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Alfred C. Kinsey: Bowdoin Class of 1916

SyvposiuDi Abstract

Alfred C. Kinsey graduated magna ewn Isude frpm Bowdoin in
June of 1916 with a B.S. degree. When he attained prominence as a
sex researcher, he was recoiuaended for an honorary degree at
Bowdoin but because of the controversy over his research he was
turned down by the College Board, With Cheiron meeting at Bowdoin
this year, it seems most appropriate to present a oynposlw
concerned with evaluating the legacy of one of this institution s
most noteworthy alumni.

The first of four papers involves e personal perspective from
an individual who, as a graduate student at Indiana University,
had an opportunity to know Kinsey, This paper also includes^
personal memories about the pre-publication impact of Kinsey s
first volume. The second paper is concerned with Kinsey 8
conclusions in his female volume about the long-term effects of
child sexual abuse. Kinsey*s thinking in this area is examined in
relation to his attitudes about the sexual criminal code in
America. Implications are drawn about how his scientific work was
affected by his political interests♦ The third paper situates
Kinsey within the social science movement of "sexual positivism/
a school of thought which also included R. L. Dickinson^ Albert
Ellis, and Abraham Maslow. The interpretive framework of sexual
positivism is used as a basis for understanding the shift in
American thought from the social hygiene movement of the first
half of the twentieth century to the sexual liberalism of the
second. The last paper deals with Kinsey's attitudes and
conclusions about homosexuality, examined in the context of his
scientific worldview* Using his views on homosexuality as an
exemplar, Kinsey's sexual liberalism at mid-century is explored as
a precursor to the- late-twentieth century postposltivist movement
in the social sciences.
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Paul T. Mountjoy
Western Michigan Dniveraity

Memories of Alfred Kinsey

Syjoposium Contribution

Cheiron 1995

Mamories of Alfred Kinssey during my days in graduate school at
Indiana University during 1949-1954 are presented.

The presenter was interviewed, and thus may be regarded as a
participant observer. The interview is described and an attempt
is made to place the Kinsey study within the historical context
of the years immediately following World War Two. and to a. lesser
extent the United States, generally, in the years between the two
World Wars,

Kinsey held periodic open houses for faculty and graduate
studentfi in his newly formed "Institute" and one held for the
depa-rtaent of Ps>-chclvgy is described. This leads into a
discussion of the resistance to the scientific study of sexuality
in this culture as it was manifested in public reaction to tha
Kinsey project.

Since the assigned topic is personal ttemories of kinsey I have
gone to some length to describe the pre-publication reaction to
the first volume of the Kinsey report as it impacted aiy own
intellectual-career as an undergraduate.

Some of the methodological (scientific) problems of this topic of
research, and Kinsey's attempts to resolve thenyare presented as
examples of topics for historical researoh.
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StepTianie H. Kenen
Unlvaralty of California a« Bftpk«ley

"The current hystcriai over sex offenders" s
Alfred Kinsey and the study pf chxld molestation

January 1995
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the tiidst of a public furor over sex offenses, Kinsey*s main
conclusion about sexual contact between adult men and female
children — that the long-term effects on the emotional lives of
the females involved was negligible, and that most of damage
done was the result of hysterical responses by grown-ups — had
explicit political implications• However, the sample on which
this conclusion was based excluded a subset of the white female
population (those with prison records) whose sexual histories
were so different from those of the rest of the white female
population that, according to Kinsey, "their inclusion in the
present volume would have seriously distorted the calculations on
the total sample,"^ He further explicitly stated that the#
frequencies of adult-child sexual contact would be higher pt the
histories of these women (and those of African-American women)
had been included in the calculations.® Given recent ideas
about child sexual abuse, the long-term effects of childhood
sexual experiences of these women was probably very different
from those reported in Sexual behavior in the human female, and
were perhaps causative factors in the extent of the difference of
their sexual histories*

In many ways, this is & problematic example because of the
social concerns and anxieties about child molestation today.
However, it is one of the aost clearly historically-situated
fragments of Kinsey's work and it illustrates nicely the
decision-making processes inherent in all scientific work.
Kinsey's decision to exclude the women with prison records had a
potentially profound effect on the interpretive conclusions he
was able to draw froa the data on adult-child sexual contact —
whether the implications of that decisions were conscious or not.

* Tbld.. 22.
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David Allyn

Ahfitract

Harvard University

''Kinsey and Sexual Positivism:
Social Sdtncc and The RUe of the *New Morality*^

In tte early 1960's the American press hailed ihe arrival ofa "New Morality" In
sexual relations. The *T^cw Morality" was said to represent a transilioa Irom a iramtio^
moral code of absolute niles about sexual behavior to a cthics based on the situational
context in which behavior occurred. Cultural commcataiocs Minted to the rise of a new
brand ofsexual sdcnce serving to Icridmate the 'T^ew Morafity." Alfred Kinsey was
clcarly identified as the major forcc behind this new sexual scicnce. AJfred ^sey'a
stndi« ofAmerican sexual behavior in the late i940's and early 1950's maiked amajor
shift in American sexual sctmcc from the soda! bygicjie movemeoi ofthe early iweaiicih
centj^to ti*sexual HberaUOTi of the late twaiticth. Kinscy rejected the social hygienists*

attempt lo gain knowledge about sexuality inorder toconirol iL Hecriticized the
social ccmtrol ofsexuality byAe state, the church, the psychoanalyst and theforce of
culturalprcjudicc.

Ki^ystrongly influenced acontemporary named Albert Ellis. Ellis WMOiiginalty
interested inbasic research onhuman hcnnaphroditisin. After earning his PhJD, in
psychology from Columbia University, Ellis began writing on the psychology ofsex. He
took many ofthe ideas implicit in ihe Kinsey studies and raicte them explicit Like Kmsey,
he entirely rejected ^ psychoanaJ^c tradition ofsexual science. He focuscd on critiquing
American sexual attitudes and, in The Folklore ofSex (1951), catalogue "negative"
references to sex in American popular culture. Ellis uid KJnsey's in order to develop
anormative code ofsexual be^vior not on what "should bo" but on what Kinsey had
actually found to be. For example, using Kinsey's famous W scale, Hlis classified
"exclusive homosexuality*' and 'exclusive hcteroscxualjty" as equally neurotic and worthy
oftreatment. Inthe 60*s Ellis was a major 6icnd ofthe homo^Aulc movement aod testified
innumetxms cases on behaK of homosexual defendants. Herailed against moral criticisms
ofpremarital and extramarital sex, and he argued passionately that the doubl^standard
amounted to "sexual fasdsra," To proraote empirical research ElEs founded the ^iety for
the Scientific Smdy ofSex, which then began publishing tiie Journal of^ Resean:h.
Ellis admired Kinscy ironcndously, but Kinscy was often suspicious ofFills. Ellis had a

Behavior,

AbrahamMaslow was anoiher contemporary ofKinsey and also i.psychologist. In
his early ywrs, Maslow coDcentrated his research on t^ itwdy offemale psychology.
Maslow discovered that aggre^ve women wore more likely to be sexoaiiy active, fiaaed
onthis conclusion, Maslow criticized Kinsey^s research methodology. Atfirst Kinscy .
agreed to allow Madow to test his data, bet Uttr infused to heed Mt^ow*t
recommendations. After Kinsey*! deatii, Maslow went os to develop the principles of
humanistie psycholo^. Inhis oodki and his teachings, Maslow u^ged Ms followers to
seek om **cc»k expenefices,** which would Ubenuetlm ln>m mundane human existenee.
Maslow ideodfied the orgasm asone ofthese positive expolences. He becamo involved
with the Esalen Institute in Bia Sur. California, wiiere he beaan advocadna trouD iraditv.
group bathins and sexual e^loradon. Elected ptesident of the Amena
Association, Maslow gave significant leeiiimacy to fee*l»?crw Monfity.

Another figure behind die rise ofthe *7^ew Morali^ was WiOiam Masters.

empiiica) smdy
SexualJiesponse Sesmlhuideguacy(1970)' Hicse^bo^futtiber

Virginia Johnsonpublished Human
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repudifited the pswhomJ^c tradition. Mastsn and Johnson argued that coupler could
exert total control over iheir sexual live$-thus completinj tbc htukwith the social hysiene
ideolocy ofthe early twentieth ccntury. In the mlc-W(?» Johnson urged KU$ters away
from the suidy of physiology to the study ofpsycholoo.

Alfred Kiiueydirectly Influencea thethought ot Albert BHs, Abraham Mwlowana
William Masters. As a group these fourmenbuilta foundadon ot ^^iexual positivi^"*in
American culture. Tlicy favored empiricism overpsychoanalyjii and received biblical
wisdom- Theyelevated empirical results into positive jocial nonns. Andtheycriticised
what they considered to be "Degative** attitude} toward sexuality In AmericM culture. Each
inhis own way offered what hebelieved tobeamore "posldve" sexual philosophy.
^^Sexuil poativism" thus represented a slgnlflcant development inAmeiican sexual sdenoe
and as a concept mayiBumioate ourundmtam&ng of tte rise of the '̂New Morality4"
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is an oipression of capacltiaB that are basic in the human
animal.
As an evolutionary biologist by training, Klnsey was

sensitive to th« complex ways in vhich behavior was related to
social and ecological conditlona.® Thus, while his essentiallsm
conveyed a transhistorical view of honosexuality as unchanging
biological capacity, he had a cultural relativist view regarding
homosexual behavior. As he declared; "A choice of a partner in a
sexual relation becomes more significant only because society
demands that there be a particular choice in this natter. »
Cultural differences determined the prevalence of boaosexuality,
and he was especially critical of the sexually repressive values
Of Western society. Klnsey was aware of the role that dominant
sexual ideology could play in shaping scientific thought. He
viewed the tendency among most sexologists to
homosexuality as an example of such Ideological bias. His
espousal of a liberal view in which all forms of sexual expression
were deemed desirable was a departure from the prevailing version
of essentialism, represented by such pioneers as Richard von
Krafft-Ebing and Slgmund Freud, which appropriated the dominant
forms of sexual relat,.ona between men and women as a fixed
biological instinct.^ ^ ^ . .

with respect to epistenology# Kinsey argued that facts would
lead to understanding. Thus, an objective scientific approach to
the study of human sexuality would produce social tolerance and
liberate stigmatised forms of sexual expressionr such as
homosexuality, from unnecessary cultural restraints. For Kinsey,
objectivity meant that scientific inquiry could not be
contaminated by biased or prejudiced attitudes. He advocated the
interview as the method of choice in studying sexuality because it
provided the means for the scientist to step outside of his/her
own precopceptions and becon^e an understanding and sympathetic
listener, ^ The interview also reflected Kinsey's commitment to
the taxonomic approach he had used as a biologist. In contrast to
the reliance on questionnaires by previous sex researchers, Kinsey
believed that the interview represented a more in-depth approach
which would achieve the taxonomic goals of Measuring the wide
irange of human sexual variation.

Kinsey's use of the Interview was the most innovative feature
of his research. Although there was *uch skepticism by his
critics about the accuracy of the data^ he appears to have l>een
especially adept at establishing rapport as well as developing
Sidelines for checking on accuracy.He believed that if the
interviewer showed sympathetic Interest and withheld moral
Judgment, respondents would overcome any initial inhibitions in
reporting their sexual experiences. Moreover, he believed that
individuals generally like to tell their stories and •
Motivated more by altruism than egotism- Referring to the male
sample, he reported: "Twelve thousand people have helped in this
research primarily because they have faith in scientific research
•projects.'

Some insight into why Kinsey was so successful in getting
people to voluntaer for his research can b# gleaned from bis
xelationship with the homosexual community. In general, he seems
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to have encouraged the developnent of collaborative working
relatlionships with the various groups of people he studied. This
was elspecially true with respect to his relationship with the jaale
honos'ezual conmunity^ a relationship which continued after the
Bale voluine was published. In the early stages of his research#
Kinsey visited Chicago in 1939 and established contact with
various social groups of homosexual aen and women. In writing to
his close friend and colleague, Ralph Voria# Kinsey referred to
the "dynamite" he had uncovered, that is, his introduction to the
homosexual underground. He recounted that he had been tOJ

Hallowe'en parties, taverns, clubs, etc., which would be
unbelievable if realized by the rest of the world. Always
they have been nost considerate and cooperative, decent,
'understanding, and cordial in their reception. Why has no
ione cracked this before? There are at least 300,000 involved
lin Chicago alone.
This was the start of a type of collaborative relationship

Kinsey instituted with nenbers of the homosexual community. While
ha was insistent on employing only white male Protestant
interiviewers (supposedly to maintain a constant condition
regardless of the gander, sexual orientation, or race of the
respclndents), he established a network of contacts with the .
homosexual comnunity.^' A number of hogosexual men served as
sources of recruitment for volunteers.^® Kinsey also tapped into
an international underground of gay men who contributed various
visual and textual artifacts of gay culture.** Kinsey's close
relationship with the male homosexual community fulfilled the
needs of both investigator and research participants. For Kinsey
these contacts provided an entry to an underground sexual world
that:he believed needed to be represented in the sexual landscape
of Aaierican society. For the participants, Kinsey's research
offered an opportunity to have their voices heard. As Pomeroy has
stated:

'These people usually poured out their lives to us with a
minimum of cover^-up, and because society had made them feel
like such special cases, they often took a sn^eAter interest
lin remembering or recording their experiences.^
Kinsey's ethical stance was premised on his commitment to

objective science as the key to social progress. A science of
sexuality would contribute to a better understanding of the
problems surrounding gender and sexuality. Bis essentialist
position that sex was a "normal biologic function in whatever font
it is manifested,was aimed at liberating sexuality from its
socially oppressive restraints. In the case of homosexuality, he
argued: .

In view of the data which we now have on the incidence and
frequency of the homosexual, in particular on its coexistence
with the heterosexual An the lives of a considerable portion
of the male population. It is difficult to maintain the view
that psychosexual reactions between Individuals of the same
sex are rare and therefore abnormal or unnatural, or that
they constitute within themselves evidence of neuroses or

Ieven psychoses.
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Kinsey's sexual tolerance provided the rationale
political strategy. If scientific objectivity produced data that
subverted the conventional BoralitT guiding sexual behavior, then
scientific discourse on seacuality should serve as a source for
bringing about positive social change. In both Kinsey volumes,
there are frequent critiques of existing sex
hypocrisy of trying to enforce such laws when most
8oL point, practiced illegal sexual activity.23
that legal refora could not come about without a change in social
attitudes but he also had faith in the power of objective
scientific discourse as an agent for attitudlnal change. This
faith reflected his liberal worldview in the sense that
enlightened rationality could produce social .

As Regina Markell^Morantx has pointed out, Kinsey was not a
social revolutionary.24 Aside from conventional
did not question other social values nor did he question the
existing power structure with its inherent sexual and gender
oppression. With regard to homosexuality, he was insensitive to
the possibility of collective political action in the ^5"
homosexual rights movement. In fact, he strongly argued against
the need to^categoriie individuals in terms of sexual
identities*^^ Rather than homosexual people, there was
homosexual behavior. His nominalist position was
combat the reification of a homosexual stereotype.^ Critiquing
Kinsey for not realising the value of theorising homosexual
identity as a politically heuristic strategy is somewhat unfair
since there was no national honophile movement in the United
States at the time Kinsey conducted his research. Yet, Kinsey was
aware of Magnus Hirschfeld's wor)c as a hoaophlle activist-
scientist in pre-Naai Germany, however he considered that
Hirschfeld^^ activism compromised his role as an objective
scientist^^^s history of sexuality in general, and in
lesbian and gay studies in particular Is seminal. His scientiric
sexual liberalism was congruent with the cultural sexual
liberalism that had emerged by the 1920s.
collect his data on homosexual men and women in the 29
were well-established homosexxial communities in American cities.
Gay men and lesbians were eager to tell their itories, to
their voices heard by a sympathetic scientist. The Kinsey reports
which provided voice for an Invisible minority thus plwd a
significant role in the creation of a national homophile
in the 1950s. The radicallsatlon of the movement ®
gay liberation in the 1970s spawned the creation
gay studies. Khile there are many strands of thought in lesbian
2nd garstudies, a central feature is i" emancipatory interests
of resisting domination and oppression, inJnYnoieal
Kinsey eschewed the need for a homosexual Identl^ on ontologies
grounds, he was instrumental in laying the groundwork for the
radical use of lesbian and gay Identity as * theoretically
heuristic device for bringing about a change in the sexual
'order.
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