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HOMOSEXUALITY is the tendency to be sexually
and/or romantically attracted to members of one s
own sex. Today the colloquial terms "gay" for 
men or women and "lesbian" for women (each 
term can be either an adjective or a noun) are 
considered respectful ways of referring to homo­
sexuals. People who are sexually oriented to­
ward both men and women are referred to by
some as homosexual, or by the more specific 
term "bisexual." 

Although exclusive homosexuality is a cultur­
ally important subcategory, sexual orientation 
should be thought of as a continuum ranging 
from exclusive homosexuality to exclusive het­
erosexuality (orientation to the opposite sex), 
with all gradations in between. And, in fact, the 
reality is still more complex: people can be ho­
mosexual for many different reasons, involving a 
variety of combinations of constitutional factors, 
life experiences, or both. 

Erotic orientation to members of one's own 
sex does not, in Western culture at least, neces­
sarily imply any other alteration in what is 
thought of as masculine or feminine behavior, 
such as dressing, speaking, or gesturing like a 
member of the opposite sex, nor is it restricted to 
any one personality type. 

Homosexuals can be found in cultures 
throughout the world, whether advanced or 
primitive, large or small, ancient or modem. 
Societies vary widely in their tolerance of homo­
sexuality, ranging from strict prohibition through 
casual acceptance to active encouragement. 
Among the most tolerant was the culture of an­
cient Greece. Among the least tolerant is the 
Judea-Christian tradition that has dominated 
Western civilization for centuries. 

Although most creative individuals are het­
erosexual {since most people are heterosexual), 
some of the greatest contributors to Western civ­
ilization have been overtly homosexual. Exam­
ples include Socrates, the founder of the Western 
philosophic tradition; Sappho, the Greek poet; 
Michelangelo, the Italian Renaissance painter 
and sculptor; and, in modem times, the rerse­
cuted Alan Turing, one of the founaers o com­
puter science, whose code-breaking activities 
helped the Allies defeat Nazi Germany in World 
War II. Yet in Mosaic Law, homosexuality was 
considered an abomination punishable by death, 
and Christian tradition has carried forward this 
condemnatory attitude. Under Nazi rule, homo­
sexuals could be sent to concentration camps and 
gas chambers. Less severe punishments ha:ve 
been common throughout the Western world, the 
Islamic world, and elsewhere, and bigotry re­
mains common today. 

Occurrence of HomoNxuality. Assertions are fre­
quently made about the proportion of people 
who are homosexual to a significant degree-for 
example, in the United States, 10% of men and 
5% of women. In reality, these figures are rough 
estimates. Consider the obstacles to gaining ac­
curate information about this in societies, such as 
in America, where a high degree of prejudice or 
even punitive sanctions against homosexuals ex­
ist. Nevertheless, if we are talking about indi­
viduals with substantial or exclusive homosexual 
experience, we are probably referring to a signif­
icant but small minority in modem Western 
countries. Consistently, the rates found for 
women are about half those fou�d for men (at 
least for exclusive homosexuality), so this may be 
a reliable ratio. If we consider instead the pro-

portion of men and women who have had at least 
one homosexual experience, including adoles­
cent experience, then the proportions are much 
larger. 

, Cultural and social context can markedly in­
fluence these percentages. This is proved by the 
higher rates of homosexual behavior in groups of 
people whose access to members of the op.P9site 
sex is . limited, such as prison inmates, soldiers, 
and clergy of religions requiring celibacy of 
them. It is further evidenced by cross-cultural 
and historical variation in rates. One study com­
pared 76 independent traditional societies 
around the world and found that homosexuality 
was permissible in 49; yet it occurred clandes­
tinely to some extent in the rest. Another study 
comparing 70 such cultures found homosexuality 
to be "not uncommon" in 29. 

A closer loolc reveals that although homosex­
uality is never the predominant form of sexual 
behavior, some traditional societies have institu­
tionalized it for some individuals or some parts of 
the life cycle. Ancient Greece viewed the love 
between older and younger men to be the ideal 
erotic relationship, and Spartan warriors often 
fought side by side with their lovers. Among 
some North American Indian groups, such as the 
Mohave, as well as some traditional societies in 
South America and Polynesia, there is an accept­
ed role for male transvestites (men who dress as 
women), even as wives. Among some cultures of 
New Guinea, such as the Sambia, all young ado­
lescent boys must engage in regular homosexual 
relationships with older boys, a system that ritu­
alizes this activity for every male in this phase of 
life. Yet after adolescence, all are expected to 
change to a heterosexual orientation, to marry, 
and to have children. Most boys progress 
through these phases as expected. 

These examples contradict several widely 
held but erroneous beliefs about homosexuality: 
that the same percentage of individuals in every 
population are homosexual; that culture has little 
influence on this type of behavior; that sexual 
orientation cannot change; and that homosexual­
ity can be abolished. The evidence about tl,e 
occurrence of homosexuality thus does not s.ip­
port simplistic views of any stripe. 

However, besides the actual forms of sexual 
activity, differences in behavior between male 
and female homosexuals, and between homosex­
uals and heterosexuals, have been found. There 
is evidence that infidelity is commoner among 
gay male couples than among heterosexual cou­
ples. Lesbian couples, however, appear to be 
more faithful than heterosexual couples. Data 
on sexually transmitted diseases support this 
view: these are most frequent in gay men and 
least frequent in lesbians, with heterosexual men 
and women Cal.ling in between. 

Contrary to popular belief, most homosexuals 
do not restrict themselves to exclusively "active" 
or "passive" roles within their relationships. · 
Typical forms of homosexual foreplay ate similar 
to those of heterosexuals. Homosexual relation­
ships contain a balance of affection, attachment, 
and sexuality not strikingly different from the 
balance in relationships between men and 
women. In societies like p,any in the West, 
however homosexuals may experience distor­
tions of tbeir relationships as a result of the dom­
inant heterosexual culture's severe prejudice 
against homosexuality. 

Theories of Homosexuality. The question of why 
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