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To Catherine

For, among many things, attempting to explain to our nanny why the kitchen calendar had an entry reading “Sex Party!!!!”
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INTRODUCTION


Tell me more, tell me more, did you get very far? Tell me more, tell me more, like does he have a car?

Olivia Newton John and John Travolta



One spring day in 2009, Laerke Bjerager spotted a man she fancied, walked up to him on a busy Copenhagen shopping street and asked him for sex. He said yes.

Then she went and asked another, and another, and another.

She found the men didn’t always say yes, at least not immediately. Sometimes, they were worried they might be part of a practical joke. Then, she had to convince them. “They were apprehensive, and curious,” she says. Which seems reasonable; nothing in their life so far would have convinced them that this was a plausible scenario. Notwithstanding, most took a punt on it eventually and agreed to sleep with her.

Those that didn’t generally had girlfriends. So they had to, regretfully, decline. “They were apologetic, they didn’t want to hurt your feelings.” It was, she says, a “very efficient confidence boost”.

Elsewhere in Denmark, Kaare Bro Wellnitz was asking the same question but having the opposite experience. His confidence, in fact, was taking a bit of a bashing. By the end of his first day he had had “no real yeses”. There was one woman who said yes, but she was laughing – and it was more a “yeah, sure” rather than a “yes, please”.

At least this woman wasn’t offended – or worse, scared – as many were when he asked them for sex. “One girl…was afraid if I was some kind of lunatic.” He could see her point. He felt slightly mad too. “It was very hard to put yourself up to it. It was…very…very strange.”

It wasn’t so strange, though, that he wasn’t sure what he would say if the roles were reversed, and he was asked for sex. “If a girl came up to me, I would be one of those guys who’d say, ‘Yeah, sure. It’s a nice opportunity.’”

If he had said yes then, like all the other men, a few seconds later he would have learnt the offer was a sham. Because no one ended up having sex. These Danish students were repeating an experiment on gender differences in casual sex that is not just a classic in the field, it is probably the classic in the field. In fact, it has even inspired a pop song.
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A few years ago I covered a science festival for my newspaper, The Times. There was a talk about gender, and on the stage a panel of scientists and sociologists argued about whether the term even made sense. Could gender itself, they asked, be a social construct?

It’s a fair question. Between bisexuals, homosexuals, transsexuals, pansexuals and asexuals, are we not just all on a spectrum? If a trans man can in theory have a genetically related baby through a surrogate mother, fertilised using artificial insemination from his male partner, what, in every sense of the word, is sex?

In a decade spent writing about science, I have seen and experienced the controversy about gender – the behaviour that attaches to our chromosomal sex – and what it means. I have seen scientists attacked for suggesting there are innate differences between male and female brains; I have seen scientists attacked for saying there aren’t. I have seen male chess grandmasters claim that their game is a uniquely male pursuit; I have seen female chess grandmasters get rather cross with them.

I have covered stories in which professors on two sides of the gender debate were simultaneously sending me abusive emails about the other.

In that tent at that science festival, though, it was not the discussion that struck me as interesting, but the people watching it. Here was an audience of all ages happily listening to ideas that even in their lifetimes would have seemed ludicrous, but today are utterly uncontroversial.

It seemed everyone in the marquee was on board with the idea that pink toys for girls are pernicious. They were equally united in the belief that toy guns and swords for boys are restrictive, that girls are just as good at science, and that a lack of paternity leave harms men and children alike. More than this, many left that marquee apparently content in the idea that gender identity can be a choice – not a chromosome.

Then, on leaving the marquee, a large portion of them turned right. They walked along the path and came to another tent. And here they queued up for the toilet – perfectly happy with the idea that they happened to choose the one determined by their sex. In a very minor way, minutes after the talk, biological differences had already affected behavioural ones.
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Sometimes change never seems to come. Sometimes it happens so fast that you only notice it afterwards.

Two years earlier I had myself gone on five months of paternity leave. I was the first in my office to take advantage of a new UK law that made this possible, and colleagues made jokes about how I would have to learn how to lactate. One friend helpfully suggested my baby would soon be able to suckle using the “disgraceful remnants of [my] fast-withering ball sack”. But by the time I returned to work, two other new fathers had already made the decision to do the same – and their choice went unremarked upon.

Gender is shifting. But is gender disappearing? Are we really seeing a reassessment of not just the relations between men and women but the very idea of “men” and “women”, at least beyond the physical facts of our birth? Is this the last, and greatest, battle of the sexual revolution of the 1960s?

Perhaps. If so, though, it is clear that this is still a work in progress – something society is cautiously, tentatively, trying to understand. There are unresolved contradictions. If, for instance, gender really is a social construct, if there is no such thing as a female and a male brain, then how can we also argue that gender is so important we should operate on people whose brain tells them they are a different sex?

Statistics tell us that 99 per cent of those present in the marquee that day – given there were fewer than 300 people there, quite possibly 100 per cent – were comfortable in their gender. Estimates of the proportion of people with “gender dysphoria” hover around 0.3 per cent.1 That might change. We might find that our genders really are more fluid and switchable – that humans can escape the apparent shackles of biology. Or we might find, once everything settles, that gender fluidity is about a timely resettling of stereotypes, but that gender itself still remains, as strong as ever. Because if gender is a social construct, for now it feels remarkably well constructed. And, for most people, it still defines our lives in ways that no amount of social conditioning can explain.

Maybe as a girl you preferred to play with tractors, and climb trees with boys? Wonderful. But when you went through puberty, you still knew that if you had sex with one of those boys it was you who would get pregnant. A womb is not a patriarchal creation.

Or were you a boy who enjoyed pushing dolls around in prams and watching cartoons starring Disney princesses? There’s nothing at all wrong with that. But as a teenager you would have still experienced a surge in testosterone and been aware that the basic act of reproduction involved the effort not of nine months but ten minutes.

The physical facts of the body cannot always be thought of as an inconvenient mask, irrelevant to our behaviour.

This is a book about the place where biology meets behaviour. It is about where sex differences in our bodies most closely (but not always) translate into gender differences in the choices we make and what we do. It is ultimately a call to remember that, amid the tumult of changing politics, gender matters. The biggest psychological difference between the sexes, after all, is one so ubiquitous many do not even notice it as a difference. That difference? Most women find men attractive; most men do not.

The reason why is the reason why sexes exist at all: sex, in the reproductive sense. This book is about the scientific investigations into how, and why, the two sexes approach sex differently. It will not look into many wider issues of gender, as they stretch beyond sex – that is for another book. But for those looking for answers as to why genders exist at all, sex is all you need. That does not mean, though, that the answers are simple.

For Jane Austen in the 18th century, it was clear that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife. For Cosmopolitan in the 21st century, it is clear that a single man in possession of a social media account must be the one who texts first. At least, that is the case according to their latest “Does he like you?” quiz – the consensus changes.

Despite its reputation for certainty, science is often just as fuzzy. There are rarely definitive answers, particularly when it comes to human behaviour. Sometimes science will tell you what you want to hear, sometimes it will tell you what you don’t. Sometimes it will flat out contradict itself. But that is not a reason for nihilism.

Truths are there. Conclusions can be reached, but not through the easiest path. The approach needed is more like a sailing boat’s when tacking into the wind – you gather evidence from one direction, then another, until slowly the real direction of travel becomes clear, even if the destination remains only just visible, indistinct on the horizon.

For all that the controversy in this area is furious, pinning down the actual sources of disagreement is hard. Find yourself a feminist professor in a gender studies department and she will still, when pressed, accept that humans are not blank slates – that evolved differences exist in our psychology.

Find yourself a free marketeering red-in-tooth-and-claw evolutionary psychologist and he will still, sometimes grudgingly, accept that sex differences can be exacerbated, or even created, by social circumstances – that not everything in our psychology is immutable. The academic dispute is in degree, rather than absolute, and the heat can be greater than the light.

This book is my attempt to find some light, to tack my way to the truth. But this book is not The Truth. It is, like science itself, a collection of partial truths. Some of the studies I cite are indisputably true, but the strength of conclusions drawn from them are disputed. Some of the studies I cite will eventually turn out to be false, but maybe the approach taken still tells you something about where science is going. My hope is that together they create something that might just give you insight into your own life. And that insight, for all that we snigger about sex, matters. Sex is the crucible of evolution.

Behavioural differences between sexes, if we look at popular culture at least, go far beyond which bathroom you choose. John Travolta’s male friends sang, of his summer loving, “Tell me more, tell me more, did you get very far?” while Olivia Newton John’s sang, “Tell me more, tell me more, like does he have a car?” Her female friends wanted to know if it was love at first sight; Travolta’s male friends were more interested in whether she “put up a fight”.

Mills and Boon’s bestsellers, read almost exclusively by women, include Naughty Nights in the Millionaire’s Mansion and The Billionaire Boss’s Secretary Bride, but not The Penniless Artist’s Menopausal Lover. Male pulp literature, on the other hand, does not have a romance section. It has grizzled tough guys like Jack Reacher pummelling baddies in a righteous cause and then, incidentally along the way, picking up a woman 20 years their junior.

Differences in the sexes could explain why, if the stereotypes are true, those women want rose petals scattered on satin sheets in candlelit rooms, while the tough guy – if he’s honest – could just make do with a flat surface and a willing partner.

They would explain why, when the tough guy finally settles down to a life in suburbia, his pummelling days behind him, he and his new love will grow happily old together – but might well also make that familiar confession that, even on their golden wedding anniversary, they never felt they completely understood each other.

But how much are the stereotypes just that – stereotypes?

In this book I will take you through my investigation of differences in how the two sexes approach love and sex. I will explore the science behind them – what these differences are, what we understand about the causes of them and, just as importantly, what we don’t understand. I will travel from a gay penguin colony in Germany to a bungalow orgy in the Home Counties.

This book will not be an argument about nature over nurture. I don’t believe there is a time in our prehistory when the ideal forms of men and women were created – their ids and superegos unchanged and unchangeable until today. Extrapolating from how our Stone Age ancestors evolved cannot help you understand everything about humans. Neither, though, is it pointless.

If you are currently single, this book is about your place in the dating market – your successes, your failures and what they mean. If you are married, it is about why you chose the person you are with, why they chose you – and the circumstances in which either of you might put it all at risk and stray.

And if you are one of the many people whose sexuality comes with a prefix – homo, bi, or trans – this book might just give you an insight into the emerging science behind the way you live.

In any case, it will show that love and sex are not quite as simple as a Mills and Boon novel would have you believe.

Mills and Boon, for instance, might have a lord of the manor as the chiselled hero, but why does the tousled stable boy so often get a look-in in romantic romps too? Don Juan might be remembered as a Casanova while Moll Flanders is a Scarlet Woman – but in some countries the distinction is fading. Those countries? The ones with more female MPs. Those are also the countries where those MPs’ female constituents are more likely to be sexually interested in the other female constituents.

Instead of being minor anomalies, this book will show these are windows into the deeper, and continuing, mysteries of human sexuality and gender.

This is a book about expectations and mismatches. It is about love, sex and the trade-off between the two. It is about how the two sexes differ – and reach compromise – in the most ancient of biological imperatives: producing a new generation. It will start, though, with the most simplistic stereotype of all: the predatory male.

What is the evidence that men want sex more, how strong is that evidence – and to what extent can this be explained as something innate to their gender, rather than due to the society that they grew up in?

It is time to return to the streets of Denmark.


1

PRIAPUS

The predatory male


I’ve noticed you around. I find you very attractive. Would you go to bed with me?



In 1998 Touch and Go, a British band, released the song for which they are now best remembered. It had a catchy saxophone riff, a surreal video involving fried eggs, and lyrics largely consisting of one repeated phrase: “I’ve noticed you around, I find you very attractive. Would you go to bed with me?”

It seems safe to say this is the only song to draw its lyrics from the methods section of a psychology paper. Because the first time that that phrase was used, or at least verifiably used, was on a campus in Florida, in the late 1970s – after an argument in a tutorial.

Russ Clark, a psychology professor, had been teaching a lesson. He was discussing the correct interpretation of a recently published paper, about the attractiveness of people in bars. An empirical validation of beer goggles, the research showed people got hotter over the course of an evening. Years later, he and his colleague Elaine Hatfield documented what happened next.

Professor Clark, they wrote, “dropped a bomb” into the conversation – making just the sort of antiquated statement unlikely to go down well in a liberal university at the height of the sexual revolution. “‘A woman,’ he said, ‘good-looking or not, doesn’t have to worry about timing in search of a man. Arrive at any time. All she has to do is point an inviting finger at any man, whisper, “Come on ’a my place,” and she’s made a conquest. Most women,’ he said, ‘can get any man to do anything they want. Men have it harder. They have to worry about strategy, timing, and tricks.’”

“Not surprisingly, the women in the class were incensed,” he and Professor Hatfield wrote, 20 years later. “One woman sent a pencil flying in Russ’s direction.” He was losing control rapidly. As a man of science, though, he had a riposte. “‘We don’t have to fight. We don’t have to upset one another. It’s an empirical question. Let’s design a field experiment to see who’s right!’”2

And so his students went into the street, approached members of the opposite sex, and said, “I’ve noticed you around, I find you very attractive, would you go to bed with me?” Just as in Denmark decades later, and in every one of the many experiments since that has repeated Hatfield and Clark’s, the majority of men said yes – and 100 per cent of women said no.3
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The rocker Bill Wyman used to find the Australian weather a great assistance: it meant the girls could wait outside all night. During his tour of the southern hemisphere with the Rolling Stones, the bassist developed a system. “Me and Brian used to look out of the windows, ’cos we shared a suite, and we would ask the night porter to go out and get the one in the striped thing and the one in the shorts next to her, and they’d come up, and you’d spend a couple of hours with them and say bye and give ’em a kiss, and then about half an hour later you’d say, ‘That one in the red dress’.”

One Direction, at least according to news reports, alighted on a similar method – updated for new technologies. A woman called Anna, 19, told press in 2015 that she had been part of their process for populating parties – after being approached by a security guard while at a club, again in Australia.

“He was very blunt. He wanted 20 girls and pictures sending straight away. It turns out they keep lists of girls from different places around the world – not with their real names though. They use nicknames to describe them. There were four of us in the end who went to the band’s house outside Melbourne. The security team arranged to pick us up from a hotel, and sent a blacked-out car to fetch us.”

It is not recorded what happened when they arrived – not least because the security guards also took their phones away from them.

Once upon a time, the men who had access to the most women were those who had slain their menfolk in battle. Now, by a strange quirk of civilisation, it is those who can play a guitar or act who can get any women they want. And this is precisely what they do, even if, today, it is something they want to keep secret. From Julio Iglesias with his reputed 3,000 lovers to Jack Nicholson with 2,000 (“Every age,” he said. “Their mothers…some of them with their mothers.”), male stars can amass heroic tallies of sexual conquest.

What about female stars? Some can certainly live the rock-and-roll lifestyle – Robbie Williams memorably said he was privileged to have “been in Take That and four out of five of the Spice Girls” – but the equivalent levels of legendary loving just does not seem to exist.

When a woman is universally desired, she seems to go for quality not quantity. Helen had a face to launch a thousand ships, but she had no intention of pleasuring each captain when he arrived. Marilyn Monroe was the pin-up of her generation, but she chose the playwright Arthur Miller to be the love of her life – reputedly flirting with the idea of Albert Einstein as an alternative.

More attractive men, studies have found, have more sexual partners. More attractive women do not.4

Of course, if Monroe had decided to exploit her position in the manner of Bill Wyman, she would have rapidly lost that position as an object of desire. Society, certainly at the time, would have viewed her in the same way as it views the only women who do approach Wyman’s lifetime tally: as a prostitute. Men who have lots of sexual partners are at the top of society; women who do so are usually at the bottom.

So just because Monroe did not have nightly foursomes does not necessarily mean that she did not want to – she may not have been prepared to deal with the consequences. When she looked at the line-up of autograph hunters outside her dressing room, was she ever tempted to ask the security guard to pick two out, bring them inside, and then replace them with another pair a few hours later?

Answering that question – the question of why humans do things – is a lot harder than finding out what they do. And getting at the truth requires a lot more than just watching what happens when students proposition people in the streets.*
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There are few more persistent stereotypes than the sexually rapacious male and the choosy female. It is a dynamic that can be seen in every nightclub in the western world, as confident men approach women to try their luck, while less confident men shuffle over and dance around them hoping against hope (and all prior experience) to win them over.

In more modest cultures the dynamic is still there. Outside the west, it is not the promise of a love match with a good woman that is used to motivate Islam’s male suicide bombers: it is 72 demure virgins. For the rare female Jihadi, the Quran makes no such offer – but it seems unlikely that the prospect of 72 adolescent males pawing inexpertly at them in the afterlife would increase their motivation to blow themselves up.

Darwin put it thus in The Descent of Man, “The female… with the rarest exceptions, is less eager than the male…she generally ‘requires to be courted’; she is coy, and may often be seen endeavouring for a long time to escape from the male. Every observer of the habits of animals will be able to call to mind instances of this kind.”

Of course, Darwin noted, eventually the female relents – or none of us would be here. “It is shewn by various facts… that the female, though comparatively passive, generally exerts some choice and accepts one male in preference to others. Or she may accept, as appearances would sometimes lead us to believe, not the male which is the most attractive to her, but the one which is the least distasteful.”*

But was he right on this one aspect, the coyness of females and the eagerness of males?

A single study in a single place does not prove a truth about human psychology. Neither do the observations of one biologist – albeit the greatest one in history. Societies can change, and societies can surprise. Even Darwin’s statement contains a controversy many would miss today – it ascribes power to the woman to choose, in a way that few would have acknowledged back then.

Ultimately we can never completely know what is going on in someone’s head – in their drive for sex the two genders must always remain a mystery to each other. But by taking competing lines of evidence, across cultures, times and behaviour, we can begin to build up a more coherent picture – and arrive at the likeliest assessment of human sexuality.

Scientists have asked people about their attitudes to casual sex in countries across the world. From America to Zimbabwe, the result is the same: men want more of it.5 They have peered inside marriages. At every age, at every stage, husbands want more sex than their wives.6 They have asked people their ideal number of lifetime sexual partners: among undergraduates, women said they wanted a bit over 1 and men on average wanted 14. Among those over 30 women still said they wanted a bit over 1, but men, seeing mortality on the horizon, upped their tally to 74 (a number heavily skewed by the occasional aspiring Wyman who wanted 1,000).7

They have looked at what happens when you remove women from the equation. Among gay men, acting without the brake of female caution, the prospect of achieving Wyman levels of partners suddenly becomes a reasonable aspiration for even non-rock stars. One pre-HIV survey in the US in 1978 claimed to have found that almost half of those quizzed had managed 500 sexual partners in their lifetime.8 The scientist involved noted, “The subculture of gay men did briefly establish bathhouses and other institutions that allowed men to have sex with half a dozen or more partners in a single evening.” Roy Baumeister, a US psychologist, lamented in his 2001 review of promiscuity, “Lesbian communities do not seem to have created any market for such institutionalized orgiastic behavior.”9

What if you look at sexual acts that don’t need a partner at all? The same picture emerges here too. Every study conducted has found that men masturbate more frequently, start doing so earlier in life – and maintain a hobbyist’s interest in onanism well into old age. Two thirds of men say they would use a sex robot, while two thirds of women said they would not.10 When people have casual sex, women are more likely to hope it becomes something romantic; men are more likely to hope it stays as just sex.11 Priests, one brave researcher found, are more likely to break their vow of celibacy than nuns.12

The more people study it, the harder it is to argue that men and women have the same desire for sex. The consequences of this research go far further than the bedroom, though. Because this is not just about how men behave with women when sex is clearly on the agenda. It is about what happens in the office, the shops and the street. It is about every other interaction they have with women in the rest of their lives as well. It is about the language, signals, conversation and mannerisms of men and women who, even subconsciously, are aware that whenever they meet, they are meeting a potential sexual partner. Whether the feeling is mutual or not.
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Amy Kinyon had had enough. The Safeway employee was sick of the looks, the menacing atmosphere, the intimidating customers. Most of all, she was sick of smiling. So much so that she joined with four of her colleagues to file a suit at the US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission – claiming that the company had created a “hostile work environment”.

Their issue? A new “Superior Customer Service” policy, rigidly enforced by undercover shoppers, in which employees had to address customers by name, ask them about their day, make eye contact and – most of all – smile.

“The Company is forcing us to suspend our natural self-defense mechanism of avoiding contact with men who act inappropriately towards us,” said Kinyon. Employees had reported that they were being harassed, touched, followed to their cars and propositioned. “I enjoy serving all of my customers, including our male customers,” said Kinyon.

“And, almost all my male customers are no different from women shoppers. But there also are plenty of creeps out there or just plain lonely guys who ‘hit on’ us and we’re open targets in these stores. The problem has always been there, but the new ‘always-smile, always-make-eye-contact’ rules have made it much worse.”

Although the problem was vastly different in scale, this new policy was not just disliked by the employees. One of the male customers discombobulated by the policy was Norman Li, who happens to also be a psychologist. For him, when he learnt what was going on, it illustrated a fundamental truth about male and female interactions.

He wrote about it in a scientific article,13 co-authored with colleagues (referring to himself somewhat tortuously as “First Author”, to keep in scientific house style). “When the first author was in graduate school he often shopped for groceries in a Safeway store in Tempe, Arizona. Upon going through the checkout lane one day he was greeted by an attractive female clerk who smiled, made clear eye contact, and greeted him very warmly. Naturally [he] perked up and started a conversation with the young woman. She responded favourably, continuing to maintain eye contact and a beaming smile.” The clincher, for the amorous Li, came when, having noted his details from his credit card, she “called out his name before having to tear herself away to attend to the next (less interesting of course) person in line.” The next time he went to the shop he decided to step things up a notch – moving the conversation beyond small talk. He then became baffled when she seemed to resist. There was, he said, “some implicit resistance that seemed to contradict the flirtatious behaviour.”

Li’s experiences were an extreme example of something that happens everyday – that does, in fact, seem to be a crucial part of being a man. Namely, an inflated sense of one’s own attractiveness.

In study after study, scientists have shown that men consistently overrate their own romantic appeal. If you ask speed daters after each interaction to assess how much the other person liked them, the men will always err on the optimistic side. This can lead to disappointment, for men, but also annoyance – or worse – for women.

It is why a gangly youth can spend the evening on a dancefloor pursuing a woman manifestly out of his league, believing he has a chance, simply because she is too polite to tell him to leave her alone. It is why stalkers can maintain fantasies of winning over women who despise them – and one reason why attractive women can sometimes find just a walk along a street to be a gauntlet of creepy men trying their luck.

But none of this means it is a bad thing for men to deceive themselves this way, from an evolutionary perspective. Quite apart from the fact that few teenage boys could make it through the sexual desert of adolescence without a whole suite of psychological buffers, there are good reasons why men should believe their probability of success to be higher than it is – and remain undaunted in the face of the obvious evidence they are wrong.

Li believes it is because, put simply, they have so little to lose by failing, and so much to gain by winning. If a man successfully judges a situation correctly, and has sex, he is able to make a baby and win in the genetic game of life. If he judges it incorrectly, he looks an idiot – a minor trade-off, compared to fulfilling the entire biological purpose of his existence.

In a twist on innocent until proven guilty, men seem to work on the basis that they are attractive until proved otherwise, and so take even the faintest encouragement as a full-on come-on.

For a woman, the calculus is very different. Given the results from the “Would you go to bed with me” study, judging whether a man wants her is not an especially difficult calculation. The second consideration is far more difficult. She also has to judge whether he will stick around afterwards to help her raise a baby – or at the very least whether his genetic stock is high enough that it is worth her investing a significant proportion of her life in raising his child to adulthood.

This is an intuitive version of a theory that has for the past half-century loomed large in every discussion of sex differences. It is Robert Trivers’ Parental Investment Theory. In 1972, Trivers in effect formalised sexual politics by arguing that at its root, in every species, is the disparity in contribution to child rearing and gestation.

When one sex has to spend more time and energy on its offspring – for instance by gestating it – that sex would do better by being more choosy regarding who it mates with. Mating indiscriminately would risk putting a lot of effort into allying with bad genes, and with a feckless partner who would offer little in the way of help.

Conversely, if the other sex has to invest little – for instance a plausible smile and a nice glass of Sauvignon – it is incentivised to mate whenever it can. It’s always a reproductive advantage to have more offspring, when having more offspring costs you nothing. This does not mean men never want to commit; a child brought up with the help of a father has a far greater chance of success. But it does mean that the calculus for them is very different.

When women are shown pictures of men with descriptions of their character, how attractive they rate them is affected by whether they are good or bad, reliable or unreliable. With men, the same pretty woman could be a human rights defender with an NGO or a cold-blooded terrorist: their attractiveness rating of her barely flutters.14

The power of this idea becomes clear in the exceptions. For instance, consider seahorses. The act of mating in seahorses is a transaction that involves the female literally transferring her eggs to the male, for him to look after and hatch. In most species females, the higher-investing sex, are choosier. Males compete to impress them, and copulate when they can.

But the seahorse is different. Here, the male provides the most obligatory investment to the offspring, carrying the eggs until they hatch – expending resources protecting and nurturing them while the female returns to her life. And with it, all the other roles are reversed too. The females are the larger sex, competing among themselves for male attention. The females woo, the males choose.15
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The opposite of opportunities seized, of diems carped, is regrets. In 1983 Sir John Betjeman was interviewed by the BBC for a retrospective of his life. A respectful interview was carried out along the windy Cornish coast, near the home he would soon die in. Here, as the blustery sea beat against a rugged beach, the presenter asked the septuagenarian poet whether, as he came to the end of his life, he had any regrets.

He thought about the question. “Yes,” he said. “Yes. I haven’t had enough sex.”

Betjeman is far from alone in this sentiment. When asked to look back on their lives men, whether heterosexual or homosexual, consistently lament the times they didn’t have sex but could have done so, while women, lesbians included, consistently lament the times they did.16 And when those first American students went onto the street, and propositioned people for sex, they could already see those regrets – or lack of them – beginning to form in the responses of those who said no.

When Hatfield and Clark conducted their experiment, they recorded the manner of the rejections. “In general, the female experimenters reported that men were at ease with the request. They would say, ‘Why do we have to wait until tonight?’ or ‘I cannot tonight, but tomorrow would be fine.’ The men that said ‘No’ even gave apologies, ie, ‘I’m married’… In contrast, the women’s response to the intimate requests from males was ‘You’ve got to be kidding,’ or ‘What is wrong with you? Leave me alone.’”

In Denmark, they found something similar. “The men were pleased. They said, ‘That’s funny, that really made my day’. They got high on it in a flattering way,” said Henrik Høgh-Olesen, the University of Aarhus professor behind the study. As before, those who had to refuse offered excuses. “They said, ‘I have a girlfriend coming to stay, could it be next week?’ They apologised, they felt they had to – to excuse that they were not man enough to take this great invitation from a moderately attractive person.”

Sometimes, said Professor Høgh-Olesen, the women reacted in a manner that could almost come from a biology textbook. “They said, ‘Aren’t you able to make an effort? We need more effort.’ They were saying, this is your job in this game – to make an effort and bring presents and gifts to convince me, while I have to be a bit reluctant in order to find a suitable partner.”

A few days after the professor’s experiment ended there was a knock on his door, from one of the men who had been propositioned. “He was a law student,” says the professor. “When he found out that he was cheated he felt very stupid.” More than that though, being a law student he wanted to establish his rights. Was this breach of contract? Was he owed a night of passion?

“He was very offended, he had found himself in a ridiculous situation where he had showed a part of himself he didn’t want everybody to know about.” After some diplomatic discussion, Professor Høgh-Olesen managed to salve his ego. “I made him
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