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For everyone who ever wondered whether something was wrong with them, when the truth was simply that no one had explained it.

A Note to the Reader

THIS BOOK IS ABOUT desire, one of the most personal subjects there is, and it is written for adults of every orientation and relationship style. It is educa‐ tional and contains nothing graphic.

You will find averages and patterns throughout. Please hold them lightly. You are not an average, and neither is anyone you love. Where the re‐ search is mixed or still developing, I have tried to say so.

Read at your own pace. Skip around if you like. Try the exercises that ap‐ peal to you and leave the rest. If something here raises a medical or emo‐ tional concern, please take it to a qualified professional, and be gentle with yourself while you do.

Ivy Geeh
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◆

Somewhere tonight, in a quiet bedroom, two people who care about each other are lying side by side and thinking completely dif‐ ferent thoughts. One of them is thinking: Why doesn’t she want me anymore? The other is thinking: Why does he only seem to notice me when he wants sex? Each is certain that the other has changed. Each is quietly hurt. And each is much more likely to stay silent than to say any of it out loud, because the subject feels too raw, too embarrass‐ ing, or too risky. This scene plays out in millions of homes, and it has played out for as long as people have formed pairs. It plays out between hus‐ bands and wives, between boyfriends and girlfriends, between two women and between two men. It plays out in new relationships and in marriages of forty years. Underneath nearly all of these private misunderstandings sits the same hidden problem: we have been taught almost nothing accurate about how desire actually works, and what we have been taught is often wrong.

The Conversation We Skipped

THINK ABOUT HOW YOU learned about sex. For most people the cur‐ riculum was a patchwork: a few awkward lessons about anatomy and risk, a great deal of playground rumor, whatever the internet and entertainment media supplied, and the unspoken rules absorbed from family and culture. Almost none of it explained desire, the force that makes people want, or stop wanting, to be close to each other. What many of us absorbed instead was a set of simple stories. Men always want sex and are always ready for it. Women want love and need to be persuaded. Desire should arrive on its own, like weather. If it doesn’t, the relationship is broken, or you are. A “nor‐ mal” sex drive is the one the other person happens to have. Every one of those stories is wrong, or at best a fragment of the truth. Yet they quietly shape how we judge ourselves and our part‐ ners. A woman who rarely feels spontaneous urges decides she is “frigid.” A man who is not in the mood decides he is failing at being a man. A couple whose desire levels differ decides they are incom‐ patible. These are not medical diagnoses. They are misunderstand‐ ings, and misunderstandings can be corrected.

What This Book Is, and What It Isn’t

DECODING FEMALE & MALE Libido is a guide to the science of sexual desire written for ordinary readers. It draws on research from evolu‐ tionary biology, endocrinology, neuroscience, psychology, and clin‐ ical sex therapy, and it translates that research into plain language. It is not a manual of techniques, and it contains nothing graphic. It is about the thing that comes before technique: what makes desire ap‐

pear, what makes it vanish, and why the same situation can light one person up and leave another cold. It is also not a book that declares one sex superior or the other defective. Men and women, on average, differ in some meaningful ways, and we will look at those honestly. But averages are not des‐ tinies, and the differences within each sex are usually larger than the differences between them. You will meet men whose desire is re‐ sponsive and cautious, and women whose desire is spontaneous and urgent. Both are normal. Both are common. Neither is discussed enough. A note on language. Much of the research in this field was con‐ ducted on heterosexual couples, and much of it uses “men” and “women” as categories. I use those words throughout because they reflect the evidence we have, and because most readers will find the comparison useful. But I want to be clear that bodies and identities are more varied than any two-column table can capture. Where re‐ search on same-sex couples, transgender and nonbinary people, or people with disabilities adds something important, I include it. Where it is thin, I say so. If you do not see yourself in an average, that is not a flaw in you; it is a limit of the average.

The Core Ideas

OVER TEN CHAPTERS, a few big ideas will return again and again. It helps to name them now. Desire is not a single thing. What we casually call “libido” is a bundle: biological drive, motivation, interest, arousal, and willing‐ ness. These parts can move independently. You can feel your body respond with no wish for sex, or crave closeness with no physical readiness.

Desire has two modes. Some people mostly feel desire arrive first, as a spontaneous wish that sets everything in motion. Others mostly feel desire follow arousal, emerging only after touch, warmth, or context has begun to wake the body. Researchers call the second pattern responsive desire, and it is far more common, in both sexes, than most of us were told. Context is not a detail; it is the main event. Stress, sleep, safety, resentment, hormones, medications, trust, novelty, body im‐ age, and a dozen other ingredients act on desire like temperature and moisture act on a plant. Asking “Why isn’t my drive higher?” is like asking why a tomato plant is not thriving without checking the soil and the light. Desire has brakes as well as an accelerator. Many couples spend years pressing the gas, trying to create more excitement, when the real issue is that one or both partners have a foot pressed hard on the brake. We will learn how to tell which is which. A shared language beats a shared drive. Couples do not need identical appetites. They need to understand each other, to talk about the subject without shame, and to build their own vocabulary for wanting, declining, inviting, and repairing. This is the skill that pre‐ dicts satisfaction most reliably, and it can be learned.

How to Read This Book

YOU CAN READ STRAIGHT through, which I recommend, since the chapters build on one another. But if there is a pressing question, you can start with the chapter that speaks to it: if you are puzzled by a partner’s lack of initiative, begin with Chapter 4; if stress or a new baby has flattened everything, Chapter 6; if your body is changing and you are worried, Chapter 7. Throughout, you will find a few recurring features:

Try This

SHORT, PRACTICAL EXERCISES you can do alone or with a partner. None re‐ quires anything more than honesty and a few quiet minutes.

Myth Check

A COMMON BELIEF SET side by side with what the evidence actually sug‐ gests.

At the end of each chapter you will find Key Takeaways and a few Conversation Starters, gentle prompts for talking things through with a partner, a friend, or a journal. You do not have to share what you write. But writing it down is often the first time people realize what they actually think. A word about the people you will meet. The individuals de‐ scribed in this book are composites, blended from patterns com‐ monly reported in research and clinical literature and given invented names. They are here to make ideas human, not to stand in for any real person. Finally, a caution that I will repeat because it matters: this book is educational, not medical care. If you have persistent pain with intim‐ acy, sudden changes in desire, symptoms that might be hormonal or related to medication, or distress that is affecting your life, please speak with a physician or a qualified sex therapist. Many problems that feel mysterious at home have clear, treatable explanations.

A Promise

I CANNOT PROMISE THAT this book will give you the sex life of your dreams. No honest book can. But I can promise something more modest and, in my view, more valuable: that by the end you will un‐ derstand yourself and the people you love a little better, and that the

next time you find yourself lying awake with a silent question, you will have some real answers, and some words with which to ask. One more thing before we start. As you read, you may find your‐ self recognizing your own relationship in one story and your own childhood in another. That is normal. Let curiosity lead, and let yourself notice what stirs. Nothing in this book is a test, and there is no score to keep. Let’s begin where all of this began, a very long time ago.

C H A P T E R 1
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The Evolutionary Basis of Sex Drives
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◆

Why the desires we carry today were shaped by problems our an‐ cestors solved long before anyone wrote a word. Marcus and Elena have been together six years. Early on, the two of them would barely make it through dinner. Now Marcus still thinks about sex several times a day, often at inconvenient moments, while Elena feels warm, interested, and affectionate but rarely hungry. When Marcus reaches for her, she often feels a flicker of pressure; when she doesn’t reach back, he feels a flicker of rejection. Both of them have privately wondered whether evolution somehow built them for different species. It did not. But evolution does help explain why their experiences feel so different, and, just as important, why neither of them is broken. Understanding where our drives come from will not dictate what we do with them. It will, however, replace blame with curios‐ ity, which is a very good place to begin.

Why Desire Exists at All

STRIP AWAY ROMANCE and poetry and ask a blunt biological question: why do we want sex? The answer is that, for most of the history of life on Earth, creatures that wanted to mate left more descendants than creatures that did not. Desire is not a cultural invention. It is a motivational system, an internal engine that pushes animals toward behavior that, over millions of years, tended to spread their genes. That sounds cold, and it is only part of the story. Evolution did not install a wish to “have babies” in most of us. In fact, the urge for sex and the wish for children are surprisingly separate systems. What evolution installed was pleasure and craving: reward circuits that make closeness, touch, and sexual contact feel intensely worth pursuing. The motivation is immediate; the reproductive con‐ sequence is a long-range side effect. This is why people with no wish for children can have vigorous desire, why people who deeply want a child can still struggle to feel in the mood, and why desire continues long after fertility has ended. Just as we crave sweet and fatty foods because they once signaled rare calories, not because we are planning our nutrition, we crave intimacy because it once supported survival and reproduction. The craving outlived its original purpose, and it now serves many others: bonding, play, comfort, stress relief, self-esteem, and sheer enjoyment.

Try This

MAKE A PRIVATE LIST of the last five times you wanted sex, or wished you did. Next to each, write what you were actually seeking: pleasure, com‐ fort, reassurance, connection, release, fun, closeness, something else. Most people discover that “sex drive” is really a name for several differ‐ ent appetites wearing one coat.

Two Strategies, Not Two Teams

IN THE EARLY 1970S, the evolutionary biologist Robert Trivers pro‐ posed an idea that remains one of the most influential in the field: parental investment theory. The core insight is that the sex that in‐ vests more in producing and raising offspring tends to be choosier about mates, while the sex that invests less tends to compete more for access. Across the animal kingdom, females usually bear the heavier bio‐ logical costs of reproduction. Eggs are larger and scarcer than sperm. In mammals, gestation and nursing add months of metabolic burden, and with them substantial risk. A male mammal could, in theory, father many offspring in the time it takes a female to produce one. From this asymmetry comes a pattern researchers have docu‐ mented in many species: on average, males compete and females choose. Humans are a complicated case. Human fathers, unlike the males of most mammal species, often invest heavily in children, providing food, protection, teaching, and care for decades. That is one reason human mating is so varied and so interesting. Our species seems to have evolved both short-term and long-term mating capacities in both sexes, along with intricate machinery for assessing who is likely to be a good partner and who is not.

What Research Suggests About Average Differences

RESEARCHERS WHO STUDY sexual psychology, such as David Buss, have surveyed thousands of people across dozens of cultures. Several pat‐ terns recur, though always as averages with substantial overlap:

Frequency of sexual thoughts. On average, men report thinking about sex more often and report more spontaneous sexual interest than women do.

Interest in casual sex. On average, men report greater willingness to consider sex with little prior relationship, while women, on average, report wanting more evidence of safety, trust, and interest before agreeing.

Mate preferences. Across many societies, men on average place somewhat greater emphasis on indicators of youth and health, while women on average place somewhat greater emphasis on resources, status, ambition, and reliability, along with kindness, which both sexes rank at or near the top.

Jealousy. Some studies find that men are, on average, more distressed by sexual infidelity and women by emotional infidelity, although this finding has been debated and is smaller or inconsistent in some samples.

Two cautions belong right beside every one of these findings. First, they are averages. If you lined up a thousand men and a thou‐ sand women by sexual interest, the two lines would overlap enorm‐ ously; plenty of women would sit above the male average and plenty of men below the female one. Second, self-reports are shaped by so‐ cial expectations. A person may report what they believe they are supposed to feel.
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The Famous Study, and Why It Is Not the Whole Story

IN 1978 AND AGAIN IN 1982, researchers Russell Clark and Elaine Hatfield sent attractive confederates to approach strangers on a col‐ lege campus. The confederate offered one of three propositions: go out on a date, come to my apartment, or go to bed with me. A large share of the women and men agreed to the date. But when the pro‐ position was sex, essentially none of the women agreed, while a ma‐ jority of the men did. The study is often quoted as proof that men want casual sex and women do not. The reality is more interesting. Later research sug‐ gests that when women were asked the same question under condi‐ tions of lower perceived risk, or in a context where the proposer was known to be safe and skilled, their willingness rose markedly. Wo‐ men, on average, have more to lose from a bad encounter: more physical danger, more social penalty for being seen as promiscuous, and more cost of pregnancy. Men, on average, often assumed lower risk and higher reward. In other words, the difference may reflect risk assessment and social context as much as raw appetite.

The Brain Behind the Drive

DESIRE IS NOT LOCATED in the genitals, and it is not “all in the mind” either. It lives in a network. At its heart are ancient structures in the brain that govern motivation, reward, and bonding. Anthropologist Helen Fisher proposed that romantic and sexual life involves three overlapping brain systems:

Lust, the sex drive proper, driven largely by sex hormones such as testosterone and estrogen, which motivates us to seek sexual union.

1.

Attraction, the focused, obsessive, energized state of early romance, associated with high activity in dopamine-rich reward circuits, which makes us prefer one person above all others.

Attachment, the calm, bonded sense of security associated with oxytocin and vasopressin, which motivates us to stay together long enough to raise children, or simply to enjoy a life together.

These systems are related but not identical, and they can pull in different directions. You can feel attachment without lust, lust without attachment, or an intense attraction to someone you hardly know. This partly explains why long-term couples can love each other deeply and still struggle to feel desire, a problem we
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