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ONE

The Pursuit of Pleasure

The limits of pleasures are as yet neither known nor fixed, and we have no idea what degree of bodily bliss we are capable of attaining.

JEAN-ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN,

The Physiology of Taste (1825)



The heights of pleasure

What is your idea of perfect pleasure? What if you could conjure it up at will and in unlimited quantities? How would you really feel after endlessly sipping rum-based cocktails on a palm-fringed tropical beach and having neglected body parts stimulated in ingenious ways? A bit bored and dissolute perhaps? Even eating chocolate in the bath will eventually pall.

Pleasure is a slippery beast. We know it when we feel it. Wanting more seems obvious. But what of the troubles it leads us into? What of the gluttony, drunkenness, obesity, guilt, debt and poor complexion? What of that segue from pleasure to addiction – that dreaded slide from ‘This is nice’ to ‘This is destroying me and I can’t stop’? Secular and religious authorities have tried throughout history to control the main sources of human pleasure. Above all, they have sought to constrain our sexual behaviour, our use of psychoactive drugs and what we eat. They seem to have shared Plato’s opinion that pleasure is the greatest incentive to evil.

My aim will be to explore the nature of pleasure and its unattractive alter ego, addiction. Along the way, we will look at the biological mechanisms that underpin pleasure and addiction, the subtle relationship between pleasure and pain, the surprisingly tenuous relationship between pleasure and happiness, and the neglected role of boredom in driving human behaviour. We will also inspect the lives of some real people who have taken their quest for pleasurable sensations to life-threatening extremes of hedonism. There will be sex and drugs of many kinds; and, of course, there will be chocolate. A central theme will be the fundamental distinction between pleasure and desire – the biologically ingrained difference between liking something because it gives us pleasure and wanting something because we have a desire for it. The twin forces of pleasure and desire lie at the heart of everything we do. We will see them at work in humanity’s relationship with the noble trinity of sex, drugs and chocolate.

Sex, drugs and chocolate are universal objects of desire. Each can become a focus for intense cravings. When used in the right way, all three have the potential to enhance mental and physical well-being. But they can also cause harm. Even sex has its hazards. Drugs are said by some to be uniformly dangerous substances that enslave you and then kill you, while chocolate, according to its critics, is sugary fat that will make you spotty and obese. (They are wrong.) All three sources of pleasure are constrained, to widely varying degrees, by social attitudes, religious doctrine and the law. And all three are, of course, capable of producing deep pleasure.

Sex in its many forms, both social and solitary, is a sublime delight enjoyed by virtually everyone at least once in a while. Even people who have sex for a living can still enjoy it. The twenty-first-century porn superstar Jenna Jameson talks in her memoirs of her undimmed enthusiasm for purely recreational sex, despite the wearying demands of her day job. When not performing in front of the cameras, she reportedly enjoys making love with her boyfriend in hotel swimming pools, department store changing rooms and restaurants across the USA. Giacomo Casanova’s long and eventful life was famously enriched by sexual pleasure. According to his memoirs, the eighteenth-century adventurer and voluptuary was as adept at giving pleasure as he was at taking it. Recounting a tryst with one of his myriad lovers, Casanova wrote:

She was astonished to find herself receptive to so much pleasure, for I showed her many things she had considered fictions. I did things to her that she did not feel she could ask me to do, and I taught her that the slightest constraint spoils the greatest pleasures. When the morning bells tolled, she raised her eyes to the Third Heaven like an idolatress thanking the Mother and Son for having so well rewarded the effort it had cost her to declare her passion for me.

Not everyone is a fan of sex, however. Johnny Rotten once described it as two minutes and fifty-two seconds of squelching noises. A few years later he claimed it had become more like five minutes, thanks to a new technique he had acquired.

The intensity of sexual pleasure is rivalled by few things in life, but intoxicating drugs are one of them. Like it or not, some of the most deeply pleasurable sensations ever experienced by humans, as well as some of the very worst, have been created by intoxicating drugs. One elderly Asian opium-smoker, whose words were captured for posterity by a nineteenth-century scholar, described his experience as being carried into the seventh heaven: he heard and saw things that words could not relay and felt ‘as though his soul soared so high above things earthly, during those precious moments of oblivion, as to have flown beyond the reach of its heavy, burdensome cage’. In similar vein (as it were), a fictional junky in Irvine Welsh’s Trainspotting declares that the sensations from injecting heroin are miles better than the best orgasm multiplied by twenty. The longer-term consequences are another matter, of course.

If it were true that the hit from mainlining heroin really is miles better than the best orgasm multiplied by twenty, then imagine how it feels while simultaneously plunging to earth at terminal velocity from a great height. This challenging form of recreational activity, known as pharma-diving, is imagined in Aniruddha Bahal’s novel Bunker 13. The fictional pharma-diver feels like a seer, soaring and swooping in heaven. He sees the ground rushing towards him but the act of pulling the ripcord is almost an afterthought, so deep is his tranquillity. Injecting yourself in a vein can be tricky during free fall, with only sixty seconds to play with before total oblivion. The solution, according to Bahal, is to pharma-dive in pairs, with one parachutist administering the injection while the other plummets ‘in a beautiful bubble of stupefaction’. Please do not try this at home.

In case the hugely illegal and life-threatening thrills of pharma-diving fall outside your personal comfort zone, there is always chocolate to fall back on. The sensual pleasures of chocolate may be somewhat less extreme, but they have a subtlety and depth of their own, especially when the substance consumed is the real thing, rather than the sugary industrial pap that often masquerades as chocolate. Here, for example, is how the chocophile Paul Richardson described the final phase of one brief encounter with a small chunk of Venezuelan Gran Samán:

The flavours lingered on in the mouth and in the mind, reaching a nice sort of closure with a brilliant final twist of espresso coffee. Infused with a sensation of physical contentment, together with a feeling that I would not be requiring for some time another bite, another nibble, another whiff of this twenty-four-carat black gold, I pushed the recline button and lay back in my seat.

Beyond the universal pleasures of sex, drugs and chocolate lie more personalised joys. Each of us has our own preferred sources, perhaps discovered by happy accident. We all harbour different ideas of what constitutes ultimate bliss – or heaven, as some call it. With one eye perhaps on posterity, John Keats claimed that heaven for him meant books, fruit, French wine, fine weather and a little music out of doors played by somebody he did not know. For Auberon Waugh it was playing bridge on a summer’s afternoon with agreeable companions while drinking crème de menthe frappée through a straw. Hmm. The writer Iain Banks said that his idea of what heaven would look like was the wine cellar of the Champanay Inn at Linlithgow in Scotland – if it didn’t have windows. And if he wasn’t an atheist.

The heights of pleasure can be found in even more idiosyncratic places. Intense joy came to Albert Camus when swimming in the ocean and to Michel de Montaigne when his kidney stones stopped hurting. ‘Is there anything so delightful’, he wrote, ‘as that sudden revolution when I pass from the extreme pain of voiding my stone, and recover, in a flash, the beauteous light of health, full and free?’ Dostoevsky experienced raptures of delight before one of his recurrent epileptic attacks, describing it as ‘a feeling of happiness such as it is quite impossible to imagine in a normal state and which other people have no idea of’. When asked to nominate his most joyful experience, the legendary Soho drinker Jeffrey Bernard recalled catching a ball in a cricket match after running in twenty yards from deep mid-off to extra cover. The gentle pleasures of cricket might have fallen short of the mark for Vaughan, a character in J.G. Ballard’s novel Crash. For him, the supreme ecstasy was to die in an orgasmic head-on vehicle collision with the actress Elizabeth Taylor’s car. You might regard that as an overspecialised taste.



Hedonism then and now

A life lived for the pursuit of pleasure is the life of a hedonist. We are therefore all hedonists to some degree, because pleasure is plumbed deep into our brain. As we shall see in the next chapter, pleasure is a biological currency which evolved to guide our everyday behaviour. Even so, the unrestrained pursuit of pleasure, when taken to extremes, is rarely an enjoyable spectacle for onlookers and can end in tears for the hedonist.

What happens when someone with a powerful lust for pleasure can have absolutely anything they want, within the limits of physics and chemistry? The Roman Empire offers some illuminating case histories. As far as the puritans of later ages were concerned, imperial Rome epitomised the worst kind of decadence and deserved to collapse under the weight of its own sin. For a student of pleasure, it is a rich source of data.

The highs and lows of Roman hedonism were chronicled by Suetonius in his history of The Twelve Caesars, written almost two thousand years ago. It recounts the lives of successive Roman emperors from Julius Caesar, who was assassinated in 44 BC, to Domitian, who died in AD 96. Suetonius is deliciously revealing (if not always entirely reliable) about the chosen pleasures of these twelve unimaginably powerful men. His catalogue starts relatively mildly with Julius Caesar, who merely enjoyed luxury and sex. Julius was succeeded by Augustus, who was excessively fond of sex, expensive furniture, Corinthian bronzes and gambling. Augustus was a notorious womaniser. Even in old age, he revelled in deflowering virgins, who were collected for him from all over the empire. He was also a gambler, and proud of it. We will return to the addictive snares of gambling later.

Augustus was succeeded by Tiberius, who succumbed to what Suetonius calls ‘all the vicious passions’. In his youth, Tiberius Claudius Nero was such a heavy drinker that he acquired the nickname ‘Biberius Caldius Mero’, meaning ‘drinker of hot undiluted wine’. (There will be no more Latin jokes in this book, I promise.) As emperor, he demonstrated the double standards of many rulers up to the present day: while campaigning publicly to raise standards of morality, he spent much of his private time in orgies of feasting, whoring and boozing. Hedonism even acquired a bureaucratic status under Tiberius, who established the official position of Comptroller of Pleasures.

Tiberius’s hedonism burgeoned after he retired to his private pleasure-ground of Capri. There, Suetonius tells us, groups of young men and women performed exotic sexual acts in front of the emperor to titillate his ageing libido. The rooms of his Capri pleasure palace were decorated with the most erotic pictures, books and statues obtainable, including sex manuals from Egypt and puppets demonstrating ‘wanton postures’. Suetonius found certain aspects of Tiberius’s lewdness too vile to elaborate on, although he drops some pretty strong hints. Young boys, whom Tiberius called his little fishes, were trained to follow him when he went swimming and to get between his legs and lick and nibble him. We are also told that Tiberius used babies not yet weaned from their mother’s breast ‘to suck at his breast or groin’. On one occasion, the disgusting old lecher took a fancy to a young acolyte at a ceremonial sacrifice; he could barely wait for the ceremony to end before bundling the young man and his brother, who was the sacred trumpeter, out of the temple and indecently assaulting both of them. When they protested at his outrageous behaviour he had their legs broken. Tiberius was succeeded by Gaius, known as Caligula, who continued in much the same way.

Caligula pursued every imaginable form of pleasure with energetic abandon. One of his favourite pastimes was to watch people being tortured and executed. According to Suetonius, he had no regard for anyone’s chastity and enjoyed large numbers of homosexual relationships. One young man revealed publicly that he had ‘buggered the emperor’ and quite worn himself out in the process. Caligula had sex with most women of rank in Rome, including his three sisters. After inviting a selection of respectable ladies to dinner with their husbands, he would examine each one in turn. Later, when the mood took him, he would summon his choice and leave the banquet to have sex with her. After returning to the meal, he would openly discuss her performance with his guests. Caligula’s many other indulgences included drinking pearls dissolved in vinegar and feeding golden bread to his dinner guests. Unsurprisingly, it took him less than a year to squander his fortune. Caligula died at the age of twenty-nine and was succeeded by Claudius.

Claudius continued the imperial tradition of drunkenness, gambling, womanising and feasting. After developing a burning passion for his niece, he changed the law so that he could marry her. Claudius was a renowned trencherman who rarely left a dining-hall until he was ‘gorged and sodden’, whereupon a servant would put a feather down his throat to make him vomit so that he could start gorging again. He was also a devoted gambler and published a book on the subject. Claudius was succeeded by Nero – a name that has done more than most to give hedonism its dark reputation.

Nero’s pleasure-seeking knew no boundaries, leading one modern commentator to describe him as one of the biggest creeps in history. His feasts lasted from midday to midnight and his guests would generally include a substantial contingent of prostitutes. Like his predecessors, Nero enjoyed plentiful sex with men and women. He had one of his favourite slaves castrated and then married him. His more mundane excesses included never wearing the same clothes twice and using a golden net for fishing. Another in a long line of imperial gamblers, he would often stake thousands of gold pieces on a single throw of the dice.

Nero was succeeded briefly by Galba, whose two main characteristics, according to Suetonius, were cruelty and greed. He was a heavy eater and a homosexual with a penchant for ‘mature and very sturdy men’. Galba died after less than seven months as emperor, to be succeeded by Otho, whose reign was even briefer. Next in line came Vitellius, who had spent his adolescence among Tiberius’s male prostitutes on Capri. As emperor, Vitellius became notorious for every sort of self-indulgence. He banqueted three or four times a day, often making himself vomit to create space for more. For one feast, he commissioned a dish containing ingredients from every corner of the empire, including pike livers, peacock brains, flamingo tongues and lamprey milt. Suetonius describes Vitellius as unusually tall, with an alcoholic flush, a huge paunch and a crippled thigh. He was succeeded by Vespasian, who was a model of virtue by comparison. Vespasian liked to nap, which makes him a big favourite of mine. (We will return to the joys of napping in the final chapter.) His successor was Titus.

Suetonius describes Titus as profligate and cruel. He held riotous parties far into the night and owned a troupe of homosexual prostitutes and eunuchs. Titus was succeeded by Domitian, whose lustfulness was of a high order, even by the standards of the day. Domitian referred to sex as ‘bed-wrestling’ and treated it like a competitive sport. He enjoyed swimming with prostitutes, shaving his concubines’ pubic hair and having sex with married women.

The behaviour of the Caesars and subsequent emperors did little to improve the tawdry image of hedonism. Nonetheless, hedonism has had its principled defenders. One of its most vociferous advocates was the Greek philosopher Aristippus, who died in 366 BC. He contended that pleasure (hedone) could be equated with good and that every person should live their life so as to maximise pleasurable experiences.1 Aristippus vigorously practised what he preached, acquiring a reputation as a man who really knew how to have a good time. When he was not mounting a defence of hedonism he could usually be found mounting someone else.

Around the same period as Aristippus, the Chinese philosopher Yang Chu was also championing the idea that we have only one life and should enjoy it as much as we can. Yang Chu espoused a simple – some would say simplistic – philosophy of hedonism. Life is short, he argued, and the only truly good things in it are the sensual pleasures of music, sex, fine clothes and tasty food. His ideas were later absorbed into the Taoist philosophical tradition. Several hundred years after he died, his ideas resurfaced in the Taoist Book of Lieh-tzu. In one passage, Yang Chu’s starkly hedonistic worldview is expressed in an argument that goes like this. The longest any of us can hope to live is a hundred years. Even if we are lucky enough to live that long, half our useful life is lost in unconscious infancy and old age. Of the remaining years, a further half is either wasted or spent asleep. Pain, sickness, sorrow and fear use up at least half the rest. That leaves us only about ten years for enjoyment. Even then, every hour is plagued with anxiety because we are driven by social pressures to conform and achieve. Our anxieties prevent us from enjoying ourselves, leaving us no better off than chained criminals. Instead, we should spend our time seeking pleasure from sex, good living, beauty and music. Yang Chu was exhorting us in clear and simple terms to grab pleasure while we can – or, as others have variously put it, to eat, drink and be merry, seize the day, and gather rosebuds while ye may.

In the post-Enlightenment England of the eighteenth century, there was much gathering of rosebuds, reflecting a widespread view that humans were built to pursue pleasure and that doing so was good for society as a whole. Growing affluence made this aspiration a reality for many. The pleasure industry boomed – not just for the enjoyment of the rich and powerful, but for the masses. Whole towns became devoted to enjoyment. The Prince Regent chose Brighton as the site for his pleasure palace and millions of fun-seekers followed him there. Resorts such as Bath, Cheltenham and Buxton made their wealth from visitors seeking health and pleasure. Predictably, the quest for pleasure often trumped the quest for health, prompting much sniping from moralisers. The Methodist preacher Charles Wesley described Bath as ‘Hell on earth’.

Georgian London was known for its two hundred or so pleasure gardens. Among the most famous was Vauxhall Gardens, which was renowned for its erotic ambience. Men and women of all backgrounds could stroll, dance, eat, drink and enjoy themselves to the sound of music. Anyone who could afford the modest entrance fee had the prospect of an erotic encounter. Ranelagh in Chelsea was said to be favoured by the greatest beauties and was described by one contemporary writer as the finest market in England.

Sexual activity was widely regarded at this time as a legitimate source of pleasure rather than a sin. Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles Darwin and an eminent scholar himself, described sex as ‘the purest felicity in the otherwise vapid cup of life’. Sex was easily obtained on a commercial basis. As many as 30,000 streetwalkers plied their wares in the streets of Georgian London. Any punter interested in ‘country matters’ could buy publications such as Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies or The Man of Pleasure’s Kalendar, which listed the local prostitutes and detailed their erotic specialities. James Boswell wrote in his diary that it was impossible to stroll in St James’s Park or walk down the Strand without being propositioned by scores of harlots – something he found hard to resist.

A prominent figure of this period was Teresa Cornelys, otherwise known as the Empress of Pleasure. She created London’s first exclusive nightclub. The Society in Soho-Square, as it was called, was based in her Soho mansion and opened for business in 1760. It was a glittering pleasure palace for the rich, which helped establish Soho’s abiding association with hedonism. A typical night there would start with a concert performed by top musicians in sumptuous surroundings. Then the real fun would begin, as the guests ate, drank, danced and gambled until dawn, some slipping away to discreet bedrooms for more intimate pleasures. The English were as obsessed with celebrities then as they are now: crowds of onlookers would swarm around Soho Square, hoping to catch a glimpse of the rich and famous, including younger members of the royal family.

All this bawdy revelry upset the Church, which tried hard to have The Society in Soho-Square shut down. In 1770 the bishop of London begged the king to ban a huge masked ball that Cornelys was arranging, but his pleas fell on deaf ears. Salt was later rubbed in the ecclesiastical wound when it transpired that the guests included the bishop’s own wife and the wives of three other senior clerics. Religious and secular attempts to constrain pleasure-seeking is an eternal theme that we shall return to later.

Teresa Cornelys’s genius at creating pleasure for others was a natural reflection of her background. She came originally from Venice, a city where the pursuit of pleasure had become an art form. She travelled to London with her child, whose father was none other than Giacomo Casanova. Teresa Cornelys was born close to Casanova’s family home in Venice and they met in their teens. Their mutual love of pleasure made them kindred spirits.

Casanova managed to pack more sensual experience into his life than most of us could dream of. Born in 1725, he died seventy-three years later, having variously been a novelist, poet, gambler, soldier, musician, spy, adventurer, free-thinker and prolific lover. He travelled widely, forged relationships with many famous people and enjoyed everything that life had to offer. When Casanova came to write his memoirs, shortly before his death, he looked back with evident enjoyment. ‘What pleasure’, he wrote, ‘in remembering one’s pleasures!’ He felt little regret at how he had chosen to live his life:

Cultivating the pleasures of the senses was my principal concern throughout my life; none, indeed, was ever more important to me. Feeling as though I was born for the fair sex, I have always loved it and let it love me as much as I could. I have also passionately loved good food and all things made to arouse curiosity.… As a great libertine, a bold talker, a man who thought only of pleasure in life, I could not find myself guilty of anything.

Back in Georgian England, the pleasure-seekers were receiving heavyweight support from a number of prominent thinkers. Foremost among these was the philosopher Jeremy Bentham. Like Aristippus before him, Bentham regarded pleasure as the ultimate aim in life. He famously argued that behaviour, morals and laws should be judged according to how much they fostered ‘the greatest happiness of the greatest number’. As far as Bentham and like-minded Utilitarians were concerned, humans were intended by nature to seek pleasure and avoid pain. In 1785 he wrote an essay entitled ‘Paederasty’, in which he argued that society’s disapproval of anal sex stemmed from an irrational antipathy towards pleasure, especially sexual pleasure. Bentham even tried to devise an objective method for calculating exactly how much ‘felicity’ any particular action would unleash, but this proved too difficult. Indeed, it remains the case to this very day that no one is entirely sure how best to quantify happiness or pleasure.

Strong echoes of Bentham’s philosophy are evident in current thinking that national governments should pursue policies and enact laws that are specifically intended to maximise national happiness, in contrast with their conventional preoccupation with maximising national wealth. However, it is often unclear what the proponents of such policies really mean by ‘happiness’, which they sometimes seem to equate with pleasure, or just feeling good. As we shall see later, pleasure and happiness are two quite different entities.

What does hedonism look like in the early twenty-first century? Much the same as in Georgian London or imperial Rome, it would appear. A far wider variety of mind-altering drugs is now available, but the familiar mainstays of sex, alcohol, food and gambling remain as popular as ever. In the UK, for example, the average household devotes about 4 per cent of its total expenditure to those two ancient and deeply entrenched drugs, alcohol and tobacco. Psychological research and social surveys consistently find that people around the world continue to derive most of their pleasure from having sex, eating, drinking, relaxing and socialising with family and friends. In private, many of them also seek chemical pleasure from illicit drugs, which is why drug trafficking is estimated to account for around 8 per cent of all international trade. But enough of the social history: it is time now for a little science.





TWO

What Is Pleasure For?

Pleasure is the only thing worth having a theory about.

OSCAR WILDE,

The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891)



What is pleasure for? That is the sort of question biologists ask. What they mean is: how did this feature of our biological makeup help our ancestors to survive and reproduce, and therefore to become our ancestors? To put it another way, why did evolution equip us and other animals with the capacity and appetite to experience pleasure in so many varied and delightful ways, including perhaps some that are still undiscovered?

The simplest answer is that pleasure and its dark counterpart, pain, are there to encourage us to do the right things. Pleasure entices us to behave in ways that are likely to be biologically beneficial, while pain discourages us from doing ourselves harm. The ever-shifting balance between pleasure and pain is, to quote the philosopher David Hume, ‘the chief spring or actuating principle of the human mind’.

The idea that pleasure and pain direct our behaviour has been circulating in various guises for thousands of years, dating back at least as far as Epicurus and like-minded philosophers of ancient Greece. Psychology, as it came to be known, built upon this simple concept in the nineteenth century. In 1880, for example, Herbert Spencer advanced a specific psychological theory that all human behaviour is underpinned by the twin motivating forces of pleasure and pain.1

Sigmund Freud pursued the theme with his psychoanalytic Pleasure Principle. In his characteristically doubt-free style, Freud asserted that he had no hesitation in assuming that all mental activity was ‘automatically regulated’ by the Pleasure Principle – by which he meant that all mental activity was directed towards the production of pleasure or the avoidance of displeasure. Freud decided that pleasure and displeasure were reflections of a mental phenomenon that he called ‘unbound excitation’; pleasure supposedly acted to reduce this excitation, while displeasure did the reverse. In another of his works, an even less hesitant Freud proclaimed that ‘It is simply the programme of the pleasure principle that determines the purpose of life.’

What has science, as distinct from Freudian conjecture, revealed about pleasure? One basic conclusion is that the behaviour of humans and other animals is self-evidently motivated by stimuli that are associated with pleasure. Pleasurable rewards (or ‘reinforcers’) tend to increase the frequency of the behaviour that produced them, whereas unpleasant stimuli do the reverse. The long-suffering experimental pigeon will peck energetically at a button if its efforts are rewarded with food, but it will rapidly stop pecking and avoid the button if instead it receives a mild electric shock.

A second basic conclusion is that the sorts of activities we find pleasurable could mostly be viewed as biologically beneficial, in the sense that they would generally have helped our ancestors to survive and reproduce in their natural environment. As we saw earlier, people consistently report that socialising, having sex and eating are their main sources of pleasure. These activities are also biologically beneficial, in the right circumstances. Even the simplest pleasures of life, like warming yourself in front of a fire or tending a garden, make good biological sense if you imagine yourself as one of your hunter – gatherer ancestors.

The capacity to respond to pleasurable stimuli emerged very early in evolution and is detectable, in one form or another, in animals ranging from flies and shellfish to dogs and gorillas. Pleasure almost certainly plays a bigger role in the lives of other species than we humans often tend to assume. The neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp has even uncovered evidence that rats are capable of experiencing playful joy which they express in the form of high-pitched ‘laughing’. When a rat has a joyful experience, such as playing with another rat, it emits a series of ultrasonic (50-kilohertz) chirps. Panksepp contends that these vocalisations are biologically related to the joyful laughter that children emit when they are playing. The thought that rats enjoy a giggle with their mates is a reminder that life for other species can amount to more than just a grim struggle for survival.

If pleasure did evolve to guide our behaviour, then how does it perform this biological function? The task is not quite as straightforward as it might seem. At any given moment we could be doing many different but mutually exclusive things, each of which would be biologically beneficial. We might, for example, be faced with the choice of cooking dinner, sleeping in a cosy bed or having vigorous sex. How do we decide what to do next? Humans and other animals must continually choose between competing requirements. We therefore require some form of mechanism for weighing the conflicting motivations against each other and choosing the best option at the time. To help us choose, we need some form of measuring stick or common currency. According to the physiologist Michel Cabanac, that common currency is pleasure.

The essence of Cabanac’s theory is that pleasure enables the brain to compare the strengths of current motivations to perform different activities. When choosing between, say, eating, staying warm or avoiding danger, we may, of course, make a conscious, rational judgement about our priorities. But even an apparently conscious decision will be influenced by an unconscious weighing of the options in terms of how much pleasure or displeasure each would produce. We are drawn towards the most pleasant, or least unpleasant, course of action. This simple form of hedonism encourages us to behave in ways that, on average, will be in our best biological interest.

Pleasure is the hidden force behind what might be called ‘gut instinct’; it guides our choices even when we think we are using our conscious mind to make rational decisions. Experimental tests have lent support to this simple theory, confirming that humans and other animals behave in line with its detailed predictions. We make unconscious but surprisingly precise trade-offs between the amount of displeasure we are prepared to experience and the amount of pleasure we anticipate in return. The evidence suggests that something akin to pleasure is used to prioritise actions in other species as well. Even a lizard will be guided by the unconscious trade-off between, say, physical discomfort and the attractiveness of food.

If evolution has equipped us with pleasure as a mechanism to help guide our behaviour then we would expect those feelings of pleasure to be inherently transient and self-limiting. Faced with competing priorities, we will choose the most pleasant or the least unpleasant course of action. But in order to survive and thrive, we must stop performing that activity and switch to something else as soon as our current needs have been satisfied and other priorities have risen to the fore. If a pleasurable activity continued to be pleasurable for too long, we would be in danger of getting locked into doing it and therefore neglecting higher-priority needs. Our ancestors would not have survived long enough to become our ancestors if they had sunk into a state of enduring bliss every time they did something enjoyable. For pleasure to do its biological job as a motivational common currency, it must be short-lived. And so it is.

Everyday experience, backed up by a reassuring mass of experimental data, confirms that pleasure is indeed short-lived. We habituate quite rapidly to pleasurable sensations. No matter how earth-shaking it may be at the time, any given pleasure will fade and the moment will pass. William Shakespeare famously encapsulated this aspect of human nature in the opening lines of Twelfth Night:

If music be the food of love, play on;

Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,

The appetite may sicken, and so die.

The ephemeral nature of pleasure has important practical implications, which we will explore later. Above all, it means that anyone who attempts to rely exclusively on pleasure to make them happy is likely to have a struggle on their hands. The present pleasures will inevitably dwindle, forcing the determined hedonist to keep increasing the dosage or switch to new ones. Socrates likened pleasure-seekers to the damned in Hell, who are condemned for ever to keep trying to fill leaky jars. Psychologists refer to this phenomenon as the hedonic treadmill.

Pleasure must be self-limiting to do its job. However, biological reasoning would suggest that displeasure and pain should not be self-limiting in the same way. Instead, they should persist for as long as the problem that gives rise to them. If the biological function of displeasure and pain is to protect us from harm, we would expect them to linger until the corresponding threat to our well-being has gone away. Again, the theory is borne out by reality. Unpleasant feelings such as anxiety, fear and pain are generally not as ephemeral as pleasure; we do eventually adjust to displeasure or pain, but more slowly and less completely than in the case of pleasure. As the essayist William Hazlitt put it, ‘pain is a bittersweet, which never surfeits’.

The simple idea that pleasure evolved to make us behave in biologically beneficial ways further implies that there should be a clear relationship between our current biological needs and our current experience of pleasure. As those needs change, so too should our response to pleasurable stimuli. Once again, the theory is in line with everyday reality and experimental evidence. Our response to potentially pleasurable stimuli does indeed vary according to our current internal state and needs. Drinking tepid, murky water from a chipped mug can be delightful when you have a raging thirst, but not otherwise. Similarly, sinking into a steaming hot bath is altogether more pleasant when you are cold and wet than it is after a day of sunbathing on a tropical beach. Experimental studies have confirmed that changes in our internal state affect the amount of pleasure or displeasure we experience in response to stimuli. In one typical experiment, hungry people were repeatedly given drinks of sugary water, which they had to spit out without swallowing. They continued to find the sweet taste pleasant each time they experienced it. But if, instead, they swallowed each drink when it arrived, the sweet taste became progressively more unpleasant. Sweet pleasure turned to cloying displeasure as their stomach filled with sugary liquid. The same physical stimulus could elicit pleasure or displeasure, depending on the individual’s current internal state.

The idea that pleasure and other emotions are reflections of our body’s physical state has a long pedigree. William James, the pioneering nineteenth-century psychologist (and brother of writer Henry), proposed that our emotions arise, at least in part, from an awareness of our physical reactions to stimuli.2 So, for example, we feel afraid because we have become aware that our heart is pounding and our hands are trembling, rather than the other way round. James realised that if emotions are linked to internal state then we might be able to alter our emotions by manipulating the signals reaching the brain from the rest of the body. He tested this hypothesis with a very simple experiment. He smiled. More specifically, he forced his facial muscles to form the shape of a smile, even though he did not feel in the mood for smiling. (William James suffered from depression – hence, perhaps, his particular attraction to smiling.) He found that the more he smiled, the jollier he felt. The physical act of smiling was enough to elicit the corresponding emotional state, as though the configuration of his facial muscles had somehow tricked his brain into believing that he must be feeling good.

The two-way relationship between facial expression and emotion has been substantiated by more systematic experiments. In one study, psychologists got people to hold a pencil between their teeth without it touching their lips. This made them smile, without being consciously aware of doing so. As William James would have predicted, the physical act of smiling lifted their subjective mood, even though the subjects did not know they were smiling. By comparison, sucking a pencil with their lips wrapped around it did nothing to lift their mood. Similar mood-enhancing effects have been produced by giving experimental volunteers detailed instructions to move particular muscles in their face, causing them unwittingly to smile. The effect is strongest when the smile is of the so-called Duchenne variety – the ‘genuine’ type of smile that involves the corners of the eyes as well as the mouth. One day, perhaps, the well-read pleasure-seekers among us will be recognisable from the tell-tale pencil clenched between their teeth.

Deliberately smiling really can lift your mood. Try it for yourself. Use a pencil if you must. So too can holding your head high or whistling a happy tune. In each case, a physical act that would normally reflect an underlying emotional state can also elicit that same emotional state. Of course, people who never stop smiling can irritate those of us in a less ebullient mood, especially if their smile is obviously fake. Some celebrities develop a permanent rictus, which can vary from self-satisfied to borderline psychopathic. Nonetheless, they are on to something. Even a fake smile can make us feel a bit better, because the feedback from the facial muscles tells the brain that something good must be happening. The feel-good factor is reinforced if the smile evokes friendly responses from other people. The idea that emotions reflect some sort of mental map of the body’s internal state is further supported by brain-scanning studies, which show that pleasure and other emotions are accompanied by activity in parts of the brain that are known to be involved in monitoring the body’s internal state.3

At first sight, then, it might appear as though we have cracked the scientific puzzle of pleasure at an awkwardly early stage in this book. According to the simple theory just outlined, activities that are generally good for us are pleasurable and that is why we keep doing them. Pleasure is the brain’s universal currency, which it uses to compare different behavioural options. We plump for the activity that is likely to produce the most pleasure or the least displeasure, having unconsciously taken account of our current biological needs. If this explanation seems too simple, that is because it is too simple.

A moment’s thought will reveal some obvious gaps in this crude model of pleasure. For a start, we clearly are not just slaves to instant gratification. Much of what we and other animals do is guided by our expectations about future rewards, rather than the immediate consequences of our actions. We frequently choose to do things that are unpleasant or even painful in the short term in order to pursue broader or longer-term goals. Getting out of bed and going to work in the morning is a common example. Giving birth and having cosmetic surgery are others. When everything else is equal, we prefer pleasurable activities over unpleasant ones. In the real world, however, everything else seldom is equal. Our behaviour is shaped by context, expectations and a host of other factors.

Even young children can choose to forgo immediate pleasure in order to obtain a larger reward later. This ability, which is known as delay of gratification, is correlated with happiness and intelligence. One long-term study found that the four-year-old children who performed best in a laboratory test of their ability to delay gratification subsequently developed into more socially competent adolescents who did better at school and coped better with stress. Other apes also have the capacity to delay gratification. Chimpanzees were able to demonstrate it in an experiment in which they were given morsels of chocolate. Twenty chocolates were placed, one by one, in front of the chimpanzee over the course of a few minutes. The animal could eat the accumulated chocolates at any stage, but as soon as it ate any it would receive no more. If, on the other hand, it contained its desire, it was allowed to eat all twenty pieces at the end. Chimpanzees adore chocolate, as any highly intelligent being would. Nonetheless, they proved quite capable of resisting the lure of immediate gratification in order to win a bigger chocolaty reward later.

Much of what we might think of as pleasure is actually the anticipation of pleasure or the desire for something we believe will be pleasurable. Charles Darwin highlighted this distinction in The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, published in 1872. He noted that humans and other animals often express feelings of pleasure in the form of movements and sounds – as, for example, when young children laugh, clap their hands and jump for joy. However, Darwin observed that:

It is chiefly the anticipation of a pleasure, and not its actual enjoyment, which leads to purposeless and extravagant movements of the body, and to the utterance of various sounds. We see this in our children when they expect any great pleasure or treat; and dogs, which have been bounding about at the sight of a plate of food, when they get it do not show their delight by any outward sign, not even by wagging their tails.

Freud also recognised that there is more to human motivation than the simple principle of seeking pleasure and avoiding pain in the here and now. In a later work entitled Beyond the Pleasure Principle, he wrote: ‘The most that can be said is that there exists in the mind a strong tendency towards the pleasure principle, but that that tendency is opposed by certain other forces or circumstances, so that the final outcome cannot always be in harmony with the tendency towards pleasure.’ Recognising the anticipatory nature of human motivation, Freud described it as ‘hedonism of the future’.

Another embarrassing flaw in the simple pleasure principle is that many of us spend surprisingly little of our time doing the things that actually give us the most pleasure. This is why most people feel significantly better if they deliberately make themselves spend more time doing pleasant things. Several psychological studies have demonstrated that instructing people to adopt a conscious strategy of engaging more in pleasant activities really does lift their mood, even if they were not depressed to begin with. ‘Pleasant activities training’, as it is called, is demonstrably more effective at raising mood than physical fitness training or daily sessions of introspection. Now, you might regard the revelation that doing nice things makes people feel better as a statement of the blindingly obvious. What is less obvious, however, is why most of us do not already behave in this way. If our behaviour really were driven by the simple pleasure principle of doing what feels good now, our lives should already be crammed full with pleasurable activities. The fact that this is not generally the case is further proof that the truth is more complex.

The simple pleasure principle is clearly not sufficient to explain the intricate reality of human and animal behaviour. We will see later that much of what we do is driven not by pleasure but by desire. Meanwhile, let us take a closer look at the trio responsible for so much of human pleasure: sex, drugs and chocolate.





THREE

Sex

It is truly amazing just how much you can put up with when you are getting regular sex.

NIGEL SLATER, Toast (2004)

Sexy beasts

Sex may be blissful, but biologists are still not sure why it evolved in the first place. It is, after all, a strange way for animals to reproduce themselves, if you think about it. In their efforts to understand the evolution of sexual behaviour, biologists have paid surprisingly little attention to the role of pleasure. This may be because, in the natural world, sex is mostly about procreation rather than fun. Even among the big-brained mammals, most females are interested in sex only when they are fertile, around the time of ovulation. They may copulate frequently and energetically during these fertile phases, but sex is unlikely to be the main source of pleasure in their lives. Much the same must be true of many male mammals, for whom the sexual act can be remarkably brief. Rabbits and rams, for example, usually ejaculate within a few seconds of starting intercourse.

We humans belong to a small coterie of species in which sexual behaviour is not biologically shackled to reproduction. Our willingness or desire for sex has little to do with female fertility. We may have sex more or less throughout the menstrual cycle and carry on doing it during pregnancy and after menopause. Most human sexual activity takes place when reproduction is impossible, and in that sense it is largely recreational. Dolphins share this unusual characteristic with us, as they too continue to have sex throughout the female’s reproductive cycle. Dolphins are also enthusiastic practitioners of masturbation, as we shall see in chapter 10. However, our main rival for the title of sexiest beast on the planet is the bonobo (Pan paniscus), a species of African ape that looks very similar to the chimpanzee.

Bonobos are our closest biological relatives. They live in the dense and inaccessible rainforests of the central Congo basin, which makes it difficult for biologists to study them in the wild. One of their many attractive characteristics, besides being very intelligent and highly sociable, is that they have a lot of recreational sex. Several times a day is normal, under the right conditions. Like us, they remain sexually active regardless of whether the female is fertile and they have an extensive sexual repertoire. In addition to conventional male – female intercourse, bonobos go in for male – male and female-female couplings, group sex, masturbation, oral sex and kissing with tongues. Female bonobos often have close encounters with other females: after embracing each other, one female lies on her back, the other climbs on top and they vigorously rub their genitals together. Biologists refer to this as ‘g – g-rubbing’, as in genital – genital. Just about the only form of sexuality that bonobos do not regularly indulge in is copulating with their own children.

Bonobos are not the only primates to engage in girl-on-girl action. Female stump-tailed macaques also achieve orgasms through female-female couplings, just as they do from having sex with males. We know this thanks to scientists who secreted miniaturised radio-telemetry equipment in hard-to-reach places in the monkeys’ anatomy. Measurements obtained in this way from stump-tailed macaques while they are having sex have revealed that their orgasms involve much the same profile of physiological changes as those observed in human females, including intense uterine contractions and sharp increases in heart rate. Other female primates have their own ways of enhancing sexual pleasure. For instance, female sooty mangabeys, a species of monkey from West Africa, sometimes use their hands to stimulate their own genitals while they are having sex.

In bonobo society, females often dominate males, initiate sex and form powerful coalitions. Female bonobos exercise a lot of control over when, how and with whom they have sex. They use sex as a social tool as well as a source of pleasure. When two unfamiliar tribes of bonobos encounter each other in the forest, females from each tribe will often initiate sex with males from the other tribe as a way of breaking the ice. Perhaps as a result of all this pleasurable sex, bonobos are generally friendly towards each other. There is little overt conflict. Biologists have pointed out the contrast between these sexy, peaceful apes and their closest biological relative, the chimpanzee. Chimps have less recreational sex than bonobos and their society is more male-dominated. They are also more aggressive. When two chimpanzee tribes meet in the wild, they are more likely to make war than make love. The outcome is often violent and bloody. All of this has led the bonobo’s admirers to regard them as the hippies of the ape world. One observer described them as equal parts dolphin, Dalai Lama and Warren Beatty.1 Sadly, only a few hundred thousand of these wonderful animals are left on the planet. So how do we humans compare?

We belong to a very sexual species that is capable of being even more lustful and inventive than the bonobo. Sex is self-evidently a prominent feature of human life, albeit one that is expressed (or repressed) in many different ways. A national survey conducted in the UK at the end of 2005 found that people rated sex as the second most important source of pleasure in their life, after socialising with friends and family, although many men put sex in first place.2 The average person reported having sex seven times a month, with a small minority claiming a monthly tally of more than twenty. Nine out of ten people said they found sex more pleasurable with a longstanding partner (not to be confused with a long, standing partner). A common theme to emerge from studies of human sexuality is that many people say they would prefer to have sex more often than they do. The ideal frequency is usually higher for men than for women.

Pleasure begets pleasure, when it comes to sex. The enjoyment of sex creates a virtuous circle, in which good sex improves mood and good mood in turn gives rise to more sex. This mutually reinforcing relationship was highlighted by a study in which researchers tracked the sexual behaviour of middle-aged women. The results showed that when a woman had good sex with her partner she was more likely to be in a good mood the following day. Being in a good mood made her, in turn, more likely to have sex the day after that.

Low mood usually dampens sexual desire, although it can have the opposite effect on some individuals. Research has found that a significant minority of men become more interested in sex when they are depressed, anxious or stressed. This may be because they have unconsciously learned to use sex as a form of self-medication, exploiting its combination of pleasure, intimacy, distraction and relaxation to lift their mood. In women, a correlation has been found between low mood and a greater desire to masturbate.

The lure of sexual pleasure is so powerful that people will find ways of obtaining it even in difficult situations like prisons. Pleasure can also be derived from fantasising about sex. Almost everyone has erotic fantasies, often while they are having real sex. Perhaps surprisingly, research has revealed that men’s sexual fantasies tend to focus more on the desire and pleasure of their partner than do women’s fantasies.

The sheer diversity of human sexual behaviour is impressive, even for an intelligent ape. Small but significant minorities of humanity engage in a wide range of practices such as sadomasochism and bondage. Some individuals develop a fetish, in which their sexual pleasure becomes linked to an inanimate object which would not commonly be regarded as erotic. Among the many such fetish objects recorded in the psychosexual literature are feet, fire, clothes, rubber, shoes and spectacles. Transvestic fetishists are sexually aroused by cross-dressing. Researchers in Sweden found that almost 3 per cent of men had experienced this form of erotic pleasure at least once.

Far more people enjoy anal sexuality in its many different forms. The fact that humans and other animals find anal stimulation pleasurable is unsurprising: the anus and rectum are richly endowed with nerve endings, making them highly sensitive to stimulation. Moreover, the genital and anal regions share some of the same nerve connections to the brain, creating the possibility of ‘cross-talk’ between pleasurable sensations originating from either region. Humans have always responded to this aspect of their architecture. Anal intercourse and other forms of anal stimulation are, and always have been, commonplace among heterosexuals and homosexuals. Research in the USA and Sweden shows that between a quarter and half of adults have tried anal intercourse and a small but substantial minority practise it regularly. The use of enemas for sexual pleasure, a practice known as klismaphilia, is also more common than might be assumed. Very few forms of behaviour are unique to humans, and anal sexuality is not one of them. For example, male rhesus monkeys have been observed to have penetrative anal sex with other males.

The diversity of human sexuality may be remarkable but it is certainly not new. Historical records show, for example, that the ancient Egyptians explored every known variation in the sexual repertoire, including masturbation, anal sex, male and female homosexuality, exhibitionism, incest, bestiality and necrophilia. The Romans were also great sexual explorers. They used a bewildering range of aphrodisiacs to boost their libidos, including bone marrow and cuttlefish. Sex in pre-Christian Rome seems to have been a pleasurable and largely guilt-free form of recreation, in an era when there was no expectation that marriage must be strictly monogamous. Attitudes were much the same elsewhere in the ancient world. Herodotus, who wrote his epic Histories in the fifth century BC, recorded these observations on the sexual practices of tribes inhabiting the lands east of the Mediterranean:

When a Nasamonian man gets married, it is the custom first for the bride to have sex with all the guests, one after another, on her wedding night; every man she has sex with gives her something he has brought with him from his house as a gift.… Gindanes women each wear many leather anklets; it is said that they tie on an anklet for each man they have had sex with. The woman with the largest number of anklets is considered to be the most outstanding because she has been loved by the largest number of men.

Recreational sex for its own sake later came to be regarded with severe disapproval, as religious belief clashed with hedonism. We shall return to this theme in chapter 13.

The dazzling variety of sexual pleasures available to our species has been augmented by the application of technology and pharmacology. The use of psychoactive drugs to enhance sexual pleasure is an ancient tradition. Many different drugs, including alcohol, cannabis, amphetamine, amyl nitrite, ecstasy and cocaine, are said by some users to enhance sex, although the evidence is mixed. The actor Errol Flynn, of whom more later, liked to apply a pinch of cocaine to the tip of his penis. Mechanical technology also has its place, with vibrators and other sex toys forming the basis of a large global industry. A national survey in the UK found that almost half the respondents had used sex toys to enhance the pleasure of sex and one in six had taken drugs for the same reason.

The vibrator was invented in the late nineteenth century by a British doctor named Joseph Mortimer Granville. He had been searching for a better way to treat ‘hysteria’ – the quasi-medical term that was applied then to what we would now regard as suppressed female sexuality. A common remedy for hysteria at the time was for the doctor to massage the woman’s genitals until she experienced a ‘hysterical paroxysm’, or what we would now recognise as an orgasm. This practice, which was known as ‘medical massage’, had been used by doctors since the time of Hippocrates to give relief to female patients. Administering a ‘medical massage’ could be tiring work for the doctor, and Granville was keen to find a modern, technological way of speeding it up. In 1883 he published a book entitled Nerve-Vibration and Excitation as Agents in the Treatment of Functional Disorder and Organic Disease, in which he described the use of his new ‘Percuteur’ electrotherapeutic device. It was the original vibrator.

Within a few years, cheap electromechanical vibrators were being widely advertised to the general public. Their ostensible purpose was the relief of muscle pains, headaches, poor circulation, wrinkles, or indeed almost anything that had no explicit link to sex or pleasure. By the 1920s, however, the public connection had been made between vibrators and sexual pleasure, with the result that they rapidly became shameful and virtually disappeared from view until the second half of the twentieth century.

The use of penis-shaped sex toys to enhance sexual pleasure has a very long history. The antiquities section of any good national museum should contain at least a few artefacts decorated with images of dildos. References to dildos can also be found in the literature of ancient Greece; for example, the anti-war comedy Lysistrata, written by Aristophanes around 411 BC, contains a scene in which Lysistrata and her women friends complain that their husbands are always away fighting wars, leaving them feeling sexually frustrated:

And not so much as the shadow of a lover! Since the day the Milesians betrayed us, I have never once seen even an eight-inch dildo to be a leathern consolation to us poor widows.

The ‘Milesians’ were the inhabitants of Miletus in Asia Minor; they were renowned in Aristophanes’ day for manufacturing a tip-top type of leather-covered dildo known as an olisbos, which was used with olive oil as a lubricant. Two thousand years later, William Shakespeare made this thinly veiled reference to the sexual function of dildos in The Winter’s Tale:

He hath songs for man or woman, of all sizes; no milliner can so fit his customers with gloves: he has the prettiest love-songs for maids; so without bawdry, which is strange; with such delicate burdens of dildos and fadings, ‘jump her and thump her’.

The innocent reader could choose to interpret Shakespeare’s words as an allusion to music, since ‘dildo’ also meant the chorus of a song. However, ‘fading’ was contemporary slang for orgasm and ‘jump and thump’ was innuendo for the process by which ‘fading’ is usually achieved. Shakespeare’s real intention is clear, even if his words are deliciously ambiguous.

Detailed practical advice on hardware for enhancing sexual pleasure could be found in the Kama Sutra, a Sanskrit treatise dating from the fourth century AD. Among other things, it suggests that a man may improve his partner’s pleasure by fitting devices, or Apadravyas, to his penis to supplement its length or thickness. These devices, it says, should be made of gold, silver, copper, iron, ivory, buffalo horn, tin or lead; they should also be ‘soft, cool, provocative of sexual vigour and well fitted’. In the absence of expensive raw materials, various makeshift alternatives are recommended, including the tubular stalk of the bottle gourd or reeds softened with oil and tied to the waist. The Kama Sutra also explains how a man can insert solid objects into the shaft of his penis to stimulate his partner. The ancient practice of using penile nodules continues to this day in parts of Southeast Asia, central Europe and the Middle East. In the 1990s, a medical journal recorded the case of a Fijian man who had got into difficulties after whittling his own penile nodules out of a plastic toothbrush handle.

One of the most imaginative applications of technology in the service of sexual pleasure has to be the Anal Violin. This ingenious contraption is featured in a nineteenth-century anthropological treatise written by a French army surgeon under the pseudonym of ‘Dr Jacobus X’. The good doctor, who spent much of his career in Asia, encountered the Anal Violin whilst visiting a Chinese male brothel in what is now Vietnam. He described it as long, thin and oval-shaped, about five inches in length and just over an inch in diameter at its widest. It was hollow and made of very thin silver, with the back end open and flared outwards, like a child’s trumpet. A thin metal cord, like a piano string, was fixed inside the front end and extended out of the open back for about three feet, terminating in a handle. The device was deployed by inserting it into the anus of the kneeling ‘erotic melomaniac’. The Anal Violinist then proceeded to play the instrument by rubbing the string with a metal bow to create pleasant harmonies and good vibrations. According to Dr X, ‘this Chinese symphony produces the most peculiar physiological sensations, and is certain to cause an erection in the old, worn-out debauchee who uses it.’



Pleasure, distilled

Sexual pleasure obviously amounts to more than just the creation of orgasms. That said, orgasms do have a lot to recommend them. An orgasm is one of the most intense, if regrettably brief, forms of pleasure a human can ever experience. It is pleasure, distilled. Every one of the 6.6 billion or so humans currently alive on our planet was the result of at least one orgasm, and between us we notch up several hundred million new orgasms every day. Even allowing for the pitifully short duration of an orgasm, this still amounts to a fabulous quantity of pleasure.

How long does an orgasm last? Scientists have attempted to answer this question objectively, confirming along the way that women’s orgasms generally last longer than men’s. Researchers in one study monitored young women who gave themselves orgasms in the laboratory. Measurements of their vaginal blood flow indicated that these lasted on average 20 seconds, although half the women felt subjectively that their orgasms were of shorter duration. Incidentally, Meg Ryan’s legendary fake orgasm in the film When Harry Met Sally also lasted 20 seconds, making it convincing even in its duration. Many women experience longer orgasms. According to physiological measures and women’s own subjective estimates, these longer orgasms may last between 30 and 60 seconds, with some going on for up to two minutes. Much depends, of course, on where you judge an orgasm to start and end. Even so, a 60-second full-on orgasm would make most men’s year. The typical male orgasm is much shorter, at around 10–15 seconds.

Some women are able to reach orgasm using mental imagery alone, without any physical stimulation. Scientists have verified this by demonstrating that imagery-induced orgasms are accompanied by more or less the same physiological reactions as mechanically induced orgasms, including the characteristic increases in heart rate, systolic blood pressure, pupil diameter and pain threshold. The ability to have an orgasm without the help of mechanical stimulation is not as remarkable as it might seem, since most men and women are quite capable of having orgasms during their dreams. However, the evidence indicates that fewer than one in a thousand men are capable of achieving orgasm when they are awake without some mechanical assistance.

Many women also experience the delights of multiple orgasms, something that few men even pretend they can do. Of the few men who are capable of multiple orgasms, most do not ejaculate until the final orgasm in the sequence. There has, however, been at least one documented case of a man who could achieve multiple orgasms, each of which was accompanied by ejaculation
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