, touching, kissing, and

'physiologiCaI arousal were all important aspects of their experience of sexual

' desire. It is elso clear, however, that teéused reflection en the experience of
desire itself prompted virtUaIty every participant to describe how 'ée>_<ua| desire
was not solely nor even'prirrterily motivated by physical attributes of their partner
or of their relationshir.t_ with him or her. )
| Many participants ackn_owledged‘physical attrit)utes as a source of 'initial
interest: I . | |

The phyS|caI features are what ettracts me f|rst .They're like the bait. [F- 8].

...maybe |n|t|aIIy it’'ll start, maybe like the seed of it will be like the whole
Iust like physical attraction...the more you know that person, the more-.
knowledge you got about that person, is almost like the fertilizer and the
water and the soil for the seed. And then it'll like...the whole tree...and
then boom, you have the desire, but all like the lower levels start it...and
it's like barely a plant. It's more like...uh...so anyway, your mind is still
very much involved. Like you ( can rationalize it away, stlll .| mean | have
the power to ratlonallze it all away. [F 4]

I remember in college th|s is another coliege | attended before
here...seeing a girl walking up a hill, and | was like, “I gotta meet that girl!”
| mean, right off the bat it’s like, “I've got to meet that girl!” long hair
beautiful body, just gorgeous, a really good looking girl, and | ended up
going out with her and having a relationship with her. But that day, and
just seeing her walking...the wind kind of going through her hair, the whole
kind of deal...l was like, “Man that's it. I've got go find out who that is!”
[M-8]

He looked great! And that day | just...It was the first time | ever said to
someone, “You are a very handsome person.” That was the first time |
ever said it to someone, and | couldn’t say nothing else. [F-3]
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https://like...uh

Initial attractipn based on physical attributes was described as beiné especially
important in I’ust-ériented encounters. In some instances, a physically attractive
partnerl and an active sexual relationship with them was even enough to keep
participanté with a partner for extended periods of time. Participant M-3 explained
his two-year relationship with a girl he described as “jealous,” “duhb,” and one
that he just wanted to have sex with and “didn’t care what she felt about it":

| guess the sex was so good, it just kept us together. | don’t know what it
was. [M-3]

Similarly, participant M-7 described earlier relationships as insténces in which he
thought more with his body than his head, and this was enough to keep him in
some relationships:

| feel tempted to say that the earlier things were just purely hormonally
fueled, although | don’t want to cheapen it to that because obviously | was
looking for fulfillment in other areas as well. | think anyone does in a
relationship,. at least | do. | think with those earlier situations, | was looking
for the emotional satisfaction as well, however, | certainly was not.../ did
not cut off any of those relationships because | wasn't being fulfilled
emotionally [italics added]. Sexually they certainly were wonderful, and
that for a very good part did keep me there and somewhat tied to those
relationships, no matter how deleterious the effects may have been on my
personality or my persona or my wellbeing... [M-7]

Physical aspects of a partner and sexual activity with him or her, although
important, were not enough to sustain relationships for most participants. Other
attributes of the partner and the relationship became figural for most participants:

...but once 1 got to know Bill, like on the inside, his physical features...they
matter, but they don't matter as much anymore. [F-8]

Well, | think looks is a big part of it. If a girl is butt ugly you’re definitely not
gonna want them too much (laughs), but | mean looks is just part of it. You
have to have the other things that go with it. Like | just said, the
personality is definitely a big part of it: If she’s dumb, she don’t know
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nothing, she’s kind .of an airhead, you're not gc.nna respect her as much :
than if she’s smart and intelligent. And if she’s a great person all around,
you’re gonna want her more, at least | do. [M-3] ‘

Now, surprisingly, when | look at a woman now, I’'m looking at things that
" are not just pure looks, because to me some women are —and I'll use the
term “sexy” here for whatever other reason — and some women aren't, and
you can be knock-out looking by the cover of magazines or whatever, but
to me you aren't sexy..../ have learned that good-looking means nothing
[italics added]. [M-1] o :

| guess desire...It seems like it usually comes -more out of, more out of a
girl’s attitude...just how they act more than how they look. Of course,
looks has got a'lot to do with it, but it seems like women that are...that are
more...l don't know, that don’'t necessarily act all sexual or whatever, you
know...jeese...l don’t know where I’'m going with this. | never thought
about it like this before...strange. It seems like if they...You know, women
don't have to act sexual to make you or make me want to have sexual
desire or whatever...It's more or less being around them...[M-2]

Yeah. (pause) Yeah, like physical attraction alone doesn’t spark any high-
pitched sexual desire for me. (pause) | mean, it could help, but it would
never just come from that. [F-4]

One participant took a kind of “falsmcatlon test” approach and noted that

~ physical features alone cant be enough, because you can aIways find

imperfections in someone's physical body. It must, therefore, be something else

- about the person that is the source of desire, eomething from inside:

[ can pretty much find fault physically with any girt in the world, like
something that would bug me, or whatever. And so it's always something
from the inside, that | guess, transfers to the outside...that makes them
desirous. Cause, | don’t know...it could be the most beautiful woman in
the world, but if she is like the redneck type, like | was telling you about,
that... her whole type is a constant battle...you know, a small series of
battles and stuff, that would really turn me off you know. But...yeah, I d
say it's definitely something from the inside. [M 5] :

Participants described lust and desire (love) as coming into being

differently. Although lust may be directly linked to things like physical features of
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a potential partner, sexual desire was described-as an entergent experience, '
resulting from a not¥always-easy-to-predict combination of qualities ofv whole
persons. Although lust is primarily about behavior, sexuel desire]l— somewhet
paradoxically — is only p'etentially linked to sexual behavior dvurin‘g a partieular |
- instance of its occurrence.

Even when experiencing sexual desire, parth|pants in this study reported .
other aspects of being with their partners as more important:

I think | feel more sexual desire for the girl that | respect more than the
one | just went and had sex with, for you know, just to do. | feel more
sexual desire for the one that I'm in love with. | mean, we do everything -
together...We have a great time. | enjoy her personality you know, just
who she is instead of...I mean, | don’t worry about sex as much as | did
with the other girl, you know. And that's'what | feel the difference is
‘between them. [M-3]

It's not the actual sexual intercourse itself. | can mess around all night and
get just as much out of it as | could if I...you know...just had sex one
time...and then had orgasm and that was it. But to me it’s like...Sexual
desire is —it's the touching and the kissing and, you know, the whole
emotional closeness thing more than it is the actual sex part [F-2] -

Where the goal before was sex,.that s not the goal now. -So itis
more...maybe constrained is the wrong word....There’s less emphasns on
the sexual...on having sex. There's more emphaS|s on...There is more
emphasis on creating that feeling, and having the warmth, and the
togetherness, and setting the stage. We like that feeling, and we've talked
about it. We both like...We like that feeling. We like setting it up and being
together, and holding one another and talking and...So it doesn't really
necessarily have to end with sex to be fulfilling. I'm not saying it's not nice
when it does, but it doesn't necessarily have t6. [M-4] '

But when it does, its better than any of the animal sex | ever had...l had
ever had before, because there’s such a feeling of togetherness and
warmth...And again, the whole objective before, with the anlmal type was
sex. [M-4] .
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closeness as important aspects of sexual desire. Even exchanges between

' These participants identified the partner's personality and emotional
partners that might appear decidedly nonsexual can yield high levels of sexual

desire that is experienced in a bodily way. Participant M-1 provided the following
example as a development from an exchange, that from a third-person
perspective, would be called an “intellectual conversation”:

It's not really the intellectual turn on; it's a sexual turn-on because you
know they care about you which in turn makes you excited about them. So
when they talk to you about your music and say, “Oh this is good” or
whatever, it's all making you feel warm. The brain is not going, “Oh, I'm
glad she likes it.” Your body is going, “DAMN!” [M-1]

When you can share all those things, you can talk intimately and yet have

the candles and the champagne and the music and the whole setting and

nobody home...And yet we can still discuss how we’re going to rearrange

the yard and it’s still not getting outside of a sexual discussion. We're

gonna make love, and we’re gonna have a sexual relationship; we're

gonna have sex and we’re really drawing warmth from each other, and

connecting with each other, but yet, we can discuss all these other things

and it still doesn’t take away...Let’s face it, if you discuss shoveling dog

poop out of the back yard it's usually gonna get in the way of a lot of

sexual conversations. But, yet, we can have the discussions about

anything and it doesn’t detract from it, because the words really aren’t as |
important as the feeling and the togetherness...of knowing that we're |
‘sharing everything. We're sharing everything intimately. [M-4]

The experiences of participants in this study suggest that to describe
sexual desire we may need to move beyond the physical. One young female
participant was especially clear in this regard. She provided some of the most
powerful descriptions of her body and the physicality of desire for her partner:

| just like the way he smells...It makes me tingly on the inside...a kind of

butterfly feeling...lt makes me think sexual thoughts...It makes me

happy...kind of like your heart pounding...A heating sensation came over
my body, and it was like, "Fuck it!"....He just...you know...took my breath
away...My bodily organs all like, just forget for a second what they're
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supposed to be doing because they're so overpoweréd by him...his
presence...| mean, he like makes me pudding almost. [F-8]

This same participant, however, az:knowledges that "almost everybody turns their
head at a beautiful pérson," [F-8] but the experience means nothing to her. Her
partner may have attractive physical features, but they are not what excite hér
mbst. She and her partner may engage in sexual activities, but they are not
primarily about physical release and/or satisfaction; they are symbolic and
meaningful. Participant F-5 expressed it very well:} |

Anybody can have sex. Anybody can do that, but to me, it’s how you link
emotionally with the person. You get your feelings across by the way you
kiss... [F-5]

Many other participants made it clear that sex was a way of communicating many
complex emotions:

...every time | think of sex, or kissing, or anything, it always...It always
goes back to him. [F-8]

When | do anything like kiss Bill, it's an emotional kiss. It's different from
when | kiss somebody that | really don't care about. When [ kiss
somebody | don't care about, it's just like, it was a kiss. That's all it was. It
was just a kiss. But when | kiss Bill, it's kind of like the kiss was saying
[italics added] that, "l love you." [F-8]

And the influence runs in'both directions:

The sexual part of the relationship almost "indepths" it a little more. [F-8]

If you're talking about the specific topic of like making love...I'm not just
talking about having sex; I'm talking about making love...in the sense of
like, making love...There’s gonna be sexual desire there, in like a general
situation, in a normal situation, | suppose...whatever normal is. In a 4
normal scenario for making love there’s gonna be sexual desire involved, -
but | consider making love to be an expression of emotion, otherwise it's
not making love, it's simply sex, it's'simply an action. And | think that
making love is an expression of emotion, so it's almost like...You're
expressing your sexual desire for somebody, but through this action -
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expressing your sexual desire - you're also expreésing your emotions to
that person. And for me, | guess it's kind of combined because of my -
emotions | have sexual desire, and so...I'm expressing that. [F-4]

Not only did participants describe sex as normally conceived of as taking a
backseat to other aspects of relating to their partners, they clearly were aware of
physical sexual exbréséion as an avenue to and symbolic of a deep sense of
connection or bond: |

When | met my wife | was very sexually attracted to her, but there was
also a bond. We very much clicked when we first met. Within an hour we
were very conversant with one another and shared a lot of the same life
experiences. And on the whole, that made me very excited about her...|
think that although | was physically attracted to her, that wasn’t my...that
wasn'’t the predominant thing with it...of my attraction to her. It certainly
was her attitude, very strong-willed, but also very caring, very conscious of

~ other people’s emotions and needs and desires....| had several other
experiences before that, that were rather shallow and really didn’t fulfill me
in any way or form, and after a while, the way someone appeared to me
didn’t necessarily evoke any sexual attraction on my part. [M-7]

| think that the long-term things...The desire isn't always sexual in the
long-term. Some of it is, but there’s also a sense of...what | was saying
when | talked about the getting to know somebody and creating a
relationship, and a friendship, and a sense of bond between you and that
person, and that is the most gratifying thing. There is sexual desire, but
there’s also a sense of some sort of a bond, | guess is the only way | can
say it. [M-8] : '

... 1o me, sexual desire is an erhotional need, because | mean, it's not just
because you want to hop in bed with somebody because you're really
wanting to get your groove on or whatever. You just...to me it's like the
close bond type of thing. You're entering into the new level type of stage in
your relationship. [F-2]
This bond is characterized by care for the other. Unlike lust, a relationship with
desire involves genuine regard for the interests, feelings, and fulfillment of the

other person:
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It was what | could get out of it, what wouId make me just happy, not the
other person. Whereas now, since I'm married, it's focussed on one

‘person, what | can do to make him happy, what makes him physically

happy. And he does the same, vice versa, for me. | believe it's part of a
reIatlonshlp [F-8]

Well, as | was saymg before, | would not deflne a relatlonshlp as...It’s not
give and take. It's not one-sided. I'd say there’s equal give and take, back
and forth; there is a sharing there, and it may not be at the same time.
Certainly there are cycles where | may need some more emotional
support than my wife does, and she’ll give it to me and vice versa.
There’s other times when we may both be going through some kind of
stress or crisis where we try to assist one another emotionally, or
whatever form, and we're very conscious of that. We’re very, very aware
of what each other s needs and desires are. And once again, I'm not
saying we maybe fulfill the other person, but we try. And we try to have a
very good rapport with one another. We try to be very conversant about
these things. There’s not a lot of assumption in our relationship, a lot of
times...We actually talk things out, but we’re also very aware of each
other’s feelings just from having this security within our relationship. [M-7]

Lust was described as somewhat one-sided, although desire was described as
not being able to exist without the other feeling much the same way. It is not just
“nice" when the other person feels similarly; part|C|pants believed that desire

(Iove) virtually requires.it:

It's very much a mutual thing. Not only am | interested, but they have to be
doing something, whether its in a conversation, a smile, the way they are
sitting close to me, or whatever, indicating that there is a potential interest
on their part. So, something mutual has to be going on....But you know,
maybe some people can not care about the other person. Maybe they
can, you know, as they say, some men can make love to a log if they re
hot enough. | don’t know. | can’t [M-1]

If | can tell that this person is ]USt not interested, it's like, you know, the
sexual desire just isn’t there. It doesn’t build up. It’s like, you know, looking
in somebody’s eyes you can kind of get a feelmg of whether or not they’re
interested. [M-2]

" He feels the same way | do, and that just Ilke .definitely makes him more

desirable. It is very comforting. [F 8]
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And just as lust is devoid of feelings, desire is defined by its emotionality:

It's just normal...I mean almost everybody turns their head at a beautiful
person. It's not like | want them, it's just...like...they’re pretty, you know? A
lot of my desire for Bill does not have a lot...| mean it has to do with his
looks; that's the first thing that you’re attracted to, but it has to do with
more than that, the experiences that | have been through with him and the
feelings that | feel for him...the deep feelings. My deep feelings are most
of what my desire is. [F-8] '

My wife is physically attractive to me, | mean she has...she has a nice
body. She’s a little overweight, but that doesn’t matter because her...It's
like this, there are some girls who are physically attractive, but you wake
up in the morning and you look at them and you go, “Woa, man she was
hit by a buss last night!” Where Angie, my wife, | wake up anytime and -
look at her and her face is always-just as beautiful...always. There is
never a time where | can’t look at her face and just feel, feel this
attraction....And since | can look in her face, and look in her heart, and
see all those things — her body is attractive, she’s all attractive to me at
that point, and it really doesn’t matter...where before it mattered. [M-4]

Many participants commented that partners they desire make them feel
good about themselves,‘they listen to them, they have qualities they Iéck.‘ A
génuine interest in being with-someone was described as a great aphrodisiac.
The hint that feelings are-not m‘utual kills desire, but not lust. In lust, you are not
concerned a}bout thé other’s feelings: -

I've experienced sexual desire and had sex and not had orgasm, and still
felt good. I've had those like...I think it's really cool to be in the shower. |
love taking showers with my partner. |.think that's the coolest thing, and |

~ find that a big turn on. | don’'t know why. But very-seldom do those end in

. both of us being pleasured, very seldom. But | still feel good about the
situation, and I think that has a lot to do with sexual desire. If you're in lust,
that’s the one main goal, is to for you and your partner to have an orgasm,

- and that’s not really the goal, | don’t think, in sexual desire. | think sexual
desire is a feeling of completeness... [F-7]

They make it clear to you that they are interested in you in every way.
That's why | said even when they touch you and go to the next step, they
make it clear to you that the interest in you is total and complete. Fire is
surrounding you. Yeah, so they take you in every way: In your personal
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life, they can inspire you in your job, in your writing. Yeah, they take you to
things beyond where you could go just because they believe in you, and
they believe in you as a lover; they believe in you as a person. [M-1]

| can tell her anything. She’s understanding. [M-3]

1 mean...you don't know in your heart whether or not that's the person

you're going to marry, but you know in your heart that's the person that
you love, not just for the day. You know like next week you're going to love
the person, and so the emotional closeness that you gain with the person,
as far as like being their confidant, being able to talk to the person as you

- would like a best friend, then that's when...That's when | desire more to be

with a person sexually than | would any other time. [F-2] .

| desire Bill, like emotionally...I desire him to be there, to be my like
partner and to be my mate and all that stuff. You know? To be there
whenever | need him...to be my friend. If | didn't have that part of the
desire in the relationship, | don't think I could have a strong relationship
with him. Because, this is like the first time that my boyfriend has ever
been like, a real friend, and | like it a lot. [F-8] R

Our friendship definitely deepens my desire for him. | think most women
want a man that they can talk to like their best friend, and how lucky can
you get if you find a companion you can do sexual stuff with and that can
be your friend? That's like...that’s it! [F-8] '

This all encompassing...She’s everything from companion, and best
friend, mother, wife...She’s the person that goes...She’s my hiking
partner. She’s my cooking partner. She’s my landscaping partner. She’s
my work partner. We connect on everything, so the wanting to be with her
is more than just the sexual. That's just a portion of it. That's just a piece

_of it. It's just that being together...She represents that connectedness with

everything, all those things that I've been working to achieve and all those
other things that I've been working to put behind...She represents all the
goodness, and | don’t think that it would've...l dated other girls; and it
never connected. In between in this inner period, | dated other girls who
sexually were very attractive, but nothing ever connected and so | didn't

take it...] didn't take it to that step, but with her, everything connected,

everything...l must have connected with her too, because I'm nuts, and
she still stays with me and loves me. [M-4]

Participants-in this study were not just aware of their bodies. It would be a

trivial observation to note that experiehces of sexual desire are associated with
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increased awareness of the body. Participanté were particularly aware of the -
different roles their bodies played - as roles. It has become a truism in
psychology that many aspects of human sexual functioning are learned. It must
be remembered, however; that human beings are capable of considerable
abstractjon and reflection. Participants in this study reported an awareness of the
body as figural during experiences of sexual desire. Sometimes the body was
experienced as serving to objectify another person through exploitation of their
body, and sometimes the body was experienced as a means of achieving an
almost spiritual connection by way of corporeal body interaction.

Changes in Awareness

One of the most striking aspects of how participants described their
experiences of sexual desire involved fundamentél changes in their mode of
existence as indicated by marked changes in awareness. In the midst of sexual
désire'participants said that their “whole state of mind changes,” they “don’t make
as much sense,” that “thoughts just don’t come into my head,” they “become
more nervous,” and “the way that | think about things” changes. These changes
seemed to involve interactién between the culturally prescribed qategories of

“‘mind” and “body” to an extent participants found disquieting. We are able to talk

~ about mind and body as being different, but we seldom experience them as

being different:

It was so weird. | couldn’t answer any questions, just say, “You are very
beautiful.” [F-3]

You almost feel like you have to have it. It's not really rational, of course.
[F-4] - '
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| suppose it's somewhat unreal in a sense, because — while | can't speak
-for anyone else — obviously | have this idealized picture in my mind of
what | expect a woman to be, and it's probably very different from the
mainstream idea. It really is very surreal though. | can't describe...When
all those things just kind of fall into place it's almost as if there’s some air
of unreality to it. To me, everything is there. [M-7]

Whether described as "not really rational,” “weird,” or as “unreal,” corporeal

aspects of desire prompted changes in awareness that par’nmpants felt needed

" explaining, though most were |I‘I-equ1pped. to do so.

Human beings both have bodies and are bodies. This places them in the

posiﬁon of — on the one hand — being able to objectify their partners and even

f' themselves — but on the other hand — being able to achieve an almost spiritual
.-union with another person by' way of sexual expressibn. For'many participants,

“sexual desire seemed to toggle them between these modes of existence with

surprising ease and rapidity — almost like flipping a switch. Although not every
participant described the full range of poésibilities, both extremes were described
by most participants. |

In some instances participants became almost totally embodied and

| reported little additional awareness. They. became their bodies, and aspects of

their body’s responses beéame figural. N'ote how clearly — often in the same
éentence —some participants described both a heightened awareness' of the
body and 'a concomitant alté‘ration in experience. For example, participant F-6
de'scfibed desire as haking hef feel excited, but she added.that it affected her by

making her “giddy” and “siIIy'.”.Oth"er participanis made similar obse‘rvations:‘
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“You feel, or | feel warm, hot for that person just crazy. You have a hard
tlme thinking.” {F-7]

Some kind of feelrng comes over my body where I just...l Stop...My bra|n
stops " [F-8]

Some parttcrpants-experienced this change as distressing. The next two

examples are from partrcrpants who described experiences of sexual deS|re that

occurred in response to the presence of someone they knew and were interested
in, but at a tlme when they Judged sexual behavnor to be |nappropr|ate Under.

these crrcumstances changes in their bodres were accompanied by a sense of o

. panic or danger |

..all of a sudden it's I|ke my brain dropped out of my body I had no sense
of the fact that we were 'still engaged in this intellectual argument
(laughing), and all | knew was that he was within about two inches of...that
his flesh was within about two inches of my flesh, just about everywhere..
We were close enough at that point to have kissed, and so | couldn’t back
up any farther because | was as backed up as far as | could go. And | just
remember feeling this overwhelming sense of heat, just going through my
entire body. My heart was pounding. | couldn’t breathe. | couldn’t talk. |
didn’t remember what we were talking about. And | just at that point -
then...that was very pleasurabie, but it almost immediately went into kind
of a sense of panic. | was thinking: “I've got to get away from this guy,
because if | don’'t get away from this guy, | just don’t know what’s gonna
happen.” And so...| don’t even remember what | did. | managed to move
his arm, and | got away from him. But that was really an overwhelming
feeling of sexual desire. [F-1]

" | was so aware of desrre that | couldn’t hear what he was saying. My body
changed. | felt like | couldn’t hear him. | could see his mouth moving, but |
couldn’t concentrate on what he was saying at all. And some of it was the
feeling of blood rushing in my ears, so that it really was making it hard to

“hear, but some of it was sort of...My desire was to tell him to pull the car
off the road some place, so that we could neck or whatever, and | was just
sort of having this little conversation with myself, “No you cannot do that.” |
mean it's ok...| was hearing myself wanting that, and sort of trying to
deflect myself from doing anything about it by just paying attention to what
was happening with me, because that would fill up some time to just pay
attention and sort of narrate to myself what was happening, would...was
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how [ sort of kept myself in line. And | know that time really stood out to
me because | had never had an experience quite like that...where
l...where there’s, that particular bodily change where | just couldn’t hear-
him, and | was so aware of wanting to...him...to do this thing that
was...would not have been a good thing for us to do. [F-5]

Other particip‘ante stopped short of describing sexual desire as
“dangerous" [F-5] but made it clear they‘exberiehced it as powerful and as a '
potential source of problems. Sexual desire can sometimes urge you te make
décisions that you may regret later: |

_ It's I|ke | was saying at the beginning, the way the brain works — | think —
| changes. It's like...maybe an example of it. You know, [ figure there’s
“nothing worse than having unsafe sex. You can get diseases, get
. someone pregnant, | mean...kill yourself. | mean there’s just nothing good
about it. | mean, think about it rationally. Don'’t do it period, paragraph.
That's my thoughts on the subject. Then you get in a situation, and you
get, you know, all turned on, and you get all this sexual desire going, and
you're in this situation and you'ré like, “would it really be so bad?” You '
know what | mean? It's like If | was thinking rationally, and usually it's like -
you know, thinking rational enough to say, “l| need to just chill out. I'm not
domg that.” But it's like, you know the, if | don’t have all the sexual desire
going, it's like, no way. | wouldn't do that, period, paragraph. And then
when you get all this sexual desire going, the brain’s working in a different
way [italics added], and it's saying, it's like the devil’s sitting on your
shoulder saying, “wait a minute, just do it, it couldn’t be that bad, no big -
deal.” And so | think that's a real good example — at least how my brain
works —in that if you know it, the thought process changes when it’s all full
of desire. And | figured it was kind of like that for everybody, but I don't ~
- know. [M-2]

Some participahts articulated this diminish.ed agency and heightened
sense of embodiment sohewhat differently:» Sexual desire has a way of rhaking
“nothing else matter." Some experieneed this effect as a predominantly positive‘ -
| . influehce and some as a predominantly hegaitive ohe. Words »L“Ised to describe ‘
this narre\Ning'—included~‘ffocused,” “thapped,” ahd“‘lo(c‘ke_d.” The individual c'onte_xt‘ o

of the bereon’s_life seemed to ihfluenee experiences of this feature. In the context
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. "of a relationship with a partner where sexual activities could be freely enjoyed,
the focusing was described as a source of “oomfort” and “escape,” and this
aspect of desire was'judged as generally positrive:

It's like a rush. It almost feels like...almost like a surge of
adrenaline....When I'm completely in it, things aren’t important anymore
| don't know, like when I've been wrapped up...like when I'm totally -

" engulfed in —the few times that 1 have —it's been like...It's almost like a
rush...When I’'m completely in it, things aren’t important anymore, things
that had to be like done by tomorrow, like certain things that you were
stressing about maybe-at the beginning of the night...Once you're

-wrapped up'in desire; nothing else seems to matter anymore. What's
important is the moment what’s here and now kind of thing. | mean...you
almost become blinded to the world around you. The only world that
matters is the one that you and the other person are involved in. | guess
that’ s how like responsrbllrtles are forgotten so0 quickly...so easny [F-4]

[ don’t know. I can’t put it |nto more words. Like, this is a good moment in
my life. This is like a moment I'll remember. There is nothing else in the
~world, you know, for that time being. | guess it's what people equate
heroin to: You Know about things, outS|de of what you re dorng, but you just
don’t care. [M 5] - . : ,
..someone who sets your m|nd totally and completely on fire and that
makes you think of NOTHING but them, nothlng but the moment. It
wouldn't matter if the worId was coming to an end and they were televising
it, you couldn't think of nothing else at the moment, because it is someone
that can do that to you, and she’s the onIy person that | have ever found
that can do that to. me. [M 1] :
Each of the partlmpants quoted above reported experlencmg sexual deS|re as
largely positive. It is also apparent, however, that eaoh of the part|C|pants ;
- included a warning: (a) responsibilities may. be quickly forgotten (b) desire is like
a dangeroUS drug, and (c) you can be so caught up in the “frre” that you wouldn’t
notlce the end of the world. “ '
Some partrcrpants were even more direct emphasizing the two-edge
nature of_sexual desire. It is a safe haven from worldly ooncerns. It can make you
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forget all the humdrum minutia like feedmg your pets but when your total person

“all you are” is put on the line through expressmn of your de5|re it can also be

experienced as problematic:

I guess it’s like, like an escape and a trap — all at the same time — because
you’re escaping the outside world or events or affairs, you know, whatever
else is going on.in your life, but by stepping out of that you're also
stepping right into that...that feeling, that moment...where all you are
[italics added] is focussed on that...Well, it's like you're not thinking about
~outside things at that particular moment. Yeah, | mean you’re not thinking,
“The rent is due,” "Did you feed your cat?” or “How come my car is
missing a hubcap?” You know, you’re not thlnklng about things like that.
[M-3]

Being your body puts you at much greater risk than simply operating your

body. Participants in this study evidenced a very keen awareness of this fact.

"Letting go and not.“holding back” — in other words being your body — was

specifically mentioned by some participants as vitally important to experiencing
high levels of desire: |

...but just when you were having sex, you could feel they were holding

" back, or they had a set rule...set rules of stuff they would and wouldn’t
do...you know, like firmly in their mind, and to me, that pretty much killed
my desire, when you can kind of sense that about a girl. [M-5]

In desire, though not in lust, obenness was described as crucial to breaking down
the “wall that you've put up for yourself":

- Sexual desire is, in my feeling, the way | feel about it, is a way of...a
breakdown in...you have to be really open [italics added] when you have
sexual desire. You have to be able to sort of put your guard down,
because it's feelings about yourself, and feelings I've expressed about
myself with my partner, that you don’t with anybody else. Whereas lust
isn't like that at all, you just, “boom” and it's there. | think you work up to

- sexual desire. It has some attributes to it like, for instance...I keep thinking
of the way | feel needed and the way [ feel wanted. | don’t know, it's just
more of a feeling kind of thing. It's hard to describe. [F-7]
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| | "In lust, adds partiﬂcipant‘ F-7, there is no feeiling,-:_“thve:re'_’s detachment,.'i ‘

- | When you Ietlyo'u-r“self go and sexually engége partner, there is great
potential, but you also are 'e'xtremely(vulnerable. Sohe participants describéd
partners with a “vulnerable look™ as being sources of particularly strong desire:

lt'd be like a weird moment. To me, it's mostly like with imagery...like a
certain...l guess what turns me on with girls is like a certain...either right -
before you're gonna have sex or kind of building up to it, the thing that
turns me on most is...I'll see like a vulnerable look in a girl. That'il always

_ kind of turn me on...just a look they don't know they’re giving. To me, it
seems like it only happens in blue-eyed girls for some reason. | can't think
why; that’s the only girls I've seen it in. And it’s just this split-second thing,
but the image will stick with me for...sometimes for years. | don’t -
‘know...To me that...that turn on 1 guess...is just...lt's something | know
that I'll think-about later on. {M-5] '

Thisbpe‘nness 6r vUInerability {has two dimeﬁsions. There may be an
evolutionary basis fqr findiné a "vulnerable” look appealing (e.g., Buss, 1994).
. For participants in this study, however, the meaning of being vulnerable was
different: they expressed no concemns about physical vulnerability, and it was
clear they were concerned about emotional vulnerability:

...sexual desire, once you're that far, like swept away, you have to be so
comfortable with that person because that person can do anything to you. |
That person can crush you, could crush you in the sense of like - now this |
" is where | completely have it tied together.with emotions - if you're longing
for that closeness, if you're longing to be that close to somebody, and then
you find out that they really...they really could care less, they just...they
just want to scrog you and that's it, then it’s almost...It's like a heartbroken
. type thing. You've given so much of yourself to that moment [italics added]
, and they had the ability to do like...l don’t know...It gives that person
incredible strength over you emotionally. You’re vulnerable...vulnerable to
that other person, and so it can turn a beautiful situation into a horrific one
in'seconds flat, if the other person isn’t experiencing mutual things. Like if
you're.being swept...If you're having that sensation of being swept
away...and that like magical feeling, then you find out later that it's all a
joke, that this person was just playing games with your head, and that all
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© they: wanted to do was get in your pants it s aImost I|ke a wow It s jUSt
really, crushing. [F-4] : .

Because you are vulnerable being open to the pOSS|b|i|ty of a strong

sense of communron or bonding with your partner reqUIres equally high levels of

comfort and trust. A lack of trust was described as a“desire killer”:

..because there’s that trust there. | think, sexually, I'm...| think our
sexual .our sex is probably ten times, a hundred.times better because of
it...because there is that mutual trust [M 7]

| enjoy sex better because our relatlonshlp is so open and trusting and
everything. | mean, | think the sex is better. | have more sexual desire for
. the girl I’'m with now. [M 3]

| didn’t trust her. lthlnktrust maybe that’s another part of deS|re is trust
in the person [M-6] '

| guess it [trust] falls into-my category of what I've found desirable in
someone, or if | don't believe | trust somebody, that kind of closes the gate
for me...of being either attracted to them physically or....Well, I'm just
saying that usually if you have sexual desire, or have sex with someone,

- you usually trust them. For me it's the person, plus, you know, physically,
the physical sex. If | feel like that person has either done me wrong, or |
don't trust them, there is no desire there anymore for me; that's been
severed, ‘cause I'll always remember. [F-6]

...If you have an emotional tie that's strong, that's controlling you...it's
controlling you really...You feel like out of control to it. And it's not an

- uncomfortable out of control because you completely trust this person.
Then it’s like uh...then you...maybe sexual desire springs from like the
want to touch something, to feel something, to physically touch some part
of what you re feellng [F-4]

It is of interest to note that partlcrpants did not consider a better emotional

connection as the only or even the most important benefit of being able to trust

their partner. Trust produces.both stronger levels of sexual desire and better sex.

- Participants distinguished:more than one way for your “brain to drop out of

head.” With lust, change:in awareness was exemplified by a preoccupation —on
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~;the part of participants —with their own physical responses judged to be in
response to the physical features of a potential pértner and also by the
instrumental use of thought to‘get what they waﬁted from a potential partner.
With what most participants called desire (IoVe), participant awareness changed
in another sense: they were preoccupied with obsessive and unreasonably
idealistic théughts about the other, nc'>tl as just aﬁ object, but"as a, person. Various
aspects of their partner as a person and the nature of their relationship became_
figural, and — in stark contrast with lust — this was accompanied by a lack of
interest in being manipulative.

The presehce or absence of the actual or potential partner also served to
d:fferentlate between ways of expenencmg durlng Iust and desire (Iove)
Participants descrlbed Iust as being about an attractive body to have sex with,
not about a person, and obsessive thoughts about the other generally occurred
only when th‘e person was present. When the other person was no longer
physically present, the 6ompulsion to think about-them typically evaporated. For
one participant, this was the most salient difference between her experiences of
“what she called “lust” ahd what she calle.d"‘desire.’;’- L;Jst océﬁr;ed vs\/hen' 'ghe other
person was present': |

It was just whenever | saw him, you know that the feeling came....With

lust, it was...| wanted him, but when he left, that want feeling went away,
and then another guy might have come in and | wanted him. And when he
left, that lust feeling went away.... [F-3]'

Her description of desire was quite different:

But this guy!...that feellng was with me when | thought about him [italics
added]....the feellng doesn’t go away when that person leaves. [F-3]
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Obsessive thoughts about the other when they'were absent was associated with |
desire. |

With lust, “When they're gone, they’re’gone,” but with desire, “when they
go, it hurts; you think there is a piece missing.” [M-6] In the following examples,
two married women describe their experiences of desire for males other than

their husbands. Both illustrate this important and somewhat paradoxical aspect of

. desire: feelings are sometimes most intense when the desired person is not even

around and thus cannot be a proximal source of arousal:
One was contained in time and space [her experiences of lust]. The other
one wasn't. It didn’t matter where | went. It didn’t matter what | did. | was
still gonna want to be with him. So to me, that's how it’s different in terms
of desire. One was, “...eah, get out of his presence and it'll wear off.” The
other one, it didn’t matter [F-5]
This part|0|pant describes her experlence of desire for someone she knew in
school that by her own admission she says she would have an affair with now if
given the opportunity:
| still think about him...If he just knew how he made me feel. | was just so
attracted to him. Sexual desire to me is just, | don’t know if it...I kind of
- want to create a picture with it, like everything is just perfect. It makes me
feel like I'm perfect, like there’s no fault. [F-7]

Participants often described rememberances of past experiences of desire
and/or sexual activities with their partners. These rememberances were such
figural aspects of desire, that some participants were quite conscious that they
were “making a memory” when engaglng in sexual act|V|t|es They knew that in
the future they would be able to enjoy recalling these events and that they would
serve as powerful sexual fantasres to enhance future tlmes with their partner.
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Descr|b|ng her thoughts about her current boyfrlend when he-is away, F-5 called

’ them “memorles or l|ttle scenes that'll go through my head ” Another partlcrpant
“who descrlbed lust as “uncomfortable” and desrre as “comfortable "also -
o artlculated very well hlS view of the rmportance of good memories of tlmes with

.‘ .hrs partner

You' know it's I|ke like a pleasant memory as ‘opposed to...just sex....I
think that plays a role. | think every. experience that I've had, that |
‘remember, plays a role in sexual desire. | don’t know how. | don't know
how to explain that. But | think it...] think it alf, you know, it all gets put -
together, and it's got something to do with it....But | think it's you know_ ‘
-with an individual person or with some, you know somebody you've been
with repeatedly, previous experiences will, will change your desire. Like, if
you didn't have a real- good experience, it's like, there’s gonna be
‘ somethlng |nhrb|t|ng your the desrre Does that make sense'? [M-2]

. 'Lust or sexual desire may have a sudden onset. Sexual desrre, however,
is also built up intentionally.f Subjects showedfconsi_derable insight into the role

played by their thinklng about being with their partner. You — said one participant

— decide to build up your desire. You do this with someone that you are attached

to‘emotionally, someone thatyou desire But you stop thinking about‘someone
that you ]ust lust after as soon as they are not around after all, any other pretty , |
person can take their place, but noone can take the place of someone that you
desire: deS|re is for a specrflc special person. As one partrcrpant expressed i,

when he was in a relationship where lust was his motivation, he thought about -

“his partner, but he aIso thought about other g|rIs too:

In Iust Ithought about.. Idldntthrnk lthought ‘about sex W|th her but
then | thought about sex with other girls too. Whereas this one, | don't.
think like | dld in the other one. [M 3] ..




+

Another part|0|pant after explammg how |mportant thmklng was to desnre

‘was asked to descnbe her experlences

-1 mean, it [thinking] has a huge role in the sense of 'Iike, If I'm having a

conversation somebody - I'm just using this as an example, because that's
a lot how like desire started for me - In a sense of like when I'm having a
conversation with somebody and I’'m getting to know them more and more
and it’s like...I'm feelmg more of a bond to them, more of an

. understanding between us...the comfort level goes up, and then you start

noticing other things, and you start thinking about things that you're
attracted to, things that like make this-person special, things that make
you want to be with this person, and then it's more like...that's when you
start thinking...You.almost stop concentrating on what they’re saying, and
more concentrate on what you've already decided you like about
them...what you've already decided you're attracted to about them....I
guess that's-part of the process of building it up. It's almost like you are
building it up. It's almost like a decision that you’ve made to like build this
desire up...where you just stop...The person might be talking to you, and
you're just like in your head. You almost put like put a whole break through
the...and you're just like, “wow, this person’s really amazing.” It's almost

“like when | start talking to myself almost. It's almost like you are blatantly
‘recognlzmg that you have an attraction to this person, and that this person
-is just really special in-such and such a way. And like this person really

cranks your tractor in some way. [F-4]

* This participant was then asked for more details about building desire:

Well, 1 think you can. Maybe it's not necessarily... It's conscious because
you're definitely doing it like within your head, and you can almost like, if
you're fully aware of what you're doing, you can pretty much mark the
steps, “ok, now I'm getting like, really hot and bothered” kind of thing. Or
you can like, get up and walk away, and like, do something else. You
know.what | mean? You could, you know make yourself frustrated, but
eventually it would go away, and you would be able to focus on something
else. But you basically, you're just sitting there and building it up in your
own head, you know. Maybe like, putting more and more things on the list .

- that makes you want this person, like more and more...It’s like...Like |

said, you’re making the decision, like I'm gonna become more...Like I'm

' gonna desire this person more and more now. You know, you don’t decide
like that...it's more of a...a conscious like thing of like, blatantly i
. acknowledging that you do already desire this person and in the essence .

of just doing that, you build on that more. Like I...that’s like another thing

" that makes you want this person. And that person’s just really incredible,
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and you just like, build it up and build it-up and build it up until it becomes
a really intense thing. [F-4]

. Participants in this study experienced sexual desire in some unintuitive
ways. They described it as not simply driven by physical features of a partner, or
by biological forces within themselves. Rather, it was described as closely tied to
the interaction between two “whole” persons, and under considerable voluntary
control. In addition, sexual desire was often not even primarily about sex, at
least, not as typically understood. Several participants described experiences of
sexual desire that they thought were quite successful, that did not end in sexual
activity at aII.‘

For some participants, the separation of sexual desire from activities
.~ normally considered as sexual was quite pronounced. Participant F-4 describes
her passion for riding'horses as being very similar to sexual desire:
| had that a lot with like animals too. Like | grew up with animals, and |
have an extremely high comfort level with animals. And so now that I'm
like in college, in a college town...I've trained horses ever since | was 10
years old, and | started training horses...And so it's like, now l'll get killer
desires to just be on a horse, so much that | can actually feel the rhythm of
the horse’s hoofs underneath me. And I'll do the same thing. I'll just sit
there and drive myself crazy by thinking about it and concentrating on it,
and...It's so sweet inside of my head, that | just cannot wait until the actual
moment that I'm on a horse. [F-4]
Similarly, parﬁcipant F-5 maintaihs that sexual desire for her is a fundamental
aspect of how she exists in the world. Sexual expression with her partner is

certainly one manifestation ofl it, but only one:

To me, | look out and it’s almost like the Earth is shimmering. | mean Eros
is just there, and I'm real aware of it. [F-5]

She describes this experience asa “sensual relationship with the world”;
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I'm sorry, | just don’t know how to talk about this. There is a certain way of
moving or of my body...feeling my body in the world or my body in contact
with other things,-and other people. It's just sort of sensuality. It isn't
specifically sexual. It’s not...it can very easily elide into sexual desire, but
it doesn’t have to? [F-5] =~ o

- Sensuality, | guess | see this, sensuality as an opening, an openness
to...to the world...I mean | can be openly sensual to the world, and oh, |
don't know...1 find myself walking up to a flower and just burying my nose
in it. Or uh, or picking up a rock and just having to rub it against my face
because | just have to feel it. | don't feel like | have to do anything about
that; it's ok to be that way in the world...It isn’t a man, so that makes a
difference. [F-5] :

The participant continued, explaining what ehe meant by her comment that the
world is not a man:

..but for one thing that's not dangerous, and so it doesn’t carry that with
|t .And for another thing, | don't...the object is different. I'm not asking the
world to take...| don’t expect it to do anything back, or ask it to do anything
back, and with a man that | desired it would be that sensuality and that
.openness, but...It's...I| mean it's in there. | can just think of times...One
thing | really like to do is nuzzle a man’s beard. It's just the most wonderful
thing, and it's right in that middle point, | mean you’re...I'm not to the point
of wanting sex, but I'm feeling kindly disposed...toward him and wanting to

~move closer and closer and | can just think of...I mean it is, it is that -
sensuality. It is exactly the way | might bury my nose in a flower of rub a
rock against my face or...taste something that is really wonderful. But...so
[ don’t know. One seems part of the other... [F-5]

Sensuality and eroticism were central features of the very fabric ef some
participant’s Iive‘s; Sometimes this eroticism was sculpted into what we refer to as
sexual desire. At other times this eroticism, with or without expression through
union with a pertner, was experienced as “something spiritu’a[” [F-1] a route to
transcendence |
‘No, !I'think that is what I've been trying to say. It's more like a reflnmg of a
general...That's what | was trying to say when | was talking about the

erotic? ...an awareness of the erotic...which is just such a dumb way to
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say it...it’s just so intellectual...but that's what [ was getting at...that there
. is just...Sexual desire is just a sort of a sculpting of something that's
-always there, or a refining of a readiness, or a something that’s always.
'there [F- 5] -

Another parﬂcrpant expressed it s|m|larly

For me, | can feel this feellng when nobody is present [italics added] this
more, kind of ecstatic feeling. It is very much tied in with my experience of
. the world. | mean, | can feel something that's very akin to this feeling when
- | am standing in the middie of a thunderstorm or standing on the edge of
_ the desert...this kind of feeling of being on the edge of ecstasy with regard
to my relationship with him. For me, that's why | think of it as something
spiritual. It's something that transcends. [F-1]

' Changes in the Meaning of Desire
Participants described their experiences of desire as having chan'ged over
time. For most participants, when they were younger they were primari'Iy :
interested in “quick sex” with an attractive partner. A physically attractive
potential partner produced noticeable body reactions, and in retrospect,
participants typically referred to this experience as Iust rather than desire:
When | was in high school —this is a thing that cracks me up about gettlng
older — In high school | would see a guy, and I'd melt and run down in my
shoes....Either | liked them...you could’ve just shown me flash cards. Yes,
either he was my type, or he was not my type. [F- 5]
And with a Ilttle more maturity, you mlght still want those things [quick sex
with an attractive partner], but you are able to keep that in check a little .
more. | mean...I don't know, there’s something about an instantaneous
thing. | don’t know why that is. |. really have not pondered on it, but there’s
something that just clicks. You can see other women and — nothing, and
then you see one or something and, “damnl” It just hits you. | don’t know
- why that is. [M 8]
As they got oIder part10|pants noted that they. became more mterested in the
whoIe person and they descrrbed sexual desire as belng about wanting
someone, not just a body to have sex with:
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... and I'd forget and | thought it was desire for someone, but it was
actually just a first impression, lust for me. So after getting beyond that,
and as | got older, sexual desire was, like | said, wanting someone. [F-3]

Some participants clearly aftributed the differences between their earlier
and later experiences to physical processes such as varying levels of hormones:

| think when you’re younger, you're very hung up on sex, more than
anything else. When you're just...Your testosterone is different, and your
hormones are different. | don't think you're as cognizant of the fact that
there’s consequences. You're just...You're very single-minded on what

- you're after....I don’t know if it was my age or...You know, when you're
young your hormones are running through you a little more rampant than
in older stages of my life. It's almost like it’s an instinctive thing | think,
because you're not necessarily in an animal world of mating cycles or
something, but it's like there’s something...There’s -something that triggers
it, and it’s instantaneous. I'm not talking about walking around horny or
anything. I'm saying like...There’s just some sense of an urgency or a

_feeling, and | don't know why that-is...[M-8]

Participants Were nof simply describing differences that map neatly onto a

division between.short-term ano’nymousl and more lasting relationships.

Participants who were married, or in other long-term relationships, also described

sexual desire as going througﬁ 'a change or transition. One participant discussed

~ desire.in the context of her marriage:' '

I can’t really remember the beginning of our marriage. | remember more of
the last six or seven years, because | think most of the sexual desire was
based on our age. | mean, | think we would have...| don’t care if it was
probably...There was no concern for either’s feelings. It was just boom,
boom you know, and that's it. ‘Cause a lot of it | think was just hormonal.
[F-7] - :

Participants generally viewed their earlier lust-motivated experiences ina
somewhat negative light. Participént M-2 described desire as being “comfortable”
and lust as being “uncomfortable,” but when he was younger, he still engaged in

lust-motivated encounters where sex was the only goal:
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| mean there’s situations where, you know, more in the past than present .
- and all, but you know...You'd be out on the town at night, you know,
drinking and...You know, just the typical hook up thing, where it's not"
necessarlly that you feel comfortable that leads to sexual desire. It's just,”
it's just two people wanting to have sex...But this | guess...Yeah | think
' be|ng comfortable is real lmportant an |mportant aspect to. me. [M-2]

Many early experlences were deflned by objectlflcatlon Theé followmg partIC|pant
went so far as to admit that he stayed with an earller partner for the sex, referrlng'
to his partner as “dumb” and as a “plece”

probably because was a little bit younger then That s probably my first

t|me | ever had sex, with that girl, the first time. And that's the first time | .
had ever had sex and | probably.. .Because that was my first piece [|tal|cs
added], | just held on, and | didn't realize all that stuff. You know, | was -
just worried aboit having somebody You know, you're getting sex, and

. after that first year, | was like, “Well look at her; | mean she’s dumb.” She
just...She’s not good to you, and she’s, all those things. You know | Just
“hung on to her just for that...just for:sex because, you know she was my
first, | guess....Well, I'm not like that anymore. | just happen to be with that
girl, lguess .There’s two différent things. Because the relat|onsh|p that |
was in before this one, it was more lust than love. | mean we just kind of
got together, and we just had sex all the time. And you know, | just desired
her in that way. And the relationship I'm in now, we have a lot.of sexual
deS|re for each other but then we also Iove each other. [M-3] '

Since these experlences were driven by the phyS|cal attrlbutes of a potentlal
partner about wh|ch I|ttle is actually known parhcnpants were free to |mag|ne the '
‘person as havmg whatever attrlbutes they wished:
I would make up whole personality for him...to go with the bodily response
‘| was having...and that was stupid! Lots of times they were not who |
made them up to be. And maybe that happened some in college too...1
don’t know.... [F-5] : l
It was 'com_mon for reality to come up short. One participant commented that her

reality was always so out of synchrony with her fantasies that she had given up.

She no longer expected to have what she thought she wanted sexually.
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V|rtuaIIy every parﬂcnpant artlculated a change in their expenence of

sexual desire over t|me For most, this change was characterlzed by an mcrease
in the importance of nonphysical attributes of prospectlve partners. In the
following example, one participant describes how her experience of the same

man changed as she became less focussed on physical appearance:

..and that [her experience of sexual desire] has changed so much, and |

, don’t know when it changed. It changed sometime after | got married, but |

don’t know when. | know that the man that | fantasized about in church,
that’s the first time that | was aware he was somebody that I'd known for a
very, very long time, since | was a teenager. And at that point It had
probably been twelve years...ten years...twelve years, something like
that, and | had always thought of him as this really geeky older guy, and

‘terribly physically unattractive. But | didn’t know him very well; | mean |

had just gone by the physical stuff. He was physically unattractive to me.

And then | did get to know. him, and he just became more and more

beautiful, and attractive to me. And that was the first time that | was aware
that that had changed somehow, that...If | got to know somebody...they
were more attractive to me, and I've just found that to be the case ever
since. | just don't...I can look at a man and make an aesthetic judgment,
yes he’s very beautiful, or he’s not very beautiful, or he’s ... but | wouldn’t
call him attractive. | would just say he’s pretty or not pretty, or good

. looking or not good looking. That has nothing to do with attractive. Desire

doesn’t come up unless — I'm going to amend that a tiny little bit — Desire
does not generally come up unless | know him. It arises out of knowing
him, and then, aye yih yih! Look out! [F-5]

As participants develeped expanded notions of what they found desirable

in others, partners were no longer viewed as sources of sexual pleasure. Their

partner’'s happiness often took center stage:

Like I'said, with maturity you change over time, and your
experience...you...What you desire the most, or what you feel like would
please you, has changed for me over the years. Because | believe, once
you've tried that when you’re younger and realize it doesn't really satisfy
you, | think the other aspects usually kick in for everybody. They desire
who the person is, what they value...[F-6]
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Now that we've. gotten oIder it's more, “How do you feel?” “What do you
want?” “What turns you on?”.or “| want you to do this for me, because
that's what.turns me on.” At the very beglnnmg, even when we were
dating, it was strictly hormonal because in only a few instances do | even
feel like it was the least bit desirable or romantic, because most of the time
it was just sort of “rabbitized” (laughing). So [ think as we have matured,
's0 has our sexual desire. Whereas | have matured, so has my sexual
desire. | mean, 1.can-talk mainly to him. It's kind of hard to talk to anybody
+ else about what | like.and what | want, and...to have him respond
. positively aIso helps me out an awful lottoo. [F- 7]

~ Maybe it was Just matunty Maybe lt was just growing up. After so many
different...and so many years.. -Maybe it was just growing up and
connecting with somebody who was also ready at the same time
because...It mattered what she thought. It mattered how she felt, and it
mattered what-she wanted, how she wanted and what she wants. And the
relationship is more...The being together, the desire, is more about what
makes her happy than what makes me happy. | ...cause to see her...to
see the love just emit...just come from HER.. wanting to be close and
- wanting to be together and she actually wants ME, rather than
_ just...somebody. And maybe it was just finding the right person at the right
time, who could fill all those empty holes that were there. [M-4]

| It [sex] jUSt means. somethlng totally different than |t used to, and so desire
for it means something totally different than it used to. Yes, the meaning of
it has changed over time, and so my experience of that has changed. [F-1]

Many participants also made it clear that they had no wish to return to

'thelr earller expenences of desnre One of the best thlngs about belng a Ilttle

older notes F-5, is gettlng beyond looks and bemg more abIe to become ex0|ted

by the _person:

One_of the lovely things about...that | like about...l don’t do that any more.
It doesn’t matter...It doesn’t matter what a man looks like. I find
myself...uh...when | get to know somebody...It's a process of knowing
~them, that...either they’ll become more or less attractive to me. Uh...and
it's been sort of a surprising, and lovely th|ng there’s always a relationship
“there. [F- 5]

. Although someone may not be aware of if whilein a relationship based on lust,

once they experience a sexual relationship based upon a sense of connection
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with anothe’r’person, they are likely to view their earlier relationships in a new

- light —as having been somewhat empty and lonely:

Because when you go back to “animal” and “lust” you also go back to
empty and lonely. Because there was a lot of emptiness and loneliness,
because there was nothing past that. [M-4]

Some spoke disparagingly of their earlier experiences of desire, and some
wefe reluctant to say these earlier experiences were wrong; they were just not as
fulfilling as their current experiences:

| attribute it more to a maturation of sorts...That | kind of...And | don’t

really like this term, but for lack of a better one, | had “played the field” as

much as | wanted at that point.And | felt | had gathered and gained,
indeed, the experience | was looking for: to see what | was really looking
for, what would fulfillme. And.| was unsure of it in those earlier
relationships. | certainly would have been very aware of the physical
attributes that I'm attracted to, however, | never was certain of what | was
completely looking for. And by those earlier relationships,-it certainly
confirmed my...what type of things | was sexually attracted to —and what

was lacking in them that | desired as well. [M-7]

One major aspect to this change was learning that you can have both.
You can have a partner that you are attraéted to physically, and with whom you
have a sense of connection going beyond that. To most participants, this came
as a surprise. Participant F-8 describes her relationship with her boyfriend that
she considers very sexually desirable and her best friend:

Definitely. | never thought | could...I never thought | could have both, but
now | do. I'm like, “Yee haw!” [F-8] - L

You can have all kinds of sex that is “just sex” and not realize that there is more
until you experience it:
“As the person that | was then, | mean they were HOT! [his earlier sex
partners] We were out having a good time, and there was desire there to
have sex, and that’s what | was shooting for. But from the context now, the
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way | look back, it was' JUST SEX, and to me now, that isn’'t nearly as
desirous. | mean it was just...The “me” now says, “That isn’t fuffilling.” It's
not...It's not being with the whole person; it's just being with a‘body, and it
doesn’t matter what body, as long as it’s an attractive body, it doesn’t
‘matter. So to me then, the real physical attractiveness mattered...because
more than that was really intimidating. Almost...more than that was
intimidating. Almost as if it would be too much work. You have to try too
hard to get the final goal. So me then, | just wanted a very attractive, easy,
fun, party, go-out-and-have-a-good-time girl. Where to me now, that isn't .

- even...That doesn’t come close to what | want, or what | have. And | didn't

- know that | could have...1.had never experienced both until | met my wife A
[italics added], where everything about her is just so...just maybe Iseeall -

" the pieces of me that were missing, in her and that make her...makes me
want o be close to her because | want to somehow have...find out what'’s
missing in ME, that she has, a goodness, a kindness and just, gentleness
.and...still physically attractive, but yet all the things combined makes her

- extremely attractive. It makes me want to be with her and close to her
and...There’'s much more desire with my wife because, to make her feel

~ good, and to make...And.| know she’s trying to make me feel good and it's
just a mutual feeling. It isn’t the selfishness.of the animal lust type
stuff...fun...it was fun at that time...This is so much more past...With my
wife, It's much more past fun...1t's fun; It's past fun. It's just...It’s past fun.
[M-4] - ' ~

Although we have discussed each theme in turn, the reader should note -
that themes are not experienced in isolation. Much like the mejor exisfentfal : |
grounds (Pollio, Henley, & Thompsen, 1997) more generally, the themes that
emerged in analysie of d_esire have no existence apart from one anether. When

, | ene aspeCt‘ of t‘he experiehce of desire is‘fig;ral,' the others proVide the contextin

which it was possible for the more salient expeﬁence to emerge.
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CHAPTERIV . -
DISCUSSION

We are discontinuous beings,

~ individuals who perish in isolation
in the midst of an
incomprehensible adventure, but
we yearn for our lost continuity...
this continuity is chiefly to be felt
“in the anguish of desire...

(Georges Bataille, 1962)

‘We may indeed be discontihuous beings on out way to nonbetng, thrown

into an incomprehensible world without option and snatched back out again

regardless of wh_'ettter“‘eur projeycts-at're completed or uncompleted. Much of the . -
human drama, tt'owever, 'ie defjned,by the struggle te escape the |
meaninglesshess of life, teeling of isolation and our finitude. While some have
suggested that our assomatlons W|th others constltute the only real source of hell

(Sartre, 1944/1955) it is also pOSSIble that others prov1de an opportunlty for

growth of the self through -a genuine meetlng between two people (Buber, 1958)
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. Participants in this study ‘took the Iatter view. Cnly by looking into the eyes
of a being equally terrified of being alone, can there exist the potential for |
combatihg the ultimate, existeﬁtial sense of loneliness. The hea‘dy neediness of -
romantic love, which many find toointevnse to maintain indefinitely, holds the
promise of facilitating special moments of connection between partners that help
them cope wifh these sources.of Angst. Many couples are convinced that their
love, “will last forever.” Co_mmeﬁts like, “she/he is my everything” are common. If
all goes well, the sense of isolation éan be overcome. As one participant [M-4]
explained in describing such a sp'ecial moment with his partner, you can achieve,
“that feeling 6f being one together.”

There are numerous difficulties in any investigation of sexual desire, lust,
and love. For many years these topics were c;onsidered inappropriate for
empirical investigation. Although significant research oﬁ some of these issues
has now been completed, many of today's most favored research methods allow
the researcher to collect énd analyze data on a topic such as love without ever
actually defining — as opposed to operationally specify>ing — the construct. As
Aron and Aron (1991) note regarding love, "...most researchers and theorists
have side-stepped defining it" (p. 25). Other theorists make much the same
observation for sexuality (Reiss, 1986); sexual desire (Levine, 1998), and lust
has been discussed even less in the literature. A recent comprehensive
computer database search of the psychological literature from 1967 to the
present.yielded 1621 sourceé with "love" in the title, 780 with "desire" in the title,
and only 31 with "lust” in the ftle |
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This Ieads to a curious state of affairs. We have research on categories of |
love (e.g., Berscheid &A Walster, 1978), styles of iove (e.g._, Lee, 1977), and how
liking compares to loving (e.g., Rubin, 1970)! We have research into sexual -
desire and hormone levels (e.g., Bancroft, 1988), disorders of sexual desire (e.g., - ‘
~ Leiblum & Rosen, 1988; Beck, 1995), and sexual desire and its relationship toa
host of persona[ity,attributes (e.g., Whipple, 1987). We generally have not,
however, based our understanding of these phenomena on how they are
experienced in everyday life, partioularly in‘thle oase of lust and sexual desire,
with the result that _research findings may evidence coherence with existing
* literature but have Iittie correspondence with human life. This lack of empirically-
based baS|c knowledge has also left us vulnerable to misunderstandlngs about
how sexual des1re lust and Iove are reIated to one another. Since all three are
personal phenomena there has been some increasing acceptance of data
collected from participants about the_lr own experiences (e.g., Tennov, 1979; Lee,
- 1977). Phenomenologioal research, however, otfers an even more direct way of
studying such expe‘riences. | |

There are many indications that sexual desire and its relationships to lust,
and love are complex and r\nulltifaoeted Very often sexual activities are referred
toas "making love." Not all sexual encounters however -are referred to in this
manner. Sex in any way . coercwe is not referred to as making love, and sex
agreed to simply to appease a complalning partner may be called "just sex" by
th'e acquiescing partner. In some instances consensual and mutually e\njo'y.a‘ble '

sexual activities — which are clearly the product of some kind of motivation —are
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-referred by the same wprds that also participate in metaphors of harm and ”
violence. In hearing that someone has been “fucked” or “screwed” it is not

,'ir‘nmediatel'y cleanwhethé’r ihéy 'have had an enjoyable sexual experience or their -

car stolen. Not only is this th‘e‘,stuff of Ié'gendary comedic performances, much

like the study of humor. more generally, it can tell us much about ourselves.

Collecting and analyzing d'e‘scri‘ptions of these experiences is the only way to

‘ develop an understanding of their similarities‘, differences, and interrelationships.

'Deéply 'entre_néhed dualism is a major stumbling block to developing
models ‘th‘at more cloéély approximate how we experience sexuality. As an
example, Aron and IA‘ron (1;991 )»'ir] cpnsidéring several ﬂieories of human
sexuality, suggest it is hélpful to yi’éw theories as exi‘stiﬁg ona continuum from

those based on the notion that "love is really sex" to those based on the notion

. that "sex is really love." Proboséd ekamples of the former include, physiological -

psy‘choIOgy, sociobiology,' and evolutionary psychology. Examples of the latter
include Plato én’d objeb;[ relations theory. Mu'é’:h like the emphasié on whether a

health problem is "physical" or "mental,” many theorists seém to assume a

. relationship is either sexual or emotional and that these are mutually exclusive

categories that can be used to classify: sexual expression.
This fragmented, rather than integrated, view of sexuality's relationship to -
human ’Aex'istenceﬂas a whole continues when the role of sex in close relationships

is considered in more detail. Our notions of héalthy sexual expression reflect our

. culture's current biases regarding the proper-order of importance: relationship. is’

" more important than sex. Our culture's sex-negative focus is allowed to wield a
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disproportionate influence, and the oft-stated assumption is that sexual problems
are a manifestation of "deeper” issues between partners. In other words, sexual
difficulties rrot rmambiguousiy associatec__j with physiology are attributed to things
like communiceﬁon, a lack of respect, jealousy, or anger.

VAII human acts, however, are inextricably linked to one another and to the
total context of a person's existence. It is therefore unavoidable that many things

will affect the quality of our sexual interactions. An individual human lrfe is not

reducible to any single aspect of that life (Merleau Ponty, 1962/1992).

Demanding work schedules, children, and financial problems are just a few
examples of common obstacles to a couple’s sexual enjoyment. Too little
recognition is given to the reality that anything which diminishes the enjoymenta
couple receives from their sexual interaction can thereby be a detrimental
influence to the whole relationship. Sexuality — naively conceived as a simple
biological function — can be compartmentalized in the abstract, but not in the
everyday fabric of our lives. As Merleau Ponty observes: '

...to thought [italics added)], the body as an object is not ambiguous; it

becomes so only in the experience which we have of it, and pre-eminently

.. in séxual experience, and through the fact of sexuality....It [sexuality] is at
all trmes present there like an atmosphere.

_ .The amblgurty referred to here need not be understood as negative; life is

srmply mherently more ambiguous than our. culture teaches us to anticipate. Or

-as one participant [F-1] expressed regardrng sexual deS|re

It's a lot more subtle | guess maybe part of it is wanting to express

something to him, wanting to let him know how much | care for him.
,Maybe sometimes there’s a sense of needing to be comforted by him.

~ That may fuel it. Sometimes there’s just a need for physical release

135



behmd it, but more often it's that | want to express somethmg to him about
how I'm feeling about him. Usually now the sexual desire-starts in the . °
context of feeling some sense of love toward him...usually. There are still
times, occasionally, when | can kind of just get more tuned into that — what
did we used to call it? “the raw pagan lusties” —when I'll notice something
like the shape of his cap, or somethlng about his jaw, or his hand, and I'll
tune in on that and think, “oh well...yum!” And I'll just allow that to kind of
take it from there. But even so, even in those contexts, there’s still all the
relatronal stuff. / just cantseparate any of it out anymore [ltallcs added]

lnterestlngly, acceptlng amblgu1ty and experlencmg both sexuallty and the
human body as less bounded did not result in anxrety In my judgment

parhcrpants ewdencmg greater awareness of the ambrgultles assocrated W|th

" embodiment were the most calm and coherent durlng their interviews.

It is difficult to overstress that ‘either/or approaches“are of limited
usefulness Theorlsts workmg from the premlse that love is really sex have a very -
difficult time plau3|bly accounting for the exrstence of many experiences strongly
assocrated w1th love. Theorlsts worklng from the premise that sex is realIy love ,
have an equally difficult time-lplausibly accounting for the extremlelyl physi'cally |
sexual manner ln:‘.which love is'ex'preSsed in tender, romantic, and loving
relationships. This is Descartes’ central problem reyisited by \sexology;‘and many
contemporary researche‘rs = becaus‘e they feel even more strongly the need to
justify their efforts than"do psychologists more generally — are very reluctant to |
challenge thedogma, lest they be labeled unempirical, rese'arch heretics or
worse. | | | I/

Researchers under the mfluence of duallstlc assumptlons and accustomed -
to a subject/object spllt can also have dlfflculty understandmg experrentlal data.
In the analysls of protocols collected for thls research ‘it was not’ uncommon for
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members of the Phenomenology Lab to express surprise at how nonsexual
participant descriptions of sexual desire could be. Much like. Ryle's (1 949)
example of someone looking for the "University" after a complete tour of thé
campus, some lab members seemed to still be looking for sexual desire —
conceived a priori as a genital sensation or othef indicator of physiological-
arousal — even though they had been pouring over lengthy descriptions of the
phenomena. Participants described their experiences of sexual desire — whether-
or not they were in keeping with the preconceptions of researchers. The goal in

. phenomenological research is to learn from the data collected, not to insist that
participants prO\;ide ihformation in support of an already decided upoﬁ theoretical
frarﬁework.

A more productive approach is to acknowledge the illusory nature of the
question of whether sex is really love or love is really sex. Just as an automobile
may be taken to one shop for inspection and repair of its tires and to another for '
inspection and repair of its engine, for pedagogical reasons human beings are
studied from many perspectives. An arguhent about whether an engine or tires
is more important, however, is understood immediately as ill-conceived: you don't
have a car without both. Similarly, huhan beings are integrated wholes; and
studying from different perspectives does not mean different things are being
studied:

...they raise also the problems and techniques of integration of this

twofold nature of man, his lower and his higher, his creatureliness and his

god-likeness. On the whole, most philosophies and religions, Eastern as
well as Western, have dichotomized them, teaching that the way to

become “higher” is to renounce and master “the lower.” The existentialists,
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however, teach that both are simultaneously defining chéracteristics of

human nature. Neither can be repudiated; they can only be integrated.

(Maslow, 1968, p. 11)

It is not surprising that Maslow (1968) also considered sexuality a healthy
influence. A direct focus on improving the level of enjoyment resulting from
sexual interaction is seldom emphasized. It requires acknowledging that sex is
not just a natural part of a healthy oning relationship, or a potential source of
problems, but also a source of positive influence. As with the notion that passion
must fade over time, the empirical support for an asymmetrical relationship
between sexual satisfaction and relationship satisfaction is not impressive and
may be more representative of wishful thinking, —or more properly an effort at
reduction of cognitive dissonance on a society-wide scale than sound theory or
empirical data.

It is common, however, to acknowledge the power that sex has to do harm
toa relationéhip. Many lay persons, and even some therapists, advise that
sexual activjties outside of a steady relationship are a clear indication by.the
offending member of the couple that théy do not have much concern for their
partner. Even if extradyadic sexual activities are not an issue, a partner that is

too insistent that improved sex should be a focus in their relationship may have

" their comments dismissed as immature carping, or they may encounter-

comments like, "all you ever think about is sex." Finally, it may be asserted that
such an interest in sexual improvement is not “really” about sex at all, but an
indication of some aspect of the relationship that is causing problems.
Therapists, often in response to work with clients experiencing problems with

138



sexual desire, have been some of the most outspoken proponents of the need for

greater awareness of the harm‘that can be done to-a relationship by sexual

- difficulties.

Ina culture that traditionally has not emphasized sex as a'positive

influence, and where many things compete for a person'’s time, the specific

redressers avallable for enhancmg sexual satlsfactlon are far more threatening

| than the ubiquitous — though amblguous assertlon that a couple's dn‘flcultles
. are due to relat|onsh|p lssues The former reqU|res both the embracmg of sex as
a good thlng and devotion of time and energy to its pursurt, however, a partner
‘ oan often get by with simple acknowledgement of the latter. A relationshlp can be
) destabilized by too Iittle emphasis on its sexual aspects as when desire is

- allowed to wane:

When you reach for someone and you are turned away, whether it’s for .

whatever reason [italics added], at any time of the'month, tired,

whatever...After you have reached for someone so many times...and you
- are turned away, you just stop reaching; the sexual desire dies, and you
don't feel anythlng any.more because you get tired of being pushed away.-
M-1] . 4 4

Of course, a relatlonshlp can also be strengthened by improving the nature of
sexual interaction between partners Sexual desrre because it is a major source
of dlfflculty for many couples and a multlfaceted subjective phenomenon, has

ass,umed,a pivotal role in efforts to understand how sexuality is. |ntegrated with a

person's total existence..
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Relationship to Prior Conceptions of Love and Desire

Participants were asked for descriptions of their experiences of sexual
desire. They differentiated sexual desire into one experience they referred to as
lust and into another they referred to as love. Figure oﬁe, representing the
thematic structure of sexual desire, reflects this differentiation. Logic — it seems a
bit of a stretch to suggest that lustful behavior is not to some extent the product
of sexual desire — and vernacular usage of the term "sexual desire" necessitated
this differentiation. Many participants, however, struggled in their efforts to
provide the most accurélte description of their experiences possible and seemed
to find the language available to them inadequate. They showed a strong
preference for discussing love as sexual desire, and most refused to
acknowledge that lust was desire at all.

Love is often considered a basic human emotion (e.g., Bernstein & Nash,
1999). One problem with much of the relevant human sexuality literature is that it
suggests there is always a specific emotional component, often identified as
some "type" or "category" of love, associated with sexual activity. Participants
described some kinds of sexual activities as being loving, and some kinds of
sexual activities as having little to do with a love. They most then chose love or
desire to describe the former and lust to describe the latter. It is not surprising
that our erotic experiences should have a dual nature, and many researchers
and theorists have made this claim.

Lee (1977) conducted an extensive analysis of love. He analyzed how
love has been described in literature from Plato to contemporary authors. He also
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is one of the few researchers who collected descr|pt|ons from subjects

concerning their own experlences of love. He rdentlfled s|x dlfferent love stylles -
relatlonshlp styles not lndlwdual styles —and gave them each a Latln or Greek
| . _name: | | | ‘
1. Eros— romantic, passionate love. .
2. 4 Ludus fllrtatlous game- playlng Iove
3. . Storge friendship, love.
4, - 'Pragma—practical Iove.
- B, N Mania — posses:silve dependent love.
6. Agape all- g|v1ng, selfless love
: . Note that th|s is a typology of love and not a thorough analysrs of sexual desire.
Sexual act|y|ty in the absence of an expenence of connection — described by
participants here as "lust" —is excluded as are nonsexualloving relationshlps.
Although the structured interview procedure used by l_ee' actually included
veryfew questions referring to sexual events researchers have often attempted
to relate these love styles to sexuaI attltudes and practrces (e. g Hendrick &
N Hendrrck 1987) Eros is conS|dered closely assoclated with sexual desire by
I most theorists. The followrng definition prov1ded by Strong, DeVault and Sayad
(1 999) expresses this well:
tactile, the sensual, the immediate; they are attracted to beauty (though
beauty is in the eye of the beholder). They love the lines of the body, its

feel and touch They are fascinated by every. deta|l of thelr beloved. (p.
208)

t

| -

]l - As a style of love, eros is the love of beauty. Erotic lovers delight in the
|

|

|
|
|
| ‘ - 141
|



As Berscheid (1988) once expressed the issue regarding romantic Iove if she
were "forced agalnst a brick wall to face a flring squad who would shoot if not
given the correct answer [when asked to define Iove] she admits that she
"would whisper 'lt's about 90 percent sexual desire as yet not sated™ (p. 373). In
addition, using Lee's styles in their research, Hendrick and Hendrick (1986) found

. that subiects'rated Eros the highest, foilowed_by Agepe andl'.Storge. They rated
Ludus the lowest.

“These findings are consistent with those reported here. Our participants
also emphasized the close connection between desire and love. They recognized
the irnportant role played by physical seanIity during the early stages of a
relationship and acknowledged it as an avenue for the symbolic expression of
emotion as well as a source of ongoing pleasure and excitement as the
relationship continues. They also considered their desired oartners as their
-friends and commented on the mutual concern and care they felt for each other —
eIements of what Lee referred toas Storge and Agape love styles. Features of
-the lowest ranking love styles such as playing games in relationships, or beino
jeelous and possessive, \ivere specificelrly mentioned as detrimental to desire.

It is also the eros Iovestyie. that is most cIoser_ associated with a sense of
cornmunion in whi‘ch se‘xis very emotional and "seems to be the merging of two
souls" (Sprecher & McKinney, 1994, p. 205). After an extensive analysis of Lee's
(1 977) lovestyles, Hendrick and Hendrick.conciudedthat "love and sexuality are
strongiy linked to each other and to both the physical and spiritual asoects of the
human condition" (1987, p.,293_).‘Some in this culture still consider sexual
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expressron and spmtualtty ant|thetrcal to one another In other cultural trad|t|ons

-however this i |s certarnly not the case. Results such as those reported here

. suggest that as our society becomes more.diverse, the specrflc sources of this

religious doctrine are having less impact. Currently, many in this culture also
experience sexuality as having a spiritual dimension.

Participants also found it necessary to acknowledg'e that sometimes

. sexual activity is clearly not characterized by mutual care and concern between

partners. They utilized the term lust as a way to describe sexual behavior devoid

of any sense of connection with the partner. The meaning intended when the

word "lust” is used, has been a source :ot continuing confusion. Allgeier and
Allgeier (2000) provide’ the following brief discussiOn' '

One dictionary defines lust as an rntense longrng and sexual deS|re often
to an intense or unrestrained degree.’ (p. 159)

-Allgeier and AIIgeier (2000) then make the obseryation that other researchers, in

this case Sternberg (1986), consider lust as the passionate cornponent of love.

At this writing, the literature on. sexual desire still evidénces some

' confusion about the reIationship of lust to se‘xual desire. Regan and Berscheid

»‘(1 999) publrshed thelr recent monograph wrth the goaI of dlspellrng sorne‘of

this confusion by reviewing and bringing together in one volume past and present

_ theory, supposition, and knowledge about sexual desrre " (p vm) They entltled
_their book, however, "Lust: What We Know_ About Human Sexual Desire." The

. title suggests that sexual desire and lust are synonymous. Lust d'oes not even

appear in the index of the book as a term that can be referenced independently
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of desire. The available evidence suggests this is too close an association
between these concepts. Some lusts are not for sex, and some instances of
desire — while clearly sexual — are not lustful.

Participants in this study described a different understanding of lust than
Regan and Berscheid (1999). They understood lust as a response to the physical
presence of another person in terms of two elements: (a) physiological
responses typically associatéd with sexual excitement, and (b) cognitive
appraisals of the other person as being sexually attractive and hence the source
of their excitement. Participants varied in how approving they were of lust and in
whether or not they were likely to act on lust — depending upon their own values
and current life situations — but they all had a very similar understanding of the
phenomena. Lust for these participants was simply not an "intense longing" nor
was it "unrestrained."

Academic writers are in an awkward position. To maintain a professional
- style they avoid colloquialisms, bﬁt languages are living, active, and constantly
changing. Close adherence to current official definitions and accepted usages
can result in nuances of meaning going unnoticed, or alternatively, in extensions
into realms that may not be close to experience. Phenomenologists attempt to
sidestep some of this difficulty by reporting results in words used by participants
as much as possible, and this approach produced descriptions of lust different
from some popular scientific proposals.

It is also helpful to look at the history of a word such as "lust" rather than
simply the most current published definitiqn. Interestingly, use of the word lust as
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participants in this study chose to use it indicates at least a partial return to the
original use of the word:

The noun lustpreserves the same form it had in Old Engllsh but its
meaning is now qune different. It originally was a word of neutral
connotations, meaning simply "pleasure." Lustis related to the now -
archaic verb list, meaning "to wish to, to be inclined to." In theological
usage Old English /ust was used to refer to pleasures and desires that
were considered sinful, especially sexual desire. In this context lust was a
term of opprobrium and reproach. This disapproval has carried over to the
most recent sense of /ust "an overwhelming desire or craving.” The
meaning "pleasure” is now obsolete. (Webster’s Il new Riverside
University Dictionary, 1984) ‘ :

Participants used lust to refer to bu'rely pleasu'ré-focussed sexual interest
in someone. There was a clear return to a more neutral connotation, and whether
the experience was more of a "wish" or just an "inclination” varied. A popular
cdntemporary human sexuality text mirrors this more“neutral attitude toward lust:

Lust is a normal, healthy human emotion that can be very pleasurable for

two people when they both desire sexual expression with one another. Itis

reasonable for two adults who are sexually attracted to each other to -
choose to express their lust by becoming sexually intimate. (Allgeier &
- Aligeier, 2000, p. 159) .

"Although the ab_ove passage indicates a somewhat simplistic

understanding of a complex event, it does illustrate that lust need not always be

experienced as an irresistible force. It is unclear how the "overwhelming"

connotation developed. It may be a holdover from when sex was simply
considered "bad." For much of the not-too-distant past sex was only tolerated

even in the context of marriage. As Paul admonished, "it is better to marry than to

burn" (I Corinthians 7:9', King Jam'es Version). It would surely take a formidable
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influence to derail s;iméon’e from the path of 'righteo.L;sness with their immortal
soul Weighing in the ba!ance. | | o

Though not tcﬁally accepting of all forms 6f Icérisensual sexual ex;:)rlession,'
~ we are historically more accepting today-'than in the recent pést. Perhaps this is
why the “oytheIming” connotation is being dropped in many examples of
common usage. Pérticipants did not report experiencing lust as this powerful.
Lust was réserved for somevs;hét less than idea sexual encounters or the
motivétion for such encounfers, if not actualfzéd. Sexual désire was differentiated
from lust and articulated as occurringAin more of a relétibhal context, énd it was
sexual desire that participants often‘ekpe‘rienced as overwhelming.

,Shaver,'Schwartz, Kirson, and O’Connor (1987) had subjects sort 155
| “index cards — each with an emotion word written orﬁt— into piles that seemed to
go together. Cluster analysis of this data identified five major emotions. Shaver et
al. Iabéled them love, jdy, anger, sadness, and fear. Embtionall'y laden sexual |
'expreséio,n in all its richness and complexity, as well as all nonsexual forms of
aﬁéchment, were subsumed under the word "love." Further analysis indicated |
that love was divided into subgroups of emotions. The researchers labeled these
groups affeétiﬂon, lust, and longing. Somé of the words for affection and all of the

words for both lust and longing appear below:
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LOVE:

‘Affection @ .~ Longing -

fondness ~ arousal .. longing
liking » lust o
caring i © desire
adoration - passion

: tenderness infatqation
compassion '

sentimenfality

As with Lee's (1977) résearqh, uthese findings are often discussed in an
-attempt to gain insight inté fhe naiuré of romantic and/or sexual love. 'Aron and
.Aron (1991) draw conclusions about the relatidnship between sex an,dx love
based upon the research of Sﬁaver et al. (1987). They maintain that only two of
the 135 words were directly related to sexuality: arousal and lust. These two
words were ih what Shaver et al. (1987) refefred to as the "lust" sub-cluster. Also
in this sub-cluster were the only two words that could be used fo describe an
intense nonsexual love: passion and infatuation. Baéed on these results, Aron
’ a‘nd Aron (1991) conclluded'fhat, ".l’.a]! in all, subjects did not appear to separate
sexuality sharply from love" (p. 40).

The Aron and Aron (1991) analysis of the Shaver et al. rééearch fails tq
take some important facts into consideration. In the case of arodéal and lust, the
_reader is encouraged to be very general and ‘interp_ret these words as being
| closely associated with sexuality. A&ually, these words are only poténtiélly

related to sexuality. Sexual experiences are only one kind of ekperience that méy
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be assoc1ated with arousal and sexual Iust is only one k|nd of Iust Many people

lust for money, fame, power or. violence. By contrast when |t comes to passion

. and infatuation, the reader is encouraged to rgnorehow these words are used in

-everyday parlance. It is common to associate passion and'infatuation strongly

with sexuality. Of course, most people understand the notion-of being passionate

about-work (for example), but when passion is mentioned, work is not the first

4 th|ng that comes to mind.

Interpretation of the present research in Ilght of the Shaver et al. frndmgs

also requires more rigorous consideration of what constitutes an emotion.

- Bernstein and Nash provide a representative contemporary definition of emotion:

...organized psychological and phyS|oIog|caI‘ reactions to changes in our
reIatlonshlp to the world. These reactions are partly subjective
experiences and partly-objectively measurable patterns of behavior and
physiological arousal (1999, p. 310) o

Zlmbardo provides a somewhat more detailed def|n|t|on

..a complex pattern of changes including physrological arousal, feelings,
cognltlve processes, and behavioral reactions made in response to a
situation perceived by an individual to be personally S|gn|f|cant in some .

~way. (1988 p 405) :

Desplte the manner in which it is sometlmes dlscussed sex is clearly not
an emotion. It is but one aspect of an lndlwdual s total response toa comblnat|on'
of factors such as physiological arousal, behavioral proclivities, environmental
contingencies, cognitions, andl subjective feelings; Any of these factors can be
radically different across situations, and emotions often are triggered by an
assessment of the current situation in comparison to goals (Bernstein & Nash,

1999). Hunger and thirst, for example, are important sources of motivation but
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are not themselvéé emotions. Although the absence of food or water-is likely to -
produce an emotional response, which one is éfﬂhqtion of the situation as
interpreted by the. individual. Thirst while in a long line at a lemonade stand may
elicit a different embtion (anger) than thirst experienced as the last water is
consumed when stranded in the desert (fea.r)‘;S’imiIarIy, a variety of different

emotions can accompany sexual behavior from joy to d‘isgust, depending on the

motivation for engaging in sexual activities in some specific situation. In some

contexts, sex may occur with little or no emotion at all.

‘Faétor analysis and cluster analysis (as used by Shaver et al., 1987) both
share the same potential weakness with respect to validity: the opportunity for
bias to enter research With the labeling process. With proper labeling one hopes
that what is essentially nothing more than an abstract interpretation of a matrix of
numbers will reflect relationships between themes as théy are experienced
outside the research éontext..There is also the possibility that factor or c;Iuster
labeling will not increése understanding:

The danger of reification is great. It is easy to name a factor and then to

believe there is a reality behind the name. But giving a factor a name does

not give it reality. (Kerlinger, 1986, p. 591)

The forced-choice aspect of this research may also be a source of

difficulty, particularly when investigating a phenomenon as multifaceted as love.

The total lack of words unambiguously associated with sexuality makes it difficult

- to understand on what basis it is'possible to conclude anything at all about

sexuality. While undoubtedly some insight into features of human emotion was
gained on the basis of the Shaver et al. study, the words sorted by subjects were
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( selected' precisely because the researchers decided (a priori) they were

;‘rep‘resentative of the“major“,emOtions_peop_Ie eXperience in life" (Aroh & Aron,

1994, p. 139). It is-v'unavoidablethat the words.chosen were to some extent a

reflection of the researcher’s assumptions (Berscheid, 1988): :

The present research aVOided some of these difficulties Participa‘nts were

'asked dlrectly about sexual deswe 1t was not necessary to speculate as to-
fwhether sexual |nformat|on was being collected or not. Particlpants were free to

- describe their experiences in.any way they W|shed Every attempt was made to

avoid imposing preconceptlons during collectlon or analysis of the data In the

course of descr|b|ng a complex exper|ence such as sexual deS|re there was a

natural tendency for participants to move from one aspect to another eventually

',‘interweavmg |ts behaVioraI emot|onal srtuational cognitlve and blologlcal

aspects. Th|s reerctlon fostered the emergence of a.better understanding of how

~ these d|fferent aspects relate to and influence one another

The findings reported by Shaver et aI are qune conS|stent W|th those .
reported here, as long as the specmcs of each are kept in mind and the Iabels '

provnded by the exper|menter are not considered essential Subjects in the

' -Shaver etal. study were sorting words pertalning to emotion, and one cluster
was a general love category with a tenor very S|m|Iar to how parhcrpants in this

study described love. The other cluster consisted of clearly sexual words,

creating a cluster that might be labeled romantic or sexual love — rather than lust.

Sexual expression in the absence of love was not captured in the Shaver et al.

study. Similarly, in the present study aspects of sexual expression' in the absence
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of love were‘described, but norisexual love was not dealt with. The two studies
investigated different topics using different methods; interpreted Within the proper
design limits, however, the findings are simi'lar.

Fehr (1988) prbposed a prototype model of love. She asked subjects to
list the charécteristics of a person experiencing love. There were 68
characteristics, which she then had subjeéts rate according to their centrality to |
the construct. Ratings ranged:from 1, “extremely poor feature of love” to 8,
“extremely good feature of love.” Featureé most central to love received the o

following ratings:

trust: 1 7.50
caring: : 7.28
honesty: 7.18
friendship: 7.08
respect: 7.01
concern for other 7.00

Factors more closely associated with physical expression of.love were less

central:
sex appeal: 5.87
sexual passion: 5.81
physical attraction 5.58
excitement 5.08
heart rate increases 4.26
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Subjects in the Fehr study were"not reflecting-speciflcally on romantic Iove
or sexual desire. Although all relat|onsh|ps between people who Iove each other ‘
share certaln features they also often exh|b|t |mportant d|fferences Sexualrty is a
fundamental dlmenS|on on wh|ch they differ. We Iove our ch|ldren but not

sexually. We Iove our spouses, but to announce that you no longer find them

“sexually attractive, or t_hat you have had sex with another, would in many

instances destroy the relationship. Some researchers acknowledge the sexual -

4

_nature of certain of our Iovmg reIat|onsh|ps

The study of love and sexuality as companlon variables is one of our goals

in close relationship research, because it is apparent to us that trying to

separate love from sexuallty is like trying to separate fraternal twins: they.

"are certainly not identical, but, nevertheless, they are strongly bonded.

(Hendrick & Hendnck 1987, p. 282) .

Much of th|s llterature mirrors our culture s discomfort with acknowledging
the importance of sexuallty.to many _Iowng relatlonshlps. Data collected on "love
generally, is acceptable Often the reader is soon caught up, hoWeyer in an

attempt on the part of the or|g|nal researcher or an interpreter to demonstrate

" how relevant the flndlngs are for our understandlng of love between dating or

a marnage partners relatlonsh|ps which are hlghly sexual

The Fehr study was also not desrgned to |nvest|gate sexual deswe
Subjects were given the followmg 1nstruct|ons

If you were asked to list the characteristics of a person experlencmg terror

you might write: possible danger occurs, heart beats quickly, may be

imaginary like a ghost, hands tremble.’..Please make a similar list for the,
concept love. (Aron & Aron, 1994, p. 133)

162



* Inthe Fehr (1’988)_ study, subjects were under pressure td respond witn little

‘ reflection. They had only three minutes to list es many features of love as they

could. The‘research was inspired by proiotype theory, and the time limit was

~included as‘a means of ‘deiermining»which features would be mo’re prototypical.
Pro'toty_pieal feailjree should be much easier (quicker) to access. A speeded task,
however,h would seem to be a poorvvi/ay to. access the breedth or depth of a -
‘subject's understanding. In addition, not aI'I undergraduatenstudents have been in

,’ love. Itis quite‘p,osAsibI.e thei some subjecte had iimited experience with the

- phenomenon being inveetigaied. As Aron and Aron noted in an earlier paper

(1991), in some instances eollecting data:from students is "perhaps more of a

. comment on the students views of [italics added] love and sexuality than of the

o actual relationship” (p. 33). Also, the task does not specify sexual or nonsexual

| iove. Most subjectsﬂ\'NouId probably rether assume nonsexual love was the topic
than be embarrassed about assuming sexual love was the topic. Such an

| assumption would introduce a biased view concerning the importanee of
sexuality to the experience of love.

- All of these fac'tore‘probably pushed for a socially correct view, yet even
these findings are consistent with ihe present study. Participants elso described
features euch as trust, caring, and concern-as being more important in the-

" context of love or desire than sexual activities themselves. As important as sex
. IS it does not seem to be et the core, even for romantic love. Sexual expression

in the absence of any care at all was not captured by the Fehr reeerch.
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Aron and Westbay (1992) used the 68 features identified by Fehr as
characteristics of a person experiencing love as data f;)r a factor analytic study.
Three factors emerged and wefe labeled: (a) intimacy, (b) commitment, and (c)
passion, suggesting that although there is general agreement about love's
features, there are individual differences as well. Some people emphasize
intimacy, some commitment, and some passion. The intimacy factor contained
features which were judged by the researchers to be most central to the concept
of love, and the passion factor contained features that were less central to it.
Though somewnhat peripheral with respect to love, these features are important
aspects of lust as described by participants in the current study. Lust in the |
current study was described precisely as the absence of each of these features
demonstrating a concern for the partner as a person and as having a focus on
.sexual activities. Also, as reported here for the thematic structure of sexual
desire, Aron and Westbay (1992) found no differences between how men and
women understand the features of Iové.

Participants of;ten spoke of love and sexual desire as if they were virtually
synonymous. Prurient relationships were generally described as motivated by
lust, not desire. Attributes associated with desire in this study, such as a concern
for the person, are more in keeping with what some researchers have termed
being "in love" rather than with simply loving someone. Luby & Aron (1990)
studied tHe prototypical features of being in love in comparison to those for love.
Central to both were features such as caring, intimacy and respect. Desire, sex,
and euphoria, however, were among those features central to being in love. This
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is very conS|stent wrth the results reported here in wh|ch part|c|pants

: dlfferentlated between Iove/desrre and lust.

: Relatlonshlps Amon JThemes

It is ||ttle more than a convenlent fiction when we d|scuss themes as |f they
somehow exnsted lndependently of one another or of the person experrenclng

them. It is an anaIytlcaI devrce meant to heIp us understand each theme

A aIthough it can be m|sIead|ng More than one theme often occurred in the same

section of a protocol. In some protocols the. var|ous themes were represented

about equaIIy Other protocoIs however were characterized by having a

,domrnant theme ‘with less promlnent themes prov1d|ng a context or ground

: Rather than being a probIem thls is exactly in keeplng wrth the seamless nature

of conscious experlence In add|t|on sexuaI desrre exists onIy as one aspect of a
person s more generaI experlences in h|s or her Ilfe sutuatlon To understand a
theme, you must be abIe to appreclate this context

A dlstlnctlon between lust and deS|re was common to all parttclpants

Early in the|r lnterwews most part|C|pants found it necessary to artlculate a

. dlfference between the two Some were adamant that they were totally dlfferent
thmgs. Others understood the,dlfference as between types or~k|nds, aIthough

: they found it difficult to say what they were types of. Still others described the

difference as b“eing between levels of desire, with lust being a very low level.

Regardlessof how we've articulated the differences, virtualty all participants felt

 this distinction was crucial to an understanding of their experiences of sexual -

desire.
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The body was described by par’umpants as havmg different roles in Iust
and desire. In the context of a lust-oriented encounter, unreflected awareness of
the body, being your body, was considered particularly risky because you didn’t
know much about the person. For this same reasoh, participahts réported it was
relatively easy to resist. In the context of desire, however, an unreflected
encounter with another holds the potential for establishing a special bond with
that person, although this requires adequate trust and knowledge of the other as
a person. When these prerequisites are met, the temptation to be your body is a
powerful force. In the context of a ongoing relationship, it can imbue sexual
activities with a sense of communion.

Consistent W|th the abstract descriptions of the roles pIayed by the body in
lust and in desire, parhmpants also expenenced their bocﬁes differently in lust and
in desire. In lust, the body often was experiehced as an instrument of
‘objectification used to expldit'others. In desire, the body generally was
experienced as an instrument two people could consciously use to express
emotions that often defy yerbalization. As described aone, some couples,
through bodily encounters ih sex, vsought‘ to break down the boundaries between
themselves and achieve a sense of connection beyond the physical. Altﬁough
they involve the body, participants described such experiences as not primarily
about the body.

The Experience of the Body

The relationship between our thoughts about the world and our
experiences df the world has been the subject of considerable analysis and ,
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speculation. Participants were quite sophisticated in their awareness of the
different ways their bodies COLI|d be conceptualized as well as of the impact of
these different conceptualizations, including how we experiénée othet pérsons.
This personal awareness of the body was so central to the’expérience‘of sexual
desire that discussidns of sexual deéire in its absence — and there has been
considerable no'nphenomenological research on sexual desire — are best

considered not about human sexual desire, but about models of animal sexual

“motivation fitted to human phenomena that are only somewhat similar.

Sometimes bodily awareness took the form of participants describing how
they talked about their bodies. In an effort to comprehend' and describe their
experiences 6f sexual desire, participants made use of several metaphors. Our |
culture has a strong penchéﬁt for natural science explanations and mechanistic
metaphors for body functions includiwng sexuality. It was surprisingly common for
participants to describe théir experiences of sexual desire as an “adrenaline
surge” or a “hormone rush.” And there can be little doubt about the relevant
conceptual metaphor when one participant described her experience of sexual
desire for her partner as when he “cranks her tractor.” [F-8] Sometimes such
m‘étaphors are appropriate, and we clearly do experience our bodies as
machines that we "operate." Sohetimeé, however, such metaphors obgcure
important information.

Participants described some sex as "animal" sex. This is a potentially

useful metaphor for obvious reasons. Participant M-2 described it well:
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..from what | understand about animals, they don't have 'feelin-gs to go
W|th it [sex]; they just do it and they’re done. And | guess that might be a

pretty good way to describe it. You just want to do the physical thrngs and

then be done.
In a further elaboration of what he meant by “haVing no feeltngs” this participant -

(M-2] descrlbed how he would respond to the opportunlty to have sex W|th a girl

Iwho had been drinking. He comments "| don't reaIIy care what she thinks about

it." He was also prepared for the morning after, "1 don'’t care if tomorrow she

- thinks she wanted to have sex or not..." Animals don't deceive one another.

Ani\mals' are incapable of objectifying or dehumanizing. Only another human is in

‘a position to dehumanize. Many'hbeh'aviors with surface simitarity,to those

co(nsidered reprehensible in the human world are common in the animal world,

and the anlmals are jUS‘l belng what they are. Humans of course, are not anlmals

~ in this. sense and any absolutlon from responS|b|I|ty 1s illusory. Human belngs

cannot have "an|mal sex" anymore than they can experlence the world as

'another anlmal experrences itin any realm

Drfferent metaphors capture different aspects of an experrence (Lakoff &

Johnson 1980) Apotentral problem however is that metaphors can also

o conceal rmportant features of a concept. As noted by Lakoff and Johnson (1980)

all metaphors “can hide aspects of reallty” (p- 236), and “by virtue of. what it
hides, can lead to human degradatron" (o 236) Metaphors, observe L.akoff and
Johnson can “constrarn our lives” (p. 236) In th|s partlcular passage the authors
were referrlng to poI|t|cal and economrc metaphors but their observatlons apply

much more generaIIy
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... it is one thing to impose a single objectivist model in some restricted
situations and to function in terms of that model - perhaps successfully; it
is another to conclude that the model is an accurate reflection of reality.
There is good reason why our conceptual systems have inconsistent
metaphors for a single concept. The reason is that there.is no one

~ metaphor that will do. Each one gives a certain comprehension of one
aspect of the concept and hides others. To operate only in terms of a
consistent set of metaphors is to hide many aspects of reality. Successful
functioning in our daily lives seems to require a constant shifting of
metaphors. The use of many metaphors that are inconsistent with one
another seems necessary for us if we are to comprehend the details of our
daily existence. (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 221)

‘Animal, mechanical, medical, hydraulic, and violent metaphors — all very

common —may be obscuring important aspects of human sexuality.

Participants also described situations in which an awareness of their
bodies was direct rather than reflected. Conceptualization of the body as less of
a “thing” to have and operate, and m;)re of a “place” to be and have a world, was
associated with parallel changes in the nature of relationships. “Just being your
body” in some contexts was associated with objectification and potential abuse;
“just being your body” in other coﬁtexts was associated with a sense of bonding
and communion.

Even scholars easily get lost in the tribal language of existentialism and
phenomenology (lhde, 1986). Terms such as noesis, noema, and intentionality
can sound very removed from fthe world of everyday reality. In sexuality asin
many other realms of experience, the use of abstract language is common, the
language of natural science. This is ironic considering it is a gen'erail principle of
existentialist thought that the everyday world is important and worthy of research

emphasis. A phenomenological method of inquiry helps to prevent participants
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from .Iapsing ihto their prescribed patterns of talk about sexual desire, indicative
more of gender stereotypes, overus‘ed‘metaphors, and myth thén experiences of
the lived-body. |
| Mindful reflection on experiences of sexual desire-produced vivid

de‘scrAiptions iIIustrating several points made by existentiallis‘t pHiIosqphers such
as Merleau Ponty who have analyzed fhe impact of embodiment on experie”nce
and relationships. In some instances,. participants articulated situatioﬁs in which
their gaze upon another person was associated with an intentional — if not fully
cognitive —wish on their part to possess the other, to disrhiss the personhood of
the othet, to take their subjectivity, to enslave, to reduce the other to the status of
a "mote in a sunbeam" (Sartre, 1944/1955). Of éour‘se‘?,human aWareneés is
such that we also know that an actual or botént'ial’vpartner may be looking at us
similarly: \ |

...in so far as | have a body, | may be reducéd to the status of an object

beneath the gaze of another person, and no longer count as a person for

him, or else | may become his master and , in my turn, look at him.

(Merleau Ponty, 1962/1992, p. 167) :

Sometimes humans willingly pa»rt‘icipate ih objectiffcation of one another.
We know that our actions are sometimes authentic, sométimes ihdifferent, and
sometimes artfully orchestrafed to hurt and decé_ive; and so‘me simply seek a
connection with others. As a character in Sartre's (1944/1955) play No Exit
described tit, "I'm just a hollow dummy, all that's left of me is the outside” (p. 35).

Relationships based largely on mutual fascination and gazing upon one another

are ultimately unfulfilling to both begause, "deep down in my eyes you'll see
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yourself..." (p. 35). Thev eyes as "windows" to the soul provide littie comfort to
those involved in what could be described as a soulless interaction. Merieau
Ponty (1962/1992) expressed this well
.—..thi's. mastery is self-defeating, since, precisely. when fny value is
recognized through the other's desire, he is no longer the person by whom
| wished to be recognized, but a being fascinated, deprived of his freedom,
. and who therefore no longer counts in my eyes. (p. 167)

Although several pafticipantsAmade' it clear that they saw nothing wfong with

_sUperficial sexual encounfers, most participants eventUally made it their goal to

avoid objectifying and énsIaVing relationships. Many described eye contact as a
potentially very good thing:

'Eye contact is big...Eye contact, a lot of times is an uncomfortable thing to
me, but | think it is a very important thing because to get the sexual
desire...Eye contact boosts desire, | think...l certainly think looking into
someone’s eyes when they're looking back [italics added] is more
important than...does a lot more for desire than looking at their boobs or

-looking at their figure. You know, you're looking at them, and its more of a
feeling of, of being on the same wavelength...I think eye contact makes
you want to be closer to that person...[M-2] -

Metaphor is not just verbai. More generally, the issue deals with the

impact of our attitude towards the world on our experiences of it; and some

. theorists have been more encouraging than others about our relationéhips with

others. Martin Buber (1958) described two ways in which human beings

-encounter their world: one speaks to encounters characterized by objectification;

the other applies to special moments of connection. He refers to them as

"primary words" (p. 4), but refé'rs-h‘ere not simply to the spoken word, but to the

fundamental attitude we take toward the world. The primary word /— Thou must
be spoken with the whole being, and the primary word / —_"It cannot be spoken
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with the whole being (Buber, 1958). Some participants even described
relationships in which more knowledge of the other as a person actually
detracted from the objectified“sex, which was sometimes the clear purpose of the
couple's interactions. The world of /— /tis a world of objects for our manipulation;
it is the world in which we sperid most of our time. Unfortunately, the primary
word /— It is how we speak not only to our t‘oasters and automobiles, it often
reflects our attitude toward other human beings.

In the world of /— Thod, we stand in relation to rather than make use of.
There are three different domains for entering this world of relation: (a) t_h‘e
natural world, (b) the human world, and (c) the spiritual world. Some participants
described deceptively nonsexual sounding encounters with their partners when
asked to describe their experiences of sexual desire. This is because the sense
of communion attained during-sex for some couples is not the kind of experience
that results from active pursuit; it is la' special moment that emerges — sometimeé
when one's attitude toward life is conducive to genuine relafing:

No aim, no lust, and no anticipation intervene between /and Thou. Desire

itself is transformed as it plunges out of its dream into the appearance.

Every means is an obstacle. Only when every means has collapsed does

the meeting come about. (Buber, 1958, pp. 11-12)

Sometimes, participants described these special periods of relating as
including sexual activities and sometimes not. Alternatively, it could be argued,

as did some participants, that our notions of what constitutes "sex" needs to be

expanded. Moments of pure relating are difficult to describe. If you have had this
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kind of experience, no explanation is necessary. If you have not, no amount of

description is adequate.

I

Change

Asymmetry characterizes the experience" of change from lust to desire.
There was no description by any participant of a primarily lustful encounter even
momentarily béing experienced as a “bonding” or “connecting” with the other as a
person. You cannot achieve a bond with someone you are relating to as a body.
You don't know anything‘about them as a pérson, and there is no basis for such
a bond. Participants did describe, however, relationships that were primarily
characterized by sexual desire, occasionally being experienced as lustful. Even
when the “raw pagan lusties” [F-1] reappear in a long-term relationship, the
experience means something different than it did before. Participants were of the
oainion that there is no going back: sex is sﬁll an expression of commitment and
care — albeit a different and more intense one than usual.

.The theme of change or transition is closely related to the distinction
between lust and desire. For most participanté, their first sexual experiences
were associated with what they described as lust, characterized by little interest

in a partner as anything but a route to physical pleasure. Over time, this tendency

. to relate to sexual partners primarily as objects, or in some instances as

instantiations of ideal fantasy partners, was replaced by loving desire. This more

mature —to use the term preferred by most participants — desire was associated

with the goal of'relating to partners as whole persons, including both their

strengths and their weaknesses, and was characterized by a genuine concern for
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the other. Sometimes su'ch_ ohangetook place across several relationships;

sometimes it took place in the context of the sarne relationship with lust serving

" as the source of initial-interest until'other features.of the’person were: .

appreciated.

. L
T

ltis well-established that how most people -experience their intimate

- relatlonships changes over time Tennov (1 979) asked severaI hundred people

an extensive series of questions about Iove sex; and relatlonships She made

the followmg comments about one-group of respondents.

A group of older-women who answered the questionnaire complained that
they had difficulty deciding whether or not the statements were true. Many
of them had been true at one time in these women's lives but not at other
times. As one 41-year-old women said, "At one time or another in my life
almost every statement would have applied but today almost none apply.

(p- 6)
Thegeneral consensus among-most theorists seems to be that the ‘

"ravages of time" are not kind to sexuality. An entire generation of consumers of: -

~ both popular and professionallliterature have been almost bullied into the beliet

that they should expect sexual expression to be less a part of their lives as they
age and their relationships con‘tinne. They should expect to have less frequent
sex as the relationship continues, They are to expect less intense orgasms. (If

you are a male you are told to expect your ejaculate to "seep" out rather than be

+ forcefully propelled.) They are to expect to be slower to respond to .sexual

stimulation. Passion itself, they have been told, simply does not last: "Their love -

burns brightly but soon flickers and dies" (Strong, et al., 1999, p. 208‘).
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Some refer to the strong bonds of affection that emerges from passion's
dying embers as companionate love (Sternberg, 1986). This kind of love is
supposed to characterize relationships where the partners have been together
for many years and know each other very well. Such relationships have the
commitment that romantic relationships lack. Qompanionate love also has the
intimacy but lacks the passion (Allgeier & Allgeier, 2000). | |

Not everyone accepts the notion that long-term relationships are destined
to be passionless, or even less passionate. When discussing the notion of
companionate love, one middle-aged male in a recent human sexuality clasé
commented that if he wanted a companion, he would get a golden retriever. He
made it clear that he was interested in a lover —in the classic sense of romantic
lover — for a lifelong partner. Consistent with this admittedly anecdotal comment,
the empirical research is actually surprisingly unsupportive of a universal decline
with age:

In sum, the idéa that love (especially passionate love) inevitably declines

has been widely theorized but only somewhat [italics added] supported by

data. While the decline does typically occur, it is much less precipitous,
and much more variable, than has been implied by many of the theorists.

(Aron & Aron, 1994, p. 141)

Although students of research in psychology are taught that it is inappropriate to
apply group statistical findings directly to individuals, it seems it is acceptable to
make prdnouncements about individuals, even with questionable findings, in
support of culturally comfortable myths about taboo subjectsT

Many reasons have been proposed for changes over time. Declining

hormone levels may simply make the aging human less interested in and less
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capable of sexual response. It also could be due to habituation. One kind of

habituation might be to the berson és a sexually arousing stimulus, much like
there is less response to repeated presentation of any other stimulus. Another
example might be habituation to some stimulating and/or rewarding aspect of the
relationship such as the power of the relationship to be a source of self-
expansion (Aron & Aron, 1994):

The euphoria of falling in love arises from the excitement of the rapid

expansion of self that is occurring through, for example, the staying up all

night talking, the doing each thing together for the first time, the shared
new adventures. But, inevitably, if the relationship develops, one gets to
know the partner pretty well. The beloved is always changing and growing,
and there are always things not yet discovered — but the dramatic
transition from a stranger to an intimate cannot be repeated with the

same person. (p. 140)

There are, however, other reasons for popular views of what happens to
our sexuality and relationships as we age that have less to do with physiological
or psychological necessity than cultural preoccupations and the prevailing
Zeitgeist. We are a culture obsessed with youth. There is general devaluing of -
older people in our culture, including their merits as sexual beings. Young people
often seem to assume that vitality and sexual expression are their special
prerogatives. College students in freshmen human sexuality classes evidence a
range of reactions from nausea to disbelief when forcéd to acknowledge that
their parents and grandparents are sexual beings. This attitude is summed up
well by a recent comment from a sophomore during a documentary film

presenting the results of a study involving older sUbjects. The subjects were

described as being in "top physical condition.” The student laughed aloud and
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commented, "How could they be in top physical condition? They are in there
fifties!" It was decided to not shatter this particular student's illusions by pointing
out that many people in théir fifties are in better physical condition than many
younger adults.

Another reason for disparaging viewé'of long-term sekual relatidnships
may be the unprecedented popularity currently enjoyed by biological models. The
physiological changes associated with aging, therefore, are readily accepted as
being deleterious fo all matters sexual. In addiﬁon, evolutionary models are also
widely accepted, and theorists working from these perspectives suggest it is
perfectly understandable fdr young, reproductively healthy people to be
considered the standard of sexual attractiveness. Closely related is the fact that
older pariners — whether by choice or physiological necessity — are generally not
having sex for procreation. THey are having sex for pleasure, and our culture has
never been very supportive of sex purely as a source of pleasure.

Participants reported changés in their awareness of desire over time but
not like those that would be predicted on the basis of most of the professional
literature or folk notions. (It is interesting the extent to which these work in
concert on this issue.) The ch’anges reported were generally experienced as
growth not decline. Their experiences of sexual desire began with what they
tended to refer to as lust, characterized by little concern for the partner as a
person and an emphasis on obtaining physical pleasure for themselves. Over
time, however, sexual desilre became experienced more as love, characterized
by a focus on the partner's happiness and pleasure.
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Participant descriptions also departé‘d -from muéh of the existing theory — if
not empirical findings —in that participants generélly did not report a decline in
sexual passion over ﬁme. As prev'i‘ouslvy‘discussed, most described their current
interactions with their current partners as more fulfilling than earlier interactions -

with earlier partners. They alsd reported that the sex itself was better and more

satisfying. It is possible, of course, that such responses were motivated by a

desire to reduce cognitive dissonance "(Festinger,‘1957). Pértibipants in long-term
relationships may feel they are faced with decliniﬁg sexual passion which they |
caﬁ do little about, yet fhey also care very much about their partners, and would
not be able to deal with the guilt of abandoning theh for the solé purpoée of
better sex. As an option they may be motivated to éhange their attitude toward
their existing relatipnship. | |

There is a pe‘rfectly plausible alternative explanation, I’lmowe.ver, that is

consistent with both the existing literature and the findings reported here. .

" Research into safer-sex practices indicates an interesting relationship between .

. sex-negative .influehces such as less sex education and personality factors such

as erotophobia and levels of sexual problems such as STDs and unwanted
pregnancies. Less emp‘hasis.on sex.education and higher levels of erotophobia
are actually associated with increased problems (Mauldon.& Luker, 1996; Fisher,
Byrne, White, & Kelley, 1988). Many of our more qbnser\(ative decisio_n makers,
apparehtly unaware of the relevant literature but quite concerned about untoward

sexual behavior, are exacerbating the very problems they are most concerned

‘about
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Similarly, less emphasis on the unfque potentials of human sexuality may
create its own set of difficulties. For exarﬁple, a focus on the procreative aspects
of sexuality may lead to dissolution of a relationship if there are no offspring. Just
as an animal may abandon an infertile maté, historically the inability to conceive
has been commonly accepted as grounds for divorce. More to the point of our
current discussion, if a couble's level of sexual interaction remains primarily
orgasm focussed, they may indeed be susceptible to simple habituation. One
partner may simply find the other partner less exciting and be more prone to
have an affair or even begin the whqle cycle of "falling in love" again with a new
more exciting partner. Many in our society appear to be foIIowinQ this. pattern.

Many life experiences are less interesting (arousing) when you don't
understand them very well. Art, music, opera, even football can all be boring to .
the uniinitiated. It is often possible to share in thé enthusiasm for a particularly
rousing example. Falling in love is so culturally entrenched an idea that everyone
finds it exciting, like Watching a triple play in baseball. The croi&d is roaring; the
excitement is contagiousv. Any lummox, any schlep, can fall in love; the scfipt is
widely understood. Something else, however, is required to enjoy a game where

— to the uninitiated — nothing seems to be happening; you have to understand it.

The argument can be made that long-term sexual relationships are similar.

Most parénts come to expect a child to grow tiréd of a new toy or gam'e before
they have really learned to use or play it. Some adults unwittingly manage their
intimate relationships with much the same attitude. The process of maturation
referred to by most participants involved the development of both a more than
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surface level appreciatibn of théir partner’s qualities and a realization that a
maximally satisfy‘ing sexual relationship requires thought and effort.

A theme such as change or transition carries with it the possibility that in :
some participant protocols it will only be a potential theme: they may simply not
have experienced the transition yet. This seems to be the case with partiéipant
M-5, who was 24 years old at the time of the irﬁerview( Whilev he I’had
unquestionably experienced sexual desire, the‘relare iridicationé that his
experiences did not include all of the aspects of desire that other participants
described as crucial. In addition, the word “love” did not appear anywhere in his
protocol. There was no méntion of concern for the other as a person. There was
some reference to orgasm in his partner, but it seemed of primary interest to him
as proof of his sexual browess. Sometimes he even completely disengages
himself bsychologically from ‘his partner in the effort to insure that she
experiences orgasm, thereby validating his notions of himself as a good sexual
partner. Despite this, there seems to be little genuine expression of concern for
his partner.

Finally, this participant reported being interested in qualities beyond the
physical, not because he has a genuine interest in his partner as a person, but
for what personality attributes may indicate about the likelihood of him.getting
what he wants from her sexually. Whereas most other participants have fantasies
that could be described more accurately as “thoughts about the other when they
are absent,” this participant’s fantasies were more in keeping with how such

thoughts are understood at their most basic: images of a partner wearing certain

170




clothing, being in a particular position, making noises that he finds arousing, and
accepting his advances without too much protest. He admits he is “pretty
aggressive” when he is with a girl with whom he has a “comfortable sexual
~relati'onship‘).”

His notion of a relationship in which he feels comfortable is one where
there is.no “fear of rejection” and/or “nervousness.” Although most participants
used descriptors like “animalistic” somewhat disparagingly, this participant used it
- fo descnbe his preferred arrangement:

..when you're animalistic, you can just kind of grab them and throw them
down on the bed and start doing whatever your routine is at that particular
moment. And since they've been with you before, | guess they find that
appealing. They like that, you know. It's just more of a...It’s like an animal
feeling. It's like, you see a girl, and you immediately go up to her and start
advancing on her and fulfill your carnal urges, you know. And the other
one [desire], | wouldn’t say is too animalistic, because you're restrained. .
And it's pretty much my experience that animals don't restrain themselves
too much. They pretty much make it clear if they want sex or not. [M-5] -

. It seems quite plausible that at the time of the interview, this participant’s
a “experiences were limited-to an experience of desire that other participants had
- certainly ’ackriowledged but felt they had left in their past.

The experiences of most partIC|pants were not like those of M-5. It is
important to remember that the protocol just dlscussed is interesting precisely
bec;eljse it differed from the others. The experiences of most participants often -

- were not in keeping with animal-inspired, bio-medical, or religious models which
conceptualize sexuality as either unrelated or fundamentally opposed to
. rspirituality, and — unfortunately sometimes — humans are affected by their notions

~of themselves.
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Peoplé have a way of meeting expectations made of them. Sometimes

this requires “dumbing down” their potential. At other times humans maximize
their-potential and rise to the challenge. Some of the most popular models of
sexuality are of the “dumbing down” variety. All humans have “tangled wings”
(Konner, 1982) to some extent by virtue of being embodied, but there no need to
thwart human potential unnecessarily. As William James noted over a century
ago, it is the claim that free will is "illusory" that is truly specious. In the context of
everyday human living — the only relevant context — our beliefs about our choices
are very powerful. There is growing interest in aspects of sexuality associated
with art, eroticisrh, communion, and spirituality. An approach to conducting

- human sexuality research as outlined-and demonstrated here, may provide a
valuable tool for investigating.such topics, and in so doing, may help us to
‘become better acquainted with-visions of ourselves that serve to maximize

human potential rather than thwart it.
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INVITATION TO BECOME A RESEARCH PARTICIPANT

- Title of Study: An Empiriéal Phenomenological Investigation of

Sexual Desire
Johnny Dossett: ' k

| am interested in your experience of sexual desire. In this study you will
be asked to describe experiences of sexual desire in your own words in a tape
recorded interview that will take approximately 1 to 2 hours.

" Every effort will be made to maintain anonymity. All data will be held

strictly confidential, available only to the research team and maintained under
Idck:and kéy. Results obtained from the analysis may be made public in

. . “professional journals and/or at professional conferences but no personal

identification will be linked to any data collected or présented. The project
involves minimal risk to you in that you will be asked to share your experiences
with the research team. There may be little direct benefit to your participation in

the project. However, often people repbrt that they find such interviews have

helped them deepen their own understanding of the phenomenon under study. In
addition, there is the possibility that the information you contribute will be
important to the field of psychology.

A If. you think that you would like to particiipate in my study or have any
additional questions, please call me at either number above and feel free to leave
a message if | am not there. | look forward to hearing from you and appreciate
your taking time to consider participétibn in my research.

Johnny M. Dossett
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INFORMED CONSENT

The purpose of this study to investigate the experience of sexual desire.
You will-be asked to describe your own experiences of sexual desire in your own
words in a audio-taped interview. The recording will be transcribed and the
resulting text subjected to a form of content analysis. The interview will last | to 2
hours and will be conducted-with only the interviewer present. Your identity will
be kept confidential. All data will be available only to the research team and
maintained under lock and key in Austin Peay 401C. Results obtained from the

" analysis may be made public in professional journals and/or at professional

conferences but no personal identification will be linked to any data collected or
presented. The audio tapes will be destroyed after successful transcription.

Participation in the project involves minimal risk to you in that you will be
asked to share your experiences with the research team. There may be little
direct benefit to you. However, often people report that they find such interviews
have helped them deepen their own understanding of the phenomenon being
investigated. You are free to discontinue the interview at any time for any reason
without prejudice and any information collected will be promptly destroyed.

Do you understood the explanation of this study? __YES__ _NO
Do you agree to participate as described? __YES___NO

My signature below indicates the project has been explained to the subject and -
they have agreed to participation as described.

John IVI Dossett - Project Director Date

Subject #
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Participant ID#

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

SEX

AGE

MARITAL STATUS

THIS IS MY (FIRST, SECOND, ...) MARRIAGE OR-OTHER LONG -

TERM RELATIONSHIP

LENGTH OF TIME IN THIS RELATIONSHIP
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~ after we first get started...Once we get rolling on something, | can help you to

SAMPLE PROTOCOL
Participant M —7
2/4/98

I: | would like for you to think of some times in your life when you were especially
aware of sexual desire and describe them in as much detail as you can. And my
function will be to sort of, keep us on track, and to assist you in exploring things
that come up in the interview.

P: Would this be a first experience?
| It doesn’t matter.
P: It doesn’t matter? ’ 

[: Talk.about whatever instances help you to describe your experience of sexual
desire. It doesn't really matter whether you talk at length about one instance and
then move on to another instance or, more abstractly...Although sometimes it
helps people, | think, to focus on a specific instance. Usually things get going

explore things.

P: An interesting question. | would say that...I mean | was very aware of my
sexuality, I'd say from a fairly young age. | can remember being sexually
interested in the opposite sex, and even starting to masturbate as early as 8, late
8 or 9. But, however, there was a long stretch...besides self-pleasuring, | didn’t
become sexually active until the senior year of high school, for whatever reason.
I've always, despite having a somewhat outgoing personality at times, | am rather
shy also. So | always have a difficult time meeting women, to date. However, |
suppose this is somewhat ironic, my best friends were all women in high school. |-
had very few male friends. And | suppose that was my inclination towards art and
the people who mostly made up the art department were women. But they were
very close to me, and I'd always find it easier to confide in them, than men. That
maybe due...My parents got divorced when | was 2; | was raised by my mother. |
don't mean to meander into that...But | was very interested in dating women, but
| just couldn’t get up the nerve to ever ask anyone out, or to pursue my feelings.
Of course, later on | found out that many of these women | was friends with were
interested in possibly dating me, but they weren't as forthcoming...So | didn't
start dating until my senior year and it was actually | started going out with a
friend of mine. And it was somewhat interesting that, initially she was...I had
madeé my feelings known to her in a rather traumatic incident, because she

- somewhat rejected them. At the same time there was another woman that had

become interested in me, and was very forthcoming with that information, so at
that point | felt somewhat rejected by my friend, but | was interested in exploring
the possibilities of a relationship with this other person. But as soon as | started .
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_pursuing that, the womah who [ had expressed interest with first, all of a sudden

became interested in me. So, with little or actually no experience, | was forced

'~ into this position to choose between people | was rather interested in. So | ended '

up going out with this friend of mine. And while it wasn’t a long relationship, it
was about half a year, we were very close. And we were intimate, but we never -

- engaged in sexual intercourse, other than heavy petting, things of that nature. So

that was really my first experience being sexually active. After that | moved from

| that state where 1 attended high school to another state to go to college, and |
. hadn't been in college probably three weeks, and | had broken up with the other

girl after | left, it was impossible to pursue a relationship across state lines,
amazing that | had that small insight. But | met someone three weeks into my first

.. year of college. Now | went from dating someone who had as little sexual

experience as | had had, to all of a sudden, not only dating someone who has - .

" lots of experience, but also was a sex worker, worked in the sex industry. And

she was a...She uh...She basically put herself through school by being a

~'professional dominatrix. Which was somewhat interesting. | lost my virginity with

her. That relationship lasted about & year. I'm trying to think of any particulars
that were somewnhat interesting...| think with that it was a purely carnal

relationship. We were friends, but there wasn’t any intimacy beyond sexual

intimacy. We were very different people. Would you like me.to talk about

L partlcular thmgs within that relatlonshlp'?

"l Yeah I'm. not really lnterested in sexual behawors well, I'm mterested
" personally, but, not.. professmnally at the moment...(both laugh). WhatIm really
mterested in is the experience of deS|re itself.

P: Uh uh.

I If you can maybe think of an instance that would help you descrlbe your
experlence of deS|re'? (pause) It s somewhat dlfflcult

P Yeah

BRI there s aflow to thlngs And what I'm askmg you to do is to reflect on that

flow and sort of stop it for just a mlnute

|- P: 'm...| suppose | could taIk |n terms of what attracted me to this person.

Would that be e

Sure start with that

v P: WeII obviously, with my f|rst grrlfrrend in coIIege it was very phyS|cal | was,
" 'you know, not only was she a professional dominatrix, but she also continued

that persona into her everyday public life. And you know, as far as clothing, and .
attitude, and things like that; and that was rather exciting and attractive to me
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- my thoughts.

initially. Although |, you know that’s stuff's exciting within itself, it really wasn’t a
very fulfilling thing. So that relationship really didn’t bring me...lt didn’t seem to
have any substance to it beyond that. It really wore thin. | guess, | can almost
skip over every other experience up until my...the person | married, where a lot
more complex emotions and feelings came into play with her. When | met my
wife | was very sexually attracted to her, but there was also a bond. We very
much clicked when we first met. Within an hour we were very conversant with
one another and shared a lot'of the same life experiences. And on the whole,
that made me very. excited about her. We actually pursued a friendship for a few
months prior to making our feelings known to one another, but...I think that
although 1 was physically attracted to her that wasn't my...that wasn’t the

predominant thing with it...of my attraction to her. it certainly was her attitude,

very strong-willed, but also very caring, very conscious of other people’s

- emotions and needs and desires. And, but at the same time not willing...|

shouldn’t say not willing, but she would not...She had strong enough character
that she would not let someone else’s needs...I'm sorry, I'm trying to articulate

I+ It's féirly difficult. | think-you’re doing well.

P: She wouldn’t let someone’s needs necessarily cripple her; she would always
remain cognizant of the fact that she needed to maintain her strength but at the
same time help someone else as much as much as she could. And that was
very, very attractive...That was really the first person that I'd ever met like that.
Not so altruistic to the point where they themselves can no longer function
because they’re trying to help someone else. She really maintained a good
balance within herself. And | found that immensely attractive about her. ‘Cause |
had always considered myself someone that probably was not as balanced as |
could be, and for me, because of those qualities | just mentioned, it was really...|
felt it very important to develop our friendship before pursuing an intimate sexual
relationship, or before making my feelings at least known. At this point | was
unaware of her feelings for me other than just friendship. So that became a very
important aspect to our initial relationship. | would say after the first two months;
and after | had made my feelings known, she reciprocated, however, she was
slightly hesitant to become involved with me because, well...one my age. | was
four years younger than her. She had also previously been involved with

.someone in the arts, as | am or was. And maybe this is where stereotypes come

into play, she was hesitant to become with someone...
I: “l tried this already.”

P: ...that's right, and apparently that had been a bad experience. So, | think we
cautiously approached having a relationship, but I'll say that hesitantly probably
lasted about 3 weeks, because by a-month into the relationship, we had moved
in together. And it was somewnhat out of desire, and somewhat out of necessity.
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My roommate had just moved out of state, and | was unable to find a new one,
so | couldn't afford to pay my rent. So | conveniently moved in with her and her
roommate who her roommate was actually a very good friend of mine. So we
very easily moved into a domesticated life. There was really no transition period it
seemed. It was as if we had been together for quite a long time, knew each
other’s routines; and | suppose that didn’t make me complacent to her feelings. It

‘was kind of a wonderful feeling, in a sense. It really fit like an old glove, and it

was...| don’t mean that in a demeaning sort of way, it was really...I think it really
fulfilled something | needed, but at the same time it was new relationship so
there was the excitement of getting to know one another, but was a familiarity -
there that made it more comfortable. So that really worked out very well, and we
got married a year after that point. We actually got married on the anniversary of
the day we met. We've been married eight years now. ‘

I: These different things that you've...the way that you've described this
relationship with your partner right now... ‘ A

P: Uhuh. .

l: ...are these aspects of sexual desire for you in that relationship or...? I'm just
trying to get you to remember the focus of what I'm trying to talk about.

P ....think | find'it‘difficult,to sometimes distinguish between these things, and

sexual desire...
I: Between which things?

P: A person’s personality; it's all a factor in there. Their physical attributes, but
their personality is very-much a key component. | mean, my initial attraction was
definitely HER LOOKS, and that made me pursue a conversation with her. But
like all those things are components into my sexual desires for her. | had several
other experiences before that, that were rather shallow and really didn’t fulfillme
in any way or form. And after a while that, the way someone appeared to me
didn’t necessarily evoke any sexual attraction on my part.

I: But initially looks are important?

P: Initially, right. I'm definitely attracted to a certain body type, and a certain:
look. Those are very, very important to me. I'm actually very particular on the
kind of woman I'm attracted to, probably to my detriment. And really, my wife did
meet all those criteria. And not to say that | had not dated women before who
had met that criteria as well. It was, like | said, the emotional, the personality

component that didn’t work in those other relationships.
I: When the looks are there...
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P: Uh uh.
I: What is that like for you? What is thafexperience like?

P: | suppose it's somewhat unreal, in a sense because — while I~can t speak for
anyone else — obviously | have this idealized picture in my mind of what | expect

- awoman to be, and it's probably very different from the mainstream idea. It really

. .is very surreal though. | can’t describe...When all those things just kind of fall into
. place it's almost as if there’s some air of unreality to it, to me everything is there.

. I: You feel as if there is an unreal aspect to it when alI those physical features

that you like are there?

P: Somewhat yeah | suppose because | have such particular tastes, that when .
that’s realized in a person standlng before you, not to say that | focus on this
ideal type...over and over again in my head, but it’s definitely curious. | don’t see
that type necessarily very often,-so...lt definitely, there is that immediate
gravitation towards that persen. And that certainly helped that my...the woman

" - who was to be my future wife was...seemed very pleasant and an amiable

person, and receptlve to belng conversant with me so...that all pIayed into it as
well. .

I: What about the other situations you described as being purely carnal?
P: Purely carnal?
I: ...or very physical or...

P: Well, | would say those women were of the same general physical
dimensions as my wife. Things such as dress don’t matter to me as much, so,
not to say that all these women were, you know, clones of one another. They
certainly weren’t. When'| was talking about being physically attracted to
someone, | look for a certain weight, a certain height, hair color, things of that
nature. But as far as how they carry themselves and their attitudes.and their -

'. dress, which | think is a component of that, they all would differ somewhat. But

for those other women, it was really personality clashes. We may have clicked on
a sexual level, but there were, you know, maybe one major personality clash or
several. Either being too dominant, not to say that’s bad if that’s your profession,
or it's kind of hard to put words to how...to what didn’'t make these relationships
work out. Or you know, too much emotional baggage being brought into the
relationship from outside sources. There would just be some type of cIash for
whatever reason.
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I: Again, remembering that our focus is sexual desire, you kind of set up two
situations. One in which you establish a bond with the other person, one
involving complex emotions in which sexual attractiveness in a physical sense is
important, but not predominant. And the other situation is one that is very
physical, and not fulfilling, whereas the one involving a bond with this person is
fulfilling...Could you say a bit more about your experience of desire? | mean, we
are talking about sexual relationships in both instances...

" P:Right.

l: ...an‘d presumably there is some motivation for sexuality there...

~ P: Right. -

I ...in both instances. Could you maybe help me to understand how you
experience. desire differently in those two situations, if indeed you do? The desire
aspect itself... '

-C P OK.

I: Of cou_rsé, | know it’s difficult...to be so focussed on one aspect...

~ P: Right.

- I: ...of what s essentially a holistic experience.

P: Well, you know, | feel tempted to séy that the earlier things were just purely

.- hormonally fueled, although | don’t want to cheapen'it to that, because obviously

| was looking for fulfillment in other areas as well. | think anyone does in a

. relationship, at least | do. | think with those earlier situations, | was looking for the

emotional satisfaction as well, however | certainly was not...I did not cut off any
of those relationships because | wasn't being fulfilled emotionally. Sexually they

+ . certainly were wonderful, and that for a very good part did keep me there, and

somewhat tied to those relationships. No matter how deleterious the effects may
have been on my personality or my persona or my wellbeing, not to shift focus

., from that again, going back to my wife, | attribute it more to a maturation of _
- ‘sorts... That | kind of...and | don't really like this term, but for lack of a better one,

| had “played the field” as much as [ wanted at that point, and | felt | had gathered

.~ and gained indeed the experience | was looking for to see...What | was really

looking for what would fulfill me, and | was unsure of it in those earlier -

. relationships. | certainly would have been very aware of the physical attributes

that I'm attracted to, however | never was certain of what | was completely
looking for. And by those earlier relationships, it certainly confirmed my...what

type of things | was sexually attracted to, and what was lacking in them that |

desired as well. (pause) Have | gone to off track?
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|- No. Could you say more about the notion of, “hormonally fueled?”

P: My hormones? (laughing)

I: ...help me to understand exactly what you're talking about in terms of deS|re

sin the first mstance

P: Right. | think, certainly at that age, and that age for me being eighteen years
old, eighteen —twenty one, | probably was thinking more with my body than my

~ head at that point. Having just been initiated into the world of sexual intercourse,

| was intrigued to explore every possibility | could, and granted with this same
Ideal body type | have. Probably at that point, | wasn't very aware of the other
things | was looking for.-However, that certainly...l don’t know...I've kind of come
to an impasse | think. | probably need you to motivate me. ' :

I: OK Let’s see if we can motlvate you. How important would you say that
appearance is for either kind of desire?

P: The ratio to emotional?

I: Yeah. Or just in general.

. | P: Oh...I'm gonna say 40%..‘.40 —60%. Sixty being the emotional fulfillment. I'd

say it's very important.

I: In both instances?

| " P: In both instances, yes.

I: Are we really talking about — | don’t want to put words in your mouth —
P: No, no, no...

l: I'm trying to make sense out of what you've been saying...Is desire
experlentlally the same for.you, in both instances, or are we suggesting that there

" are two kinds of desire for you? One predicated on exclusnvely physical kinds of

thlngs and the other more |nvolv1ng emotlons or..

P: | suppose what | was trymg to say before with the early relationships, is
probably physical attractiveness was probably...the ratio was more lopsided. I'd
say the phyS|caI attributes probably played a much more |mportant role. Like |
was saying before, | think after | had gone through those experiences and kind of
assessed them in my mind over a period of time, and what was unfuffilling...!
went through about an eight month period where | wasn’t seeing anyone and it
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really did give me a long time to reflect on those things that had come before.
And while the physical part is very important, | found it...to be...for there to be
something lacking. But in those earlier cases, | ‘would probably say the physical
attractiveness was-a very |mportant part.

I: You've used, “fulfilling” to descrlbe both of these sltuatlons Are you talking

. about different kinds of fulfillment?

P:* | would say oneis a...l would characterlze one as solely.. welI or majority of
being physically fulfilling, and I'd describe the latter one as a...more of

~ a...emotional and physical fulflllment and not necessarily in that order.

“I: Not necessarily in that order?

P: No. (laughs).

I: Is that what we are really talking about? Two différent kinds of desire? Is that
too strong a thlng to say? It's Just that we've been talking about your experlences
as if they’re in two camps...

P: Well I...Maybe | should...
I: ...which is fine. | just...

P: No. no.

Iz If that's the way you understand it, then that's the way | want to understand it.

P suppose what | was trying to say about, with my wife, is that...Really those
' two different camps, which | probably did perceive it more earlier on in my

experiences with women as two different things, really | saw them as combined

- within the relationship with my wife. And that's why it is more fulfilling. It’s only

through that reflection in those experiences, that | understood that.

I: So the second is not S|mply fulflllmg in a different sense, it's actually more
fulfilling...

P: It's... 4
I: ...it's like you got both...
P: I've Qot everything | want.

I Oh, she would be so happy!




, P: I've got the ideal body type. I'm very sorry if there’s any women listening to

this tape, |1 don’t mean to be offensive.
I: They have no idea what your ideal body type is.
P: OK.

I: Why should they feel- offended’? They can all fantasize about it being them,
whatever their body type is.

P: But yes, | do find my relatlonshlp now.. and | don't think | could just ever have
a purely physical reIatlonshlp ever again...purely physical. | mean | don't...|
guess what I'm alluding to is some kind of infidelity, but not that I could ever
would or attempt something like that, but I...regardless of there being peaks and
valleys to our relationship, I recognize that | am more fulfilled in this relationship.
in every regard, sexually, emotionally...than | was with any previous relationship
before _

I: You suggested that this is somethlng that has changed for you over time. You
referred to it as a matunty of sorts :

P: Right.
I: Could you say a bit more about that?

P: Well, it was over time, but it was...the process was probably a little more
accelerated than in most people just because most people become sexually
active, in some capacity or another, earlier than |did. And really for me, | guess
it was late 17 —21, it was a 4-year period, 3 to 4 year period, where it was very
intense and very qwck And | kind of ran through the gamut of relationships
in...that most people start in high school or even in junior high...I mean | had
plenty of friends who were sexually active as freshmen in high school. And for
whatever reason, my inability to let my feelings be known to women, you know, it
didn’t happen until later on. So | did go through that process, and it seems like
everyone does go through that process, but at a later time and probably at a
more accelerated rate.

I: So deswe for you early on was very physical.
P: | think | associated my emotional needs being met by my friends. And |

suppose this is why | saw them more as separate in that you had a significant
other or a girlfriend or boyfriend whatever, to fulfill your more sexual needs.
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I: What did you mean by; “thin‘king' with the body” as an aspect of this first,
earlier kind of desire? ‘ o o L

P: Well...| just don’t want to put it in more crudér terms. Although I'd be glad to.
Just letting go with more of...more primal urges, | suppose. God that’s just like

| , speaking cliches. I'm sorry for speaking in cliches.

I: I don’t care. After this process of, “maturity” then, down through the ages,

. -desire has become for you something that now is completely different in that

sense, in that it's not purely physical anymore, right?

P: No.‘ A

" I: Ok. And now how would you describe it? | know you have been doing fhat. I'm

just trying to hammer on the same thing.

P: Redundancy is a gobd thing, believe me.

I: Ev'ery)bnce in a while something new will emerge out of this dialogue.

P:- It's like squeezing a small orange or something, not much juice in there.

I: Things that you’ve mentioned are the involvement of complex 'emotions, the
forming of a bond...You've said that your partner now is conscious of the needs
and desires of others. | mean, those are things that you could explore and say a

bit more about. You mentioned her altruism.

P: WeII, one thing | will say that's probably very, very important...My wife and |

- ~have what | feel and what she feels...we've discussed it...is a very, very strong

bond with one another. Neither of us believe in divorce really. We pretty much
believe in, you find someone and you commit to them. My wife did not
come...Her parents are still together. They’ve been married for 35 years. | came
from a...my parents got divorced when | was two. | was from my father’s fourth
marriage,’and my father’s been married five times. But I've always believed very
heavily in the institution of marriage, and | think that in itself, that commitment
that assures you that we will be together no matter what. We will weather the
worst times, and we’ll sail on the good times. Sorry, | should shoot myself for
saying something that stupid. But anyway, | think that in itself is very powerful to -
me, and it’s securing and | think it allows you to kind of transcend a lot of the
physical and emotional baggage. You can kind of move it to a different plateau,
or another level, and you can explore many things, sexuality and emotions with
this person, without fear of any sort of a reprimand or you know, humiliation. It
does afford a sense of comfort and security. And not to say that | have the

“ultimate, perfect relationship. Obviously we have our problems, like anyone does
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ina relatio'hship. However,| know that my wife will always be their for me, and |
| . \for her, barring death or some other horrible accident.

I: In this other kind of desire, this. more mature kind of desire...What was | going

' tosay? -

P: We can redefine that if you like.-

[: No that’s just‘ fine. | don’t want to redefine anything. Even if you want to
expand on that, that’s fine. But I'm trying to stay with the words you have actually

" used. So in terms of this more mature kind of desire, all these things that you've

mentioned are aspects of the expenence of desire for you. Not just a purely
physical thing,

P: Right.

[: ...now deSIre is really about this bond, thls sense of a strong bond with
'someone this sense of commitment, and the security and comfort that that
provides. Something that you did say that’s interesting, that | have developed an
interest in myself, is the notion of that situation providing the opportunity to

: éxp|o.re and do other things. Could you say more about that?

P: Well, it’s difficult to say since I've never experienced this in another
relationship, and obviously it would...you really...I guess that would contradict
that whole notion of that type of relationship, ‘cause obviously you could never be
that committed to someone, if you weren’t with them anymore, unless of course

. they’ve died or some other terrible incident happened to them. | don't feel

l...When | was dating...OK | was committed...Before | met my wife | was dating
another woman who, | did have a...We did have avery strong commitment to

_-one another, but not as strong as my wife and | have. We had actually talked

about getting married ourselves. But there was always a somewhat underlying

~ hesitancy on possibly both our parts. And | think because of that...Well I'll just

say what had happened. We had a really traumatic incident and she had got

. pregnant. She had been pregnant once before when she was in high school and

‘had an abortion. She came from a very strict, Greek orthodox family, and of

course they didn’t know about her first abortion. And | had wanted...| said, well
‘we're commiitted to one another, although | did not want to have children at that
time, and | don't necessarily want to have them at this time either, | said well, if

. we're gonna be committed to one another, why don’t we just have the child. Well,
* . unfortunately that did break us up, but...With my wife, and I'd say even if we

weren’t married, we had this type of commitment before we were even married,
this wouldn’'t have even been an issue. | would have felt completely secure with
this incident. And granted, it is a very traumatic incident, especially when it's
unplanned. And that's how | feel we’'ve somewhat franscended that. | feel we can
"have complete faith in one another, to ride out any problems, and justto -
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experience things probably in a different way because of that commitment. | don’t
think either of us are having to constantly worry or second guess our feelings or
our commitment, or our love for one another. We understand that it's underlying,
not to say that it doesn’t need to be reiterated from time to time, certainly it does
But it certalnly has brought a lot of security to both our lives.

I: You used the word comfortable. Is that just part of the same sense of security?

P: Uhuh. | try and not use the same word over and over again. Don't want to

beat it to death.

I: You said that your partner’s sense of balanced altruism was very attractive to
you. .

. . P: Uh‘uh

I: What dld you mean by that?

P: | reaIIy admire and find attractlve someone who is willing...Maybe altruism
isn’t the proper word, because altruism really would be defined as someone who
gives of themselves regardless of themselves. And | guess what | meant by

. - balanced altruism was that my wife is a very giving person and she will give a

110% of herself, however she would never get into a situation where she would
[end of tape]

So anyway, | find someone that’s very conscious of someone else’s needs and
desires...l suppose that someone like myself, | try to be very conscious of those
things myself, and | suppose when | see it in someone else, | know that the
potential for like a reciprocal thing, is great.

l: And this reCIprocaI aspect of a potentlal relationship is important in this kind of
deS|re'? :

P: That's rlght

\'I: In the other k|nd of deswe in the other camp, what about this reciprocal aspect

of the relationship? Or is the reIatlonshlp really lmportant in the same sense
we've been talking about?

P: We're talking about the physical aspect now?

I: Well you tell me.
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P You said the other so, which one. 1 thoqght we were télking about the
emotional one, not the physical one. | don’t think there could be any sort of

i reciprocal...besides they don't look like my wife.

I So there’s no reciprocality in the...

P: That's called na’fcissiérh. Hopefully, God, if any woman looked like me, I'd run

. . away from them as fast as |-could. It would be terrifying.

| So it’s not important, in the hormonally fueled type of desire, for the other
person to be as conscious of the needs and desires of others? You don't really
expect that. ' :

P: No. | think that's more of a selfish uée of...It was a...using one another for
mutual purposes of sexual satisfaction.

l: And the second kind of desire is definitely. better. Is that what you're
saying?...vRather than the hormonally fueled, primal urges? '

P: The hormonally fueled desires (laughing) in and of themselves, they're not
bad, but by the...It's not as if | think | think someone who has these things are
like nefarious, a demon from hell or anything, but I think without... There’s kind of
a symmetry when you have both components. And | think they compliment, and
they play off of each other very well. So | think what you’re looking for is more of
a balance. '

I: Is the “primal urge” component as intense and strong...is it the same in the
second kind of situation?

P: It's more intense. -
I: It's even more intense?

P: Uh, uh. Because there’s that trust there. | think, sexually, I'm...1 think our
sexual...our sex is probably ten times, a hundred times better, because of
it...because there is that mutual trust. (pause) | think for myself, having
those...having had several one-night stands, that there was some component in
that component being some type of emotional commitment or security missing,
was very evident in those situations for me, very evident. And because of that, it
detracted from the sex. Even if you're just trying to have a...a purely carnal
experience, you can't really just give of yourself completely, you're gonna
withhold something, something probably very intangible that | can’t put into words
at all. ' :

I: So a lack of any kind of a bond, or any kind of a sénse of trust...
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P: Uh uh.

I: ...actually made the sex not all that it could be.
P: Correct.

I: Eveninthese relatlonshlps supposedly predicated on “primal urges” (both

'Iaugh)

P: nght right. In so many words, it only goes so far. It only takes you, maybe,

. half way home.

" I: ...the primal urges?

P. ...the primal urges. But | don't think there’s anything morally wrong; I'm not
ashamed of those things. | have no problems with any of those things
whatsoever, but | think, as | said before, | think there has to be somewhat of a
symmetry there, for it to be completely fulfilling to myself. [ know that, it's not
even that | guess; | know that.

I: What do you mean by somewnhat of a “symmetry?”

P: Well, with the emotional component. | think that you need to have a balance.
For myself | need to have that balance.

I: | assume you mean the emotional cohnection as well as the...

P: Right.

|: ...the primal urges.

P: You know, | don’t know if I've ever had the emotional by itself. | suppose one
could say you've had that with a parent, but | probably would disagree [you and
me both]. ‘Cause it is different when you have a significant other. You know, a
parent is more nurturing and that type of thing, and was not looking to be
nurtured by a significant other. | mean if | was, | probably wasn't ready for a
relationship.

I: 1 do know one guy who married someone who basically mothers him.

P: Was that the one y'oU were talking about?

I: Yeah, | can’t gét him out of my mind. It's almost like the other.pole. You've got -
~ all sex on one end..Somewhere in the middle you have sense of symmetry. And
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then you’ve got people who are beyond the pail at the other end, who have
essentially married a parental figure. -

P: T've thought about that several times since you brought that up, and you’re
right, that whole Madonna/prostitute complex is really interesting. But,
interestingly enough, | did not have a very supportive family when | was growing
up, but I found my security and what | lacked from my parents at that time, in
other forms. So | never did feel that lacking in me for whatever reason. In many
regards, not sexually, but | did feel very mature. In many regards | was very
mature for my age, at a very young age. (pause) | find these seats very
uncomfortable.

I: They are, aren't they.
P: I'm not fidgeting cause I'm nervous. (iaughs)

I: 1 don’t think these are high-quality seats. These are like a sponge, not
ergonomically designed. So sex is ten times better when there is mutual trust?

P: | don’t know if I could...That's not a quantification...
I 'm not going to hold you té the “ten times.”

P: Right. |

I: Butitis experienced by you as being much better...
P: Right. Right.

l: ...because of the mutual trust.

P: (bause) Definitely. |

[: Could you say more about the notion of “reciprocity?” In this kind of
relationship where you actually have a bond with someone and a sense of
commitment. '

P: Well, as | was saying before, | would not define a relationship as...It’s not give
and take. It's not one-sided. I'd say there's equal give and take, back and forth;
there is a sharing there. And it may not be at the same time. Certainly there are
cycles where | may need some more emotional support than my wife does, and
she’ll give it to me and vice versa. There’s other times when we may both be
going through some kind of stress or crisis where we try to assist one another
emotionally, or whatever form. And we're very conscious of that. We're very, very
aware of what each other’s needs and desires are. And once again, I'm not
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saying we maybe fulfill the other person, but we try. And we try to have a very
good rapport with one another. We try to be very conversant about these things.
There’s not a lot of assumption in our relationship, a lot of times...We actually
talk things out, but we're also very aware of each other’s feelings just from having
this security within our relationship. ‘ :

I: One’s crap and one isn't. You've used that phrase a lot...

P: Hey, it works for me. “One’s crap, oﬁefs not.”

. I: ‘What-about the physical experience of desire? Ié‘ it the same for you in these

two instances? | mean, we've talked a lot about emotional aspects, or lack
thereof. Is desire primarily about these kinds of experiences for you? Is

. connection, or not connection with the other person?...Well you said that in the
- firstinstance, the lack of an emotional element was something that you were

aware of...
P: Right.

I: Is that something that’s in the forefront of your experience of desire regardless
of which kind it is? In the one case | guess you'd be aware of the lack of a sense
of emotional commitment or connection, and in the other one...Are you primarily
aware of all these emotional aspects of your relationship? Or are there more
physical kinds of things? Do the physical experiences differ between the two
kinds of desire? -

P: Is there a difference? Is that...

I: Some people in descfibing their ekperiences of desire talk about feeling

flushed or talk about feeling heat or...
P: It's an actual physical...

I: Right. AndAI’m saying, is desire more about these issues, for you, in terms of
your experience of desire...? ' C

P: I'd say so. I'd say so... .

_I: Which is just fine.

P: I don't really put it in a physiological level. | don't...I'm very unaware of my
own body...I'm not saying sexually, obviously I'm very aware of it, because I've

. got those, “primal urges.” (laughing) But | could be completely stressed out, and

my body all tensed up, and I'd be completely unaware of it. So | don't really think
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in those terms, for whatever reason. Maybe | try to intellectualize it too much. I'm
not certain. | just know | don't really think about that aspect of it.

I: That's fine.
P: Itis present; | don’t know how to read it.

I: Is there anything that we haven't talked about that you would like to contribute
to the permanent record here? This goes on your permanent record...About your
experiences of desire? | mentioned the physical attributes because sometimes
other people mention them. | thought maybe there is something in your
awareness that we haven’t talked about yet for whatever reason. But if that’s not
a part of your experience, that’s great.

Any final observations or comments that you would like to make...that we haven’t
explored?

P: Well, the only think | can think of is that because of the way my relationship is
now, with my wife, | must say I’'m very much more optimistic about my future.

And | don't have a sense of foreboding that | need to accomplish something right -
now. And it has really freed me up in a lot of ways, maybe this sounds somewhat
selfish, well not selfish, but in a strange way it has freed me up to really pursue
my life as well. ‘Cause I'm not solely searching for these things, and it seems to
me many people, they get fixated on the whole notion of sex and relationships
and are unable to pursue other areas that they may be interested in much more.
And [ can say that? Hey, | could sit on a box for the rest of my life and probably
be content, so...

I: ...siton a box? (laughing)

P: ...I'm not saying I'm going for a Ph.D. or anything, not to say there’s anything
wrong with that. '

|: Sit on a box? You've already complained about that nice cushion!

P: Yeah, | know.

- I I'm just teasing.’

-P: Alright, a well-cushioned box.
I: OK, well are you burned out? In terms of exploring these issues?

P: [ could talk about it forever.
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