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		PART I

		Erotic Capital and Modern Sexual Politics



		1. What is Erotic Capital?

		Attractive people stand out. People notice them, are drawn to them, are well disposed towards them. President Barack Obama has many talents, is clever and highly educated, but it is likely that being handsome, slim, fit and smartly dressed contributed to his success in being the first black man to be elected president of the USA, especially as his wife, Michelle, also ticks all the boxes. Elizabeth Taylor was a luminous beauty from childhood, and lit up the screen in all her films. Men always found her attractive, and she married eight times over a long life.

		Exceptional beauty seems to have a global appeal. The Chinese actress Gong Li is one of the great beauties of the world, as successful in the American film Miami Vice as she was in a string of films by the Chinese director Zhang Yimou. The American golfer Tiger Woods is said to be the first athlete to achieve over $1 billion in career earnings, most of it from multimillion sponsorship deals rather than from his main occupation as an athlete, because his appeal is global, not purely local.1 Here again, an attractive spouse and children were part of his appeal.

		These examples concern famous people, but the same pattern can be seen in everyday life. People who are physically and socially attractive have an ‘edge’, an advantage, an allure that can serve them well in all aspects of life and in all occupations.

		Everyone knows that money can buy almost everything. Alongide ‘economic capital’, now that western economies have become meritocracies, we have also become accustomed to talking about ‘human capital’ to refer to the enormous economic and social benefits of a good education and work experience. Human capital also describes the contribution of employees to any enterprise in the knowledge economy. More recently, we have adopted the term ‘social capital’ to refer to the economic and social value of friends, relatives and business contacts – who you know as distinct from what you know. ‘Erotic capital’ is the fourth personal asset, so far ignored, even though there are daily reminders of its importance.

		Erotic capital combines beauty, sex appeal, liveliness, a talent for dressing well, charm and social skills and sexual competence. It is a mixture of physical and social attractiveness. Sexuality is one part of it, a part that is easily overlooked as it applies only in intimate relationships.2 However, sex surveys carried out around the world show that people in affluent societies are now having more sex, with more partners, than was generally feasible before the invention of modern contraceptives. So sexuality plays a larger role in modern life than before, increasingly pervading literature, popular culture and advertising, as well as fuelling a massive expansion in sexual entertainments of all kinds. Some welcome this new ‘sexual liberation’. Many hate it. The ubiquity of erotic images in public advertising provokes as much feminist anger as images of
			housewives’ domestic bliss did in previous decades.3

		The inescapable fact is that sexuality has become more important in modern life for everyone, not just the elite and the wealthy, as in the past, with kings’ harems and aristocrats’ concubines. One consequence is that the value of women’s erotic capital is raised, if only because male demand for sexual entertainments seems inexhaustible, something many women do not fully understand.

		
			The six (or seven) elements of erotic capital
		

		Erotic capital is multifaceted. Particular aspects may be more or less salient in different societies and at different points in time. Beauty is always a central element, despite cultural and temporal variations in ideas about what constitutes beauty. Personal tastes also vary. Some African societies, notably South Africa, admire women with large voluptuous bodies. In western Europe, fashion models are usually tall and thin to the point of seeming anorexic. In previous centuries, women with small eyes and tiny rosebud mouths were considered delicately beautiful. The modern emphasis on photogenic features means that men and women with large eyes, big mouths and ‘sculptured’ faces are now prioritized. The latest research shows that conventionality, symmetry and an even skin tone contribute to attractiveness, as noted in Appendix A.

		However, attractiveness is in large part an achieved characteristic, as illustrated by the belle or jolie laide. The French concept of belle laide (or beau laid in the case of men) refers to an ugly woman who becomes attractive through her presentational skills and style. Getting fit, improving posture, wearing flattering colours and shapes, choosing appropriate hairstyles and clothes – such changes can add up to a completely new look. Yet many people fail to make the effort. Great beauty is always in short supply, and is universally valorized.

		A second element is sexual attractiveness, which can be quite separate from classic beauty. To some extent, beauty is in the main about facial attractiveness, while sexual attractiveness is about a sexy body. However, sex appeal can also be about personality and style, femininity or masculinity, a way of being in the world, a characteristic of social interaction. Beauty tends to be static, hence is easily captured in a photo. Sexual attractiveness is about the way someone moves, talks and behaves, so it can be captured only on film or observed directly. Many young people have sex appeal, but it can fade rapidly with age. Personal tastes also vary. In the western world, men reputedly divide into those who prioritize breasts, bums or legs, but in most cultures it is the overall appearance that matters. Some men like women who are petite, even tiny, while others are attracted to tall and elegant women. Some women go
			for men with well-developed muscles and strong athletic bodies, while others prefer a slender, effete appearance. These two versions of ideal masculinity are depicted in Indonesian and Chinese operas: the refined, civilized, clever scholar and the forceful, dynamic warrior – the power of the pen and the power of the sword respectively. Despite these variations in personal taste, sex appeal is in short supply, and is therefore universally valued.

		A third element of erotic capital is definitely social: grace, charm, social skills in interaction, the ability to make people like you, feel at ease and happy, want to know you and, where relevant, desire you. Flirtatious skills can be learnt, but again are not universal. Some people in positions of power have a great deal of charm and charisma; others have none at all. Some men and women are skilled at discreet flirtation in all contexts; others are incapable. Again, these social skills have value.

		A fourth element is liveliness, a mixture of physical fitness, social energy and good humour. People who have a lot of life in them can be hugely attractive to others – as illustrated by those who are described as ‘the life and soul of the party’. Some cultures value humour. In most cultures liveliness is displayed in dancing skills or sporting activities – which is why athletes often have a special allure.

		The fifth element concerns social presentation: style of dress, face-painting, perfume, jewellery or other adornments, hairstyles, and the various accessories that people carry or wear to indicate their social status and style to the world. Monarchs and presidents dress for public functions to emphasize their power and authority. Military and other formal uniforms announce status, rank and authority, and carry erotic connotations for many. Ordinary people going to a party, or other social event, dress to make themselves attractive as well as to announce their social and financial status to any strangers they meet. The relative emphasis on sexy attire or social status symbols depends on the venue and event. In the past, sumptuary laws controlled people’s use of status symbols in their apparel.4 Nowadays fashion fulfils this role in part. Today, the
			focus is on the display of sexuality and style tribes as much as economic status. Throughout the world, weddings encourage glamorous dressing ‘up’, while funerals demand modesty, simplicity and dressing ‘down’. People who are skilled at social presentation and appropriate dress are more attractive than those who look like homeless tramps.

		The sixth element is sexuality itself: sexual competence, energy, erotic imagination, playfulness and everything else that makes for a sexually satisfying partner. Whether or not someone is a good lover is known only to their partner. Of course this competence may vary not only with age but also with the partner’s competence and enthusiasm, given the interactive element. A strong libido does not of itself guarantee sexual competence, though those with a strong libido are more likely to acquire the experience that eventually leads to greater skill. With rare exceptions, national sex surveys provide no information at all on people’s sex appeal and sexual competence.5 They do reveal dramatic variations in sex drive in all populations: a tiny minority of men and women are extremely sexually active; the majority are moderately active; a minority are mostly
					celibate.6 It seems reasonable to conclude that sexual skill is not a universal attribute, even among adults, and extreme competence is a minority asset. This factor is listed last, as it usually applies only in private, intimate relationships, whereas the other five come into play in all social contexts, visibly or invisibly.

		For men as well as women, all six elements contribute to defining someone’s erotic capital. The relative importance of the six elements often differs for men and women, and varies between cultures and in different centuries. In Papua New Guinea, it is men who decorate their hair with feathers and paint their faces with brilliant colours and creative designs. In western Europe, women paint their faces with make-up, but men rarely do. The value of erotic capital can depend on someone’s occupation, which may or may not highlight it. For example, IT personnel do not generally need it, which may be why they are widely stereotyped as ‘geeks’. In contrast, Japanese geishas and Pakistani tawa’if courtesans deploy erotic capital as an essential and central part of their work. The exact mix of the six elements varies because geishas are all-round hostesses, entertainers and artists who
			usually work in tea houses, restaurants, nightclubs and other public places and do not routinely offer sexual services, while tawa’if courtesans might offer sex as one of their attractions, in addition to being skilled dancers and ghazal singers.7 In both cases, the emphasis is on social skills, lavish dress, flirtatious conversation, grace and charm to ensure an agreeable social encounter, and this is reflected in the fees for their time. The social and economic value of erotic capital is highlighted in what can broadly be described as ‘entertainer occupations’.8 However, it is also very real in all social contexts.

		In some cultures, women’s erotic capital is closely tied to their fertility. Many of the earliest images of the human form, some around 13,000 years old, are of women, probably goddesses, who are believed to be fertility symbols, such as the Japanese Dogu clay figurines. In Christian societies, images of the young mother Mary with her child are the most popular in religious art. Among many West Indian groups, fertility is so crucial to a woman’s sex appeal that girls demonstrate their fertility before a marriage is finalized. Thus it is commonplace for fiancées to get pregnant and deliver a healthy child before a wedding is arranged. In India, children are considered so essential to marriage, and so central to life itself, that childless couples are regarded as the unfortunate victims of infertility rather than voluntarily childfree. In some cultures, one reason for stigmatizing homosexuality
			is that it cannot produce offspring.9 In many cultures a fertile woman is regarded as having additional attractions, especially if her children are healthy and beautiful. An Italian woman remarks that in Italy men admire her for her beautiful son, whereas in the United States men admire her only for her lovely long legs and lustrous long hair. In some cultures, fertility is an additional seventh element of erotic capital, an element that is unique to women since men are unable to bear children. In certain cultures, this element carries huge additional weight, automatically giving women an advantage over men. Alternatively, reproductive capital is a separate, fifth personal asset, which appears to be of lower value in the 21st century in modern societies than it was in agricultural societies characterized by high fertility.10

		In some cultures, erotic and cultural capital are closely intertwined, as illustrated by the ancient Greek hetaire, Japanese geisha and courtesans of the Italian Renaissance. Such women are admired as much for their artistic skills – in dancing, singing, playing music, painting, reciting or composing poetry – as for their beauty and sex appeal. Veronica Franco was a renowned Italian poet as well as a famous courtesan.11 The modern equivalents are the actors and singers who project sex appeal in films, videos and on stage, such as Monica Bellucci, George Clooney, Beyoncé Knowles, Enrique Iglesias. Some entertainers create a work of performance art out of their own persona, on and off stage – as illustrated by the extravagant dress styles of the popular singers Lady Gaga, Grace Jones and David Bowie.

		Erotic capital is thus a combination of aesthetic, visual, physical, social and sexual attractiveness to other members of your society, and especially to members of the opposite sex, in all social contexts. (I use the terms ‘erotic power’ and ‘erotic capital’ interchangeably, for stylistic variation.) Erotic capital includes skills that can be learnt and developed, as well as features fixed at birth, such as being tall or short, black or white.12 Women generally have more of it than men, even in cultures where fertility is not an integral element, and they deploy it more actively. For example, women typically have more elaborate hairstyles than men, devote more time to grooming and maintaining their figures. I know women who have over 100 pairs of shoes, in every colour and style, while their spouses manage with just two or three
			pairs. Erotic capital is an important asset for all groups who have less access to economic, social and human capital, including adolescents and young people, ethnic and cultural minorities, disadvantaged groups and cross-national migrants.

		My concept of erotic capital goes much wider than previous versions focused on sex appeal,13 is informed by the recent research evidence on sexuality and erotic entertainments, is precise about constitutive elements, and applies to the heterosexual majority culture as well as the minority gay subcultures of north America and Europe.

		It would be worthwhile comparing cultures, and studying trends over time in how erotic capital differs between men and women, which elements carry most weight, and how it is valued compared to the other personal assets. My focus in this book is on contemporary modern societies, because it is here that erotic capital acquires its greatest importance and value.

		
			The fourth personal asset
		

		Individuals have four types of personal asset, erotic capital being the fourth. The distinction and relationship between economic capital, cultural capital and social capital was first set out in 1983 by the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu.14 The concepts proved so useful that they quickly passed into everyday language as well as the social sciences, especially in Europe.15

		Economic capital is the sum of the resources and assets that people use to produce financial gains – such as money, land or property.

		Cultural capital includes human capital as defined by economists: educational qualifications, training, skills and work experience that are valuable in the labour market and can be deployed for income.16 However, Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital goes wider than human capital alone to include cultural knowledge and artefacts. It encompasses the information resources and assets that are socially valued, such as a knowledge of art, literature and music, the internalized culture that defines good taste and appropriate accent, that makes someone ‘distinguished’. It also includes cultural artefacts, such as paintings, music, sculptures, plays and books, beautiful furniture, architect-designed or historic homes – concrete things that can be owned, bought and sold (unlike good taste), and help to raise someone’s social standing. Self-made
			millionaires often consolidate their new social status by investing in cultural artefacts.

		As defined by Bourdieu, social capital is the sum of resources, actual or potential, that accrue to a person or group from access to a network of relationships or membership in a group, tribe or club that can produce useful relationships – who you know as distinct from what you know. Applying the term social capital can thus transform ‘string-pulling’, palanca (leverage), nepotism and corruption into something apparently acceptable. The Italian Mafia relies heavily on social capital,17 along with politicians and academics who create debts of mutual support and recognition to advance their careers. Social capital can be used to climb the social ladder, to exert power and influence or to make money – good social contacts can be crucial to certain business ventures. Political capital is a special form of social capital, and refers to a
			person’s political networks, assets and resources. Social (and political) capital accrues to individuals, and the richer and more successful they are, the easier it is for them to make connections: they are ‘known’ to more people than they know. The volume or value of a person’s social capital is a function of the size of their network and the value of economic and cultural capital possessed by people in the network. So if all your friends are poor and uneducated, your social capital may in practice be close to zero in value.18

		Confusingly, shortly after Bourdieu’s paper on the three forms of capital first appeared in English, the American James Coleman published a paper in 1988 introducing another concept of social capital, without any reference to Bourdieu’s work. This second, somewhat muddled theory treats social capital as a property of families, social groups and communities, rather than a personal asset. Although they have some features in common, Bourdieu’s and Coleman’s concepts of social capital are radically different. Coleman’s theory has been developed most actively in the United States, for example by Robert Putnam in Bowling Alone – which documents the rise and decline of civic ties in America over the 20th century. It is now often used to mean the civic culture, civil society and public good that are created when communities have lots of cross-cutting associations and connections between families,
			producing trust and agreed norms that are collectively enforced.19

		It is Pierre Bourdieu’s broader and more elegant theoretical framework of personal assets that has been most influential in Europe and has the widest utility, that is used here. The classification has proven useful because it explains how people who are not born into money can still be successful in capitalist societies, through their use of other forms of capital. Some people get ahead because their talents get them into the right schools or universities; others make the right kinds of friends, even if they have no great talent.

		Erotic capital is just as valuable as money, education and good contacts, despite being overlooked by Bourdieu and other social scientists.20 Societies can accord different weights to the various types of capital, and they can be more or less convertible into financial benefits. Some individuals are well endowed with all forms of capital. The poorest may have virtually none of any substance or value. Most people have varying combinations of personal assets at different times of their life. Young people may be economically poor but rich in erotic capital, lively and very attractive. Older people can be financially rich but physically unattractive. One reason why erotic capital has been overlooked is that the elite cannot monopolize it, so it is in their interest to belittle it and sideline it. Other reasons are discussed in chapter 3.

		Beauty is different from other forms of capital in that its impact is visible from the cradle onwards – as I show in chapter 4. Attractive children grow up in a more benevolent world, and develop their erotic capital from an early age. Other forms of capital usually start to kick in only from early adulthood onwards. In modern meritocracies, people invest twenty years in developing their human capital – usually through the educational system, sometimes in on-the-job training. Developing a network of useful social contacts and building up any amount of wealth, also require years of time and effort, unless they are inherited from parents and other relatives.21 In contrast, investment in one’s erotic capital can start in childhood or early adolescence, when young people begin to realize the benefits of being physically and socially
			attractive. As a result, erotic capital can be a crucial asset throughout life for some people, while others invest all their efforts in education and careers.

		
			Can money buy you erotic capital?
		

		Pierre Bourdieu analysed relationships between men and women, and was sensitive to the competition for control and power in relationships.22 However, he did not notice erotic capital, possibly because it is quite separate from the three other personal assets. Bourdieu regarded economic capital (in essence, money) as being at the root of all other types – but erotic capital is the exception. Wealthy parents cannot ensure their children are born beautiful and sexy, even if they are able to buy them lovely clothes and teach them good manners so they are presented to best effect. Links between erotic capital and the other three forms of capital are contingent; they are not predictable and reliable. This gives erotic capital its maverick, subversive, wild-card character. This is one reason for devaluing it and trying to suppress its social importance.

		Some writers have tried to stretch the concept of cultural capital so as to include attractiveness. For example, some scholars claim that Bourdieu treated sexual attractiveness as just one part of cultural capital.23 Possibly they misunderstood Bourdieu’s fleeting reference to a muscular physique and tanned body as a reference to sexual attractiveness, when he was actually illustrating the point that many aspects of a physical person are acquired traits rather than innate, inborn, ascribed characteristics.24 Bourdieu was interested only in embodied cultural capital that displays social class advantages, such as the accent and social manners that denote higher-status social origins and are inculcated within the family, or the tan that traditionally indicated expensive holidays on yachts and in
			warm countries, not hours in a modern tanning salon. He could not see erotic capital because it is not locked into the usual economic and social hierarchies, structured heavily by family and class of origin rather than by effort and personal initiative. A key feature of erotic capital is that it can be completely independent of social origin and provide a vehicle for dramatic upward social mobility.

		Bourdieu’s perspective is now dated and he could not anticipate the impact of the 21st-century style and lifestyle tribes that cut across socioeconomic groups (such as Goths and punks, sports fanatics and music fanatics), and the style complexities of multicultural societies. For example, a recent study in Britain found that mixed-race people are regarded as most attractive25 – as illustrated by the French model Noemie Lenoir who appears regularly in advertisements for the Marks and Spencer clothing chain that caters for all sectors of society. At around 3 per cent of the population, mixed-race people are a tiny minority in Britain – and in most countries. They form a genuinely new group in multicultural societies, and are not dealt with by 20th-century thinking.

		With the addition of erotic capital as the missing fourth personal asset, Bourdieu’s theoretical framework remains the most useful, despite being dated, because he underlines the convertibility of the various forms of capital. Bourdieu saw all types of capital as personal assets, which vary in volume, composition and convertibility. All forms of capital are types of power, as is revealed in any social exchange. The most obvious exchange is between money and the three other types of capital, but most exchanges are more occluded than this. For example, it is considered appropriate to pretend to see people socially because we are genuinely interested in them rather than because they might be useful contacts in business. It is often regarded as inelegant to buy a work of art purely as a good investment rather than because you like it, or to study a subject at university exclusively because it offers high earnings rather
			than because you have a genuine interest in the subject matter, be it law, economics or management.

		Scarcity of any asset produces scarcity value, social and economic value, hence status or what Bourdieu terms ‘distinction’.26 Scarcity is at the root of all forms of capital, which are in effect disguised forms of economic capital. All social exchange involves some element of economic transfer, along with any social, cultural or erotic elements.27

		All forms of capital are thus convertible into each other to varying degrees. Money can be invested to develop and buy cultural capital and social capital. Cultural artefacts and knowledge can be brought to play in the process of making money – for example when entertaining business associates at the opera, or developing useful social contacts at expensive lunches, dinners and parties held in attractive cultural venues. Spending money on cosmetic dentistry, plastic surgery, a gym membership or personal trainer can help to develop erotic power. However, the bottom line is that a wretchedly poor girl or boy can be so astonishingly beautiful and sexually attractive that their simple clothes and manners cease to have any importance, while an expensively adorned plain woman or man may still fail to attract admirers. This is why stories of the prince who marries the beautiful peasant girl, or Cinderella, are so widespread across
			societies. This is also why there are more female than male millionaires in a modern country such as Britain. Men can usually make their fortune only through their jobs and businesses. Women can achieve the same wealthy lifestyle and social advantages through marriage as well as through career success.28 Beautiful men who marry into money are still rare compared to the number of beautiful women who do this.

		Erotic capital has enhanced value in situations where public and private life become closely intertwined – such as in politics and in the media and entertainment industries – or in situations where the physical person is often on display – such as sports or the arts. Erotic power is not invariably or mainly about sex appeal and sexual competence. In some contexts, social skills take pride of place.

		This is illustrated by a social function in a British embassy in South America. All the local gossip was about the ambassador’s new wife, who was hosting the event for the first time. The British ambassador had married a Japanese woman. Because of this, he had been required to send his superiors an undated letter of resignation from his post, which they could activate at a moment’s notice if his non-British wife ever posed a diplomatic problem. People wondered how the lady could be so attractive as to justify this enormous risk to a flourishing career in the diplomatic service.

		The question was fully answered at the social event. The ambassador’s wife was serenely beautiful, elegantly dressed in a flattering gown, and deployed enormous charm and grace as she circulated round the room talking to all her guests. She made everyone feel special and honoured to be invited. She had social skills, great style and looked wonderful. By the end of the evening, the consensus was that the new wife was irresistibly lovely and charming, and would prove a great social asset in the ambassador’s future career.

		It is said that behind every successful man there is a supportive wife. The sociologist Janet Finch explored this in Married to the Job. She looked at the two-person career that requires wives to carry out some of their husband’s occupational duties. One of her examples is the diplomatic wife, who is expected to do a large amount of entertaining and attending diplomatic social functions in conjunction with her spouse. Diplomatic wives clearly deploy erotic capital in their social activities, but Finch did not perceive erotic capital as a spouse’s key contribution to a two-person career. Most two-person career occupations require little erotic capital. For example, wives of self-employed plumbers, electricians and other skilled tradesmen often do the paperwork, deal with correspondence and keep the accounts for their husband’s business. This is routine clerical work that requires
			virtually no deployment of erotic capital. Skilled tradesmen spend no time entertaining their clients. Erotic capital becomes valuable in occupations with business-related socializing and public display, where private life is in part a public performance, and erotic capital becomes especially valuable for both spouses.

		Erotic capital thus has enhanced value when it is linked to high levels of economic, cultural and social capital. An attractive, well-dressed and charming spouse has greater value for monarchs, presidents and company directors, among whom public display and social networking are prioritized, than for the local plumber or electrician. Erotic capital is thus partially linked to the class system, although it is not determined by it. Higher-status people can afford to choose spouses with the highest erotic capital, increasing the likelihood of their children having above-average endowments of erotic capital as well as status and wealth. In the very long run, class differentials in erotic capital may develop.29 This thesis suggests that beauty and sex appeal filter up the class system over generations. On the other hand, emotion management and other social skills filter down
			the class system over time.30 Overall, the upper classes should have greater erotic capital than the lowest classes. Wealthy families can afford to replenish their stock periodically with beautiful brides and handsome grooms.31

		
			Can erotic capital be measured?
		

		People sometimes think that because beauty ‘is in the eye of the beholder’, erotic capital cannot be measured. Admittedly, everyone has their idiosyncratic preferences and tastes. I prefer dark men; you prefer blond men. Some men like women with a ‘bubbly’ chatty personality; others favour serene silence and elegance. Nevertheless within any given culture, and even across cultures, there is an astonishingly high level of agreement about who is, or is not physically and socially attractive. Despite all the difficulties, erotic capital can be measured, as reliably as many of the other equally intangible but important personal assets such as intelligence and social capital, or characteristics such as social class, status and power.

		Studies that have tried to assess whether beauty is seen the same way around the world have concluded the concept is universal. The only exceptions seem to be the primitive forest-dwelling cultures in the Amazon basin. These isolated tribes, who have little contact with the outside world, appear to have distinctively different conceptions of what makes for a beautiful or handsome face – their notions of beauty have little to do with aesthetic concepts in highly developed countries such as Japan and America.32 In other societies, there is agreement. For facial beauty, the key factors are conventionality, symmetry and an even skin tone. For bodies, BMI and waist-to-hip ratio seem to be the dominant factors (see Appendix A).

		So far, no one has ever measured erotic capital in the round – the concept is too new – though plenty of studies have measured one or another of the six elements. Social psychologists have spent decades measuring social skills and reactions to strangers, for example. Beauty, sex appeal and likeability (or charm) are assessed in beauty contests, even if no exact measuring scale is applied.33 Computer imaging allows researchers to manipulate photos to test reactions to variations in body shapes, styles of walking and movement, facial characteristics, skin texture, hairstyles and smiles.34 Some studies employ exceptionally attractive men and women for role-playing exercises, to see how this affects social interaction and outcomes.

		Most of these studies cover relatively small numbers of people. They measure how large the impact of physical and social attractiveness can be in face-to-face interaction. Few studies provide a genuinely national picture of how common beauty is. The handful of large national interview surveys that collected information on respondents’ attractiveness are therefore of particular interest. These surveys provide nationally representative data, and reliable information on the distribution of attractiveness among men, women and children in Tables 1 and 2. In each of these surveys, interviewers or other informants were asked to grade respondents on a five-point scale. Further details are given in Appendix A, which reviews the methods employed so far to measure erotic capital.

		The scales for the north American surveys (Table 1) are more systematic than the scale used in the British survey (Table 2). Despite many differences between the surveys, and despite the fact that hundreds of different interviewers were responsible for the assessments, there is an astonishing agreement about the distribution of attractiveness. The majority of people are classified in the middle group of ‘average for their age’; one-quarter to one-third are allocated to the above-average categories; about one in ten is judged to be below average in looks. There is greater dispersion in judgements of women than of men. In the USA, but not in Canada, women are more likely than men to be assessed as good looking or beautiful, probably because women make more effort.

		The Canadian study included a panel element, with the same people being re-interviewed several times, usually by a different interviewer each time. This too showed high levels of agreement: nine out of ten people were rated identically on attractiveness in at least two years.35

		The British study asked schoolteachers to assess the attractiveness of pupils. Here too, there was high consistency between ratings at the age of seven and the age of eleven, even though the teachers had changed, obviously. Table 2 shows an even stronger pattern of girls being rated as more attractive than boys. The sex difference seems to increase with age. By age eleven, over half the girls are rated as attractive, compared to fewer than half the boys. Responses to this survey also display the usual reluctance to label anyone as positively ugly – fewer than one in ten children is rated as unattractive.

		Table 1 Distribution of looks in the United States
 and Canada, 1970s
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		Table 2 Distribution of looks in Britain, 1960s
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		The first European sex survey in 1967 did try to assess people’s erotic rank and sex appeal, by relying on self-assessments.36 No results were reported on this topic; presumably the experiment failed. Sex surveys in Finland have been more successful with self-assessment of sex appeal and sexual competence. However male exaggeration and narcissism make the results hard to interpret. Men in all countries systematically overestimate their sexual attractiveness, at all ages, whereas women are more realistic. Given the crucial importance of erotic capital for dating, mating and sex lives, it is to be hoped that future sex surveys will invest more effort in this topic. It is astonishing that so few of the sex surveys ever address the role of sex appeal.

		Erotic capital is similar to human capital: it requires some basic level of talent and ability, but can be trained, developed and learnt, so that the final quantum goes far beyond any initial talent, and people can improve with age. Erotic capital, its components and its effects can be studied, just like other intangible elements of social structures, cultures and social interaction. The foundations already exist in sex surveys, and in research on the social impacts and economic value of attractiveness, mating and dating patterns, sexual lifestyles and attitudes to fertility. The measurement of erotic capital is well advanced, and there are real opportunities for methodological development and innovation in future years, as noted in Appendix A.

		For now, we must be content with the studies done so far. All of them capture only a few aspects of erotic capital. It follows that studies showing the impact of facial beauty, or sex appeal, or grooming and style in the following chapters invariably underestimate and understate the full impact of erotic capital in the round, as most scholars admit. For example, a recent meta-analysis found that studies using a wider measure of appearance revealed larger impacts of attractiveness than those limited to facial attractiveness alone.37 It is probably fair to say that the full impact of erotic capital might be double the levels reported in studies reviewed in Part II, and in exceptional cases far more than that.

		
			Erotic capital as a performance
		

		On holiday in Chiang Mai in northern Thailand, I went shopping early, in the cool of the morning. Walking into a big store, I was greeted by the young owner’s disconcerting appearance. He was dressed casually, in flip-flops, jeans and a crumpled T-shirt. But his face was fully made up with cosmetics to look like a beautiful girl. I had interrupted his transformation from man to woman, before he put on his wig over his neat short hair and changed his clothes. He would spend the rest of the day as a woman. He was not remotely bothered by my early arrival, and dealt cheerfully with purchases. Such transgender dressing is not uncommon in Thailand. The famous Thai kickboxer Nong Toom was almost unbeaten in boxing contests, yet enjoyed dressing as a woman from childhood, and sometimes went into a boxing match in full make-up looking like a woman.38 He eventually had a
			sex-change operation in 1999 and stopped boxing.

		As Simone de Beauvoir pointed out decades ago, sexuality is in large part a performance.39 One is not born knowing how to be a woman or a man, one has to learn how to perform the role, as prescribed by the society one lives in. Masculinity and femininity are skilled performances; those who excel at the art are admired and envied. In particular, the performance of femininity and female beauty is often highly valorized.

		The performance character of sexual identity, beauty, sex appeal and elegant dress is displayed most clearly by transvestite and transgender (or cross-gender) men, who dress and act as women, and in some cultures perform as female dancers and entertainers.40 In the past, when women were excluded from stage acting, in countries such as China, Japan and Britain, men developed great skill in taking female roles on stage, reproducing feminine styles of behaviour, voice and manner as well as female dress. Today, such performances are delivered by the ‘ladyboys’ of Thailand, and the travestis (transvestites) of Brazil, many of whom work in the entertainment industry or earn a living by selling sex.41 In New York, there are ‘underground’ vogue balls in which men compete to deliver the
			best impersonation of a beautiful and glamorous woman. Similar contests of beauty, style and self-presentation are a regular feature in Thailand and the Philippines. There are no equivalent competitions for women to excel at impersonating men (possibly because it is easier) – a fact of some social significance.

		Beauty and sex appeal, and female beauty in particular, are a creation, a work of art, which can be achieved through training. Women have more erotic capital than men in most societies because they work harder at personal presentation. This sex differential is not fixed, and can vary over time, due to social and economic changes. Homosexuals often devote more time and effort to their appearance than is typical among heterosexual men because of high turnover in gay partnerships and pairings. The performance of gay subculture styles (such as clones or leather) is the equivalent of heterosexual performance of masculinity and femininity. I cannot think of any culture where public appearance and apparel are unimportant. In pre-modern societies, the performance of masculinity could be as demanding as the performance of femininity, with sharply differentiated styles of dress and decoration. In modern societies, females
			are still the peacocks, despite women’s emancipation. This puzzle has not been explained.

		In the 21st century, men in western Europe and north America are devoting more time and money to their appearance. They work out in gyms to maintain an attractive body, spend more on fashionable clothes and toiletries, display more varied hairstyles. Models constantly change their ‘look’ by changing their style of hair, hair colour and dress, but many actors are also highly skilled at these transformations. Men now constitute an important part of the customer base for cosmetic surgery and Botox, around 10 to 20 per cent of the expanding market in Britain. In Italy, prime minister and business magnate Silvio Berlusconi is a known devotee, looking twenty years younger than his seventy-three years. Women are getting richer, through their careers, so they bring both economic and erotic capital to mating markets. Men now find it necessary to develop their erotic capital as well, instead of relying exclusively on their
			earning power in mating markets, as in the past. So sex differences in the performance of erotic capital can shrink or expand in certain conditions.

		
			The rising importance of erotic capital
		

		Increasing affluence means that people can afford to spend more on luxuries and leisure activities, appearance and grooming. As the technical aids to enhancing erotic capital increase, the standards of exceptional beauty and sex appeal are constantly raised. Expectations of attractive appearance now apply to all age groups instead of just young people making their sexual debut or entering the marriage market. Rising divorce rates and serial monogamy across the lifecycle create incentives for everyone to develop and maintain their erotic capital throughout life rather than just in the period before first marriage. Twice-divorced Madonna at fifty looked more youthful and sexy in a series of 2010 adverts for Dolce and Gabbana clothes than many women of twenty-five. Expectations for men are also rising, albeit more slowly, as women insist that partners look stylish and attractive rather than just dependable and
			pleasant good providers.

		Men seem to be conscious of the new pressure to be attractive. A 1994 survey of 6000 American men aged 18–55 asked them how they liked to see themselves. Three of the top six choices concerned looks: the men wanted to be attractive to women, sexy and good-looking. Being assertive and decisive ranked lower down at numbers 8 and 9 on average. Money alone is not enough any more.42

		Aspirations are also raised by the advertising industry constantly displaying beautiful men and women in their prime in adverts for products of all kinds, not only in those for the latest designs in clothes and accessories. These pressures produce a long-term increase in standards of beauty, and in the importance given to two elements of erotic capital – physical attractiveness and sex appeal – especially in mating markets.

		In the past, physical attractiveness was mostly innate, or not, and there was relatively little you could do to improve matters. Today, in affluent modern societies, extremely high levels of erotic power can be achieved through fitness training, hard work and technical aids: diets, gyms and personal trainers, tanning beds and sprays, cosmetics, perfumes, wigs, weaves and hair extensions, cosmetic dentistry, cosmetic surgery, hair dyes and hairdressing, corsets, jewellery, fashion advice, a great variety of clothes and accessories to enhance appearance. Body modification and beauty practices have a long history, and all cultures encourage people to conform to accepted standards of beauty.43 If anything, modern societies allow more choice and diversity of styles, especially in the large multicultural metropolises. Concomitantly, techniques for achieving an
			attractive appearance have proliferated. As Helena Rubinstein, one of the founders of modern cosmetics, once said: ‘There are no ugly women, only lazy ones.’ Paradoxically, the pressure to improve your appearance can lead some beautiful women to spoil their looks by resorting to cosmetic surgery when they do not need it. From time to time cosmetic surgeons are confronted with women asking for procedures that cannot improve on reality.44

		Fortunately, most people view their body normally. However, in the 21st century, aspirations and expectations are being pushed higher by the mass media’s constant dissemination of images of celebrities, film stars and others who achieve the highest standards and become role models for others. Books offering advice on how to behave, how to flirt, how to make friends and how to conduct relationships assist people in developing the relevant social skills. All the elements of erotic capital are covered in manuals on how to attract a spouse or a lover, full of dating tips and advice on sexual technique.45

		In the past, mating and marriage markets were relatively small and closed, with matches based on class or caste, religion, location and age. Matches were often decided or vetted by parents or relatives, based on family wealth and social connections. In today’s self-service, open and potentially global mating and marriage markets, erotic power plays a larger role than ever before. Coming from a good family is no longer enough.

		Reviews of the impact of attractiveness on perceptions, judgement and treatment of people in the western world have repeatedly noticed that the effects have increased over time. In the earliest American studies, attractiveness had only a tiny impact on the way people were judged and treated. In the most recent studies, the consequences of being attractive, or not, are much larger.46 Attractive children and adults are more likely to be assessed as clever, competent and having social skills, and are treated accordingly – and this pattern is stronger today than in the 1970s. Good looks are also becoming steadily more important for mate selection and dating. Men and women gave more weight to good looks in choosing a partner in the 1970s than they did in the 1930s,47 and gave looks even more
			emphasis in the 1990s than in the 1970s. The sex differential did not change over the fifty years; in both periods men listed looks as more important.48

		Cultures and countries differ in the importance and value accorded to good looks and women’s fertility. Overall, poorer and less developed countries are less willing to accord any great importance to good looks, even for the choice of a spouse. Some cultures place greater emphasis on morals, values, personality, intelligence, kindness, social cohesion, good manners or on basic competences such as cooking or carpentry skills that are needed in everyday life. Beauty is seen as an ‘impractical’ basis for choosing a spouse in societies where survival cannot be taken for granted, where materialistic values weigh more than liberal-hedonistic values.49 Yet despite these differences in the relative weight accorded to attractiveness, it seems that all cultures still expect beautiful people to succeed better in life, in all the ways that count. Koreans, Chinese,
			Japanese and American young people all expect attractive men and women to be more intelligent, have greater social skills, be more popular and land better jobs.50

		Erotic capital has now become just as valuable a personal asset as economic, social and cultural capital, for men and women. In societies and periods when women have limited access to economic, social and human capital, it is crucial for them – which may be why women have traditionally worked harder at it. Physical and social attractiveness are increasingly prized in rich modern societies, and have a growing impact on how people are perceived, judged and treated. This is demonstrated most obviously in everyday life, mating and courtship, as I’ll explore in chapters 4 and 5, but also in social interactions in the labour market and many other contexts, as I show in chapters 6 and 7.

	
		2. The Politics of Desire

		In South Africa, a black man in his fifties consults his doctor about his impotence. After some probing, it emerges that he has difficulty performing every night with his wife, after he has already had sex earlier in the day with his girlfriend. His wife is beginning to suspect him of having several lovers, and this is causing problems at home.1

		In Woody Allen’s 1977 film Annie Hall, there is a split-screen comparison of the couple talking to their therapists about their relationship. Woody Allen’s therapist asks him, ‘How often do you sleep together?’ He mournfully responds, ‘Hardly ever. Maybe three times a week.’ Meanwhile, Annie Hall’s therapist asks her, ‘Do you have sex often?’ Annie replies, with visible irritation, ‘Constantly. I’d say three times a week.’

		Ideas and norms about sexuality vary a lot. Many Africans take it for granted that a man will have sex at least once a day with partners. This is more than double the average reported by European couples. The sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s allowed a great flowering of sexuality in western countries. But people in the west’s capitalist societies still fall way behind other cultures in sexual activity. The great diversity of sexual cultures is being revealed by recent research.

		My original reason for looking at the sex surveys was to see how someone’s erotic capital affected their sex life. I assumed that handsome men would more easily seduce lovers. Would the same be true for pretty women as a result of the sexual revolution? My journey of discovery started with the 1990 British sex survey which became famous because the then prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, decided it should not be funded by the Health Department. I then discovered dozens of other sex survey reports for other countries, all clustered together on three shelves in the library. Reading through them provided a new education on sex and sexuality in modern times.

		Many months later, I realized that virtually all the sex surveys collected no information at all on how attractive people were. Sex appeal is undoubtedly relevant to sexual activity, but most surveys did not even try to measure it, or to show its impact on sex lives. They are even less inclined to assess whether greater or lesser sexual competence affects people’s sex lives.

		Trawling through the sex survey reports proved unexpectedly fruitful nonetheless. They revealed a key new social fact that is typically glossed over or ignored in the reports. There is a systematic and apparently universal male sex deficit: men generally want a lot more sex than they get, at all ages. Women express much lower levels of sexual desire, as well as less activity, so men spend most of their lives being sexually frustrated, to varying degrees.

		This contradicts the received wisdom that men and women have equal levels of sexual desire, that it was only the sexual repression of traditional morality, religion and the double standard that suppressed female sexuality. Interestingly, some sex survey reports underline trends showing that male and female sexual activity are becoming increasingly similar today.2 They affirm the politically correct perspective that says female sexuality was repressed but is now liberated, so the sex differences are shrinking – implying that they will vanish eventually. The more objective and more honest reports admit that large sex differences persist despite all the changes, and conclude, with astonishment, that there continue to be major qualitative differences between male and female sexuality.3 It seems that sex survey reports
			can be coloured by sexual politics.

		This finding on the male sex deficit is of such broad importance that it needs to be solidly substantiated in this chapter. Even in situations where there is little or no gender imbalance in erotic capital, the male sex deficit would continue to colour relations between men and women in public as well as private life. The principle of least interest and excess male demand for attractive women greatly increase the value of women’s erotic capital. The imbalance in sexual interest gives women a major advantage in private relationships – if they recognize it. Several other findings from the sex surveys fill out this picture on the politics of desire.

		
			The sexual revolution
		

		The advent of the Pill and other forms of reliable contraception in the 1960s gave women direct control of their fertility for the first time in history. This led to massive changes in women’s investment in education and their careers and, ultimately, the equal opportunities revolution.4 Women switched from taking degrees in languages, literature and history of art to vocational courses in law, business, medicine, pharmacy and accountancy. Once the barriers came down, the proportion of women in highly paid professions shot up to around 50 per cent in most countries.5 Women’s opportunities in the labour market were transformed, to give them real equality with men.6 Private lives also changed – up to a point.

		Men never say no to free sex – myth or fact? Psychologists tested this in the USA by having reasonably attractive young men and women approach attractive people on campus to offer a date, and more. Half agreed to a date with a stranger, and half refused. Men were much more enthusiastic about the offer of free sex: two-thirds agreed to go to the woman’s apartment, and three-quarters agreed to have sex with her that evening, whereas none of the women agreed to sex and a tiny 6 per cent agreed to meet the man in his apartment.7

		It appears that the only thing that curtails men’s interest in sex is having to pay for it, in money or marriage. So the sexual revolution of the 1960s was a real boon for men. It opened the door to a massive expansion in recreational sex in western countries, within and outside marriage, because it virtually eliminated the risk of unwanted pregnancy. The sexual revolution very quickly changed attitudes to sex outside long-term committed relationships, first in relation to pre-marital sex and then, more gradually, extra-marital sex. Feminist demands for equality with men helped things along, as feminists claimed women had an equal interest in sexual fulfilment and sexual adventures. The sexual double standard that allowed men to be promiscuous but punished female promiscuity was said to be outdated. Men no longer needed to seduce or court women. ‘You want it as much as I do’ became the new theme. Young women
			suddenly found themselves under new pressure to have sex simply to prove they were ‘normal’ or a ‘natural woman’.

		The new sexual culture was reflected in a flourishing literature on all things sexual. Europeans rediscovered the Kama Sutra, and started writing their own sex manuals. The Joy of Sex: A Gourmet Guide to Lovemaking was published in 1972, and More Joy of Sex followed in 1973, both illustrated with drawings showing sexual positions and physical details. Soon, magazines for women and men included articles on sexuality and sex tips. Cosmopolitan led the way in developing a new perspective on sex for the single woman.8 Female virginity ceased to be a valuable commodity, sold to the highest bidder. It became more acceptable for women to be as sexually experienced as men. Effective contraception allowed young people to engage in sexual activity before marriage, and the sex difference in sexual experience and numbers of partners seemed to be
			falling. The separation of sexuality from fertility (and marriage) was reinforced by the new DNA tests which allow men to verify the paternity of any child – inside or outside marriage. The ‘swinging sixties’ and the new sexual morality were reflected in the media and the arts, such as the musical show Hair, which had full nudity on stage, and increasing popularity for magazines such as Playboy and Penthouse.

		Changes in the sexual culture were most marked in modern rich countries – or perhaps it is just that there is better information for western Europe and north America? However the globalization of media, films and entertainment spread the changes more widely around the world. For example, nightclubs in Taipei, Taiwan and Shanghai, China, are divided into those that display the new liberal western sexual culture and those conforming to traditional Chinese social and sexual etiquette.9

		Then in the 1980s AIDS changed everything again, and there was a sudden return to ‘old-fashioned’ ideas about committed long-term relationships, fidelity and chastity. Promiscuity became problematic again, most visibly so in the homosexual communities that were hit hardest by the AIDS epidemic, and where the need for ‘safe sex’ seems to be permanent.

		
			Let’s talk about sex
		

		The AIDS epidemic gave governments a legitimate reason for taking an interest in sex and sexuality. Sex surveys became ‘medical’ and ‘public health’ studies. Sometimes social and medical issues overlap. For example, an increase in promiscuity is now treated as a health hazard.10

		From the 1990s onwards, a steady stream of national sex surveys has been carried out around the world. Appendix B describes them, and notes the most useful reports. This new information has killed off quite a few myths about sexuality. With rare exceptions, no one has attempted to summarize their findings. American scholars rely almost exclusively on information for the United States. European, Latin, Chinese, Japanese and other Far Eastern sexual cultures often display distinctive characteristics. For example, in many European countries affairs and promiscuity are accepted, for men and women. In Far Eastern cultures, the exchange of money and sex is non-problematic. In both these contexts, there is more scope for erotic capital to be valorized.

		One of the most important findings from the recent sex surveys is that sex differences in sexual attitudes and libido stand largely unchanged by the latest social and economic development. The sexual revolution had an impact on young people’s sex lives, but has not altered the overall picture very much. The feminist myth of ‘equality’ in sexuality is as unfounded as the claim that all women prefer the ‘equality’ of complete symmetry in family roles, employment and earnings.11 The changes of the sexual revolution were partial and patchy, embraced by some young people, but not all. Well into the 1980s, the sexual double standard was still accepted, by women even more than men. It emerged that it was always women who had enforced most energetically the idea of restrictions on female sexuality, and women remained disinclined to abandon the close
			link between sex and long-term relationships. More puzzlingly still, masturbation remained a male hobby, even though it is readily accepted, in principle, by women. So sex differences in attitudes and
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