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Although sexuality is a biological process, the meaning of sexuality is culturally variable.
Carrier shows that attitudes toward homosexuality are far from uniform around the
world. Some societies are quite accommodating about sexual practices that other soci-
eties punish harshly.

The available cross-cultural data clearly show
that the ways in which individuals organize their
sexual behavior vary considerably between soci-
eties (Westermarck, 1908; Ford & Beach, 1951;
Broude & Greene, 1976). Although biological
and psychological factors help explain variations
of sexual behavior between individuals within a
given society, intercultural variations in patterns
of human sexual behavior are mainly related to
social and cultural differences occurring between
societies around the world. The purpose of this
chapter is to consider what kinds of variations in
homosexual behavior occur between societies,
and to determine which sociocultural factors ap-
pear to account for the variance of the behavior
cross-culturally.1

SEXUALITY

THE CROSS-CULTURAL DATA

Data available on homosexual behavior in most
of the world’s societies, past or present, are mea-
ger. Much is known about the dominant middle-
class white populations of the United States,
England, and northern European countries where
most scientific research on human sexual behav-
ior has been done, but very little is known about
homosexual behavior in the rest of the world. The
lack of knowledge stems from the irrational fear
and prejudice surrounding the study of human
sexual behavior and from the difficulties associ-
ated with the collection of information on a topic
that is so personal and highly regulated in most
societies.

Most of the cross-cultural information on sex-
ual behavior has been gathered by Western an-
thropologists. The quality of the information
collected and published, however, varies consid-
erably. Based on a survey of the literature, Mar-
shall and Suggs (1971) report that “sexual behavior
is occasionally touched upon in anthropological
publications but is seldom the topic of either arti-
cles or monographs by anthropologists.” Broude

*The author is particularly indebted to Evelyn Hooker for her
invaluable comments and criticism; and to the Gender Iden-
tity Research Group at UCLA for an early critique of the
ideas presented in this paper.

Source: From Homosexual Behavior: A Modern Reappraisal,
ed. Judd Marmor, copyright © 1980, by Basic Books, Inc.
Reprinted with permission.
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and Greene (1976), after coding the sexual atti-
tudes and practices in 186 societies using the
Human Relations Area Files, note:2

. . . information of any sort on sexual habits and beliefs
is hard to come by. . . . when data do exist concerning
sexual attitudes and practices, they are often sketchy
and vague; what is more, such information is usually
suspect in terms of its reliability, either because of dis-
tortions on the part of the subjects or because of biases
introduced by the ethnographer. . . .

Cross-cultural data on homosexual behavior is
further complicated by the prejudice of many ob-
servers who consider the behavior unnatural, dys-
functional, or associated with mental illness, and
by the fact that in many of the societies studied the
behavior is stigmatized and thus not usually car-
ried out openly. Under these circumstances, the
behavior is not easily talked about. At the turn of
the twentieth century such adjectives as disgust-
ing, vile, and detestable were still being used to
describe homosexual behavior; and even in the
mid-1930s some anthropologists continued to view
the behavior as unnatural. In discussing sodomy
with some of his New Guinea informants, Williams
(1936), for example, asked them if they “had ever
been subjected to an unnatural practice.” With the
acceptance of the view in the mid-1930s that ho-
mosexual behavior should be classified as a men-
tal illness (or at best dysfunctional), many
anthropologists replaced “unnatural” with the med-
ical model. This model still finds adherents among
researchers at present, especially those in the
branch of anthropology referred to as psychological
anthropology.

Because of the prejudice with which many re-
searchers and observers approached the subject,
statements about the reported absence of homo-
sexual behavior, or the limited extent of the be-
havior where reported, should be viewed with
some skepticism. Mead (1961) suggests that state-
ments of this kind “can only be accepted with the
greatest caution and with very careful analysis of
the personality and training of the investigator.”
She further notes that “denials of a practice can-
not be regarded as meaningful if that practice is

verbally recognized among a given people, even
though a strong taboo exists against it.”

This chapter will mainly utilize the published
research findings of empirical studies which have
considered homosexual behavior in some detail.
It will examine homosexual behavior in preliter-
ate, peasant, and complex modern societies in all
the major geographical regions of the world.3

Where necessary, these findings will be supple-
mented with information found in accounts given
by travelers, missionaries, and novelists.

SOCIOCULTURAL FACTORS

A number of sociocultural factors help explain
variations of homosexual behavior between soci-
eties. Two of the most important are cultural atti-
tudes and proscriptions related to cross-gender
behavior, and availability of sexual partners.4 The
latter is in turn related to such variables as segrega-
tion of sexes prior to marriage, expectations with
respect to virginity, age at marriage, and available
economic resources and/or distribution of income.

Cross-Gender and Homosexual
Behavior

Different expectations for male persons as op-
posed to female persons are culturally elaborated
from birth onward in every known society. Al-
though behavioral boundaries between the sexes
may vary culturally, male persons are clearly dif-
ferentiated from female persons; and progeny is
assured by normative societal rules which corre-
late male and female gender roles with sexual
behavior, marriage, and the family. There is a gen-
eral expectation in every society that a majority
of adult men and women will cohabit and pro-
duce the next generation. Social pressure is thus
applied in the direction of marriage. The general
rule is that one should not remain single.

The cross-cultural data on human sexual behav-
ior suggest that a significant relationship exists be-
tween much of the homosexual behavior reported
cross culturally and the continuing need of societies
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to deal with cross-gender behavior. Feminine male
behavior, and the set of anxieties associated with its
occurrence in the male part of the population, ap-
pears to have brought about more elaborate cultural
responses temporally and spatially than has mascu-
line female behavior. There are no doubt many rea-
sons why this is so, but it appears to be related in
general to the higher status accorded men than
women in most societies; and, in particular, to the
defense role that men have historically played in
protecting women and children from outsiders.

Societies in which homosexual behavior can
be linked to cultural responses to cross-gender
behavior may be categorized according to the
type of response made. Three major cultural types
have been identified: those societies which make a
basic accommodation to cross-gender behavior,
those societies which outlaw the behavior as
scandalous and/or criminal, and those societies
which neither make an accommodation to such
behavior nor outlaw it but instead have a cultural
formulation which tries to ensure that cross-gen-
der behavior does not occur.

Accommodating Societies

Societies making an accommodation to cross-
gender behavior in one form or another have been
reported in many different parts of the world.
Munroe et al. (1969), for example, put together a
list of societies having what they call “institution-
alized male transvestism . . . the permanent adop-
tion by males of aspects of female dress and/or
behavior in accordance with customary expecta-
tions within a given society.” Their list includes
Indian societies in North and South America, is-
land societies in Polynesia and Southeast Asia,
and preliterate and peasant societies in mainland
Asia and Africa. Although reported for both
sexes, male cross-gender behavior appears in the
literature more often than female.

A folk belief exists in some of these societies
that in every generation a certain number of indi-
viduals will play the gender role of the opposite
sex, usually beginning at or prior to puberty and

often identified at a very early age. The Mohave
Indians of the American Southwest, for example,
used to hold the following belief—typical of
many Indian societies in North America—about
cross-gender behavior of both sexes:

Ever since the world began at the magic mountain . . .
it was said that there would be transvestites. In the be-
ginning, if they were to become transvestites, the pro-
cess started during their intrauterine life. When they
grew up they were given toys according to their sex.
They did not like these toys however. (Devereux, 1937)

In southern Mexico one group of Zapotec 
Indians believes that “effeminate males” are born,
not made: “Typical comments include, But what
can we do; he was born that way; he is like God
made him. A related belief also exists that . . . it is a
thing of the blood” (Royce, 1973). In Tahiti, the
belief exists that there is at least one cross-gender
behaving male, called a ma–hu–, in all villages:
“When one dies then another substitutes . . . God
arranges it like this. It isn’t allowed (that there
should be) two ma–hu–, in one place” (Levy, 1973).

Cross-gender behavior is accepted in other so-
cieties because it is believed that some supernatu-
ral event makes people that way prior to birth, or
that the behavior is acquired through some mysti-
cal force or dream after birth. In India, for exam-
ple, the following belief exists about the Hijada–s,
cross-gender behaving males thought to be impo-
tent at birth who later have their genitals removed:

When we ask a Hijada– or an ordinary man in Gujarat
“Why does a man become a Hijada–?” the usual reply
is “One does not become a Hijada– by one’s own will;
it is only by the command of the ma–ta– that one be-
comes a Hijada–.” The same idea is found in a myth
about the origin of the Hijada–s. It is said that one re-
ceives the ma–ta–’s command either in dreams or when
one sits in meditation before her image. (Shah, 1961)

Among the Chukchee of northeastern Asia, a
role reversal was accepted because of an unusual
dream or vision:

Transformation takes place by the command of the
ka’let (spirits) usually at the critical age of early youth
when shamanistic inspiration first manifests itself.
(Bogores, 1904)
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Among the Lango in Africa:

A number of Lango men dress as women, simulate
menstruation, and become one of the wives of other
males. They are believed to be impotent and to have
been afflicted by some supernatural agency. (Ford &
Beach, 1951)

Although not necessarily accepted gladly, the
various folk beliefs make the behavior accept-
able, and a certain number of cross-gender be-
having individuals are to be expected in every
generation. Expectations about the extent to
which the opposite gender role is to be played,
however, appear to have changed over time with
acculturation. Affected individuals in the past
often were required to make a public ritualized
change of gender and cross-dress and behave in
accordance with their new identity. Among the
Mohave, for example, there was an initiation cer-
emony and it was important for the initiate “to
duplicate the behavior pattern of his adopted sex
and make ‘normal’ individuals of his anatomic
sex feel toward him as though he truly belonged
to his adopted sex” (Devereux, 1937). The ma–hu–

in Tahiti were described in the latter part of the
eighteenth century as follows:

These men are in some respects like the Eunichs [sic]
in India but are not castrated. They never cohabit with
women but live as they do. They pick their beard out
and dress as women, dance and sing with them and are
as effeminate in their voice. (Morrison, 1935)

Affected individuals in most societies at present
are allowed a choice as to the extent they want to
play the role; e.g., how far they want to identify
with the opposite sex, whether they want to cross-
dress or not, etc. Levy (1973) notes, for example,
that in Tahiti, “Being a ma–hu– does not now usually
entail actually dressing as a woman.” The North
American Indian societies who used to have initia-
tion ceremonies discontinued them long ago; and,
although expectations about cross-gender behaving
individuals persist, only remnants of the original
belief system are remembered currently. They con-
tinue, however, to be tolerant and “there apparently
is no body of role behavior aimed at humiliating
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boys who are feminine or men who prefer men
sexually” (Stoller, 1976).

The link between cross-gender behavior and
homosexual behavior is the belief that there
should be concordance between gender role and
sexual object choice. When a male behaves like a
female, he should be expected therefore to want a
male sexual partner and to play the female sex
role—that is, to play the insertee role in anal in-
tercourse or fellatio. The same concordance should
be expected when a female behaves like a male.
As a result of beliefs about concordance, it is im-
portant to note that a society may not conceptual-
ize the sexual behavior or its participants as
“homosexual.”

There is some evidence in support of this
linking of gender role and homosexual behavior
in societies making an accommodation and pro-
viding a social role for cross-gender behaving
individuals. Kroeber (1940), for example, con-
cluded from his investigations that “In most of
primitive northern Asia and North America, men
of homosexual trends adopted women’s dress,
work, and status, and were accepted as nonphysi-
ological but institutionalized women.” Dev-
ereux’s Mohave informants said that the males
who changed their gender role to female had
male husbands and that both anal intercourse
and fellatio were practiced, with the participants
playing the appropriate gender sex role. The in-
formants noted the same concordance for fe-
males who behaved like males.

Unfortunately, the anthropological data do not
always make clear whether cultural expectations in
a given society were for concordance between
gender role and erotic object; or, in terms of actual
behavior, how many cross-gender behaving indi-
viduals chose same sex, opposite sex, or both
sexes as erotic objects. In the paper I just quoted,
Kroeber also concluded, “How far invert erotic
practices accompanied the status is not always clear
from the data, and it probably varied. At any rate,
the North American attitude toward the berdache
stresses not his erotic life but his social status; born
a male, he became accepted as a woman socially.”
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Many anthropologists and other observers con-
founded their findings by assuming an equiva-
lence between “transvestite” and “homosexual.”5

Thus, when an informant described cross-gender
behavior, they may have concluded without foun-
dation that a same-sex erotic object choice was
part of the behavior being described, and that they
were eliciting information on “homosexuals.” An-
gelino and Shedd (1955) provide supporting evi-
dence. They reviewed the literature on an often
used anthropological concept, berdache, and con-
cluded that the “term has been used in an exceed-
ingly ambiguous way, being used as a synonym for
homosexualism, hermaphroditism, transvestism,
and effeminism.” They also note that the meaning
of berdache changed over time, going from kept
boy/male prostitute, to individuals who played a
passive role in sodomy, to males who played a pas-
sive sex role and cross-dressed.

In spite of the confusion between “transvestite”
and “homosexual,” the available data suggest that
in many of the societies providing a social role for
cross-gender behavior, the selection of sexual part-
ners was based on the adopted gender role; and,
though they might be subjected to ridicule, neither
partner in the sexual relationship was penalized for
the role played.

The ma–hu– role in Tahiti provides a contempo-
rary look at how one Polynesian society contin-
ues to provide a social role for cross-gender
behavior. According to Levy (1973), villagers in
his area of study do not agree on the sexual be-
havior of the ma–hu–—some “believe that ma–hu–

do not generally engage in homosexual inter-
course.” Information from both ma–hu– and non-
ma–hu– informants, however, leads to the conclusion
that probably a majority of the ma–hu–s prefer ado-
lescent males with whom they perform “ote
moa” (literally, “penis sucking”). The following
are some aspects of the role and the community
response to it:

It is said to be exclusive. Its essential defining charac-
teristic is “doing woman’s work,” that is, a role reversal
which is publicly demonstrated—either through
clothes or through other public aspects of women’s role
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playing. Most villagers approve of, and are pleased by,
the role reversal. But homosexual behavior is a covert
part of the role, and it is disapproved by many villagers.
Men who have sexual relations with the ma–hu– . . . do
not consider themselves abnormal. Villagers who
know of such activities may disapprove, but they do
not label the partners as unmanly. The ma–hu– is consid-
ered as a substitute woman for the partner. A new
word, raerae, which reportedly originated in Papeete,
is used by some to designate nontraditional types of
homosexual behavior. (Levy, 1973)

It should also be noted that in Levy’s village
of study ma–hu–s were the only adult men reported
to be engaging in homosexual intercourse.

Another contemporary example of a social role
for cross-gender behavior is the Hijada– role pro-
vided cross-gender behaving males in northwestern
India. Given slightly different names by different
observers (Hijara–s, Hinjra–s, and Hijira–s), these
males appear to be playing the same role. There is
general agreement on the fact that they cross-dress,
beg alms, and collect dues at special ceremonies
where they dance and sing as women. There is a
considerable difference of opinion, however, as to
whether they engage in homosexual intercourse or
in any sexual activity for that matter. From the
available data, it appears that they live mostly in
towns in communes, with each commune having a
definite jurisdiction of villages and towns “where
its members can beg alms and collect dues” (Shah,
1961). They are also reported to live separately by
themselves. From the findings of Carstairs (1956)
and Shah (1961), one can at least conclude that the 
Hijada–s living alone are sexually active:

Carstairs is wrong in considering all the Hijada–s as
homosexual, but there seems to be some truth in his in-
formation about the homosexuality of the Deoli Hijada–
(Note: Deoli is the village of Carstairs’ study.) Faridi
and Mehta also note that some Hijada–s practice
“sodomy.” This, however, is not institutionalized ho-
mosexuality. (Shah, 1961)

The finding by Opler (1960) that “they cannot
carry on sexual activities and do not marry” may
apply to the majority of Hijada–s living in com-
munes. The question of what kind of sexual behav-
ior the Hijada–s practice, if any, cannot be answered
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definitively with the data available. That they are
still a viable group in India is confirmed by a re-
cent Associated Press release:

About 2000 eunuchs dressed in brightly colored saris
and other female garb were converging on this north-
ern town from all over India this weekend for a private
convention of song, dance and prayer.

Local reaction to the gathering was mixed. “They’re
perverts,” commented a local peanut vendor. “We should
have nothing to do with them. They should be run out of
town.”

A New Delhi social worker . . . said they sometimes
supplement their income as paid lovers of homosexu-
als. (Excerpts from AP, February 6, 1979)

Disapproving Societies

Societies in which cross-gender behavior pro-
duces strong emotional negative reactions in large
segments of the population tend to have the follow-
ing commonalities: (1) negative reactions produced
by the behavior are essentially limited to the male
part of the population and relate mainly to effemi-
nate males; (2) cross-gender behavior is controlled
by laws which prohibit cross-dressing, and by laws
and public opinion which consider other attributes
associated with the behavior as scandalous; (3)
gender roles are sharply dichotomized; and (4) a
general belief exists that anyone demonstrating
cross-gender behavior is homosexual.

A number of complex modern and peasant so-
cieties in the Middle East, North Africa, southern
Europe, and Central and South America have the
commonalities listed. The author’s research in
Mexico (Carrier, 1976 and 1977) illustrates how
homosexual behavior in these societies appears
to be linked to social responses to cross-gender
behavior. The comments that follow are limited
to male homosexual behavior. Female homosexu-
ality is known to exist in these societies, but too
little is known about the behavior to be included
in the discussion.

Mexican Homosexual Behavior. The Mexi-
can mestizo culture places a high value on manli-
ness. One of the salient features of the society is

thus a sharp delimitation between the roles played
by males and females. Role expectations in gen-
eral are for the male to be dominant and indepen-
dent and for the female to be submissive and
dependent. The continued sharp boundary between
male and female roles in Mexico appears to be
due in part to a culturally defined hypermascu-
line ideal model of manliness, referred to under
the label machismo. The ideal female role is gen-
erally believed to be the reciprocal of the macho
(male) role.6

As a consequence of the high status given
manliness, Mexican males from birth onward are
expected to behave in as manly a way as possible.
Peñalosa (1968) sums it up as follows: “Any
signs of feminization are severely repressed in
the boy.” McGinn (1966) concludes: “The young
Mexican boy may be severely scolded for engag-
ing in feminine activities, such as playing with
dolls or jacks. Parents verbally and physically
punish feminine traits in their male children.”
The importance of manly behavior continues
throughout the life span of Mexican males.

One result of the sharp dichotomization of male
and female gender roles is the widely held belief
that effeminate males basically prefer to play the
female role rather than the male. The link between
male effeminacy and homosexuality is the addi-
tional belief that as a result of this role preference
effeminate males are sexually interested only in
masculine males with whom they play the passive
sex role. Although the motivations of males partici-
pating in homosexual encounters are without ques-
tion diverse and complex, the fact remains that in
Mexico cultural pressure is brought to bear on ef-
feminate males to play the passive insertee role in
sexual intercourse, and a kind of de facto cultural
approval is given (that is, no particular stigma is at-
tached to) masculine males who want to play the
active insertor role in homosexual intercourse.

The beliefs linking effeminate males with ho-
mosexuality are culturally transmitted by a vo-
cabulary which provides the appropriate labels,
by homosexually oriented jokes and word games
(albures), and by the mass media. The links are
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established at a very early age. From early child-
hood on, Mexican males are made aware of the
labels used to denote male homosexuals and the
connection is always clearly made that these ho-
mosexual males are guilty of unmanly effeminate
behavior.

The author’s data also support the notion that
prior to puberty effeminate males in Mexico are
targeted as sexual objects for adolescent and
adult males, and are expected to play the passive
insertee sex role in anal intercourse. Following
the onset of puberty, they continue to be sexual
targets for other males because of their effemi-
nacy. The consensus of my effeminate respon-
dents in Mexico is that regardless of whether they
are at school, in a movie theater, on the down-
town streets, in a park, or in their own neighbor-
hood, they are sought out and expected to play
the anal passive sex role by more masculine
males. As one fourteen-year-old respondent put
it, in response to the question of where he had
looked for sexual contacts during the year prior
to the interview: “I didn’t have to search for them
. . . they looked for me.”

The other side of the coin is represented by
masculine male participants in homosexual en-
counters. Given the fact that effeminate males in
Mexico are assumed homosexual and thus con-
sidered available as sexual outlets, how do the
cultural factors contribute to the willingness of
masculine males to play the active insertor sex
role? The available data suggest that, insofar as
the social variables are concerned, their willing-
ness to participate in homosexual encounters is
due to the relatively high level of sexual aware-
ness that exists among males in the society, to the
lack of stigmatization of the insertor sex role, and
to the restraints that may be placed on alternative
sexual outlets by available income and/or by mar-
ital status. The only cultural proscriptions are that
“masculine” males should not play the passive
sex role and should not be exclusively involved
with homosexual intercourse.

The passive sex role is by inference—
through the cultural equivalence of effeminacy
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with homosexuality—prescribed for “effeminate”
males. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy of
the society that effeminate males (a majority?)
are eventually, if not from the beginning, pushed
toward exclusively homosexual behavior. Some
do engage in heterosexual intercourse, and some
marry and set up households; but these proba-
bly are a minority of the identifiably effemi-
nate males among the mestizos of the Mexican
population.

Brazilian Homosexual Behavior. Both Young
(1973) and Fry (1974) note the relationship be-
tween cross-gender behavior and homosexuality in
Brazil:

Brazilians are still pretty hung-up about sexual roles.
Many Brazilians believe in the bicha/bofe (femme/butch)
dichotomy and try to live by it. In Brazil, the average
person doesn’t even recognize the existence of the mas-
culine homosexual. For example, among working-class
men, it is considered all right to fuck a bicha, an accom-
plishment of sorts, just like fucking a woman. (Young,
1973)

In the simplest of terms, a male is a man until he is as-
sumed or proved to have “given” in which case he be-
comes a bicha. With very few exceptions, males who
“eat” bichas are not classified as anything other than
“real men.” Under this classificatory scheme they dif-
fer in no way from males who restrict themselves to
“eating” females. (Note: the male who gives is an in-
sertee, the one who eats is an insertor.) (Fry, 1974)

Southern European Homosexual Behavior.
Contemporary patterns of male homosexual be-
havior in Greece appear similar to those observed
by the author in Mexico. An American anthropolo-
gist who collected data on homosexual behavior in
Greece while working there on an archaeological
project (Bialor, 1975) found, for example, that
preferences for playing one sex role or the other
(anal insertor or anal insertee) appear to be highly
developed among Greek males. Little or no stigma
is attached to the masculine male who plays the
active insertor role. The social setting in modern
Greece also appears to be strikingly similar to that
in modern Mexico. Karlen (1971) describes it as
follows:
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The father spends his spare time with other men in
cafes; society is a male club, and there all true compan-
ionship lies. Women live separate, sequestered lives.
Girls’ virginity is carefully protected, and the majority
of homicides are committed over the “honor” of daugh-
ters and sisters. In some Greek villages a woman does
not leave her home unaccompanied by a relative be-
tween puberty and old age. Women walk the street,
even in Athens, with their eyes down; a woman who
looks up when a man speaks to her is, quite simply, a
whore. The young male goes to prostitutes and may
carry on homosexual connections; it is not unusual for
him to marry at thirty having had no sexual experience
save with prostitutes and male friends. (p. 16)

In an evaluation of the strategy of Turkish boys’
verbal dueling rhymes, Dundes, Leach, and Ozkok
(1972) make the following observations about ho-
mosexual behavior in Turkey:

It is extremely important to note that the insult refers to
passive homosexuality, not to homosexuality in general.
In this context there is nothing insulting about being the
active homosexual. In a homosexual relationship, the
active phallic aggressor gains status; the passive victim
of such aggression loses status. It is important to play
the active role in a homosexual relationship; it is shame-
ful and demeaning to be forced to take the passive role.

Moroccan Homosexual Behavior. The au-
thor does not know of any formal studies of
homo-sexual behavior in Morocco. The available
information suggests, however, that contempo-
rary patterns of homosexual behavior in Morocco
are similar to those in Mexico; that is, as long as
Moroccan males play the active, insertor sex role
in the relationship, there is never any question of
their being considered homosexual. Based on his
field work in Morocco shortly after the turn of
the century, Westermarck (1908) believed that “a
very large proportion of the men” in some parts
of the country were involved in homosexual activ-
ity. He also noted that “in Morocco active pederasty
is regarded with almost complete indifference,
whilst the passive sodomite, if a grown-up individ-
ual, is spoken of with scorn. Dr. Polak says the
same of the Persians.” Contemporary patterns of
homosexual behavior in the Islamic Arab coun-
tries of North Africa are probably similar to those
in Morocco. . . .

DISCUSSION

Heterosexual intercourse, marriage, and the cre-
ation of a family are culturally established as pri-
mary objectives for adults living in all of the
societies discussed above. Ford and Beach (1951)
concluded from their cross-cultural survey that
“all known cultures are strongly biased in favor
of copulation between males and females as con-
trasted with alternative avenues of sexual expres-
sion.” They further note that this viewpoint is
biologically adaptive in that it favors perpetua-
tion of the species and social group, and that so-
cieties favoring other nonreproductive forms of
sexual expression for adults would not be likely
to survive for many generations.

Homosexual intercourse appears to be the
most important alternative form of sexual expres-
sion utilized by people living around the world.
All cultures have established rules and regula-
tions that govern the selection of a sexual partner
or partners. With respect to homosexual behavior,
however, there appear to be greater variations of
the rules and regulations. And male homosexual
behavior generally appears to be more regulated
by cultures than female homosexual behavior.
This difference may be the result of females being
less likely than males to engage in homosexual
activity; but it may also just be the result of a lack
of data on female as compared with male homo-
sexual behavior cross-culturally.

Exclusive homosexuality, however, because of
the cultural dictums concerning marriage and the
family, appears to be generally excluded as a sex-
ual option even in those societies where homosex-
ual behavior is generally approved. For example,
the two societies where all male individuals are
free to participate in homosexual activity if they
choose, Siwan and East Bay, do not sanction ex-
clusive homosexuality.7 Although nearly all male
members of these two societies are reported to
engage in extensive homosexual activities, they
are not permitted to do so exclusively over their
adult life span. Davenport (1965) reports that
“East Bay is a society which permits men to be
either heterosexual or bisexual in their behavior,
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but denies the possibility of the exclusively homo-
sexual man.” He notes that “they have no concept
and therefore no word for the exclusive homosex-
ual.” There are not much data available on the Si-
wans, but it has been reported that whether single
or married, Siwan males “are expected to have
both homosexual and heterosexual affairs” (Ford
& Beach, 1951).

In East Bay there are two categories of homo-
sexual relationships. One category appears similar
to that found in a number of Melanesian societies;
an older man plays the active (insertor) sex role in
anal intercourse with younger boys “from seven
to perhaps eleven years of age.” Davenport notes:

The man always plays the active role, and it is consid-
ered obligatory for him to give the boy presents in re-
turn for accommodating him. A man would not engage
his own son in such a relationship, but fathers do not
object when friends use their young sons in this way,
provided the adult is kind and generous. (p. 200)

The other category is between young single men
of the same age group who play both sex roles in
anal intercourse. The young men, however, “are not
regarded as homosexual lovers. They are simply
friends or relatives, who, understanding each other’s
needs and desires, accommodate one another thus
fulfilling some of the obligations of kinship and
friendship.” This category may be related to several
social factors which limit heterosexual contacts of
young single men. First, the population is highly
masculine with a male/female ratio of 120:100 in
the fifteen- to twenty-five-year-old age group. Sec-
ond, females have historically been brought in as
wives for those who could afford the bride price.
Third, sexual relations between unmarried individ-
uals and adultery are forbidden. Both relationships
are classed as larcenies and “only murder carries a
more severe punishment.” At first marriage a bride
is expected to be a virgin. Chastity is highly valued
in that it indicates adultery is less likely to occur
after marriage. And fourth, there is “an extensive
system for separating the sexes by what amounts to
a general social avoidance between men and
women in all but a few situations.” From early ado-
lescence on, unmarried men and boys sleep and eat

in the men’s house; and married men spend much
of their time there during the day. Davenport notes
that both masturbation and anal copulation are so-
cially approved and regarded as substitutes for
heterosexual intercourse by members of the soci-
ety. Female homosexual activity is not reported in
East Bay.

Among Siwan males the accepted homosexual
relationship is “between a man and a boy but not
between adult men or between two young boys”
(Bullough, 1976). They are reported to practice
anal intercourse with the adult man always playing
the active (insertor) sex role. In this society, boys
are more valued than girls. Allah (1917) reports
that

. . . bringing up of a boy costs very little whereas the
girl needs ornaments, clothing, and stains. Moreover
the boy is a very fruitful source of profit for the father,
not for the work he does, but because he is hired by his
father to another man to be used as a catamite. Some-
times two men exchange their sons. If they are asked
about this, they are not ashamed to mention it.

Homosexual activity is not reported for Siwan fe-
males.

The way in which cross-gender behavior is
linked to homosexual behavior, and the meaning
ascribed to the “homosexual” behavior by partici-
pants and significant others, differ between the
three categories of societies identified in this study.
What is considered homosexuality in one culture
may be considered appropriate behavior within
prescribed gender roles in another, a homosexual
act only on the part of one participant in another,
or a ritual act involving growth and masculinity in
still another. Care must therefore be taken when
judging sexual behavior cross-culturally with
such culture-bound labels as “homosexual” and
“homosexuality.”

From a cultural point of view, deviations from
sexual mores in a given society appear most likely
to occur as a result of the lack of appropriate sex-
ual partners and/or a result of conditioning in ap-
proved sexual behavior which is limited by age or
ritual (for example, where homosexual intercourse
is only appropriate for a certain age group and/or
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ritual time period and inappropriate thereafter).
Homosexual activity initiated by sociocultural
variables may over time through interaction
with personality variables, produce an outcome
not in accordance with the sexual mores of the
society.

The findings presented in this chapter illustrate
the profound influence of culture on the structuring
of individual patterns of sexual behavior. Whether
from biological or psychological causation, cross-
gender behaving individuals in many societies
must cope with a cultural formulation which
equates their behavior with homosexual activity
and thus makes it a self-fulfilling prophecy that
they become homosexually involved. There are
also individuals in many societies who might prefer
to be exclusively homosexual but are prevented
from doing so by cultural edicts. From whatever
causes that homosexual impulses originate, whether
they be biological or psychological, culture provides
an additional dimension that cannot be ignored.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What type of society tends to be accepting of
homosexuality? What kind of society is disap-
proving of this sexual orientation? Why?
2. What insights can be drawn from this article
that help to explain violence and discrimination
directed toward gay people in U.S. society?
3. Are data about sexuality easily available to re-
searchers? Why not?

NOTES

1. Homosexual behavior or activity will be used here to
describe sexual behavior between individuals of the same sex;
it may have nothing to do with sexual object choice or sexual
orientation of the individual involved. Additionally, the terms
“sex role” and “gender role” will be used to describe different
behavioral phenomena. As Hooker (1965) points out, they
“are often used interchangeably, and with resulting confu-
sion.” Following her suggestion the term “sex role,” when ho-
mosexual practices are described, will refer to typical sexual
performance only. “The gender connotations (M-F) of these
performances need not then be implicitly assumed.” The term
“gender role” will refer to the expected attitudes and behavior
that distinguish males from females.
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2. The Human Relations Area Files (HRAF) contain in-
formation on the habits, practices, customs, and behavior of
populations in hundreds of societies around the world. These
files utilize accounts given not only by anthropologists but
also by travelers, writers, missionaries, and explorers. Most
cross-cultural surveys of sexual behavior, like those of Ford
and Beach and Broude and Greene, have been based on HRAF
information. A major criticism of the HRAF information on
sexual behavior relates to the difficulty of assessing the relia-
bility of the data collected in different time periods by differ-
ent people with varying amounts of scientific training as
observers.

3. “Preliterate” refers to essentially tribal societies that do
not have a written language; “peasant” refers to essentially
agrarian literate societies; and “complex modern” refers to
highly industrialized societies.

4. In one of the first scholarly surveys of homosexual be-
havior done by an anthropologist, Westermarck (1908) con-
cluded that: “A very important cause of homosexual practices
is absence of the other sex.”

5. The confounding of transvestism with homosexuality
still occurs. For example, Minturn, Grosse, and Haider
(1969) coded male homosexuality with transvestism in a re-
cent study of the patterning of sexual beliefs and behavior,
“because it is often difficult to distinguish between the two
practices, and because they are assumed to be manifestations
of the same psychological processes and to have similar
causes.”

6. The roles described represent the normative cultural
ideals of the mestizoized national culture. Mestizos are Mexi-
can nationals of mixed Indian and Spanish ancestry. They
make up a large majority of the population, and their culture
is the dominant one.

7. Both societies are small, each totaling less than 1,000
inhabitants. The Siwans live in an oasis in the Libyan desert.
The people of East Bay (a pseudonym) live in a number of
small coastal villages in an island in Melanesia.
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