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In 1997, the University of Illinois Press, at the request of Professor Fran Markowitz,  asked 

Walter Williams to write an “Afterword” for their new book being published:                         

SEX, SEXUALITY, AND THE ANTHROPOLOGIST edited by Fran Markowitz and Michael 

Ashkenazi  

     Williams’ contribution to the volume, and his critique of the chapters, underscores the 

conservatism of anthropologists when it comes to the question of sex.  The press never 

responded to his submitted manuscript, and this Afterword was not published.  It is included here 

as an example of how censorship of unpopular ideas occurs in the United States.   

EROTOPHOBIA IN THE DISCIPLIE OF ANTHROPOLOGY: AN AFTERWORD                    

by Walter L. Williams  

     From its beginnings the profession of anthropology has prided itself on its ability to free itself 

from the cultural confines of the dominant mainstream Anglo-American norm. At the beginning 

of the twentieth century anthropologists started going out, mainly from Northwestern Europe and 

North America, to every far corner of the world. They searched everywhere for the strange and 

exotic. With the first generation of ethnographers, trained by pioneers like Franz Boas at 

Columbia University, every aspect of another culture was ripe material for analysis and 

discussion. This included topics related to sex and gender as well as other important aspects of 

peoples’ lived daily experience.  

     At a time when academia was largely a conservative bastion of inherited thought, the new 

discipline of anthropology was a notable exception. In the early twentieth century, 

anthropologists were at the forefront of Western intellectual thought in questioning the rigid 
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repressions of sexuality that were typical of the Victorian era. Many of the pioneering 

ethnographers who mentioned sex, and brought it out of its hidden recesses of secrecy within 

academia, seem to have been inspired by their own personal sexual nonconformity. Although 

they dared not go so far as to write openly and honestly about their loving relationships that did 

not fall within the boundaries of middleclass respectability, they used these personal insights 

from their own lives to enlighten their thoughts on anthropology.  

     For example, we now know that the famous anthropologist Ruth Benedict had sexual 

relationships with other women (including with Margaret Mead, while she was Benedict’s 

student, no less) (Bateson 19 ; ref. biog. of Benedict). Edward Westermark, professor of 

anthropology at the University of London, devoted an entire chapter of his 1908 book on moral 

ideas to “Homosexual Love.” This bold title would dwarf the circuitous titling of later 

anthropological works on the subject. The anthropologist Omer Stewart recounted to me in an 

interview I did with him in 1984 that acquaintances of Westermarck were aware that he was 

actively homosexual, and knew that he enjoyed relationships with his male informants in North 

Africa where he did his fieldwork. Westermarck’s major works (1908; 1929) can be read more 

valuably with this information in mind. It is clear that many of the influential insights 

anthropologists like Benedict, Mead, Westermarck, and others have brought to light stem 

directly from their own personal awareness of sexual variance.  

     One early German anthropologist at the University of Berlin who was openly homosexual and 

active in the pioneering Institute for Sexual Science, Ferdinand KarschHaack, even went so far 

as to devote his career to gathering information on homosexual behavior in non-Western 

cultures. His book on same-sex love among the native peoples of Africa, Southeast Asia, 
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Oceania, and the Americas (1911) stood as the preeminent source on this subject for most of the 

twentieth century.  

     Building upon this and other early anthropological scholarship, in 1940 Alfred Kroeber 

published an essay in which he said (referring in particular to the acceptance of same-sex love 

among Native Americans) that “the time is ready for a synthetic work on this subject” (Kroeber 

1940). Despite Kroeber’s bold suggestion, however, no anthropologist stepped forward to write 

such a synthetic work.  

     On the contrary, since the 1950s the younger generations of anthropologists seem to have 

retreated into a much more conservative stance regarding sex than their pioneering forebears 

held. This lacking pertains not only to the anthropological study of homosexuality, but to any 

form of sexual behavior outside the Anglo-American norm. This adherence to the norm is quite 

ironic, given the anthropological profession’s stated goal of questioning assumptions about what 

is “normal” in practically every aspect of peoples’ daily behavior.  

     Given the massive amount of writing that anthropologists have churned out within the last 

half century, what is most notable is the relatively small number of scholarly works that have 

been devoted to sex. While tons of writings have focused on marriage and kinship relations, and 

more recently on women’s gender roles, a sharp contrast is drawn to sexual behavior and 

sexuality. The reason for this is clear: studies of sex have until recently been considered “not 

serious.” Many anthropologists feel uncomfortable discussing the subject. For example, in the 

early 1980s when I was doing research on the American Indian Two-Spirit traditions (reported as 

“berdache” in Williams 1986) I interviewed many anthropologists who wrote ethnographies of 

specific tribes. When I asked them about that tradition, they often admitted to knowing about it. 
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When I asked them why this information was not included in their book, some seemed rather 

proud to say, “Such things don’t interest me.”  

     Such an attitude has been all too common among twentieth century anthropologists. The lack 

of study of sexual behavior gives lie to anthropologists’ claims of objectivity. The fact is that 

most anthropologists have been raised in mainstream Western cultural traditions which include 

many taboos about discussion of sexual behavior. Sex is only discussed in “gutter language,” and 

seldom in serious academic discourse. Anthropologist Kenneth Read, in analyzing the avoidance 

of cultural studies of homosexuality, concluded that this avoidance came from many 

anthropologists’ personal uncomfortableness with the topic. Read posited that, unlike with other 

“savage” behaviors, anthropologists could find no cultural “justification for homosexual 

behavior. It was far easier, for example, to excuse infanticide (a custom also abhorrent by 

Western standards) since it could be shown to have a rational basis in some demographic 

situations: it ‘produced’ something. But homosexual did not ‘produce’ anything” (Read 1984: 

215-217); that is, except pleasure.  

     To note pleasure as a principle for human behavior seems beyond the abilities of some 

anthropologists to understand, at least as far as this is reflected in “serious” anthropological 

writings. This is erotophobia, pure and simple. Sometimes this erotophobic impulse has even 

taken the form of formal professional resolutions. For example, in 1975 the Executive Board of 

the American Anthropological Association voted “not to endorse anthropological research on 

homosexuality across national borders.” Though that resolution was later repealed after protests 

from gay and lesbian anthropologists, such an incredible effort at censorship reflects many 

anthropologists’ uncomfortableness with sexuality. It is, Read concludes, evidence of scholars’ 
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conscious or unconscious acceptance of “Western attitudes toward homosexual behavior as a 

sensitive subject which, though it is probably as prevalent as witchcraft, is morally distasteful” 

(Read 1984: 215-217).  

     The subject of homosexuality is only one part of a larger erotophobic pattern in the twentieth 

century anthropological profession. Many mainstream anthropologists do not encourage younger 

colleagues to pursue research on sexuality, or actively discourage such inquiry. They do not want 

their department to be known for studies of erotic behavior. To have such a reputation would be 

to label one’s department a laughing stock, tangential to the major themes of the discipline. 

Never mind the fact that sex is a major concern of human life, or that it underlies much of social 

relations within and between groups. As a consequence, anthropological scholarship on sex is so 

sparse that even popular sources like international “gay guides” often have more accurate 

information on sexual subcultures in many countries than can be gained by reading 

anthropological texts. 

      Unprepared by their education to deal with sexual matters, ethnographers in the field have 

often been easily misled, were more or less blind to behaviors going on around them, or simply 

never asked the right questions. Their moral queasiness led many to ignore the subject, or to 

make only a brief statement of imprecise language. The major serious studies of sexual behavior 

have occurred in other disciplines, and as a consequence of anthropologists’ absence sexology as 

a field has been weak in multicultural perspectives. It has only been within the last decade that 

anthropology as a profession has opened up to the idea of sex as a serious and legitimate area of 

study.  
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     As more and more studies of sexual behavior and sexuality have been published by leading 

academic presses, academia has slowly responded with a grudging acceptance. However, this 

atmosphere of acceptance is still so new that a palpable uncomfortableness with the subject 

remains. Given this unease about even reporting sexual behaviors of people from the culture 

under study, writing about ethnographers’ sexual behavior in the field is even more of a taboo. 

The taboo exists not only because of Western culture’s general unease with sex, but also because 

this subject exposes what many anthropologists consider to be their dirty little secret.  

     Most anthropologists will admit in private that they know their colleagues often engage in sex 

while living in another culture. But they do not want it written about. The profession has enacted 

its own “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy, as pervasive as that policy announced by the United States 

armed forces in 1993.  

      The essays in this volume set out to help restore some sanity to our erotophobic Western 

culture, and specifically to the dominant Euro-American culture of anthropologists. Current 

anthropological convention says that an ethnographer should avoid sexual contact with people of 

their host society. This blanket prohibition ignores the cultural values of the host society, and 

results in many cases of hypocrisy or needless guilt and shame that inhibits good ethnography. 

The book is intended for anthropologists (both the guilt-ridden ones as well as the more sexually 

liberated ones), students, and sexologists who are interested in multicultural research. 

      The main problem of this book is that some of the chapters are so pitifully conservative and 

cautious that many readers will find them laughable how much stress they show for minor things. 

For example, people who have felt comfortable in group nudity (ex. nudists, or many Europeans 

who regularly go to nude beaches, as well as Japanese bathers) will probably find Ashkenazi to 
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be hopelessly provincial in his difficulty in becoming comfortable unclothed at the Japanese 

baths. This chapter seems to be much ado about nothing. Poor Jacob Climo is so uptight about 

bringing his girlfriend to visit him in Mexico, that he seems rather pitiful. For students who are 

comfortable with their sexual relationships, they might get the impression from this book that 

anthropologists are so uptight about sexuality that student readers might even change their 

major!  

     What is disappointing about this book is that many of the authors seem so browbeaten by 

anthropological convention that they are all stressed out and defensive about their rather 

mundane behavior. Only Wim Lunsing [coincidently, raised in the non-puritanical Netherlands] 

really confronts the dominant social standards and glories in his sexual liberation. I expected to 

see more chapters like that, which would push buttons and make the book a truly controversial 

text that will cause a stir in the stodgy profession. 

     I would like to see Fran Markowitz tell us more in her otherwise excellent chapter, but she 

does not really give us much information about the divorced man she was involved with during 

her Israeli fieldwork. Likewise, Antonia Chao's excellent essay has no mention of her sexual 

behavior in Taiwan, other than to say she had a "T" girlfriend. It would make these two chapters 

come alive if they would tell us some more data about how these relationships worked while they 

were in the field. I have a feeling we could learn a lot from each of them if they would add some 

more to their chapters about what they learned from having a relationship during their fieldwork.  

     What are the do's and don't of having a successful relationship in a fieldwork context? This 

kind of data would make the book much more valuable. 
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 I don't know if there is time now, but the book could be made more exciting if the editors could 

get another essay or two written by someone else like Lunsing who is not defensive about 

fieldwork sexual activity, and would be willing to write on it. Tom Fitzgerald does not mention 

his sexual behavior in Sweden and Finland at all, but since he emphasizes his subjects' alienation 

from him, he might not be the best choice. It would be a real coup if you could persuade Gilbert 

Herdt to write about his personal sexual experiences in New Guinea. He could turn out a chapter 

quickly (he is working on a sequel to his Sambia study), and he has the kind of major status in 

the discipline that would make more people take this subject seriously. If you want to ask him 

(he is in Amsterdam right now), you may say that I suggested him. Ralph Bolton, at California's 

Pomona, would be someone else who already has the reputation of being a sex radical, and could 

turn in a valuable chapter quickly.  

     There are no doubt lots of others I do not know, but getting them to admit to their real 

behavior in print might require the editors to use their strongest persuasive powers. If the editors 

would send their Introduction, plus the Rose Jones and Wim Lunsing chapters as samples, they 

just might be successful. Rose Jones' essay as Chapter 1. Though she reported NO sexual 

behavior on her part during her fieldwork, her ideas follow from and well complement the 

editors' ideas in the Introduction. The end of Jones' chapter is a powerful condemnation of 

anthropological puritanism. Having her chapter as the first will better interest readers to keep 

reading. Classes on fieldwork methods, and on sex and gender, are the two most obvious 

potentials for course adoption. No one should go out to do fieldwork without reading this book. 

This book has definite interest abroad, both because of the geographically varied fieldwork 
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locations and also the inclusion of some anthropologists from different nations. The book would 

be strengthened by inclusion of another chapter by a non-American (especially if that writer 

would talk about their sexual experiences during fieldwork, as I noted above).  

      Below are my comments on each essay. 

Fran Markowitz and Michael Ashkenazi, "Introduction":  This introduction is excellent, 

thoughtful, clearly written, and full of insights. The top sentence on page 5 should specify, in 

addition to structuralism, Marxism, and feminism, the influence of anti-colonial independence 

movements of the 1960s. A few times, the editors should briefly define anthropological concepts 

and terms for readers who are unfamiliar with the discipline's theoretical twists and turns. For 

example, in the middle of page 13, the editors refer to "thick description, multivocality and 

intersubjectivity" without any explanation of what these are.  

     Rose Jones essay is excellent and should be moved to become Chapter 1. The end of this 

chapter is powerfully written, and well complements the editors' Introduction. This essay shows 

the problems facing even anthropologists who have NO sex in the field. The discipline is so 

erotophobic that they can suffer threats to their career merely by reporting that they were 

sexually approached by informants in the field. The only thing that makes me uncomfortable 

about this essay is, here again, the author seems to be concluding that it is better for 

ethnographers not to be sexual in the field. She certainly has the right to conclude that being 

asexual was the best choice for her, since she wished to remain faithful to her husband. However, 

her statements about her own asexuality would be better balanced by a statement pointing out 

that, for another researcher who was not happily married, they might in fact have personally 

benefited from having a relationship in this kind of fieldwork setting where asexual persons are 
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"viewed suspiciously and are classified as social deviants" (p.19). Given this reality, Jones 

should at least mention the fact that, while she had some advantages in not being sexual, another 

researcher might have gained different advantages in that society by engaging in sexual 

relationships.  All I am asking for here is a little balance, so that the book's thesis is not 

undermined.  

     Thomas Fitzgerald essay:  This chapter is good, but there is too much jargon on pages 2 and 

3. The author says nothing about his own sexual behavior while he was in Sweden and Finland. I 

could not help wondering if he was asexual, and this lack of relationship might have been one 

reason why he was not more closely accepted by the local gays. It would be good to encourage 

him to comment on this aspect (send him Lunsing's essay to spark some thought on this aspect).  

     Antonia Chao essay:  This essay is excellent, one of the best in the book. She would never 

have wanted to do the research on, or been accepted at, this lesbian butch-femme bar, except for 

the fact that her girlfriend was a butch "T." Yet, given the crucial importance of her girlfriend, 

there was practically no mention of their relationship. See my remarks above, to get the editors to 

try to persuade the author to agree to write more on her relationship with her girlfriend, and how 

this relationship in the field worked.  

     Eva Huseby-Darvas essay:  This essay is good, and interesting. She may be right that, in the 

context of the Hungarian village's sexual repression, it was probably best for her to remain 

asexual. However, again I found it disconcerting to see the anti-sexual position be articulated so 

cogently in this book, without much balance of pro-sexual views. This is not necessarily saying 

this essay should be changed, and it should be kept because of its insights. But if some more pro-

sex essays added, then this Hungarian essay would not undercut the book's thesis.  
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     Fran Markowitz essay:  Finally, an essay that articulates the original ideas of the Introduction. 

This is excellent. However, as I said above, this essay would be stronger if the author would add 

more on the benefits of her relationship with the divorced man in Israel.  

     Wim Lunsing essay:  After the cautious defensive conservatism of the previous chapters, the 

straightforward acceptance of sex by this author comes as a welcome relief. I thought there 

would be more chapters like this one, which centrally addresses the issues of the editors' 

Introduction. It is well written, thoughtful, and interesting. Maybe American anthropologists are 

so hopelessly puritanical, that the editors should look to other countries for authors. I hope at 

least one more chapter taking a similar liberationist stance can be found to add to this book.  

Karla Poewe conclusion:  She is an excellent writer, and this essay gives adequate summary-

commentary on the essays. It nicely wraps up the volume.  

REFERENCES add: Ruth Benedict biography author? Stranger in This Land. Bateson, Mary 

Catherine biography of Margaret Mead  

Benedict, Ruth. 1934. Patterns of Culture. Boston: Houghton Mifflin.  

Blackwood, E. (1984). Lesbian behavior in cross-cultural perspective. M.A. thesis, San 

Francisco State University.  

Blackwood, E. (1985). Breaking the mirror: The construction of lesbianism and the 

anthropological discourse on homosexuality. Journal of Homosexuality, 11, 1-18.  

Blackwood, E. (Ed.). (1986). The many faces of homosexuality: Anthropological approaches to 

homosexual behavior. New York: Harrington Park Press.  



12 

 

Bolton, R. (1994). Sex, science, and social responsibility: Cross-cultural research on same-sex 

eroticism and sexual intolerance. Cross-Cultural Research 28, 134-190.  

Bullough, V. (1976). Sexual variance in society and history. Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press. 11  

Carrier, J. (1995). De los otros: Intimacy and homosexuality among Mexican men. New York: 

Columbia University Press.  

Conner, R. (1993). Blossom of bone: Reclaiming the connections between homoeroticism and 

the sacred. San Francisco: Harper.  

Cory, D. W. (1956). Homosexuality in a cross-cultural perspective. New York: Julian.  

Dover, K.J. (1978). Greek homosexuality. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  

Duberman, M., Vicinus, M. & Chauncey, G. (Eds.). (1989). Hidden from history: Reclaiming the 

gay and lesbian past. New York: New American Library.  

Dynes, W., et. al. (Eds.). (1990). Encyclopedia of homosexuality. New York: Garland 

Publishing.  

Evans-Pritchard, E.E. (1970). Sexual inversion among the Azande. American Anthropologist 72, 

1428-1434.  

Grahn, J. (1984). Another mother tongue: Gay words, gay worlds. Boston: Beacon Press.  

Gregersen, E. (1983). Sexual practices: The story of human sexuality. New York: Franklin 

Watts.  



13 

 

Hardman, P. (1990). Homoaffectionalism. San Francisco: ONE Institute Press and GLB Press.  

Harry, J. & Das, M. S. (Eds.) (1980). Homosexuality in international perspective. New Delhi, 

India: Vikas.  

Hart, D. (1968). Homosexuality and transvestism in the Philippines: The Cebuano Filipino bayot 

and lakin-on. Behavior Science Notes. 3, 211-248.  

Heiman, E. & Le, C. V. (1975). Transsexualism in Vietnam. Archives of Sexual Behavior 4, 89-

95.  

Herdt, G. (1981). Guardians of the flutes: Idioms of masculinity. New York: McGraw-Hill. 12  

Herdt, G. (1984). Ritualized homosexuality in Melanesia. Berkeley: University of California 

Press.  

Herdt, G. (1987). The Sambia: Ritual and gender in New Guinea. New York: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston.  

Hinsch, B. (1990). Passions of the cut sleeve: The male homosexual tradition in China. Berkeley: 

University of California Press.  

Jackson, P. (1989). Male homosexuality in Thailand. Elmhurst, N.Y.: Global Academic 

Publishers.  

Karsch-Haack, Ferdinand. 1911. Das Gleichgeschlechtliche Leben der Naturvolker. Munchen: 

verlag von Ernst Reinhardt. 1975 reprint New York: Arno Press.  

Kroeber, Alfred L. 1940. “Psychosis or Social Sanction,” Character and Personality 8: 204-215.  



14 

 

Lewin, E. & Leap, W. L. (Eds.). Out in the field: Reflections of lesbian and gay anthropologists. 

Urbana: University of Illinois Press.  

Morris, R. J. (1990). Aikane: Accounts of Hawaiian same-sex relationships in the journals of 

captain Cook’s third voyage (1776-80). Journal of Homosexuality 19, 21-54.  

Murray, S. O. (1992a). Oceanic homosexualities. New York: Garland Publishing.  

Murray, S. O. (1992b). The 'underdevelopment' of gay homosexuality in Mexico, Guatemala, 

Peru and Thailand. In Ken Plummer (Ed.). Modern homosexualities. London: Routledge.  

Murray, S. O. (Ed.). (1995). Latin American male homosexualities. Albuquerque: University of 

New Mexico Press. 13  

Murray, S. O. & Roscoe, W. (Eds.). (in press) Islamic homosexualities. New York: New York 

University Press.  

Nanda, S. (1990). Neither man nor woman: The hijras of India. Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth 

Publishers.  

Parker, R. (1991). Bodies, pleasures and passions: Sexual culture in contemporary Brazil. 

Boston: Beacon Press.  

Ratti, R. (Ed.) (1993). A lotus of another color: The unfolding of the south Asian gay and lesbian 

experience. Boston: Alyson Press.  

Read, Kenneth. 1984. “The Nama Cult Recalled.” In Ritualized Homosexuality in Melanesia, ed. 

Gilbert Herdt, pp. 215-217. Berkeley: University of California Press.  



15 

 

Robertson, J. (1992). The politics of androgyny in Japan: Sexuality and subversion in the theater 

and beyond. American Ethnologist 19, 419-442.  

Schalow, P. (1990). Introduction. In Ihara Saikaku. The great mirror of male love. Paul Schalow 

trans. (pp.1-46). Stanford CA: Stanford University Press.  

Schmitt, A. & Sofer, J. (Eds.). (1990). Homosexuality and Islam. New York: Haworth Press.  

Schneebaum, T. (1988). Where the spirits dwell: An odyssey in the New Guinea jungle. New 

York: Grove Press.  

Society of Lesbian and Gay Anthropologists. (1992). Proposal to the American Anthropological 

Association for the creation of a task force on discrimination against lesbians and gay men in 

anthropology. Report for the American Anthropological Association.  

Taylor, C. L. (1978). El ambiente: Homosexuality in Mexico. Ph.D. dissertation, University of 

California, Berkeley. 14  

Wafer, J. (1991). The taste of blood: Spirit possession in Brazilian candomble'. Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press.  

Watanabe, T. & Iwata, J. (1989). The love of the samurai: A thousand years of Japanese 

homosexuality. D.R. Roberts, trans. London: GMP Publisher.  

Westermarck, Edward. 1908, 1926. The Origin and Development of Moral Ideas. London: 

Macmillian.  

Westermarck, Edward.  1929. Memories of My Life. New York: Macaulay.  



16 

 

Weston, K. (1991). Families we choose: Lesbians, gays, kinship. New York: Columbia 

University Press.  

Weston, K. (1993). Lesbian/gay studies in the house of anthropology. Annual Review of 

Anthropology 22, 339-367.  

Whitam, F. & Mathy, A. (1986). Homosexuality in four societies. New York: Praeger.  

Williams, W. L. (1986). The spirit and the flesh: Sexual diversity in American Indian culture. 

Boston: Beacon Press.  

Williams, W. L. (1990). Male homosexuality in Thailand. Journal of Homosexuality 19, 126-

138.  

Williams, W. L. (1991). Javanese lives: Women and men in modern Indonesian Society. New 

Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press.  

Williams, W. L. (1992a). Benefits for nonhomophobic societies: An anthropological perspective. 

In Warren Blumenfeld (Ed.). Homophobia: How we all pay the price. Boston: Beacon Press.  

Williams, W. L. (1992b). A cross-cultural perspective on the relationship between male-male 

friendship and male-female marriage: American Indian and Asian examples. In Peter Nardi 

(Ed.). Men's Friendships. Newbury Park, Calif.: Sage Publications. 15  

Williams, W. L. (1996). Being gay and doing fieldwork. In Ellen Lewin & William L. Leap 

(Eds.). Out in the field: Reflections of lesbian and gay anthropologists. Urbana: University of 

Illinois Press.  



17 

 

Williams, W. L. (1997). Social acceptance of same-sex relationships in families: Models from 

other cultures. In Anthony D'Augelli & Charlotte Patterson, eds. Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual 

Identities in Families. New York: Oxford University Press. 


