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Justification By Numbers

A Commentary on the Kinsey Report

Geoffrey Gorer

OR THE social scientist, a best seller is always an interesting
and provocative phenomenon: what is it, he asks himself, that
has made this book or play so much more acceptable to the

reading public in this society at this period than the other books or
plays produced at the same time? If this question can be satisfactorily
answered, it invariably gives insight into the hidden wishes and fan-
tasies of the book-reading public, and so throws light on the psy-
chological dynamics of the society which has accepted the best
seller. Even though the conscious promotion of best sellers has been
very highly developed in recent years in the United States (witness
the case of Nancy Bruff), a best seller cannot be established un-
less there is some congruence between its underlying material and
the underlying wishes and fantasies of the purchasing public.

This year has witnessed an unparalleled phénomenon in publish-
ing history: a dull and turgid scientific book, full of figures and tables,
and published at a relatively very high price, has been selling at a
rate paralleling such simple fantasies as Gone With The Wind or
Forever Amber. The miscalled Sexual Bebavior In The Human .
Male, by Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin, is firmly established in the
best-seller lists. It has been the subject of numerous articles and in-
numerable conversations; to parallel the immediate impact of a
scientific book, one would probably have to go back to 1859, and the
publication of Darwin's Origin of Species; and even then the sales
were not comparable. Of course the social penetration of this book,

oGEOFFREY GORER, British anthropologist, is the author of Africa Dances
and Bali and Angkor. In his most recent book, The American People, Mr. Gorer
combines the theoretical ideas developed in his study of the Japanese and other
nations with more than seven years’ experience in the United Srares.
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Why then has such a pother been made about these figures of dis-
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ntal democratic fallacy, which may be called Justification by
mbers. If a few people do or think something, it may be wrong;
if a lot of people do or think it, then it js obviously right. This
ument underlies a great deal of American advertising: to state that
brand you are marketing is the “most popular brand” or “sells
¢ than double its nearest competitor” is to suggest forcibly that
therefore better. On the political level the votes of the majority
ld undoubtedly be decisive on those issues on which they are
d upon to vote (and these are remarkably few); burt to extend
principle to moral, psychological or physiological activities is
pletely illogical.
n illustration may make this clearer. A colleague of Dr. Kinsey
lucts a survey in Germany entitled Eating Bebavior in the Hy-
Male and finds that, say, 8o per cent of the sample has a calory
tke” of 1500 units daily, that 73 per cent only have two dietetic
tkes” daily, and so on and so forth; in the light of his “disclos-
" it will become clear thar 1 500 calories daily divided into two
5 15 “normal” eating behavior, and thar all our views on dietctics
wurishment have to be revised.
w5t people would reject this as obvious nonsense, for we have
tifically determined standards of adequate nourishment, which
nothing to do with temporary and local practices; but the argu-
+are as valid in the one case as the other. The scientific deter-
ion of adequate and satisfying sexual behavior is by no means so
stablished or agreed upon (for, despite Dr. Kinsey, the implica-
of sex are much more complicated), but they will not be deter-
I by a study of distribution. Dr. Kinsey’s figures can be inter-
I to mean that neurotic disturbances jn sexual life in the contem-

v United States are as widespread as malnutrition in contem-
. Germany, S
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tion, marital status, etc. With a little trouble one can find out how
one stacks up in frequency of “outlet,” variety of “outlet,” and even
more intimate anatomical details, with one’s peers. “Keeping up with
-the Joneses” acquires a new, and perhaps slightly ribald, significance.
As in all such “self-rating” tables, admiration goes to the high
scores. Behind the mask of dispassionateness, one can casily discern
Dr. Kinsey’s astonished admiration for the people with the larger
rates of “outler,” and his contemptuous pity for those making poor
scores. A little anthropological knowledge might have rectified this
attitude. We have enough information from enough primitive so-
cieties to suggest that there is an (apparently) direct correlation be-
tween high rates of intercourse and lack of emotional interest in sex
or belief in love; the Lepchas from the borders of Tibet, whom I
studied, had rates of outlet in their early adult life which would make
Dr. Kinsey’s high scorers look like pikers. For the Lepchas, sex was
a satisfaction no more important than food; they did not believe in
love, made no allowances for it, and the exclusive possession of a
spouse was legally impossible. As a matter of fact, Dr. Kinsey prob-
ably already had the evidence to confirm this; among his highest '
scorers are his ubiquitous male prostitutes (p. 216)—a group which
surely figures rather more importantly in Dr. Kinsey’s sample than in
the population at large. To equal the performances of such people
is perhaps not wholly enviable. )

It may be remarked that these “self-rating” tables are liable to pro-
duce more disquietude than satisfaction in the people who consult
them. Forty-nine per cent of the population is always below the
median. People so unsure of themselves as to need support from
“self-rating” are not too likely to get it. On the other hand, judging
by previous experience, people who are disturbed abour their “de-
viance” will not get psychological comfort for more than a very few

-days from the tabular demonstration that their deviations are more
widespread than they had suspected. )

A probable by-product of these rating scales may well be further
ammunition for the anti-intellectualism which is already widespread.
In comic books and cartoons, professors are always “long-haired,”
and scientists are. always “mad”; now Dr. Kinsey brings evidence
to show that, compared with the less educated, they are less “manly,”
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which can consummate love and produce children cannot be meas-
ured with the calipers that determine the variation in the wingspan
of wasps. For a society which believes in love, be it sacred or pro-
fane, the physiological aspect of sex cannot be separated from its
emotional and psychological concomitants without reducing it to
meaninglessness. We need statistical studies of human sexual be-
havior, but they should be studies of the behavior of human beings,
not of genital organs. : -
To revert to the original query of why the Kinsey report has had
so widespread and ready an acceptance in the United States today,
I think the answer can be found on two levels, It does not contain a
single novel or disturbing idea, no new insight into human behavior,
such as caused the initial rejection of such pioneers as Havelock Ellis
or Sigmund Freud; and its underlying attitudes are in complete con-
gruence with some of the predominant, though not necessarily the
most valuable, attitudes and ideas of contemporary, educated, urban
Americans. To the extent that Justification by Numbers is a valid
concept, the phenomenal sales of Dr. Kinsey’s book demonstrate that
he has provided what his public wanted.

In the Autumn Numbenr . . |

Another article on the Kinsey Report, replying to Mr. Gorcr,'

. will appear,
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The Stranger on the Mountain

Whose flesh keeps yet the marble of high thaw,

Ty
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. Are manifest—the farm’sintégrity, ..
- The clamorous barn, and any vagrant knows
_* Which hollow holds the village of repose, iy
" Profound and sweet; to which the red path bnpgs

"'The traveler, easily remembering rocks,

~The shape of wind in the bare birch and the pine,

 Also the brooks, the mountain waters splintered

i

Dorothy Berry Hugbes

He Qho has shoes the :éblof'of theroad, = .

Conveys the mouintain uninterpreted,
Earth and the dripping stone: He fearfully saw

Mérve]ing how the peak; bitgcr and green,
Wearing winter and flowers together, mocks -
The season with its mad spring paradox.

“r

And shaken out over the slope, crow’s'cry,
The panic of the woodchuck lately wintered
On hill silénce and hill hunger~these things . i

In its course innumerable wanderings.




