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FOREWORD 

	The Bicycle Ride to Can Gio

	The road from Ho Chi Minh City to the Can Gio Biosphere Reserve runs forty-five kilometers through industrial estates, shrimp farms, and mangrove forest. I have ridden it perhaps two dozen times over the past 2 years. The bicycle journey takes two to three hours if the traffic cooperates

	I go to watch the monkeys.

	The reserve's "Monkey Island" is not particularly well named — it is a peninsula, connected to the mainland by a narrow causeway that floods at high tide. The long-tailed macaques (Macaca fascicularis) who live there are provisioned by tourists who arrive on weekends to feed them bananas and take photographs. The monkeys have learned the schedule. They gather near the bridge when the first buses arrive. They know which visitors carry food and which carry only cameras. They are, by any measure, intelligent.

	They are also, by any human cultural measure, completely shameless.

	The first time I witnessed a young male macaque masturbating in full view of a crowd of Vietnamese families, and my 5 years old daughter. I experienced what I can only describe as cognitive dissonance. The monkey did stand approximately two meters from my daughter and me. He manipulated his erect penis with his right hand. His face showed no particular expression — not pleasure in the human theatrical sense, but a kind of focused attention. The entire act took perhaps thirty seconds. When he finished, he went away, and resumed watching the tourists for food opportunities.

	My daughter did not react, as she luckily didn't understand what just happened. Neither did any other child in the crowd. The monkey's behavior was, evidently, unremarkable to the children. 

	I, on the other hand, felt something I recognized as embarrassment — not for the monkey, who clearly felt none, but for myself as witness. The embarrassment was immediately followed by a question: Why?

	This book began with that question.

	Over the following years, as I continued my occasional weekend rides to Can Gio, I observed what the scientific literature later confirmed: masturbation in these macaques is frequent, public, and integrated into the normal social repertoire. Males do it. Females do it. Juveniles do it. Old individuals do it. They do it alone and sometimes in proximity to others who are eating, grooming, or simply resting. The behavior appears to require no privacy, provoke no social sanction, and generate no apparent shame.

	Humans, by contrast, have built entire theological and medical systems around the notion that this same behavior — when performed by our species — represents moral failure, psychological pathology, or at minimum a private act requiring concealment.

	The question became sharper: What happened between the common ancestor we share with these macaques and the emergence of Homo sapiens that transformed a routine biological behavior into a source of profound cultural anxiety?

	The easy answer — the one I initially accepted — is that human sexuality is different because human cognition is different. We have language, culture, religion, and law. We have the capacity for shame because we have the capacity for self-reflection. The macaques lack this reflexive awareness; therefore, they lack the experience of transgression.

	But this answer, I came to realize, merely restates the question. Why does self-reflection produce shame around autonomous pleasure? What function does this shame serve? And more importantly: what might we learn about the nature of self-reflection itself by investigating why it generates this particular form of suffering?

	Twenty years of clinical practice in somatic therapy has taught me to trust the body's intelligence over the mind's explanations. The tissue knows things the narrative has not yet formulated. When a patient's fascia releases under my hands, what emerges is not usually the story they came in telling. It is something older, pre-linguistic, held in the body's memory before language arrived to organize it into a coherent self.

	Watching the macaques, I began to suspect that masturbation — this ancient, phylogenetically conserved behavior — might be a window into something the body understands that the "Storytelling Monkey" (the narrative-generating system I have written about extensively in previous work) has systematically obscured.

	What if autonomous sexual pleasure is not merely a biological drive that human culture has learned to regulate? What if it is, in fact, a form of phenomenological investigation — a way the organism teaches itself about the structure of pleasure, desire, and the strange loop of selfhood that experiences both?

	The scientific literature, as it turns out, supports a far more interesting hypothesis than I initially imagined. Masturbation is not a recent invention, nor is it a byproduct of captivity or sexual frustration (the explanations that dominated early 20th-century biology). Bayesian phylogenetic analysis indicates that autosexual behavior became a stable part of the primate behavioral repertoire shortly after the haplorrhine split from tarsiers — approximately 60 million years ago. It was almost certainly present in the last common ancestor of all monkeys and apes, including the lineage that led to humans.

	This behavior has been under selection for longer than most of the traits we consider definitively "primate." It is older than full color vision. It is older than the opposable thumb in its modern form. It has persisted through vast environmental changes, through the adaptive radiations that produced over 500 primate species, through the evolutionary pressures that shaped everything from body size to social organization.

	Natural selection does not preserve behaviors for sixty million years unless they do something important.

	The emerging consensus in evolutionary biology is that masturbation serves multiple adaptive functions: it improves sperm quality by clearing old, low-motility gametes from the reproductive tract; it reduces sexually transmitted infection risk through post-copulatory flushing of the urethra; in some species, it provides a competitive advantage by allowing subordinate males to achieve faster ejaculation during brief mating opportunities. These are not trivial benefits. They are measurable, significant, and sufficient to explain why the behavior would be maintained.

	But there is something else these explanations do not quite touch — something the macaques on Can Gio Island demonstrated that the scientific papers, for all their rigor, could not fully articulate.

	The monkeys were present in a way I recognized from my own contemplative practice. When that young male stood in the forest in front of a human crowd, attending to his own arousal, there was a quality of focus — not goal-directed striving, but simple participation in what was happening in his body. No story about what it meant. No anticipation of outcome. No shame, and therefore no compensatory pride. Just the thing itself, happening.

	What the monkeys still had, and what human culture had systematically trained out of us, was the capacity to experience autonomous pleasure without the Storytelling Monkey immediately colonizing the experience with narrative, judgment, and self-referential commentary.

	This book is an attempt to recover that capacity — not by returning to some prelapsarian state of animal innocence (we cannot; the Monkey's architecture is not optional), but by understanding the mechanism precisely enough that we might, occasionally, step outside it.

	Part I will examine the evolutionary biology and neuroscience: what masturbation is, why it exists, and what makes the human version different from what the macaques experience. This is not decorative science. The mechanism matters. You cannot work with a system you do not understand.

	Part II will investigate what contemporary neuroscience reveals about orgasm, pleasure, and the temporary dissolution of the self-model. Here we will encounter Dr. Andrew Newberg's remarkable discovery: the brain cannot reliably distinguish between orgasmic experience and mystical experience. Both produce the same signature pattern of Default Mode Network disruption, the same prefrontal deactivation, the same sense of boundary dissolution. The implications are worth sitting with.

	Part III offers practices — not as techniques for "better orgasms" (the Monkey's usual frame) but as phenomenological methods for investigating the structure of pleasure, desire, and selfhood. This is meditative masturbation, approached with the same attention one might bring to breath awareness or body scanning. The goal is not arousal maximization. The goal is presence.

	Part IV acknowledges where the investigation stops. Orgasm can temporarily disrupt the self-model; it cannot permanently dissolve it, nor should we expect it to. The Hard Problem of consciousness — why any of this feels like anything at all — remains untouched by neurobiological explanation. The practices in Part III are useful. They are not enlightenment. The distinction matters.

	I still ride to Can Gio on weekends when the weather  and my schedule permit. The macaques are still there, still shameless, still participating in their biological inheritance without the overlay of meaning that makes the same behavior, in humans, a source of anxiety.

	They were never doing it wrong. We were the ones who forgot what they never needed to learn.

	This book is an attempt at remembering.

	What the body knew:

	The embarrassment I felt watching the monkey was not about the monkey. It was the Storytelling Monkey recognizing itself in a mirror and not liking what it saw. The body already knew what the following chapters would slowly confirm: the shame was the story, not the act. And stories, unlike biology, can be investigated.



	
PART I: THE EVOLUTIONARY INHERITANCE

	The science of autosexual behavior and what it reveals about cognition

	


CHAPTER 1: THE ANCIENT PRACTICE

	The Phylogenetic Map

	When we speak of masturbation as "natural," we usually mean something vague and permissive: it is common, it is harmless, it is part of normal human sexuality. The evolutionary evidence suggests something more precise and considerably more interesting: masturbation is ancestral. It is not an innovation of human culture, modern society, or individual psychology. It is a feature of the deep architecture we inherited from the primate lineage.

	Bayesian phylogenetic reconstruction — a statistical method that maps behavioral traits onto evolutionary trees — indicates that autosexual behavior became fixed in the haplorrhine primates (the lineage including tarsiers, monkeys, and apes) approximately 60 million years ago. "Fixed" in this context means it was no longer a sporadic behavior appearing in scattered individuals, but a stable component of the species-typical repertoire, present across populations and transmitted reliably across generations.

	To put this in temporal context: 60 million years ago, the continents were still separating following the breakup of Pangaea. The Indian subcontinent had not yet collided with Asia. The Himalayas did not exist. The animals that would eventually evolve into modern primates were small, nocturnal, insect-eating mammals, still recovering from the asteroid impact that had ended the Cretaceous period 5 million years earlier.

	Masturbation is older than the Himalayas.

	The data come from a 2023 meta-analysis published in Proceedings of the Royal Society B, which compiled observations from 246 academic papers covering nearly 400 primate species. The researchers documented autosexual behavior in approximately 80 species of male primates and 50 species of females. But raw numbers understate the case: the distribution is not random. Masturbation appears in every major primate lineage. It is present in New World monkeys (the South American radiation), Old World monkeys (Africa and Asia), and all great apes including humans. It is present in solitary species and social species, in monogamous pairs and multi-male troops, in forest canopy dwellers and terrestrial ground foragers.

	This kind of phylogenetic breadth — the technical term is "phylogenetic conservation" — indicates that the behavior was present in the common ancestor and has been maintained through subsequent speciation events. The alternative hypothesis, that masturbation evolved independently in dozens of separate lineages, is statistically implausible. Convergent evolution does occur, but not with this degree of precision across this many clades.

	The behavior is not merely present; it is elaborated. Female orangutans and capuchin monkeys have been observed using modified tools — stripped branches, carved sticks — as makeshift dildos for clitoral stimulation. Male dolphins wrap live eels around their penises, using the fish's writhing as a source of friction. Walruses perform autofellatio. Cape ground squirrels engage in oral self-stimulation with sufficient frequency that researchers initially categorized it as a form of grooming before realizing the behavior was specifically sexual.

	These are not clumsy approximations of a behavior that "should" be performed with a partner. They are sophisticated, species-specific elaborations demonstrating both manual dexterity and cognitive planning. The orangutan who selects a particular branch, strips it of leaves, and fashions it into a tool for genital stimulation is demonstrating the same level of executive function required for termite fishing
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