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  Introduction
 
 While researching The Book of Love, my history of the Kamasutra, I was struck by a complaint in the opening pages. Its author, Vatsyayana, bemoaned the fact that, on the one hand, moralizers thought books about sex shouldn’t be written at all. On the other hand, the books about sex which did exist all divided the subject up into little specialist areas of interest, thus separating it from everything else that was important or interesting about the world. So Vatsyayana decided to write a book which would encompass everything that was known about the subject, which would also place sex in the context of life in general: the Kamasutra.
   Sex guides, today, still exhibit the same tendencies which bothered Vatsyayana, in the third century AD. The more popular kind will happily list the Hundred Hottest Tips for a Hot Blow Job or sensationally sell you their Sauciest Sex Secrets. But few have any sense of history, or culture, or ethics, or politics – any sense of how all this fits in with the rest of our lives. The more serious books, by contrast, might discuss the masturbation hysterias of the nineteenth century, or sex science in the twentieth. But they would never extrapolate their findings into practical, hands-on advice.
   The Rough Guide to Sex is my attempt to do it all, to bring everything together. It offers history, culture, relationship counselling, sex advice, religion, discussion of ethical and religious issues, psychology, neuroscience, health information and some personal experiences. It tries to be relevant for the twelve-year old with questions, the young gay man with questions, the middle-aged couple with questions, the post-pregnancy or post-menopausal woman with questions… You get the picture. If you haven’t got questions, this content probably isn’t for you.
   This doesn’t mean that a reader of this content is expected to be at the threshold of some great phase in sex exploration. Most sex guides you’ll find in the shops are written by sex professionals: people, by and large, who have made sex the centre of their careers or their lives. Some are radicals, campaigners, ultra-liberals. Others produce their own pornography, sell sex toys on their websites or organize sex parties. So you’ll hardly get started on finding out how to kiss someone nicely before you’re being encouraged to slip in a butt plug. According to one prolific author, “every bedroom should contain a treasure chest” containing bondage gear, a blindfold, erotica and a dental dam – which, if you’re not already aware, is a kind of condom for oral sex.
   This content will tell you about such things. But it will put these kinds of add-ons and extras in context – as add-ons and extras. The Rough Guide to Sex is mainly addressed to the people you might call the silent sexual majority, to those who are open to learning more and who may like to experiment from time to time – but for whom trying out new sex toys and new contortions aren’t priorities. That’s not to say that the content is morally conservative. It stands for the notion that what people do in bed (or out of it) is entirely up to them as long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else. It believes sex for pleasure and sex for love are both valid pursuits, offering different kinds of rewards. It believes that people should be free to have sex with men, women or both, and to define their sexuality as they choose – or not to define it at all. It believes in freedom of expression, including sexual expression. It also believes that we should teach children about sex just as we teach them about everything else that’s important and wonderful about life.
   We should probably teach ourselves, too. My hope is that a little sex education – by which I mean real knowledge and understanding, not the health advice and anatomy lessons dished out in schools, nor the “naughty” sex tips purveyed by the sexperts – will eventually be seen as a crucial part of every well-rounded individual’s life. In my book on the Kamasutra, I concluded that this most venerable of sex manuals was really unique because it saw sex as an integral part of civilization. You weren’t a truly civilized person unless you were skilled at sex, it said, and unless you understood it’s purpose, and its place in the greater scheme of things. I think that message is still good today. If we set sex apart from the rest of civilization, I believe, we can’t hope to be truly civilized about sex.
   Inevitably, there will be omissions or mistakes in the first edition of a guide. So tell me where I’ve got it wrong. Tell me what I haven’t told you. Tell me what you wish your partner knew. Email me at sex@roughguides.com.
   James McConnachie
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   Hearts and Minds: Love and Desire
 
  Most societies seem to distinguish between a “pure” love of the heart and mind, and an “animal” desire of the body. Love is supposed to be selfless and altruistic while lust is all about satisfying the hunger of the beast within. But scientists are now confirming what poets and philosophers have known for centuries: love and desire go hand in hand. “Falling” in love is less a matter of a plummeting, downward trajectory and more like being propelled skywards by the rocket fuel of desire. It’s often said that the best sex happens when you’re in love. It’s less often pointed out that the reverse is also true: the best kind of love is the one that’s both crowned and underpinned by sex.
 
 
   Sexual Desire
 
 Sexual desire has had a bad rap down the centuries. It has been called a “passion”, a word which covers any kind of intense, elevated emotion but usually means a recklessly uncontrolled one. The Roman philosopher Cicero reckoned that passions were “agitations of the soul”, and “contrary to nature”. Similarly, the word “lust” is tainted by how violently Christianity loathed it (see Lust, sin and guilt), yet in origin it just means “longing”.
   The word “desire” encompasses similar qualities of yearning. People tend to conceive of their own sexual desire as a kind of mysterious force or energy, a libidinous, primeval, evolutionary “drive” which pushes them towards reproduction. But desire may be more of a push than a pull. The seventeenth-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes argued that it was not so much an inner motor as an instinctive reaction to a person’s essentially attractive qualities. It was the anticipation of the pleasure which another person might produce.
  Searching for “the one” Ancient myths around the world have imagined that humanity began as one perfect, androgynous being and only later split – or was divided – into male and female. The Bible carries an echo of this myth. In Genesis, before God creates Eve as an afterthought using Adam’s spare rib, it describes how God made man – that is, humanity – “in his own image”, as both male and female. By eating the forbidden apple of the tree of knowledge, Adam and Eve effectively become conscious of their separation from each other. At the same moment, sex (or sin) enters the world, because they start to desire each other in a forlorn attempt to recreate their lost unity.
   In his Timaeus, the Greek philosopher Plato speculated that sexual desire was all about the urge of a split species to combine once again in the original wholeness. Modern psychoanalysis has sometimes taken a similar line, though here it’s not divinity that humans seek through sex, but a reuniting with or recreation of a kind of wholeness-of-self that was lost in infancy. Most blame the infantile development of consciousness and language for this modern-day “fall” from innocence.
   The French philosopher-psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan developed the idea into his theory of jouissance, meaning a kind of delirious or blissful merging. It is characterized by painful pleasure or pleasurable suffering, and goes beyond the usual, socially delimited kinds of enjoyment towards a more mystical and transgressive state. Through jouissance, we taste the almost-possibility – and, simultaneously the tragic impossibility – of the recovery of our lost, inner absence.
   It is no accident that Lacan concocted his term from the French word jouir, which means not only to “enjoy” or “delight in” but also, in slang, to orgasm. The Buddha took a not dissimilar line. He called desire tanha or “thirst” and felt that kama-tanha or sexual thirsting was its key constituent. He pointed out that in an impermanent world, desire could never be wholly realized. His Second Noble Truth, in fact, maintained that desire was the ultimate origin of all suffering.
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  Craving pleasure: Ancestral brains and libidinous ids The American neuroscientist Paul D. Maclean argued that sexual desire, for the beast within, is all about the seeking of pleasure. He proposed that the human brain had evolved in three stages, and retained a triune structure. The ancient, “reptilian” brain stem controls the instinctive, in-the-moment necessities of sheer existence. The topmost neocortex, part of the cerebral cortex, is the seat of reason, speech and all the other higher, human faculties. In the middle lies the “limbic” system, the original core of the mammalian brain. It drives and controls behavioural essentials like seeking prey or sexual reproduction, and does this by perceiving the world as either good or bad, as pleasurable or painful: as something to be avoided or sought.
   It’s true that if someone has the anterior temporal lobe of their cerebral cortex removed, they often start behaving in relatively untrammelled, exaggeratedly sexual ways. The surgery seems to act like the release of a safety valve or inhibitor, letting the mammalian brain seek its pleasures free of social or rational concerns.
   Around the beginning of the twentieth century, Sigmund Freud turned a similar conception of desire into a key principle of his psychoanalytic theories. For Freud, too, the human psyche was divided into three parts: the moral superego, the rational ego, and the boiling, churning, lawless id, the unconscious seat of the libido. By means of what Freud called the “pleasure principle”, the libido continually drives the body to seek sexual gratification. And dreams, of course, can allow the interpreter a window into the desires of the id.
 
  The seat of desire René Descartes, the seventeenth-century “Father of Modern Philosophy”, might have agreed. For him, six “primitive passions” ruled the mind, prompting the body to seek out things which gave it pleasure (or which were useful) and avoid those which caused pain (or were harmful). They did this by means of “animal spirits” which, in cooperation with the nervous system, talked to the “primary seat” of the brain, lodged in the pineal gland. Among Descartes’ six passions was desire.
   Recent neuroscientific studies have tended to confirm the notion that the desire for pleasure is located in a specific place in the brain. Not in Descartes’ pineal gland, however, but in the hypothalamus. A less-than-entirely-unkind animal experiment made rats ejaculate by merely stimulating the hypothalamus. Other rats with an electrode implanted in the same area would self-stimulate it, and themselves, by switching it on again and again. One rat “pleasured” itself in this way more than 2000 times an hour for 24 hours.
   When it comes to humans, there are intriguing cases of medical patients with similar electrodes implanted in the brain experiencing unmediated sexual pleasure and arousal. One male psychiatric patient turned himself on, quite literally, over a thousand times an hour, apparently “begging for a few more jolts” as the machine was taken away. It’s not quite up there with the heroic rat, but definitely beats the average masturbatory capacity.
 
  Which came first: Desire or arousal? The 1960s sex researchers William Masters and Virginia Johnson were the first to put humans in a laboratory and observe them having sex. They hooked them up to heart monitors and cameras and even devised an artificial coital machine with a see-through plastic penis and a “photoplethysmograph” – not a dinosaur, but an instrument for measuring vaginal blood flow. What they came up with was a model for how sexual response develops, beginning with desire and moving to arousal before entering a four-stage “sexual response cycle”: excitement, plateau, orgasm, resolution.
   Later critics felt that this linear development was a very male approach, arguing that women have a rather more complex pattern of arousal which might better be described as circular. Desire might come before arousal, but it might equally well come after it. As for the idea that sex progressed inevitably from excitement to orgasm, this was nonsense. For women, it was said, satisfaction could be found at any stage, and orgasm wasn’t inevitable.
   Some, in turn, felt that this analysis was wrongheaded. Younger women, who’d grown up in a more liberated sexual culture and felt comfortable and confident about their sexuality, certainly didn’t need to be “turned on” by their partner before they felt desire. And they weren’t going to be “satisfied” with yet more orgasm-free sex.
 
   What’s the point? 
 As far as evolution is concerned, sex exists because it increases the chance that the genes in the care of any two individuals will survive to breed again another day. Sexual, as opposed to asexual, reproduction muddles up the genes every generation. This helps smooth out random genetic mutations – a process known as Muller’s ratchet – and allows a population to keep one step ahead of the parasites co-evolving to take advantage of it. Genetic variation may also allow a group of genetically non-identical organisms – a family or village, say – to find and exploit slightly different evolutionary niches. Some think this grand genetic shuffle also speeds up the process of adaptation itself. Attraction has evolved to make us attempt our curious genetic swaps with the best DNA we can get hold of, after all.
 
 
   Sexual Love
 
 For an activity that’s central to most people’s lives, not to mention the life and survival of the human species, most languages have a shockingly inadequate vocabulary for discussing what is sometimes called “romantic” or “passionate” love, or being “in love” – the kind of love, in other words, that’s distinguished from all others by taking place within a sexual relationship. You might call it sexual love.
   Some loves are noble and uplifting: the comforting and comradely love for a pet cat; the tender and pitiful love for a vulnerable child; the generalized, humanitarian love that makes you put your hand in your pocket for flood victims. This is what the Bible means by love as “charity” (the old translation of the Latin caritas), the love which “suffereth long, and is kind”, which “envieth not, vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up”. But the word love also covers more tangled bonds: the parent’s possessive love for a child; the lover’s jealous love for someone whose desires they can’t imagine wholly fulfilling; the desperate addiction of unrequited love; the complex love for a sibling you can’t quite get along with, or the ex-partner you can’t quite leave behind.
   The sexual kind of love is supposed to encompass all these feelings. It is the über-love. The American psychologist Robert Sternberg, an arch-categorizer of human behaviour, proposed the term “consummate love” to mean the love which combines all three of what he thought were love’s major constituents: intimacy, passion and commitment. On its own, passion (or sexual desire) produces Infatuation; commitment alone creates Empty Love; and intimacy alone gets you mere Liking. The combinations produced by the triangle can be rather revealing about the need for balance in love: passion and intimacy without commitment form Romantic Love, it appears, while the admittedly unlikely combination of commitment and passion without liking results in what is dubbed Fatuous Love.
   The triangle also underlines the curious fact that sexual desire is an integral part of what most people imagine as complete or full (or indeed consummate) love. But it doesn’t take much account of love’s dynamics. It doesn’t show how infatuation can turn into intimacy – out of which commitment may develop. It also separates sex, or “passion”, from intimacy and commitment, whereas it’s arguable that the intimacy found within a sexual relationship is of a different kind from the one found within a friendship. Sex itself, arguably, is a kind of intimacy, and commitment without an element of passion, equally, may not be the same as commitment with it.
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  Love, madness and biology Sexual love is perhaps less the blending of sexual desire with different kinds of love, and more a phenomenon in its own right. It has often been compared to a disease, an infection, a madness or a form of possession. That’s certainly how the ancients conceived of it, with their notions of Cupid (or, in India, the god Kama) shooting off his darts and poisoning or inciting mortals to love. Plato quoted Sophocles as saying how glad he was that age had rid him of love, as if he had “escaped from a mad and savage master”.
   This kind of intense, romantic, sexual love is sometimes accused of being a Western cultural concoction. The philosopher Michel Foucault, for instance, thought sexual love was a kind of tool through which Western bourgeois values could be asserted. He clearly hadn’t read much Sanskrit or Chinese poetry. The anthropologists Jankowiak and Fischer, frustrated by colleagues who made references to love-free, non-Western cultures, analysed studies of more than 160 societies and found evidence of sexual love in almost 90 percent of them.
   Such universality strongly suggests that sexual love is biological. Brain scans conducted in recent years by the biologist and love-researcher, Helen Fisher, have shown how early-stage love ramps up hormones in the brain to extraordinary levels. This charged-up, effervescent state usually either blows its lid, and dissipates, or settles into a calmer state of “attachment” – but it can also persist, a nugget of slow-release intensity which can potentially help fuel partner bonding over a lifetime.
   Fisher believes that falling in love has three stages, beginning with the trigger, “lust”, and moving through romantic “attraction” as bonded “attachment” develops. Each state, she says, gradually flows into the next. Her explanation is straight out of evolutionary psychology: lust puts you out there, in other words, attraction persuades you to find a mate, and attachment keeps you together long enough for the children to survive.
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  Falling into limerence Fisher admits that love can begin with attachment or attraction just as much as it can with lust. But the classic symptoms of “falling in love” are marked by a particular kind of craving. In the 1970s, the American psychologist Dorothy Tennov interviewed hundreds of people about their experience of love. She concluded that a particular psychological state existed which was more extreme than a mere “infatuation” yet wasn’t characterized by the bonding and altruism of full romantic/sexual love. She coined the term “limerence” to describe it – but given that many of its features are disturbingly familiar to anyone who has fallen in love, “falling in love” might be just as good a term.
   The limerent, or falling lover, experiences aching in the chest, churning in the stomach, obsessive thoughts, hyper-sensitivity to looks and comments, and fear of rejection. Positive qualities in the beloved are dwelled on and imaginatively intensified; negative ones are ignored or justified. Panting desire gives way to trembling anxiety about performance. Paralysing shyness in the presence of the beloved veers towards wild risk taking. Pounding despair suddenly soars to an elation so extreme as to feel as if the limerent is actually walking on air.
   This appalling state lasts about eighteen months to three years, on average, intensifying from a first, surprising wave to a state of virtual addiction some months later. Some get accustomed to their addiction after a couple of years, and find they can move on – which, for some, explains the phenomenon of the four-year peak in Western divorces. Some manage to transform limerence to committed, intimate love.
   Tennov pointed to two ways in which to escape limerence. One is to take a decision never to even go there. The firmly married and comfortably single are relatively safe. The last-ditch chance is to cut off all contact as soon as the limerent feelings start rising. Controlled, limited contact just isn’t possible; cold turkey is the only way. Once hooked, you’re in for the full ride, and a few limerents stay on the track for many painful years. Some would even say that, just like alcoholism, once you’re in love you’re in love for ever.
 
   The poetry of love denied 
 Far and away the greatest outpourings of poetic love in western literature are by poets courting mistresses who frankly did not want to know. The origins of this curious culture of despair and hankering reach back to the medieval ideal of “courtly love”, which basically meant desiring another man’s wife – or indeed his queen, in the case of Lancelot and Guinevere.
   What mattered about courtly love was that it was both illicit and, if not unrequited, at least unconsummated. The courtly lover would worship his lady from a safe distance, vowing his constancy to her even while she, very properly, rejected him. After coming close to death – through both or either despair and deeds of reckless heroism – she might deign to respond to his advances. But the affair should not proceed beyond kisses and stolen embraces. That said, some of those kisses were described in powerfully erotic ways – as in all that business about the lady and her girdle, in the fourteenth-century English classic, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight.
   The basic message of courtly love was that the erotic urge was dangerous but not a bad thing in essence. If allied to other virtues, it could be transfigured into something far loftier. But the erotic instinct was necessary if the noble, upward journey was to begin at all. It was just as Plato had said: the instinct for the appreciation of actual, real, physical beauty, or eros, is the same instinct which inspires the love of a higher, moral, ineffable Beauty.
   Loving despair in poetry reached its peak with the sonnet craze. The fad began in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italy, chiefly thanks to Dante (who loved Beatrice from afar) and Petrarch (whom Laura rejected), but swept across Europe, finally reaching England in the sixteenth century. It provoked an outpouring of poems of frustrated love from the greatest writers and courtiers of the Elizabethan age – Shakespeare chief among them. Only the lid of denial, it seems, could bring love to the hottest of rolling boils. Either that or successful lovers were too busy doing it to write about it.
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   Sex and Drugs and Hormones
 
 At its most brutish, desire is pretty short-lived. One quick, self-administered orgasm can quickly level out any major spikes. Plenty of animals live and breed in just this way, giving themselves up to furious bouts of copulation which they’re no more able to control than a starving man confronted with a plate of food. Human desire is different: slower-acting, longer-lasting and less insistent.
   This slowness is partly the result of hormones. These chemical signallers work on a longish timescale, allowing human sexual feelings to be absorbed into the mind and considered by the will. Hormones motivate human behaviour but they don’t cause it. Take women’s hormonal cycle, which has a rather confusing and loose relationship with actual sexual behaviour. The biggest statistical peak in lovemaking, for instance, does not occur around ovulation but at the weekend.
   Far more urgent is the role of faster-acting neurotransmitters, the signal chemicals of the brain. When humans fall in passionate love, especially, levels of the neurotransmitters dopamine, norepinephrine and oxytocin soar, causing, arguably, the extraordinary behaviour of new lovers.
  Sex hormones: Testosterone and oestrogen In 1848, the German scientist A.A. Berthold castrated some cockerels to see what would happen. Not only did their distinctively male crests and wattles disappear, so did their sex drives. Something in the testes was clearly driving both “maleness” and sexuality – unless both were the same thing. That something turned out to be testosterone, which in men is largely cooked up in the testicles. It works on boys as well as roosters, turning them into men at puberty. It fuels a certain kind of activeness in behaviour (stereotypically manifested as aggression), builds muscle and makes men’s voices lower.
   Testosterone levels ramp up in the morning (fuelling waking erections), before sleep (encouraging bedtime wanking) and during adolescence (when it can fuel frequent if not obsessive sexual thoughts). The hormone feeds sexuality right through a man’s life, fading only in extreme old age. Falling in love, getting overstressed and taking certain drugs can interfere with production, however. Some countries use testosterone blockers to treat socially unacceptable behaviour – paedophile activity, for instance.
   It would seem natural, therefore, if oestrogen, produced by a woman’s ovaries, lay at the root of female sexuality. To some extent, it does. Relatively high levels of oestrogen enable women to be more responsive to oxytocin than men – a fact which may help explain the reported tendency for women to feel more “cuddly” after sex than men. Removing the ovaries may dampen some women’s libido, while hormone replacement therapy can help restore it.
   To boost sexual desire in women, however, giving testosterone is far more effective than giving oestrogen. This has nothing to do with turning women into men. The gendering of hormones as “male” or “female” is a handy way to differentiate them, but it’s misleading. Men use oestrogen for maintaining bone health as well as fertility, for instance, while women secrete testosterone naturally, in their ovaries and adrenal glands.
   Although it’s something of a grey area, women’s sex drives seem to be fuelled by oestrogen and testosterone working in combination. Both peak at around ovulation, when many women say they feel at their horniest – and studies show their behaviour to be sexier, too. Whether or not oestrogen plays a role in male sexuality is even less clear.
 
  Love drugs: Norepinephrine, PEA, oxytocin, dopamine, serotonin The closest humans get to being out of control, or rather in the grip of their sexuality, is when they’re in the early throes of passionate love. In this intense period, lovers’ brains are awash with some of the most exciting chemicals going: norepinephrine, dopamine and oxytocin.
   Under its popular name, adrenaline, the fast-acting hormone norepinephrine is well known as a kind of nerve tonic. It winds up all the senses and encourages risk taking and decisive action.
   It’s also responsible for the classic thumping heart, stomach “butterflies”, wakefulness and lack of appetite of the brand-new lover – not to mention the single-mindedness, the exhilaration and the compulsive behaviour. Norepinephrine also peaks at orgasm. And it’s actually addictive.
   People thrilling to the rush of norepinephrine seem to be more sexually suggestible, too. In a famous psychology experiment of 1974, an attractive female researcher approached young men standing on one of two bridges: the terrifying Capilano Canyon Suspension Bridge, and an ordinary, lower bridge. They were asked to describe a picture and told they could call her afterwards if they had any questions. The men on the suspension bridge gave much more erotic interpretations of the picture – and four times as many rang back later.
   The role of the hormone PEA, or beta-phenylethylamine, is related. It revs up the system by increasing levels of norepinephrine and dopamine. There’s some evidence that people whose PEA systems are faulty may be “love blind”. Unfortunately, people get used to PEA’s effects in two to three years – just long enough, curiously, to conceive and raise a child beyond infancy.
   The neurotransmitter dopamine – the “happy hormone”, as it’s sometimes called – is part of the brain’s self-administered reward system. It’s linked to steadier – if no less pushy – desires and motivations than adrenaline. Waiting for a big win at the races, surfing a cocaine rush or, indeed, getting it on with a partner, all boost levels of dopamine. In sex, it seems to fuel not just initial lust but attachment, as it increases motivation alongside pleasure.
   The drawback of dopamine is that the brain gets used to it. Just as heroin addicts need higher and higher doses, eventually the dopamine threshold is above anything that the presence of the lover can actually stimulate. Passionate love, in short, wears off. If attachment hasn’t occurred in the meantime, the “love junkie” will seek a new partner so as to experience that initial high. Some relate this to promiscuity and the so-called Coolidge Effect (see Telling it to Mr Coolidge).
   The famous “cuddle hormone”, oxytocin, surges when holding hands, cuddling, breast feeding, holding a child and watching a romantic film. It promotes feelings of warmth and intimacy, and its bonding powers are so strong that people given oxytocin can even find complete strangers trustworthy, attractive and likeable. It also surges when you come, which is one of the reasons why sleeping around can be risky: you honestly don’t know who you might end up falling in love with. As sex researcher Jim Pfaus puts it: “you think someone made you feel good, but really it’s your brain that made you feel good.”
   Psychiatrist Donatella Marazziti of the University of Pisa found that new lovers had unusually low levels of serotonin – levels that pretty well matched those of obsessive compulsives. (She also discovered that, in terms of testerone levels, men in love become slightly more like women, and women in love like men.) Marazziti’s serotonin findings explain an unfortunate side effect of serotonin-boosting antidepressants like some SSRIs: it seems they can actually block passionate love. Given that SSRIs may also interfere with desire and orgasm, some sufferers from depression are being given an unenviable choice between a life and a sex life.
 
   Wanna buy some O? 
 Oxytocin’s powers of encouraging trust, attraction and arousal have led, inevitably, to it being sold online as a kind of recreational love drug or “pulling pill” (in much the same way as it’s sold, legitimately, to promote breastfeeding) in the form of a nasal spray. The idea of the scam is that if you spray oxytocin on your clothes or somehow get it into your victim’s bloodstream, you’ll create – and be able to enjoy – instant intimacy. Of course, delivering oxytocin to the brain isn’t as simple as dabbing it on a handkerchief like eau de cologne. One reason may be that natural release of oxytocin in the brain follows a rhythmic pulse. Drugs which raise the brain’s own production of oxytocin, like MDMA, however, do seem to cause users to enjoy its effects. Hence MDMA’s street name, ecstasy. Unfortunately for people taking ecstasy, it seems to dampen desire even as it stokes up feelings of empathy and elation.
 
   Telling it to Mr Coolidge 
 The story goes that US president Calvin Coolidge and his wife were being given a farm tour some time in the late 1920s. Grace Coolidge saw a cockerel servicing a hen with considerable vigour. She asked, astonished, if he did that often, and upon being told that indeed he did, dozens of times a day, she quipped: “Tell that to Mr Coolidge”. On being shown the same cockerel, her husband was similarly impressed. His wife’s message was passed on. Coolidge asked, innocently, whether it was with the same hen every time. It wasn’t. “Tell that”, he murmured, “to Mrs Coolidge”.
   The story became the “Coolidge Effect”, whereby lovers supposedly lose interest in their partners over time. It probably says more about the Coolidges’ relationship than sexual desire, however. “Silent Cal” was famously cold and reserved – as if he’d been “weaned on a pickle”, Roosevelt’s daughter said. Grace was sociable and fashionable, fond of bright red dresses and interested in women’s issues. When a journalist requested stories of their romantic courtship, she asked him, “Have you ever met my husband?”
  [image: iPods & iTunes]   President Coolidge and his feisty wife Grace on their way to his inauguration. 
 
 
 
   Attraction
 
  What attracts or fails to attract one person to another would seem to be too complex a phenomenon to describe, still less explain. Yet the mechanisms of attraction are increasingly well understood. Genetic science has restored that often ignored sense, smell, to its proper prominence in the field of sexuality. And the social sciences are increasingly able to explain patterns of visual attraction – not to mention attraction to wealth, status and intelligence, which are perhaps the strongest pulls of all. The pseudoscience of body language is lagging somewhat behind, but have just about managed to sketch out the art of reading the unconscious sexual minds of others.
 
 
   I Put a Smell on you
 
 Smell is famously the most evocative of all the senses, and the most emotional. It may be the most sexual as well, certainly if other mammals are anything to go by. The noses of many monkeys swell and redden alongside their genitals, and many use their vomeronasal organ to smell out whether a potential partner is on heat, curling back their lips in a curious grimace known as flehming.
   Normal people don’t flehm, but they may sniff out potential partners unconsciously, either sensing the (much disputed) presence of “pheromones” or simply picking up on other, less mysterious olfactory cues without quite realizing it. Sigmund Freud, for one, was convinced the nose was intimately linked with the sexual subconscious – he even thought a stuffy nose was one sign of a compulsive masturbator. Neurological science agrees that smell is well connected to the primitive “limbic” parts of the brain. It’s as if the nose offers an ancient pathway towards desire, one that persists despite the more heavily trafficked and evolutionarily improved highway offered by the eyes.
  Sniffing out partners When people greet each other with a kiss, you could argue that they were subconsciously sniffing each other out, almost like dogs. Kissing not only allows nose and breath to meet, intimately, but brings the nose close to the aprocine-type, or scent-producing, glands, which are found on the eyelids, nose and upper lip. Even an airy, apparently more formal cheek kiss wafts the nostrils around the nook of the ear and neck – exactly where perfume is usually dabbed. But the musky smell of fresh sweat in the armpit, the “axillary odour”, is usually considered the sexiest perfume of all. Traditional partner dancing not only allows bodies to be held close, it puts the man’s nose roughly on top of the woman’s hair (or beside her ears and neck), and it brings her nose within sniffing distance of the man’s chest and armpits.
   Freud protested that modern fastidiousness blocked the natural conduits of scent attraction, and thus contributed to neurosis. Soaps and deodorants today are widely accused of blocking the body’s “signature odour”, while perfumes supposedly create a deceptively artificial mask. Yet this is nothing new. Many ancient civilizations went to great lengths to replace natural odours with artificial ones. Depilation, being a form of odour control, has long been practiced across the Middle East and Asia, while the lace cap and hair veil, as used across medieval Europe and the Islamic world, are, arguably, devices to trap the rich scent of a woman’s hair.
   Many cultures fetishized particular perfumes. Sandalwood paste was de rigueur in ancient India, while pharaonic Egypt employed a range of essential oils and rich waxes, from jasmine, rose and lily to myrrh, incense, storax and galbanum. The ancient Egyptians even employed perfumed waxy cones, which could be placed on the head and allowed to melt over the course of a long soirée, slowly releasing their seductive odours.
  [image: iPods & iTunes]   Scent is an essential ingredient of attraction. 
 
 
  Pheromones A spray that magically makes people fancy you sounds like something from an X-rated fairy tale, but this product is actively marketed by a number of companies of varying degrees of reputability. They sell perfumes impregnated with “pheromones”, hormone-type extracts that supposedly turn people on without them even realizing why. Unfortunately for the perfume people, most scientists think pheromones don’t exist, or not in humans. The pheromones used in these perfumes come largely from other sources: pig urine, for instance. In fact, the whole pheromone concept comes from insects, which excrete chemicals to make other insects have sex with them.
   Some mammals can sense pheromones, however, using the vomeronasal organ, or VNO, which is a kind of extra set of mini-nostrils located inside the nose. If you take the VNO out of a hamster it’s as effective as castration. Humans, however, don’t have a working VNO – at least, they have the slits, but seem to lose the necessary connections to the brain while still in the womb (much as they lose the spinal parts that might become a tail).
   And yet there is all sorts of circumstantial evidence that people do respond to some kind of smell trigger while being quite unaware of it. In one classic study, “exotic dancers” who were ovulating made more in tips than those who were not: $70 per hour as against $50, or a paltry $35 for women who had their period. Did the dancers in the study give off some kind of secret olfactory signal? Or did they, as the sceptics think, simply behave more sexily?
 
  Boarmate and sweaty T-shirts Many of the most famous human pheromone experiments have been criticized for their lack of rigour – but they’re intriguing anyway. In one early experiment, a chair in a dentist’s waiting room was sprayed with the synthetic steroid androstenone (as found in human sweat and, in much more massive quantities, in boar’s saliva – it’s the killer ingredient in BoarMate, which pig farmers use on sows they’re trying to have impregnated.) Those humans who can smell androstenone at all think it smells rank. Yet more women than men sat on the impregnated chair. Were they “attracted” to it?
   Another experiment asked women to rate men’s attractiveness. Some, unbeknown to them, were doing so with a cloth soaked in male sweat close at hand, and they rated men consistently and considerably higher than the control group. Another study smeared swabs taken from male armpits on the upper lips of female volunteers. Surprisingly, they reported improved mood, and their levels of luteinizing hormone – which normally surges naturally at ovulation – were shown to have risen.
   Whether it’s just ordinary smell doing the work or “pheromones”, ovulation is clearly an important factor in the sexuality of smell. It affects how as well as what women smell. At ovulation, levels of “copulins” or fatty acids in vaginal secretions, rise, and it’s possible that men can sense this. Men who were given T-shirts to sniff that had been worn by women found the ones from ovulating women smelled more pleasant or sexy. Ovulation also sharpens women’s own sense of smell. One study found that ovulating women rated the smell of a pad impregnated with androstenone as less unappealing than did women who weren’t ovulating. Another group of women, in Prague, were given pads worn in sweaty male armpits. There were no strong patterns of who liked what – except that women who were ovulating during the test thought that pads worn by men classed as “dominant” were sexiest.
   Perhaps the best evidence that humans use some kind of secret sexual signalling comes from gene research. A region on the genome called the Major Histocompatability Complex works as a kind of signal of the immune system, influencing a person’s “signature perfume”. The more different two people’s MHC is, the more appealing they seem to find each other’s smell. Intriguingly, a rival study found that women preferred the smell of men with somewhat, but not very, similar genes.
   Reproductive roses and beavers’ balls 
 Since 2006, when L’Oreal persuaded a French court that its scents could be protected by copyright, perfumes have officially been works of art. But perfumes are also expressions of sexuality: not just in being used to attract and seduce, but in their very essence.
   Traditionally, the essential oils that underpin perfumes are made of bits of sexual anatomy. From flowers, the seductive petals and the inner, reproductive parts are taken and distilled into essences of jasmine, rose, iris, lily, orange and the rest of the floral family of scents. Secretions of the sexual parts of animals are also used: musk from the abdominal/genital sacs of the musk deer; civet from the perineal glands of the mongoose-like African civet; castoreum from the anal gland of the beaver. All three animals use these secretions to attract partners. Humans merely borrow.
   Animal welfare aside, most natural essences are too expensive to be sold in millions of litres, so synthetic alternatives are now used instead. Possibly the two most influential and best-loved perfumes ever made, François Coty’s Chypre and Ernest Beaux’ Chanel No. 5 were both made with distinctive-smelling, synthesized aldehydes. It wasn’t just a cost-saving exercise. Coco Chanel, who commissioned No. 5, famously declared that “women do not want to smell of a bed of roses”. Neither do they want to smell of a deer’s bottom, it seems. The keynote aldehyde in No.5, 2-methylundecanal, smells famously “clean” – like “lemon juice on strawberries”, Beaux reckoned. Chanel No. 5 has a musky note, but it is artificial, a “nitro musk” known as Musk Ketone.
   The best perfume is said to be the one that complements your own natural body odour, but perfumes are also supposed to express personality and style. Perfumiers also like to link perfumes with skin tone and hair colour. Dark and red-haired women are supposed to suit more earthy, musky “erogenic” perfumes; blondes are encouraged towards floral or citrus scents. Whether or not these divisions have any basis in fact is unclear, although it’s certain that people have long connected colouring and odour. The pioneer sexologist Iwan Bloch thought blondes smelled naturally of amber and brunettes of violets or musk. His British counterpart, Havelock Ellis, considered brunettes to smell audacious and fatiguing, redheads sharp and fierce, and blondes “heady as some sugared wines”.
 
   Beer goggles and pecking orders 
 “Beer goggles” are a kind of legendary spectacles which have the power to turn even unattractive people into beauties. Or, to put it another way, they lower the “beauty standard” which people are prepared to accept before they’ll engage in a sexual encounter. The effect was long thought to be a pretty simple result of drinking alcohol, which reduces inhibition, increases excitement and, according to a mould-breaking Yale study, “encourages riskier sexual behaviour”.
   A Manchester University study – commissioned, suspiciously, by an eyewear manufacturer – found that visual deterioration also plays a part. Drunk people, it seems, actually can’t see so well. And they’re often drinking in low-lit or smoky environments too. Another study suggested the beer-goggle effect wasn’t just about sex: people who have been drinking find people of their own sex more attractive as well. They’re happy, in other words. And yet another study worked out that the “standards” of people drinking in a bar were dropping not simply because they were getting more drunk, but because it was getting later. Effectively, the further down the beauty pecking order someone appeared to be rated (given that they were still alone as the evening wore on), the less attractiveness they’d demand from a potential partner.
 
 
 
   Looking Good
 
 Visual attractiveness isn’t quite the same thing as beauty. Beauty is both hugely subjective and culturally determined. Attractiveness is more about assessing someone as a potential sexual partner – and people around the world seem to agree much more about who “looks good” in this way than on who looks “beautiful”. The Gandan men of Uganda may admire pendulous breasts and the Victorians may have fetishized freakishly small waists, but cross-cultural surveys have found other, universally approved signs of attractiveness. Symmetry in the face is a constant, so too is youthfulness and the body types that signal it.
   When attractiveness translates into actual partner-matching and bonding, there’s a wild card. For longer-term relationships people don’t seek the jaw-droppingly gorgeous, on the whole. They seek a partner who stands on roughly the same rung of the attractiveness ladder as themselves. The risk of losing a relatively more attractive partner to a higher-status rival is surely a factor. But evolutionary pressures may also be at work. Everyone may be trying to get it together with the highest-status partner possible. But no one is likely to score with someone much more attractive than themselves (as that person will themselves be seeking someone more attractive) and neither is anyone much inclined to dip down. So in the great shuffle, everyone usually ends up with someone at roughly the same level.
  Facial symmetry If you take a group of passport photos of a random collection of men, some good-looking, others less so, and then, using a bit of imaging wizardry, blend their faces together to form an average or composite, a strange thing happens. A fantasy face emerges, and it’s almost always rated as attractive (if not necessarily “beautiful”), no matter who’s looking, or what their sex or ethnicity – even babies stare for that little bit longer. The same effect applies to a collection of women’s faces.
   The reason for this odd effect, say the evolutionary psychologists, is that a composite face is relatively symmetrical. And symmetry is an excellent indicator of genetic health because it proves that relatively little has gone awry in the lifelong process of cell replication and division; it proves the strength of the immune system. A symmetrical face, it appears, flags up a good person to breed with. The effect may be boosted by another indicator of good health that the program creates: clear, even-toned skin.
   The sexual advantage of high bilateral symmetry is very marked in the animal kingdom, but even a small degree in humans is apparently effective. Men with relatively symmetrical faces have, according to one study, a marginally higher number of sexual partners. And they tend to lose their virginity three or four years earlier than men with asymmetrical faces. Women with asymmetrical partners were found to fantasize about other men (symmetrical men, presumably) around the time of their ovulation, while the smug women with relatively symmetrical partners did not.
 
  Masculine mugs and feminine faces If faces of both sexes are merged using image manipulation software, the result is typically pleasant but rarely sexually compelling. The imaginary faces are just too sexually ambiguous – and masculine-looking men are generally thought to be sexually attractive, as are feminine-looking women.
   Curiously, people at the masculine and feminine extremes of looks are often read as being more up for casual sex as well – and, according to psychologist Lynda Boothroyd of Durham University, may actually be so. Her 2008 study found that men with relatively promiscuous attitudes had squarer jaws, larger noses and smaller eyes; women who were open to casual sex, meanwhile, tended to be those whose photographs were judged “attractive”. Sceptics wondered if these men and women were less restricted sexually simply because they enjoyed more chances.
   Thanks to pubertal testosterone, adult men tend to have more marked bone structure: a larger jaw, more pronounced cheekbones and a more jutting brow. Female faces are softened (and, incidentally, made more symmetrical) by a padding of soft tissue, and by the effect of oestrogen, which limits bone growth in the upper and lower face. On average, women have bigger eyes, fuller lips, a smaller gap between nose and mouth and mouth and chin, and smaller noses. Make-up for women mimics these classic feminine traits, and cosmetic surgery attempts to enhance it by reversing the ageing process. Essentially, in seeking to “look attractive” women are making themselves look more feminine.
   Hyper-masculinity isn’t always valued in a man’s face, however. Assessment of male attractiveness seems to depend more on who’s looking, what qualities they’re seeking in a potential partner – and what time of the month it is. Very masculine-looking men may be seen as sexy; men with more feminine faces may be perceived as better parenting material.
 
  Young blondes Men, on the whole, strongly equate youthfulness with sexiness. Youth correlates, of course, with high fertility but it may produce a different kind of attractiveness from oestrogen-rich womanliness. Blonde hair is often said to be sexy, and some think this is because hair, in general, darkens and coarsens with age. Blonde says young which says fertile … Sceptics of this kind of evolutionary guesswork point out that blonde hair also signals “Scandinavia”, which is one of the world’s wealthiest and most sexually liberal regions – not to mention being a major producer of porn.
   Clear, unlined skin also signals youth and attractiveness – leaving aside teenage acne. So too does pale skin, which many cultures rate very highly. Skin-lightening creams are found all over Africa, Asia and the Caribbean. In the West, too, a porcelain complexion was until recently seen as the height of feminine beauty (the recent cult of the tan is largely about signalling ownership of the resources necessary to go on frequent beach holidays). It might have been because young skin tends to be paler. It might have been because it indicated the kind of wealth that allowed you to lounge about indoors while other people worked your fields.
 
  Waists and hips Despite plentiful evidence from art that people have admired different body shapes at different eras and in different places, some evolutionary psychologists are fixated on the notion of a universal ideal of female beauty. Once you strip away cultural obsessions with particular features, they say – American frat-boy culture is obsessed with large, round breasts, for instance, while many African societies have long venerated a generous female bottom – one core beauty standard remains: the waist– hip ratio. As long as women’s waists are significantly smaller than their hips, it’s thought, men will find them basically attractive.
   One survey of cultures around the world agreed: a broad pelvis on a woman was thought to be a good thing by six times as many societies as thought it was unattractive. An American survey found that between the 1960s and 1980s, Playboy models and Miss America contestants have almost always had waists that were roughly 70 percent the size of their hips, even though overall size had gone up or down in line with fashions. The argument runs that this golden ratio reflects healthy levels of oestrogen (which helps determine where fat is deposited on the body). And good oestrogen equates with fertility – and thus with male attraction, as triggered by preferences shaped by evolution.
  [image: iPods & iTunes]   Different cultures, different standards of female beauty: Rubens’ The Three Graces (c.1639). 
 
 
  Fat or thin? Waist fat is closely associated with susceptibility to diseases like diabetes, with hormone levels and, indeed, with fertility. It’s also true that waist-reducing corsetry was hugely popular in the nineteenth-century. But assessments of attractiveness are more complex than evolutionary psychology tends to grant. Narrow waists are also associated with young women who haven’t given birth and perhaps haven’t had sex – long a cultural fixation for the male of the species.
   As for overall size, men aren’t necessarily attracted to models, or not in the flesh. One survey found that men prefer a woman who wears a dress size roughly two up from the size women think they like. They prefer an average woman, in short, to a slim one. And fatness preference is certainly shaped by culture more than biology. In calorie-rich societies, thinness is usually idealized. In societies where food is scarce (or has been in living memory), fatness equates with wealth, and is usually thought to look attractive. The Indian sari, tellingly, is deliberately cut to reveal the rounded attractions of the female belly, while a recent Jamaican scandal involved the discovery that young women were taking “fowl pills”, or chicken-fattening hormone supplements, to enhance their sexual appeal.
   Ideals of male bodily beauty tend to be a version of classic masculinity: narrow hips, muscularity and broad shoulders figure highly in most hit lists. All these features relate to testosterone levels. But as with facial preferences, a lot may depend on what a woman is looking for. An extremely masculine figure, shaped by very high testosterone (and, perhaps, extreme narcissism in the gym), may communicate fertility – but it’s not necessarily the figure of someone you’d want to live with, or who you’d trust to care about your pleasure, or, indeed, bring up your children.
 
   Like seeks like 
 It’s said that opposites attract but “like seeks like” would be a truer adage. People are not only attracted to those with similar attitudes and values, they’re also likely to have a longer-lasting relationship if they get together with them. There are only two major exceptions. People with low self-esteem sometimes appear to seek partners whose qualities “fill in” for the ones they feel are lacking in themselves. And dominant types tend to do better with submissives, and vice versa. The reason is pretty obvious: two people with dominant personalities are likely to fight all the time, while two submissives will never get anything done.
   Psychoanalysts take a slightly different view. They believe that people don’t seek partners who are like themselves so much as people like their parents – or, specifically, like their opposite-sex parent. The mother supposedly provides a “romantic template” or “love map” for her son, and the father for his daughter, and these “working models” guide adult sexual preferences. Actual research only suggests a weak correlation, however. One study found that teenage girls in love did tend to love boys with the same eye colour as their dad. Another found that mixed-race men and women were more likely to marry into the ethnic group of their opposite-sex parent. But other evidence suggests that if romantic templates exist at all, the mother is providing them for boy and girl alike – unless a woman had a particularly strong relationship with her father.
   Even more telling than similarity or difference, however, is sheer presence. Psychologists have long demonstrated the exposure or propinquity effect, in which people are more likely to get together with somebody the longer they spend with them. To paraphrase the sitcom Seinfeld, people are like product jingles: it doesn’t even matter if you’re pretty irritating in yourself, if you stick around long enough someone will eventually be humming you in the shower. The drawback is longer-term over-exposure. Noone likes to have a bad tune stuck in their head for a lifetime.
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   Headless copulating turkeys 
 The old, misogynist aphorism has it that “you don’t look at the mantelpiece while you’re stoking the fire”. If humans are anything like turkeys, however, that’s exactly where you look. Faces are crucial to arousal. Such, at any rate, was the finding of a bizarre 1960s experiment, which persuaded male turkeys to mate with an increasingly abstracted series of model females. Researchers discovered that you could take away the tail, the feet, the wings and even the body – as long as the turkey cock had a turkey hen’s head to focus his arousal on, he’d be up for it. It didn’t even have to be much of a head. The scientists, po-faced, reported that a real head, freshly severed, worked best. A dried-out male head was slightly less attractive, but better at least than a “discoloured, withered and hard” female head. Least arousing of all was a plain old head knocked up in balsa wood – but even that would get the gallant turkey going.
 
 
   Body Language
 
 The body “talks” all the time and, in courtship or flirtatious encounters, it talks loudest of all. If you can learn its language, it may speak more honestly than the mouth: a phenomenon called “non-verbal leakage”. That said, mastering body language also means you can start to manipulate it.
   Showing attraction is typically a deepening or extension of the way the body expresses other kinds of interest. Smiling, holding the gaze, opening the stance, moving closer, echoing the other person’s posture: these moves occur in all kinds of non-sexual situations, they just get bigger or more intimate when attraction is added. Men are famously liable to misinterpret friendliness as sexual interest, partly because they’re relatively bad at interpreting social situations and partly because they interpret the world more sexually in general.
   To avoid misinterpretation, context is the best clue. People usually only flirt in situations where it’s normal to do so. Anthropologists call this “cultural remission”, meaning there’s a slackening of the usual social rules in certain places and situations, such as bars or parties. A disproportionate number of couples get together in these environments because they are allowed – or allow themselves – to communicate sexual interest.
   Correctly gauging attraction is also about reciprocity and escalation. If they don’t do it back, or they never take it to the next level, they’re probably not interested. The key to successful flirtation is a slow deepening of intimacy, matched with a sensitivity to the other person’s response. You can force the pace to a certain extent, but you can’t accelerate too hard. The flirtation-killer, by the same token, is any kind of backwards step.
  Speaking with the face Cultures vary hugely as to how long it’s socially acceptable to hold the gaze, but holding it longer than normal is a universal signal of sexual interest. (Holding the gaze much longer than normal, of course, is a universal sign of the axe murderer.) Social eye contact generally escalates. People usually begin by scanning each other’s faces: the eyes dart from point to point, taking it all in. In more formal encounters, the look rarely strays far beyond the eye area. But the bigger and slower the scan, the greater the sexual interest.
   A lingering, triangular flick from eye to eye and down to mouth, for instance, is very friendly. If the eyes rove down as far as the body, or focus on the mouth, it’s definitely flirtatious. The ultimate extension, “elevator eyes” from breasts to mouth and back up, is simply lascivious. Looking askance, obviously, signals lack of interest. (People find photos with a marginally less-than-direct gaze slightly less attractive than those looking full-on, probably because they’re interpreting the look as sexually uninterested.) If the person looks away and flicks back again, however, everything changes: alternating expressing interest and witholding it is the very stuff of flirtation.
   The “eyebrow flash” is a classic sign of recognition. Used on someone unfamiliar, however, it says “I’d like to get to know you”. The return look is crucial: if the other person looks puzzled, wondering where they met you perhaps, it’s not looking good. A return flash, by contrast, is a come-hither, as is a prolonged flash, or a quizzically asymmetrical one. Eyelids speak volumes, too. People blink more when they’re interested in or attracted to what they’re looking at. Eyes also help reveal a true smile from a forced one, which doesn’t crinkle the eyes in quite the same way.
   Pick-up artists and speed seducers 
 The pseudosciences of body language, gender relations and evolutionary psychology have proved a rich mine for a subculture of men who have turned meeting women into something of a competitive sport. The techniques of “pick-up artists”, or PUAs, as they call themselves, mostly boil down to a hackneyed mix of flattery, directness, wit and boasting, combined with unusual attentiveness to body language and verbal signals – or “indicators of interest” as they’re called in the jargon. Some techniques, such as toting around a piece of lint in order to pick it off a woman’s shoulder, smack of desperation.
   Great store is set by establishing the PUA as an “alpha male”, and marking him out from the AFC, or “Average Frustrated Chump”. The golden rule is to behave in an unusually assertive way, perhaps by asking direct or surprisingly intimate questions. Making less-than-subtle references to wealth, popularity and high-status work or hobbies is also crucial. Some techniques are borrowed from spurious sciences such as “neuro-linguistic programming” and hypnosis. One such is “negging”, or making negative remarks, often combined with flattery in order to put the “target” on the back foot: “Your hair looks amazing! Is it real?” Another is to set up supposedly hypnotic associations by using “trance words” such as “allow”, “think”, or “feel”; simply talking about romance or sex is supposed to prime the target for sexual response. PUAs also borrow heavily from sales and marketing psychobabble, employing “patterns” designed to elicit certain responses, for instance, and staying focused on the desired outcome.
   At its most innocuous, playing “the Game”, as it has been called, gives men the confidence to start talking to people they’re attracted to. The mantra employed by original “speed seducer”, Ross Jeffries – “compliment, introduction, question” – isn’t such a bad way to get started. Fears that men are somehow tricking women into bed are based on an overestimate of how effective this kind of patter could ever actually be.
  [image: iPods & iTunes]   Terry-Thomas gives a master class in caddish charm in the British comedy classic School for Scoundrels (1960). Janette Scott is the delighted recipient as Ian Carmichael looks on, tight-lipped. 
 
 
 
  Mirrors and echoes, preening and pointing Hair-touching is one of the best-known signals of attraction, and in the world of amateur human zoology that is the study of body language, it’s called preening. It may once have been linked to the release of natural scent from the hair, but it’s also a form of display. People who are interested often expose their palms or wrists, for instance, which may be about showing vulnerability and encouraging intimacy.
   Some movements seem uncompromisingly sexual. Women may unconsciously arch their backs or cross and uncross their legs, calling attention to their breasts and legs. Men often stand so as to emphasize their size and physical presence. And both sexes engage in the alarming-sounding genital pointing – which can mean anything from standing face-on to shifting the hips forward. Most obviously, people relax and open their stance when they’re with someone they like.
   The least ambiguous signals of attraction are reciprocated ones, such as “mirroring”. People have a sip of their drink in tandem, maybe, or lean on the same elbow, or unconsciously both reach up to touch their face at the same time. Psychologists call this “interactional synchrony” or the “gestural dance”. If it’s done deliberately, it can actually help create intimacy or attraction.
   Everyone maintains a certain “personal space”, a distance from their face or body within which they feel at ease with people. The “social” zone is usually comfortable talking – but not smelling – distance. Only friends or intimates are acceptable in the closer “personal zone”. Touching brings people within what you might call the “zero zone”. This is usually restricted to good friends or lovers – leaving aside socially codified contact like handshakes. Penetrative sex, of course, gets closest of all, which is partly why it’s usually regarded as the ultimate in intimacy.
   Different cultures acccept different social and personal distances, but moving across a boundary, wherever it’s set, indicates a desire to increase intimacy. Flirts and seducers use transgression of these boundaries to show – and simultaneously encourage – sexual interest. This transgression could be anything from the choice of tight or revealing clothing to the touch of an arm or the asking of an unexpectedly intimate question.
   However, it’s usually not the person apparently driving the encounter who sets the pace. Studies show that whoever has the lower social status in an encounter is generally the first to touch. In flirtatious contexts, it’s almost always the woman – however much the man may think he is doing all the work.
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