Human sexuality is symbolic and imbued with social, cultural and personal meaning. There is enormous diversity in human sexual practice and sexual identities: all societies have sexual norms and prohibitions, but what these are varies enormously.

The last thirty years have seen an increased permissiveness in Western societies with regard to sex outside of marriage, same-sex relationships, abortion and adult pornography. 

Procreative technologies such as contraception, abortion, genetic engineering and the medicalization of childbirth particularly shape the lives of women, but also have wider repercussions for social relationships.

Western attitudes to sexuality have been shaped by Christianity. Most Christian churches view sexuality as given by God for the purpose of reproduction within a sanctified marriage. The nineteenth century saw the medicalization of sexuality transforming ‘sinful’ practices into ‘unhealthy’ ones. The Victorian era was dominated by a sexual double standard in which men could use prostitutes or keep mistresses, while ‘respectable’ women should ‘save themselves’ for marriage and then their husband.

The Kinsey studies of the 1940s and ’50s did much to indicate a large gap between public expectations of sexual experience and private practices. In the late 1980s Lillian Rubin found that sexual activity was beginning at a younger age than in the recent past and that younger people engaged in as wide a range of practices as mature adults. The sexual double standard still operated, but in a less extreme form. The biggest shift was that women now expected sexual pleasure and satisfaction from a relationship.

Gagnon and Simon used social interactionist ideas to look at the ways in which sex is negotiated through ‘personal scripts’ (the stories we tell ourselves), ‘interactive scripts’ negotiated between partners and ‘historical-cultural’ scripts from the wider culture which shape expectations and roles.

Prostitution is the granting of sexual favours for monetary gain. Heterosexual prostitution almost always involves a male client and a woman from a poorer background. Whilst the woman is often viewed as ‘bad’ or ‘mad’ and is subject to legal sanction, the same is not true of the male client. The global sex industry has grown as the result of sex tourism and human trafficking and is based on enormous disparities of wealth and power.

Sexual orientation derives from a complex interplay of biological, psychological, social and cultural factors. 

In 1975, Ken Plummer distinguished four types of male homosexuality in modern Western culture: casual homosexuality – a passing encounter which does not substantially structure a man’s sex life; situated homosexuality – where same-sex acts are carried out only in the absence of available women; personalized homosexuality – where a man has a preference for men, but is isolated from potential partners and keeps his preference hidden; homosexuality as a way of life – openly homosexual and in contact with a wider community of others, typically associated with a ‘gay’ lifestyle.

Lesbianism generally receives less attention than male homosexuality. Lesbianism may be simply a sexual preference but is also associated with some feminist groups seeking to establish female solidarity and a woman-centred culture and life-style.

Homophobia is the aversion or hatred of homosexuals.

The gay and lesbian rights movement developed along with other liberation movements in the 1960s. Many rights have been achieved in Western societies, but globally the situation is highly variable. The South African constitution guarantees full equal rights, whilst in some other African, Asian and Middle Eastern countries male homosexuality remains illegal.

Queer theory has developed from the meeting of social constructionism, postmodernism and gay and lesbian studies to argue for an approach which focuses on making evident the heterosexual assumptions which underpin much contemporary thinking.

The distinction is often drawn between sex to refer to anatomical and physiological differences and gender to refer to psychological, social and cultural differences between females and males.

Gender differences are often portrayed as the result of natural sex differences but there is little evidence to support this view, which ignores the vital part symbolic meaning and social interaction play in human behaviour.

Gender socialization is the process by which human infants and children learn behaviour that is considered gender appropriate in their society and actively take this on and shape it as part of their sense of themselves.

Social constructionist approaches reject the idea that ‘sex’ is a wholly biological category. This approach argues that the process that determines which differences between bodies should be seen as indicative of sex and the way that these differences, which often form a continuum, are divided into ‘opposite’ sexes is a social one.

Feminists made ‘gender’ an important area of study for sociology and concentrated their work on considering the position of women. Masculinity has also become an area of sociological study within the overarching context of gender relations.

R. W. Connell identifies three aspects of society which interact to form a ‘gender order’: labour, power and personal/sexual relationships. Settings, such as workplaces, families and schools each develop within the broader gender order their own gender regime.

There are different versions of masculinities and femininities, the most powerful of which is hegemonic masculinity.

Gender relations are hierarchically organized, but they are not fixed either for the individual or for the gender order: gender relations are made and remade through social practices and are subject to challenge and transformation

Functionalist approaches in sociology tended to reproduce uncritically the ‘natural differences’ approach.

Feminism has generated a rich body of theory which offers different analyses of the position of women in society. 

Liberal feminism focuses on proposing a fundamental equality between women and men which can be brought about by transforming social attitudes and practices to remove unfair discrimination. 

Socialist feminism built upon a Marxist analysis of the class basis of inequality within capitalism. Capitalism intensifies male domination as it generates property to be inherited down the male line; capitalist production depends upon the unpaid domestic labour of women to keep male workers fit for work and free to do so; and capitalism requires a growing demand for the consumption of its goods, a demand that can be generated among women as homemakers and the carers of the young and elderly.

Radical feminism places as central an analysis of patriarchy, defined as the system of domination of men over women. Different theories of the basis of patriarchal power emphasizes women’s role in biological reproduction, male violence and particularly sexual violence against women, and the sexual objectification of women.

Black feminism argues that other approaches have failed to recognize the importance of differences between women and especially those structured by ethnicity and imperialism. Other feminisms have taken a white, Western, largely middle-class experience and generalized it as if it could speak for and about the experiences of all women.

Sylvia Walby, a socialist feminist, distinguishes two distinct forms of patriarchy: private patriarchy, which takes place in the household, and public patriarchy, which is a more general form that excludes women from wealth and power in the workplace and public life

Postmodern feminism fundamentally challenges the idea that there is a universal essence or category of ‘woman’ which can form the basis of either analysis or feminist political action. A multiplicity of individuals and groups are differently positioned and have radically different experiences as ‘women’. What they share is being positioned by dominant cultures as ‘other’ – different from and subordinate to a male norm.

Globally, there remain many examples of violence against women, inequality and discrimination against women and violations of the human rights of girl children. In the global context, these processes are also linked to inequalities between societies and nations.

