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Perhaps some will see my talk this evening as being more about biology than about philosophy, but I can make no apology for that. In a real sense philosophy is only a part of biology. Philosophy should be the study of the work of the human mind; the enquiry into how it comes to gain knowledge; how it chooses its values for itself and its ethical values towards others and how it reacts to the influence of human culture. Yet all of these things are the product of biology and, in particular, of its basic principle, natural selection. Any philosophy which ignores natural selection is a waste of time.

Every ability that you have; every ability to understand and to know things; every desire that you have ever felt; every feeling for your nearest and dearest; every thought about what is right or wrong, your instincts to accept or reject values offered by the culture of your society: all of these have been formed by a sifting process that served only one objective. That is to make you leave the maximum number of descendants. No other causal force has created any of your physical or mental characteristics.
Of course your mind does not serve that purpose today. Like many other adaptations brought about by natural selection, they do not fulfil their original function when the environment has changed. And the environment of modern humans has changed vastly in the very recent past, with most of the changes being caused by humans themselves. The greatest change in our environment has been the change in the culture that we create for ourselves. And this accelerating change continues today and shows little sign of stabilising.
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Yet until about 150 years ago in this country, and in some parts of the undeveloped world even today, the human brain was and is very well adjusted to just that one purpose: to leave the maximum number of descendants.

But I have promised this evening to talk about sex. With minds adapted to leave the maximum number of descendants in a pre-industrial age, it is no cause for astonishment that natural selection has programmed us to find it a most interesting subject.


But the first question that must be asked is why sex exists at all. In a sexual species the offspring carry 50% of the genes of each parent. Any female who is trying to propagate her genes has to give a free ride to the genes of a more-or-less useless male. How much better would it be, if she could have offspring with 100% of her own genes?
In a normal sexually reproducing species, if a mutation arose to allow a female to give a virgin birth, what would happen? Let us suppose that each female of either sort has, on average, two surviving young. At the second generation most females would produce, on average, one male and one female offspring, but our asexual female would produce two females, both asexual like herself. As the generations go on, the number of asexual females would be 4, 8, 16, 32 and so on. The proportion of asexual females would increase rapidly and, assuming that the total population is limited by resources as most are, the sexual males and females would dwindle to extinction.
[image: image35.jpg]TELL ME AGAIN*
EXACTLY
S MY MARRIAGE




 

If there is such a strong selection pressure against sexual reproduction, why has this evolution of asexual species not happened? Well –  actually it has – many times, although it remains comparatively rare. Some lizards in the American Southwest have developed the ability to live in all-female populations, giving birth to daughters without the assistance of a male. 
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There are other examples among non-vertebrates and many plants. The common dandelion produces viable seeds without any fertilisation by pollen, so many of the dandelions defacing your lawn will be clones, because each daughter plant uses genes only from its mother. It is probably descended from a sexual species, because why else would it produce attractive flowers?
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Many plants reproduce asexually by vegetative extension rather than by seed. Rhizomes are underground root extensions which extend for a distance before causing the growth of a new plant above the surface which can exist independently when it becomes established. Strawberries do the same thing above ground – the extensions are called stolons. Of course, they also produce seeds. These are familiar on the surface of the fruit.
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Many animals combine asexual reproduction with occasional sexual reproduction. There are many species of aphids, but typically they reproduce asexually during the spring and summer when rapid expansion is needed and they then produce a generation of males and females at the end of the season before leaving fertilised eggs to overwinter.

But asexuality is rare in more complex animals. There is no reported case in mammals and certainly none in humans (leaving to one side one prominent claim which is even harder to understand because the offspring was alleged to be male).
So, it remains a mystery why most species continue with useless, resource-consuming males. To understand this, we must recognise that natural selection works in two different ways. There is rapid selection and slow selection.
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In a sexually reproducing species, each individual has two copies of every gene, one from each parent. Each parent, of course has two sets of genes and the single set transmitted to each child is somewhat randomly shuffled from their two sets. There is genetic diversity within the species and natural selection can use this to react in a few generations to any change in circumstances or the arrival of a new parasite. But in the asexual species, the daughter will be a clone of the mother and this type of rapid evolution is not possible. They will have a much greater risk of being completely wiped out by a new threat.

The second type of natural selection is much slower; long-term evolution depends on new mutations arising in the DNA. Since these are random changes to an already complex mechanism, the great majority simply cause damage, but evolution only happens because, once in a while, a favourable mutation arises.
In a sexual species, with its constant reshuffling of genes, damaging mutations will appear in a double dose in some unfortunate individuals, eliminating them from the gene pool, whereas in an asexual species the damaged gene will be more likely to continue through the generations indefinitely.

Beneficial mutations are rare, but they too behave differently in the two types of species. If two beneficial mutations arise in different individuals, a sexual species will eventually produce offspring that have the benefit of both and they will be able to spread throughout the population. In asexual species favourable mutations arising in two individuals can never come together, so evolution will be much slower.
It is also suggested that during meiosis, the process in which a single set of genes is selected from the sexual parent’s double set, that repair of damaged genes can occur. The asexual species does not have this mechanism.
Perhaps these advantages of sexual reproduction are enough to make it likely that any asexual line will die out, if it arises within a sexual species, with the occasional exceptions that we observe. There is still some uncertainty, because asexuality could give immediate short-term advantage, and natural selection can only react to that; it cannot forego advantage today for longer-term considerations.

There are other theories, but it seems to be certain that sexual reproduction must confer some advantages, simply because it occurs so widely and appears to be so stable.
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Given a sexually reproducing system, it can be shown that different sex roles are likely to evolve. In general this is true, although there are some organisms such as fungi and bacteria in which genetic material is exchanged without there being different sexes. It seems that everyone can mate with anyone else! The common earthworm is a hermaphrodite having both male and female organs and they copulate in a head to tail position passing genetic material in two directions. It sounds like twice as much fun! Many marine species are hermaphrodite or can switch sexes during their lifetime. But despite these exceptions, the great majority of life forms are distinctly male or female.
Let us imagine that there are two sexes, and that there are two strategies that each can follow to maximise their reproduction. The first is to compete with others of the same sex to have access to as many mates as possible; the second is to invest in parental behaviour to ensure the survival of offspring. Once any differentiation has happened, it will tend to increase. If you are in the competitive sex, you will not leave more offspring by being a bit less competitive and more caring. If you are in the caring sex, there is no point in being more competitive, because the others are competing to mate with you anyway, but greater caring will increase the survival of your offspring.
The result of this runaway evolution is that one sex ends up producing large eggs with abundant stores of nourishment or even grows the foetus internally supplying it with nutrients and protection. The other sex, the male, produces sperm which carry little more than the DNA information. These can be produced cheaply in their millions and delivered in a few seconds leaving the male free to depart without contributing to the care of the offspring.
It has been said that this asymmetry is the source of female exploitation. But there is a real sense in which female exploitation by males is impossible. With perfect and absolute mathematical precision, it is possible to assert that the number of children born to females is exactly equal to the number fathered by males. A successful male philanderer who fathers a lot of children with many females is stealing reproductive success from the other males, not from the females.

But despite that fact, there is still plenty of room for manoeuvre at the individual level. A female who can find a way to obtain support from the male will leave more offspring than other females.
When we discuss the strategies that animals use, it is easiest to speak of these as if they were conscious acts, but this is really a kind of shorthand. In most cases it will not be strictly true. We cannot know exactly what it is like to be a bird or a bat or a rat or a fish, but it is likely that that their instincts to do things are simply felt as an urge without an understanding of any underlying purpose. They have the behaviour pattern because that is what has been selected; there is no need for them to understand why.
Humans are no different. When we feel hungry we seek food, without thinking about the need to give our bodies fuel and materials for its maintenance. In the modern world where food is unnaturally plentiful we even follow the urge to eat when other parts of our brains are telling us that it is a bad idea.
So, bearing in mind that we are using shorthand, we can say that every life form “wants” to transmit its genes to future generations and “wants” to use strategies which will help it to do so. The best strategy would be to deliver your DNA and leave your partner to do the rest while you go off to fresh acts of reproduction. Species differ in their tendency to do this as it only works if the deserted partner is likely to succeed in raising the young without help.
Exploiting one’s partner could be a successful strategy for either sex. The less he or she invests in any of the offspring, the more that can be had with other partners. But obviously the male is most likely to be the defector. From the outset, the female invests more. She produces a large egg, provided with nutrition and, in mammals, she incubates it within her own body and then generates milk to feed its early development. The male, on the other hand, has contributed a sperm which contains little more than the genetic DNA itself.
So, despite the fact that males cannot have more children on average, there is an evolutionary pressure for males to invest less and to do what they can to obtain more than their fair share of copulations. Of course there are great differences between species. 
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Elephant seals show great dimorphism – the difference in shape and size between males and females. The males grow much larger and have been selected to do so in order to be better able to fight with other males. It has been recorded that 4% of the males sire 88% of the young. Let us, for a moment, look at the good of the species as a whole (which natural selection never does). We might ask, what is the use of so many males, consuming a disproportionate amount of resources. It might be better to have a different sex ratio from 50/50.
But then let us look at it from the point of view of a female. If she could control the sex of her offspring, what would be her best strategy? If there were fewer males than females, the males in future generations would, on average, sire more offspring than would be born to females. So the best bet would be to give birth to a male and the sex ratio would tend back to 50/50.
Of course, in elephant seals, some males may leave no descendants whereas the lucky ones may sire many. For a female, there is a relative certainty of copulation and the number of offspring is much less variable as it is limited by the number of gestations that can happen in her lifetime. It has been suggested that females who are undernourished or of slighter build would be better to give birth to females who would have an almost guaranteed issue rather than produce a relatively weak male who would not fare well in the fight for dominance. I do not know whether this has been confirmed by observation.
Female elephant seals do not have complete choice about who they mate with, but, if they did, it is probable that they would choose the dominant male as this would give the best chance that their sons would enjoy reproductive success. It has been observed that females resist copulation with low ranking males.
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In other species the behaviour of parents can be quite different. In kittiwakes, for example, the mating pairs are commendably monogamous, taking an equal share of the task of raising the young. Clearly evolutionary pressures have formed different instincts and these depend on the circumstances that each species finds itself in. Perhaps with kittiwakes no young could survive with a single parent.

Dawkins, in The Selfish Gene, gives a simplified example which helps our understanding. He supposes that there might be two male strategies, faithful or philandering and also two female strategies, coy or fast. He assigns numerical values to successfully raising an offspring, to the cost of rearing the young, and a cost of taking the time for courtship of a coy female.

Let us suppose that the population is composed only of faithful males and coy females. If a fast female should then appear, she could be assured that her mate would be faithful and both would save the cost of the prolonged courtship. Fast females would increase their proportion in the population as time went by.
But then what would happen if a philandering male were to appear? He would have a great time mating with one fast female after another and deserting them. Evolution would then favour the coy females and the fast ones would be at a disadvantage. And as the fast females became less common, it would be less advantageous to be a philanderer.
For the numbers that Dawkins had chosen, an equilibrium would be reached in which 5/8 of the males would be faithful and 3/8 would be philanderers, while 5/6 of the females would be coy and 1/6 would be fast. This is a typical mixed strategy, and it need not be that there are two types of individual in each sex. It would work just as well if each female spent 5/6 of her time being coy and 1/6 being fast and similarly for the males.

Of course this is a very simplified model and the results can be very different, if the costs and benefits are assigned different values.

The common problem which exists across all species is how to get some help in raising the offspring from these freeloading males who only want to contribute their sperm and move on. Several strategies have evolved.
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Before she agrees to copulate, the female is in a strong bargaining position, but afterwards she has little. This is the source of female coyness, which is found in many species, and which takes many forms.

Ideally the female can extract some benefit before she consents to copulate. In many species of birds the nest is built as a joint enterprise before copulation takes place. Another way of getting benefit in some birds is courtship feeding. Once a male has made this kind of investment, he may be deterred from absconding, because he would have to do the courtship all over again. And after all this, he might be too late to find a mate in a short breeding season.
In theory the same effect could be obtained by requiring the male to do some useless task such as slaying a dragon, but it is probably more useful to the female to have something that actually helps. Feeding helps to make the costly eggs, and is perhaps good practice for feeding the chicks later.
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In some species, feeding in return for sex goes to great extremes. It is well known that in some types of praying mantis and spiders the males are eaten by the female after or even during copulation.
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But this extreme investment is not confined to males. Among mammals, the female generates milk within her own body to feed the suckling young, but in the spider Stegodyphus lineatus, the female’s entire body dissolves itself into a nourishing fluid to feed the young which leave her as a dry and lifeless shell.

[image: image15.jpg]


Where it is not possible to get any useful service from the male, it can still be to a female’s advantage to be choosy – many species of birds have a beauty contest in which the brightly coloured males strut their stuff and hope to win the favours of the drably coloured females. Sometimes males gather together in the breeding season and form a lek in which they competitively display. 


This male beauty contest creates one of the paradoxes that can come from natural selection. Many birds, for example the peacock, have brightly coloured feathers of extravagant size which can be fanned out during courtship displays, but the lack of camouflage and the cumbersome plumage which is not ideal for flying makes them much more vulnerable to predators than the drab females.
So why should the female choose the most spectacular male? If she were to choose a less ornate male, her sons would be much less likely to become an easy dinner for a fox, but they would be equally less likely to provide her with grandchildren. To leave the maximum number of descendants, she must choose the best looking male. And the average cost of predation is not very serious, because the removal of one male results in the others having more copulations. For any mother the average number of grandchildren will remain the same although the variance will be greater as chance dictates whether her son will survive to enjoy the mating opportunities left by less fortunate rivals
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Once the beauty contest has started, there is a kind of runaway evolution which only stops when it becomes balanced by the disadvantages such as predation and the cost of generating the extravagant plumage. Some years ago, an experiment was done with long-tailed widow birds. The scientists cut the tails of the birds and glued them back onto other birds. They artificially created some birds with unnaturally long tails and others unnaturally short ones. They found that the birds with the super-long tails enjoyed greater mating success from female choice.
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In some animals the female chooses not for physical beauty, but for other characteristics such as the ability to secure a territory. And in the bower bird he competes for the female’s attention by building a bower with pretty objects.
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Our nearest relatives, the chimpanzees, bonobos and gorillas are an important source of comparison. The gorilla has a harem system with most of the copulations being reserved for the dominant silverback male.
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Chimpanzees are relatively promiscuous and bonobos even more so as they seem to use sexual activity as a form of social interaction. When we look at this picture, it is astonishing that people ever refused to admit that these animals are our close relations. Notice the little fellow at the lower left.
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But after considering all these different animal reproductive strategies we must confess that we are most interested in human sexuality. The other species give an essential background to our understanding, but human sexuality is very much more complex. Humans have speech and culture. In very recent times, advances in communication technology from printing to broadcasting to the internet have led a completely new phenomenon – a rapidly changing culture.
To understand the effect, we must consider separately the traditional culture in relation to sex, which lasted unquestioned and hardly changed for thousands of years, and the remarkable changes that have taken place in the last century.

But despite the extraordinary effect of culture, many of our sexual instincts are common to all peoples and similar to those of some other animals. There is certainly a genetically programmed component also.

There are so many strands to our sexuality that I will consider them one at a time. Whether we can weave them into a coherent picture, we shall see.
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Beauty
On of the greatest anomalies is beauty. Humans are unusual in valuing beauty in females. The amount of attention devoted to female beauty is enormous. Whole industries depend upon it. If we look at published images in magazines and television the proportion of pictures of young women in the 18 to 25 age range or so, far exceeds their proportion of the population.


Men find these images beautiful, because they look like healthy potential mates who have not yet been partnered by anyone else. But is important to understand that there is no absolute standard of beauty. A male tiger would regard a female tiger as interesting, but would not regard a beautiful woman as good for anything other than lunch. Each species has its own idea of the appearance of a suitable mate. And there are even differing standards of beauty in different human societies.
For a woman’s appearance to be beautiful, some elements are practical; she must be free of signs of ill health, asymmetries or blemishes. All of these would make sense for a man choosing a mate to produce healthy offspring. But there are also elements of beauty which serve less obvious purpose. Women have subcutaneous fat which gives a characteristic body shape, their faces have different proportions and many other detailed secondary differences such a small fat deposit over the eye.

It is possible that these have no purpose, but are present simply to meet a convention of beauty. Like the peahen or the female bird of paradise, no man can ignore these useless accoutrements because his daughters would then have fewer suitors. Of course, like the peahen, he does not have a conscious understanding of why he appreciates these things. He just thinks “phoarr – she looks like a cool chick”.
So men may appreciate magazines full of beautiful women, but surprisingly women’s magazines are not full of beautiful men, but mostly beautiful women. Young women devote an enormous amount of time to thinking about beauty. Evolution has programmed them to do so, and for good reason.
But the greatest puzzle is why beauty is a thing that males use in so many other species whereas, in humans, it is the female. Female birds are choosing according to beauty because they can expect little else from the male, so they may as well choose the genes that will give them the best chance or begetting successful grandchildren. But women do make a big contribution to rearing the young – so why do they have to be beautiful? What is the resource that men have that must be competed for?
As in other species, a woman has no difficulty in getting copulations, but this, in traditional societies would not in itself leave the maximum number of descendants. Reproduction will be much more successful with a partner. So the resource that must be competed for is marriage which in traditional societies was secure.
In traditional societies, perhaps in most societies, all men are not equal. Women certainly have preferences too, unlike the beautiful male birds who will mate with any female who will choose them and preferably as many as possible. Women, despite using beauty to help them to be chosen by males, do a lot of choosing themselves, but their criteria go beyond physical appearance. They are concerned a little with that, but to a lesser extent. They are also looking for capability, economic potential, status and resources. I am reminded of the time when Mrs Merton (Caroline Aherne) was interviewing Debbie McGee and posed the question “What was it that first attracted you to the millionaire Paul Daniels?”

In humans, we can see that both sexes are choosing, albeit with different criteria and this can lead to assortative mating. Rich, high-status and handsome men tend to mate with the most attractive women – trophy wives, I am told is the expression – while the less attractive have to be content with each other. One might expect, over the generations that this process might increase the difference between the more and the less attractive, but there seems to be little evidence that it has done so. Perhaps this is a consequence of the criteria of attractiveness being different between the two sexes.
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Society

Another special characteristic of human sexuality is that humans take an intense interest in the sexual behaviour of others. This seems to be completely absent in other species. Yet traditionally, in most human societies, sexual activity has been heavily regulated and restricted.
It is possible to envisage how such an instinct might have evolved. Any tribe of people which can find a way to get the males to share the work of raising the offspring instead of enjoying a life of fighting and idle philandering will quickly outnumber other tribes who don’t. Strict control of pre-marital sex, persecution of philandering males and also fast females and enforced stability in marriage will all be effective. These things may not maximise the sum of human happiness, but they will maximise the number of surviving descendants.
Most societies have chosen to enforce monogamy but some allow men to have more than one wife. This is not a free-for-all because he is still expected to be a good father to the offspring. In societies where men are very unequal in wealth and status, it may be better (on the same criterion of maximising descendants) for a woman to be a second wife to a rich man than the sole wife of a pauper.

Finding the selective advantage of social regulation of sexuality has the difficulty that it depends on group selection, which biologists recognise to be a weak force. But for most of our evolution, people existed in small bands that were significantly interrelated. So it seems likely that the genes for prudishness could evolve.
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Religion
Religion in most societies has taken on the role of enforcing morality as seen by its establishment. In traditional societies it is remarkable that priests have managed to know that the will of God was for a morality which is exactly what would be reached by natural selection. I am sure that none of them understood where the church’s distaste for sexual activity really came from.

And, as morality has changed as a result of protest and debate, it is astonishing that they are now sure that God has changed his mind on a lot of things, despite ancient writings remaining to the contrary. For such a great change, one would have expected a definite act of revelation – perhaps a press conference by God or even a TV slot for a briefing by some angels – but I have heard of no such event.
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Dress
At some time in our history, clothing was invented. Probably animal skins were used at first, but later textiles were invented. We know it goes back quite a way but it is difficult to be sure how far. Bone needles dated to 30,000 years ago have been found. One estimate comes from the fact that lice which inhabit human clothing have genetically diverged from head lice and the so-called molecular clock seems to suggest an origin more than 100,000 years ago. Some researchers have suggested an origin of clothing as far back as 500,000 years

Clothing has had great practical uses. It has allowed a tropical animal to colonise most parts of the world. It offers protection against cold and other environmental risks. But it also has cultural uses. It can be a badge of status or an adjunct to religious, military or official identity, and in most societies it is differentiated by gender. Men’s clothing tends to be simpler, whereas women’s clothing, particularly young women’s clothing is much more variable and is used as part of the beauty contest.
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Clothing is also used in most societies as part of the social control of sexuality and this usually requires women to cover themselves. A tension then develops in young women who want to do well in the competition to be attractive, while not wanting to risk social condemnation. Revealing clothing is sometimes called daring and the problem becomes how close to the taboo to go.
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We may find today that the clothing prescribed for women in Muslim societies over restrictive, but this is not too different from our own society a very short time ago. It is easy to forget how much things have changed over a few decades.
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There are great differences between societies. Some South American natives seem to have little need for clothes. Indeed there were many people in warmer climates who did the same until the white man arrived to let them know that they were indecent. Human culture in clothing is extremely variable. In some parts of Europe, for example, nude bathing is common, completely without erotic implications, whereas it is unacceptable in others. The Romans using the baths not far from here were unclothed, whereas that is not true at the modern thermal baths, recently constructed.

For all the variability, the social pressure to conceal one’s body is widespread. We can reflect that most people who are shocked and disapproving at indecent exposure are quite unaware that they are doing it because in the past, it would have helped to increase the number of their tribe’s descendants.
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Contraception
Without doubt, one of the great factors in the sexual revolution has been the widespread availability of artificial birth control. Natural selection has programmed into our brains a sense of intense pleasure from the act of copulation. It has also programmed into women’s brains, and men’s too to some extent, a strong instinct to care for the offspring when they are present in front of us. This set of behaviours has been enough, during the long ancestry of humans to maximise reproduction.

But the invention of several birth control methods has broken this link. People can now experience the pleasure without having the burden of pregnancy and child-rearing. The instinct to be caring of one’s child is not stimulated until the child is actually present.

Preventing the birth of one’s children presents no difficulty to our evolved emotions. If someone were to decide that it is too much trouble and expense to bring up a child and decided to kill him at the age of 12 months, we would be horrified. The perpetrator would be arrested and imprisoned. Yet the use of contraceptives achieves exactly the same thing without the guilt.
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Dimorphism

In species which are monogamous in mating behaviour, the individuals are usually about the same size, whereas in those where the males compete to hold a harem, the males are usually much larger than the females. We can note that, in humans, the male is only slightly larger on average. It is difficult to know the reason for this – perhaps it is a remnant of a long distant time before humans developed a complex society when size was the determinant of status as it is in some other animals.

Or, of course, it may be caused by the different traditional work roles of male and female humans.
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Male Dominance
As far as we can tell, in the history of most human societies, males have always occupied the dominant roles. There are exceptions, of course, but these do not alter the main conclusion. Yuval Harari in his book “Sapiens” quotes the case of Elizabeth 1st of England who was a capable leader. But he points out that during her 45-year reign all members of parliament were male, all officers in the Royal Navy and Army were men. All judges lawyers, bishops, priests, university students, mayors and sheriffs were male. And writers, architects, poets philosophers painters, musicians and scientist with few exceptions were male.

The difference does not only affect high status roles. Throughout most societies there has always been a differentiation on working roles. Women have been expected to care more for children, but also take the lead in food preparation and home-making. Men were expected to work externally to the home to bring in the resources that are needed.

Patriarchy has been the norm in almost all agricultural and industrial societies and we must wonder why that is. There can be no doubt that women are as intelligent as men, although there are a few gender differences in ability in some tasks. Men are slightly larger and stronger than women. Size and strength may give dominance in elephant seals and gorillas, but in humans, they are not well correlated with male status. Often the highest status men are not the most physically strong or may be weaker than they were through age.
Perhaps the difference is more directly related to human mating strategies. Adolescent girls are concerned with being attractive and after securing a husband in traditional societies they are much occupied with child rearing, Boys, on the other hand, are competitive and seek status. In adulthood in traditional societies, they busy themselves in the world of work where status is more likely to be found.
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Homosexuality
Homosexuality is a puzzle. If we try to look beyond the traditional view that it is a sin or the modern view that it is a valid lifestyle choice, we must recognise that it is a strange thing in any living species which has come into existence by a natural selection. The question is, how could homosexuality continue to exist over historical time without being eliminated by evolution? Many theories are possible, but none seem conclusive.

In most people, the human brain seems to be programmed to regard only those of the opposite sex as potential partners. Could it be that this switch is fragile and occasionally malfunctions? Yet that seems unlikely. In the millions of years of evolution in which so many complex structures have come into existence, we might expect that a way would have been found to correct this very damaging fault.

The underlying causes of homosexuality are not known, but they seem to be genetic. The other possibility that it is an infective agent – either biological or a meme, seems unlikely, because there is no evidence that it is catching.
A second explanation is by analogy with the sickle cell gene. When someone inherits one copy of this gene, it causes no disadvantages to health, but it gives protection against malaria. But anyone with a double copy suffers a fatal anaemia. If there are very few copies in the population, a double dose is unlikely and the gene will grow more numerous. But once there are many copies, the chance of a double dose becomes greater and natural selection will start to eliminate it. It is found only among people who live in regions exposed to malaria and the incidence of the gene reaches an equilibrium dependent on the local severity of the malaria risk.

So the question is whether there could be something that brings a benefit in a single dose, but leads to homosexuality with its loss of reproductive potential in a double dose. I have not heard of any verification of this idea.
A third potential explanation is the “helper at the nest” idea. In some species of bird sexually mature siblings help their parents to raise a younger brood rather than going off to breed on their own account. This can be the best way of transmitting their own genes into the future in certain conditions. In humans it is conceivable that a bachelor uncle or a maiden aunt could make a big difference to the survival of their brother or sister’s children. But then why not select for celibacy instead?
A fourth explanation for the survival of homosexuality against the relentless force of natural selection may be social pressure. Until comparatively recent times, homosexuality was severely repressed and many who might have chosen otherwise led orthodox family lives.
Maybe one, or a combination of the ideas above can explain the paradox that homosexuality appears to persist over evolutionary time. It is a question that is not yet completely answered.
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The Sexual Revolution - The Modern Liberal Consensus
Many older people today can remember that, in their earlier years, public attitudes to sexual morality were much as they had been for perhaps hundreds of thousands of years before. But in one lifetime, there has been a complete revolution.

The reasons for this are complex. The culture of science has taught us that we should think for ourselves and examine the evidence rather than accept ideas handed down from ancient authorities. Beyond doubt this is the best way to discover facts about the world, but it is a short step to take the same approach to ethical values.

The invention of means of communication has had an effect. From the invention of printing, distributing pamphlets, newspapers, radio, television and now the internet, it has become progressively easier to get a hearing for complaints and debate.

And, above all, the availability of contraception has created a world of copulation without consequences.

For whatever reasons, there have been profound changes. Let us remind ourselves what a few of these are:




Traditional


Modern

Marriage 


Secure



Insecure

Divorce


Almost impossible

Relatively easy





(except for kings)

Sex outside of marriage
Forbidden


Commonplace

Contraception


Rude to even mention it.
Recommended
Family size


Often 6 or more

Often 2 or less

Homosexuality

Criminal Offence

Acceptable lifestyle
Women allowed to vote
No



Yes

Women allowed to own
No



Yes

Property

Modesty in dress required
Yes



Yes, to a lesser extent

Women’s work role

Mostly as housewife

Mostly employed

Women in Senior Roles
Mostly impossible

Mostly Possible
As philosophers, we should be asking ourselves how we can evaluate these changes. In many ways, they seem more logical and to those of us who have gone along with the changes, they seem more just. Yet there are many remnants of the old values.
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When same sex marriages were made legal in 2014 many people felt a strong objection. A large number of constituency members of the Conservative Party resigned in disgust. But why did these people feel so strongly? They were certainly people who would never be using this new freedom and their lives would not be affected by those who did, so why did they care? If asked, they would give reasons such as saying that it is just not right, or this is not what marriage is for, or even that it is against religious law. I don’t suppose many realised that they have inherited an instinct to suppress homosexuality to promote their tribe’s reproduction.
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Steven Gough, the naked rambler, is an activist who has twice walked from Land’s End to John o’ Groats wearing only boots and sometimes a hat. He has been arrested numerous times and has spent more time in prison that many who have committed violence or theft. Again the question is – why should anyone care? 
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The central theme in demands for liberalising social attitudes is the principle that people should be free to do what they like as long as they do not harm or inconvenience others. And for most of our sexual taboos, those who are demanding morality cannot claim to be directly and significantly affected by the activities that they wish to forbid. The logic seems unassailable. There is really no case for restricting freedom.
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This seems to me correct. But let us consider where it will lead. This map shows the fertility rate – the number of children born to each woman in her lifetime. For a stable population we need about 2.1. The dark blue areas here are under 2 and are in decline. In Africa, rates of 4 to 7 remain common.
Suppose there are two countries A and B which have equal populations. In A, the inhabitants have a liberal sexual morality, wealth, available birth control and an average family size of 1.75 children, B, on the other hand, has a traditional morality and they have an average of 6. What will be the position after 100 years? The mathematics are simple. After 100 years, the population of B will be 138 times the population of A. The inhabitants of B will be suffering extreme poverty and will desperately wish to move to A, and will even be willing to risk their lives to do so. The original inhabitants of A will finish as a minority of less than 1% of the total.

I will close with that simple piece of mathematics without exploring any value judgements from it.

Take-home conclusions:
1) Human sexual behaviour fits into a range of strategies used by many other species, but is complicated by language and culture.
2) Many species have evolved behaviours in which males are induced to contribute to the reproductive effort.

3) Traditional human sexual morality arose as a means of creating greater reproductive success, although most individuals seem unaware of that.

4) On the principle that people should be free to do as they choose, provided they cause no difficulties for others, traditional morality is not logically defensible.

5) Owing to the overwhelming effect of differences in fertility rates, no society accepting modern liberal sexual values is likely to survive more than a century or so.
