
[image: image]



[image: image]




Dedication

FOR

KATHI, TEDDY, AND ROY

[image: image]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

    
Introduction

The Immorality of Penguins

[Interlude: Who I Am]

Chapter 1: Doodlebugs

It takes a lot of backbone to come out. Or does it?

[Interlude: What Queer Means]

Chapter 2: Bonobos

Do we learn homosexuality or heterosexuality—or just unlearn bisexuality?

[Q&A: Christine Webb, Primatologist]

Chapter 3: Fruit Flies

Is there a genetic basis for same-sex attraction?

[Q&A: Sidney Woodruff, PhD Researcher]

Chapter 4: Bottlenose Dolphins

Are dolphins just gay sharks? (Or: Is there true homosexuality in animals?)

Chapter 5: Japanese Macaques

Where are all my ladies at?

[Q&A: Mounica Kota, Evolutionary Biologist]

Chapter 6: Deer

Are there trans animals?

[Q&A: Beans Velocci, Science Historian]

Chapter 7: Wrasse Fish

Do animals change sex?

[Q&A: Max Lambert, Conservation Biologist]

Chapter 8: Albatross

Does sexuality require sex?

Chapter 9: Bulls

What could be manlier than sex between a couple of males?

[Q&A: Logan Weyand, Wildlife Researcher]

Chapter 10: Ducks and Geese

What’s the animal stance on polyamory?

[Q&A: Dylan Sanborn, Wildlife Technician / Avian Biologist]

Conclusion

Has anyone asked those penguins their take on all this?

    
    Appendix

    Six key sources for additional reading and viewing


Acknowledgments

Glossary
    
    Notes

Selected Bibliography

About the Author and Illustrator


Back Ad

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]




Introduction

The Immorality of Penguins

The Edinburgh Zoo has long been proud of its penguins. In fact, it has Europe’s oldest exhibit of them, dating back to 1913. One of their current birds was even knighted! Not that he can hold a sword or anything.

How do you determine if a penguin is male or female? Turns out that it’s not easy. Penguin males and females are the same size, and since their genitalia is tucked away, their sex is anyone’s guess. Only a modern blood test can tell for sure. Those weren’t around in 1913.

Prized animals + hard-to-determine sexes = one big old penguin sex scandal.

When the zoo received its initial population of penguins from Antarctica, they assigned them genders based on who was paired up with whom and who spent more time sitting on the eggs. The Scottish public flocked to the exhibit to meet Andrew, Bertha, Caroline, Dora, and Eric.

The trouble started soon after. First off, the zoo quickly realized that king penguins aren’t fully monogamous. Following some bird canoodling, zookeepers had to regretfully inform the public that their favorite penguin couples were all cheating on one another. After seven years of observations, they also concluded they had gotten some of the sexes wrong. Actually, they got a lot of the sexes wrong. Andrew became Ann, Bertha became Bertrand, Caroline became Charles, and Eric became Erica. They had gotten it right with only one penguin, Dora.

This regendering also fixed something that had been on the zookeepers’ minds—they’d been worried that some of the penguins were having homosexual sex! Phew. Not anymore, not with the new gender assignments. All fixed.

Until it wasn’t. Penguins are gonna penguin, and the couples reshuffled. Everyone had had enough sex with everyone else at this point that the truth was unavoidable: the Edinburgh penguins were bisexual. The 1920s public had to come to terms with the fact that the heterosexual couple “Eric” and Dora were most definitely females, Erica and Dora. An early “lesbian” couple of penguins that had caused a stir, “Bertha” and “Caroline,” were still bonded together—but actually two males, Bertrand and Charles.

This was not an isolated case. Bi penguins have been stirring things up for over a century. The very first record of same-sex sexual behavior in penguins was in 1911, when explorer George Murray Levick discovered “depraved” behavior in wild Adélies. More recently, in 2004 a pair of male chinstrap penguins at the Central Park Zoo in New York City bonded and raised a chick from an egg they’d been given to foster, inspiring the picture book And Tango Makes Three. Even more recently, penguin behavior sounded like it was ripped straight from a celebrity gossip site when it emerged that a “gay” couple of penguins stole an egg from a straight couple at a Dutch zoo—and then proceeded to steal an egg from a “lesbian” couple the very next year!*

It’s not just penguins; a recent article in Scientific American notes substantiated, evidence-confirmed findings of same-sex sexual behavior in over 1,500 animal species. These aren’t rare anomalies: an explosion of research over the last twenty years has shown significant amounts of same-sex sexual behavior throughout the animal kingdom. The real number of species involved is surely much higher, as studies setting out to catalog homosexual behavior in the animal world are still rare.

I really wish I’d had any inkling of all this queer behavior in nature when I was young. I was around age eleven when I started lingering over the Fruit of the Loom ads in my brother’s Rolling Stone and realized I was attracted to other guys. An impossible thing had happened: up until then, I’d just been me, but now I was gay. To make matters worse, everything I’d ever heard indicated that gay was a horrible and unnatural thing to be. How could my internal life give me such a bummer of a plot twist? There had to be some explanation, so I looked up homosexuality in every encyclopedia I could get my hands on.

My findings were depressing. Some sources told me that homosexuality was a psychological disorder unique to humans, an illness that came to those with bad genes or who had grown up with too much attachment to their mother or father (or maybe too little, no one seemed to agree). Everywhere I looked, unnatural was the word that came up again and again.

The stakes of being “unnatural” were high. As I was starting college, a freshman in Wyoming, Matthew Shepard, was beaten, tortured, tied to a barbed-wire fence, and left to die because his killers hated his being gay. That was only the most famous case of the hundreds of people killed each year for being queer (with Black trans women making up a disproportionate number of cases).

So what is natural? Many of us were brought up with the Noah’s ark version of life, which tells us that the proper order of things is a bonded male-female pair for every species on earth. Darwin’s theory of natural selection only seems to confirm it—by his logic, only heterosexual pairings allow for the successful propagation of genes, making them the primary driver of evolution. If natural selection is working properly, the argument goes, homosexual desire shouldn’t happen. Any sexual act that doesn’t produce offspring doesn’t help an animal get more of its genes into the next generation, and so is some kind of error.

These assumptions about the normalcy and biological fitness of only male-female pairings are perfectly reasonable. But what if they’re also . . . wrong?
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It’s been an important twenty years for the field of zoology. In 1999, researcher Bruce Bagemihl released his exhaustive, meticulously researched Biological Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity, and over the years that followed, in species after species, across the vertebrate and even invertebrate worlds, research has shown same-sex pairings in hundreds of animal species. And not just occasional link-ups—sometimes lifelong partnerships between animals of the same sex.

The reasons for this recent bloom in reporting are twofold: research attention is finally being paid to the issue, and old taboos against publishing such results are eroding. In the past, scientists would avoid publishing on queer animal behavior because they found it shameful, or because they worried the establishment might then question the accuracy of all their results. (George Murray Levick, the explorer who wrote about homosexual behavior in Adélie penguins in 1911, hid his observations using the Greek alphabet as code—and they were still cut from the official expedition reports.) As recently as 1980, a US government document removed all references to homosexual behavior from a scientist’s report on killer whales. It can’t have been easy to fit a killer whale into the closet, but somehow they managed it.

There’s also a problem known as confirmation bias, a psychology term that basically means we tend to find what we’re looking for. Because we grew up with the assumption that those hetero Noah’s ark animals are the “natural way,” when we see two animals mating, most of us interpret them as a male and a female. But most animals, like the penguins, are either absolutely or nearly monomorphic: to our eyes, they don’t appear different from one another.

Think of the last time you saw two animals mating, whether on the Discovery Channel or in some awkward moment while you were walking through the park. Maybe it was a couple of cats in an alley, or some pigeons on a sidewalk, or a pair of beetles—all sexually monomorphic animals, so you actually didn’t know the sex of the animals you saw. Even without consciously deciding it, the story you probably told yourself in that moment was that you saw a male and a female. That could very well have been a homosexual encounter you witnessed, but because most of us are underestimating the frequency of homosexual acts in the natural world, our minds subconsciously put the sex acts we observe into the “heterosexual” column. That confirms the whole hetero system all over again and makes us even less likely to consider the next animal mating we witness to be same-sex.

For years, scientists’ favorite explanation for same-sex penguin courting and mating was the “error hypothesis.” Maybe penguins themselves couldn’t recognize sex differences, they argued. (Penguins not being able to tell the difference between males and females—wow, that would be an evolutionary screw-up!) Or maybe it’s the zoo that scrambles penguin brains and makes them do “unnatural” things. But then a definitive study of wild king penguins was launched in 2010 and found that over 28 percent of their breeding pairs were same-sex. In one stroke, that study countered both theories: these were wild penguins, so there was no supposed “zoo effect” interfering with their sexuality, and the proportion of same-sex courtships didn’t match what we’d expect in the unlikely event that they truly were unable to discriminate the sex of their partners.

This is one example of a general trend in science, which is to provide negative explanations for why an animal’s sexual expression or mating habits are “unnatural.” There’s a hormonal imbalance, the story goes, or maybe a lack of suitable sexual partners of the opposite sex, or the animal is making mistakes in choosing partners. Or queer sex is explained away as a technique to “show another animal who’s boss” or as training for “proper” (i.e., straight) sex later on—disregarding that those explanations, even if true, don’t make the homosexual sex any less of a sexual act. Sex between straight humans can be an act of dominance, after all, or training for future bonking . . . but it’s still sex. Some of these negative explanations are true in some cases—but as we’ll see, they fail to explain a wild abundance of queer animal sex and sexual identity.

Sure, you could protest that maybe the 28 percent of wild king penguins who choose partners of the same sex are just screwing up big-time, because of a bad environment, hormonal disorders, or frustration at a lack of available hetero partners. But why not consider a simpler explanation, that these male penguins desire male penguins, that these female penguins desire female penguins, just as many humans desire people of the same sex? That same 2010 study found that bonded same-sex penguin couples learn each other’s calls and go to great effort to find their chosen same-sex partner in the huge crowd of over two hundred thousand birds, whatever amount of searching it takes. Just like the bonded hetero couples. All signals point to the fact that the best explanation of penguin homosexuality might also be the simplest: they desire their same-sex partner. It just makes them happy.

In this book we’ll explore some negative theories about animal sexuality, but also many positive theories for why queerness is part of animals’ natural state. A few examples: In the human species, homosexual males often have sisters who are more fertile than other women, and it’s also been theorized that the percentage of purely same-sex-oriented individuals in an animal population is frequently similar to the mortality rate of parents; that is, that same-sex bonding builds a foster parent system into wild populations. Polyamory—the bonding of three or more animals, instead of the conventional two—can expand the effective pool of parents, increasing the survivability of offspring. There’s also a theory known as “bisexual advantage,” coming from data showing that fluid sexuality increases reproduction chances across a population, making bisexuality “an evolutionary optimum.” (Bisexual Advantage would make a killer band name, by the way.)

It’s also true, as we’ll come to see, that not all animal behavior needs to have had some benefit to have evolved. Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection got many things right, but “adaptive fitness” is not the only explanation for why an animal behaves the way it does. It’s just like how some of us, say, get pleasure out of cracking our knuckles or picking our nose. No one’s saying that behavior had to directly evolve; it’s just the outcome of a lot of other traits (like body awareness and using up nervous energy that has no other outlet) that evolved for separate reasons. Like us, some animals simply make individual choices, and the capacity to make those choices can persist over their species’ evolution, without having an evolutionary impact. This is what is called a “mentalistic” explanation for their behavior: animals might do something—like have sex with a member of the same sex—simply because they have a mind, and having that mind makes them want to. Not because they’ve made some grand evolutionary calculation.

These explanations don’t have to cancel one another out, either! An animal’s behavior can have an evolutionary explanation, a sociological explanation, and a mentalistic explanation. The idea that same-sex sexual behavior in animals has evolutionary explanations isn’t incompatible with the idea that they also do it because they enjoy it or it makes them feel connected.

Human queerness is too complicated for us to make any sweeping conclusions about it based on animal examples. Still, there will be plenty in here that I hope helps to shed light on human sexuality. We’re animals, after all, and can understand ourselves better by recognizing similarities to our animal kin.

This is partly a book for lonely eleven-year-old Eliot, who only began to see himself as worthy of full respect many years after coming out. I thought my queerness separated me from the rest of the animal world, but came to love myself once I began to feel deep in my bones that being “unnatural” didn’t automatically make me bad or wrong. That’s still certainly true: there’s no innate link between unnatural things and wrongness. After all, reading books could be considered “unnatural,” but few people argue that it’s bad. Regardless, the young Eliot would have had a quicker journey to self-acceptance if he’d known the science that’s in this book.

This is also a book for you, whoever you are, whether you’re queer or not.* Humans as a whole need not be lonely in the natural world. Queer behavior in animals is as diverse and complex—and natural—as it is in our own species. Isn’t that a relief?




Interlude

Who I Am (As It Pertains to This Book)
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In general, I want authors to get out of the way so a book can stand on its own. I’m also well aware that this book is bound to be controversial. Books with queer themes (including the penguin-dads book I mentioned in the introduction, And Tango Makes Three) comprise eight of the top ten banned books the year I write this. Those books were primarily fictional stories with queer themes and characters, not books that argued directly about the naturalness of homosexuality. I’m aware that some people are reading this page in the spirit of “knowing thy enemy” so they can make an argument to a school board or a teacher that this book shouldn’t be read by young people.

On the other hand, I also know that I’m just one person with one gender identity and sexual orientation, and that I’m liable to get things wrong about the experiences of others, to fail to properly consider how some of my words will land on ears that aren’t like mine. So let me tell you how I identify, because knowing where I come from might help you in getting the most out of this book: I’m a white, gay, cisgender* man.

I know I’m also a little unusual in my consideration of animals. Most of my writing life has been spent writing about animals in a whole bunch of different ways, whether a fox and a rooster operating an agency to rescue animals in distress (The Animal Rescue Agency) or a girl relying on her bond with a bonobo ape to help both of them survive a civil war (Endangered). As I’ve visited schools for my books, I’ve learned that how I think about animals is outside the mainstream. I often get asked—by teachers, not kids—whether my books are arguing that animal lives are more important than human lives. I’ve always been a little baffled by that question. I’d never said such a thing; I’d just said that I thought animal lives were worth caring about, and that we should seriously consider modifying our behavior when that behavior does harm to them. But the question I got had an assumption beneath it, that care given to animals means less care left over for humans, and that it is therefore immoral. I emphatically disagree with that assumption. I don’t think caring is a limited resource. I think the sum of care in the world can be increased. In fact, I think care for animals leads to greater care for humans, too, since we all share the natural world, and the same systems of power that endanger animals also endanger humans.

I do think animals are deserving of significant moral consideration. I hope that, a hundred years from now, we’ll look back on our current practices in horror. We currently farm and kill 10,000,000,000 (yes, that’s ten billion) land animals for food each year in the United States, in horrific conditions that it’s often illegal to even film or report on because the powerful agricultural lobby doesn’t want us to see what goes on inside. The number of aquatic creatures killed by industrial fishing is even higher, estimated to be between 1,000,000,000,000 and 3,000,000,000,000 (one and three trillion). Trawling dredges up entire ecosystems into nets, and large ocean fish populations are at 10 percent of their pre-industrial levels. We will one day wonder how twenty-first-century humans—us—could have let that happen.

I’ll also admit that I’m sloppy in that conviction, and don’t always act in ways that give animals equal moral consideration. (In other words, I love cheese.) Others live their lives with more consistency in their consideration of animals, and I admire them greatly. I’m a part of the Animal Studies master’s program at New York University, and have met advocates there whose passionate work on the behalf of animals inspires me. Many of them have helped me with this book.

I bring these things up as a way to let you know something that I think it’s important you hear. Throughout these chapters I’ll draw connections between animals and humans, between animal sexual attraction and human sexual attraction, between animal sexual identity and human sexual identity. To be compared to animals is loaded, particularly for people who have already been mockingly compared to an animal on the basis of their race, sexuality, or gender expression. I want you to know that I don’t intend any negative value judgment in comparing humans to animals—in fact, I consider these links sources of comfort and wonder.




Chapter One: Doodlebugs

[image: image]

[image: image]

DOODLEBUGS

It takes a lot of backbone to come out. Or does it?


“A history of the scientific study of animal homosexuality is necessarily also a history of human attitudes toward homosexuality.”

—Bruce Bagemihl



August Kelch had a suspicion about what he was seeing, and he was not happy about it. The German schoolteacher and zoologist had come across what appeared to be two doodlebugs in the middle of doing the dirty. That was unseemly enough in 1834 Germany. It only got worse from there: Kelch thought it looked like two male doodlebugs. The insects probably would have preferred some privacy to finish up their sexy times, but Kelch seized them right up and brought the still-attached insects around to his various colleagues. We don’t know what the exact words he used were, but it was probably the nineteenth-century German equivalent of “dude, are these two guys?”

(I was once in Central Park with my boyfriend, in New York City. We’d had a big picnic lunch and fallen asleep on the blanket, bellies filled with pasta salad and arms wrapped around each other. I woke up when I heard a big group of high schoolers clomp by, chattering about their upcoming Michigan soccer championships. When they neared me and my boyfriend, still entwined on our blanket, their chatter went silent. Once they were past us, I heard one of them say, in a loud whisper, “Dude, that was two guys.” I’m very proud of that day. I’m sure we made the top five stories of their school trip.)

Those doodlebugs were indeed two guys. The scientists carefully parted the two—and the one in back’s junk promptly fell off inside the one in front. Horrors. You can imagine the German scientists, wincing with their hands over their mouths. “Sorry, buddy!”

It turns out, by the way, that doodlebug sex tends to be much safer for the receiver. That makes sense when you remember that there’s an exoskeleton involved. You try sticking your thing into some sharp plates of barbed chitin and see how it comes out. (Don’t actually do that.)

This was a significant day for those doodlebugs, not only because one of them had his doodle snapped off. Those doodlebugs thought they were just having some hanky-panky, but it was an important day for science in general, because Kelch’s realization turned into the first modern scientific account of animal homosexuality.

Kelch didn’t know at the time that he was witnessing something that would go down in history. He just knew that this was nothing he thought God ought to be allowing in the natural world.

Male bugs were not meant to doodle other male bugs.

Right?

Kelch couldn’t help but look closer. He noticed that the mounting bug, the one who lost his penis in the parting, belonged to a larger subspecies, the common cockchafer, and had mounted a smaller forest cockchafer. (“Cockchafer” really is another name for doodlebugs, I kid you not.) Kelch concluded that the “stronger of the two had forced itself on the smaller and weaker one, had exhausted it and only because of this dominance had conquered it, so to speak.” The only way he could conceive of same-sex intercourse was as an act of rape. No male bug should give himself willingly to another male, obviously!

This question of “animal perversion” had been a hot topic among scientists for centuries, and still holds sway—consciously and subconsciously—over many of them today. There was no term “homosexual” in German or English back in 1834, when Kelch discovered the mating males. Human homosexual acts were recognized, however, and were considered illegal, because they fell under the umbrella of “unnatural behavior.” Someone found to be consorting with a person of the same sex could be accused of indecency, or acting against God’s will, or unnaturalness. These criminal categorizations for people accused of same-sex sex relied on the belief that only male-female sex was natural, and all else was perversion. This has remained a fundamental assumption of the white European world in particular. The majority of human societies throughout history were more welcoming to same-sex sexual behavior—it has been tolerated or embraced in 64 percent of them, in fact, as noted by a recent study.

We’ll talk more about the history of human sexuality in chapter 4, but it’s worth noting now that this hard line against queerness in dominantly Christian societies was not always the case, but the result of a rapid rise of intolerance as Europe emerged from the comparatively accepting Dark Ages. The idea that some neighbors were worthy of loving and others worthy of murder has always been part of human nature, but spread especially within the Christian worldview in the half century between 1250 and 1300, when the leaders of the nations of Europe drew power from exclusionary “us versus them” thinking. Homosexuality went from fully legal throughout Europe in 1250 to a death-penalty offense in most countries by 1300, all because doing so was politically useful when conformity was the rule of the day.

In the midst of this thirteenth-century crackdown, Thomas Aquinas, philosopher and priest, argued for the unnaturalness of homosexuality precisely because it didn’t occur between animals. Gilles de Corbeil, court physician to the king of France, wrote that “the most ferocious beasts are better than man because they have intercourse and reproduce according to what is in their natural function.”

Given that, you can see why witnessing male doodlebugs mating would have given Kelch a crisis. If two male animals can have sex, then it’s harder to claim that two male or two female humans having sex are unnatural. The issue wouldn’t be going away anytime soon, either: now that entomologists had started looking out for them, more and more accounts of male doodlebug copulations started rolling in.

This caused a crisis at the foremost bug publication at the time, Entomologische Zeitung. Anyone who was anyone in the German-speaking bug world subscribed to Entomologische Zeitung. The magazine couldn’t not report on these cockchafing shenanigans. Although it reported news of the male-male copulations, the journal’s language went through verbal acrobatics to avoid mentioning the sex of the bugs, saying only that this particular sex act represented “a curious physical form of penetrated parties.”

After a heated back-and-forth in the entomology mag, a scientist named Doebner decided to settle once and for all this issue of what he thought was probably mistaken identity: females that amateur entomologists had misidentified as males (“fraglichen Weibchen”). He was bound for a disappointment, though. Once he’d taken a good look at the sets of doodlebug genitalia, he had to confess that he’d found what he called “perfectly formed, free-hanging male genitalia projecting right outward, pushed out of the way by the insertion of the penis . . . into the anus.”
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Eventually, someone even drew it up and published a picture of the two males in the act. It’s the first known printed image of nonhuman same-sex sex. This position looks intense. I assume they worked their way up to it, because I doubt these bugs could have pulled it off on their first go.
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The stakes kept getting higher and higher. If bugs could have homo sex, then it was harder to call homo sex unnatural—which meant there were a lot of people being executed for sodomy that should be, well, alive. (Sodomy criminalization wouldn’t be going anywhere soon; it stayed a capital crime in England up until 1861. It remains a death-penalty offense in Uganda—which, by no coincidence, is a former British colony that inherited its penal code from England. Here in the United States, two men were convicted of sodomy in the famous Bowers v. Hardwick case as recently as 1986, and the “unnaturalness” of their act was a crucial component of their sentencing. Those sodomy laws stayed on the books until 2003, when Texas judges ruled them unconstitutional . . . citing in their decision the waves of research that had come out in the meantime documenting same-sex sexual activity in the natural world.)

The roots of this ruthless judgment of “unnaturalness” in Western culture are as ancient as the Old Testament in the Bible, in which Adam and Eve enjoyed a pure and innocent existence until their human flaws dragged them down into sin. In the nineteenth century, the big cultural bogeyman in the papers was “decadence” (literally “the fall down”), which was basically all the ways human society had introduced sin into our lives. Nature is pure and good, human civilization is corrupt and evil. Thinkers like Jean-Jacques Rousseau held that we should look to the behavior of animals as our role model. Just look at all those creatures dutifully walking up into Noah’s ark in their hetero pairs, after all.

Those animals had to be hetero. Otherwise this argument about the “unnaturalness” of same-sex sexual behavior would fall apart.

Truth is, there’s always been hand-wringing in the scientific community around the “perversions” of animals. Hyenas had been called out by Greek thinkers as suspect because they were believed to change sex, and a few hundred years later, Isidore of Seville wrote that partridges were suspected of unnatural acts because “male mounts male and blind desire forgets gender.”

The roster of immoral animals only gets longer as the centuries pass. Goats came to be seen as promiscuous, and since they had already fallen into sin, some conveniently argued that there was no extra sinning if humans then had sex with them. As a result, it’s said that in the sixteenth century the Duke of Nevers brought thousands of goats along with his soldiers into war, to satisfy their sexual needs. We won’t look at any pictures of that in this book.

So if partridges and hyenas and doodlebugs and—definitely—goats are on the naughty list, where are the upstanding, moral, “natural” animals? Interestingly enough, even though modern zoologists now know that homosexual activity is common in elephants, the Christian theologian Augustine once admired them because he thought they experienced no lust on their own, and had to eat mandrake root as an aphrodisiac in order to be attracted to one another. As scholar Joyce Salisbury frames it, “as they lacked lust, their intercourse approached the ideal described by Augustine for humans: intercourse totally without passion.” Sounds awesome.

I think it’s no accident that the first case of animal homosexuality to be reported and printed was between insects; it’s much harder to accuse a scientist of getting his jollies out of his studies when he’s looking at doodlebugs and not, say, sexy goats. When what a scientist is interested in could lead to accusations of the capital offense of sodomy, it’s not hard to see why those who observed homosexuality in nature might choose to stick those results in a drawer. The Germans who broke the story of the doodlebugs were either brave or well-connected enough to survive accusations of their own “unnaturalness.”

Scientists have historically published accounts of same-sex animal behavior only by shrouding it in the very condemning words that had been used to describe those behaviors in humans: terms like perverse, deviant, and unnatural. In Biological Exuberance, Bruce Bagemihl tracks the language historically used around the reporting of same-sex animal behavior:


“Sexual Perversion in Male Beetles” (1896)

“Sexual Inversion in Animals” (1908)

“Disturbances of the Sexual Sense [in Baboons]” (1922)

“Aberrant Sexual Behavior in the South African Ostrich” (1972)

“Abnormal Sexual Behavior of Confined Female Hemichienus auratus syriacus [Long-eared Hedgehogs]” (1981)



A 1987 study takes the cake, though. W. J. Tennent published an account of same-sex mating that he titled “A Note on the Apparent Lowering of Moral Standards in the Lepidoptera.” Lepidoptera are butterflies. As Bagemihl incredulously put it, “Declining moral standards—in butterflies?!”

While our German entomologists continued to wrestle with what to do about their doodling doodlebug dudes, the uproar spread to France and Russia as well. Noting the reported frequency of male-male copulations in the beetles, another scientist, Carl Robert Osten-Sacken, established once and
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    		Appendix: Six key sources for additional reading and viewing
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