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Introduction 

Nearly without exception in nation states (countries gov-
erned by a centralized and hierarchical political system) 
male androphilia is found at rates between about 2–4 % 
of the population (Gates, 2011; Vasey & VanderLaan, 2014; 
Whitam, 1983). There are three lines of evidence that sug-
gest male androphilia should be present or potentially 
present in all social systems. The first is strong evidence 
that male androphilia is heritable through research show-
ing a strong concordance among monozygotic and dizy-
gotic twins compared to unrelated siblings and these rates 
are greater than the local population average (e.g., Bailey, 
Dunne, & Martin, 2000; Bailey & Pillard, 1991; for a review, 
see Ngun, Ghahramani, Sánchez, Bocklandt, & Vilain, 2011). 
Further, these studies consistently show that male andro-
philia is more highly heritable in monozygotic twins than 
in dizygotic twins. 

The second is comparative research in a variety of na-
tional populations demonstrating that biological factors 
(i.e., maternal immune hypothesis) are implicated through 
what is known as the fraternal birth-order effect (Blanchard, 
1997). Numerous researchers (see Bogaert & Skorska, 2011 
for a review) working with a wide variety of national popula-
tions have documented a consistent increased probability of 
male androphilia with each male born to a mother in right-
handed males. It is hypothesized that with each male born 
the mother’s immune system responds ever more strongly 
to counteract male-specific androgens produced by prior 
male fetuses which, in turn, leads to a higher probability 
of male androphilia. While the mechanism that underlies 
this process is hypothetical, the evidence of birth-order ef-
fects is exceptionally robust. It is estimated that about 15 % 
of all male androphilia may be attributed to this effect (Can-
tor, Blanchard, Paterson, & Bogaert, 2002). This research 
has been consistently replicated across the globe in modern 
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Abstract 
The cross-cultural ethnographic literature has traditionally used the label male “homosexuality” to describe sexual relation-
ships between biological males without considering whether or not the concept encompasses primary sexual attraction to 
adult males. Although male androphilia seems to be found in all national populations, its universal existence in tribal pop-
ulations has been questioned. Our goal is to review previous cross-cultural classifications and surveys of male same sex be-
havior to present a system that does justice to its varied expressions, especially as it is informed by contemporary sexual-
ity research. Previous comparative research does not effectively distinguish male same sex behavior from male androphilia. 
Using the standard cross-cultural sample (SCCS) as a sampling frame and the ethnographic sources in the human relations 
area files and elsewhere, we present distributional data on various forms of male same sex behavior. The SCCS is useful be-
cause it is designed to be representative of all historically known social formations and the sample is designed to reduce 
similarities as a consequence of common descent or historical origin as well as reduce the probability of diffusion of socio-
cultural practices from one culture to another. Our results show that male same sex behavior as well as male androphilia 
is much more common than previously estimated in the SCCS. With our findings, we make an argument that male andro-
philia is a context-dependent cross-cultural universal. 
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societies and in a traditional society (Vasey & VanderLaan, 
2007; VanderLaan & Vasey, 2011) as well. 

The third is high female fertility through sexually antag-
onistic selection (Camperio Ciani, Cermelli, & Zanzotto, 
2008). Mothers who bear androphilic sons are likely to have 
elevated fertility which, in part, compensates for the pro-
duction of low fitness androphilic sons. In effect, andro-
philic sons are produced as a side effect of high female fer-
tility. The precise mechanism for this effect remains elusive. 
Replications of this model are rather inconsistent but prom-
ising (King et al., 2005; Rahman et al., 2008; VanderLaan 
& Vasey, 2011). 

Given this evidence, we have no clear reason to believe 
male androphilia, underpinned by one or more of these es-
tablished biological bases, would be absent in small-scale 
societies encapsulated within nation states and would not 
surface in a wide range of environmental and social con-
ditions. One way to evaluate the possible universality of 
male same sex behavior and male androphilia is by using 
the standard cross-cultural sample. The SCCS is an indexed 
database of textual information (ethnographic reports) on 
186 societies that ethnologists use to test cross-cultural gen-
eralizations and theories (Murdock & White, 1969). As de-
scribed in Methods section, it is designed to overcome the 
problem of a non-random sample of societies. A number 
of cross-cultural surveys on small-scale societies using the 
SCCS (e.g., Broude & Greene, 1976) show that “homosex-
uality” is “rare or absent” in 21.6 % of societies. As we will 
document, there are a number of problems in this widely 
used survey and others (e.g., Ford & Beach, 1951) to docu-
ment the frequency of male same sex behavior. First, and 
perhaps most obvious, is the classification of “rare or ab-
sent” that does not distinguish rare from absent. Based on 
national surveys, one would clearly expect that male same 
sex behavior to be rare given its incidence of 2–4 % in na-
tional populations. The second problem is that these sur-
veys do not distinguish between male same sex behavior 
and male androphilia. Same sex behavior is a necessary but 
not a sufficient requirement for male androphilia. Thus, in 
these surveys, any same sex behavior, regardless of an ac-
tor’s orientation, is classified as “homosexuality.” In his at-
tempt to classify different forms of male same sex behavior 
using the SCCS, Crapo (1995) wrote: 

Even within individual ethnographies, it may be im-
possible to distinguish accurately between homo-
sexual behavior and homosexual orientation, ho-
mosexuality and bisexuality, homosexuality and 
transvestism, or between the absence of a recognized 
concept of homosexuality and the stigmatization of 
homosexuality. (p. 180) 

In this article, we have three goals. The first is to revisit 
the societies (or cases) used in Broude and Greene’s sample 
to reexamine those societies, in which they classified male 
same sex behavior (homosexuality in their terminology) as 

rare or absent to distinguish between rare and absent. In 
this reexamination, we availed ourselves of additional eth-
nographic information unavailable to Broude and Greene’s 
when they performed their research 40 years ago. This is 
important because they were unable to find information 
on male same sex behavior in 62 % of societies in the SCCS. 
Ultimately, we produce data on the frequency of male same 
sex behavior as well as male androphilia that are more ac-
curate and may be used to test hypotheses to determine 
whether the presence or forms of male same sex behav-
ior correlate with social structural and/or cultural factors. 
Based on sometimes incomplete ethnographic investiga-
tion, the second goal is to classify different forms of male 
same sex behavior to determine which represents male an-
drophilia as defined by psychologists and sex researchers 
or is simply male same sex behavior. Finally, we argue that 
male androphilia is a context-dependent cross-cultural uni-
versal (Chapais, 2014) whose variable expression or suppres-
sion is likely affected cultural factors. 

Previous Surveys of Male Same Sex Behavior 

Two foundational cross-cultural surveys cast doubt on the 
universality of male same sex behavior. The first was pub-
lished by Ford and Beach (1951). They summarized: 

In 49 (64 per cent) of the 76 societies other than our 
own for which information is available, homosexual 
activities of one sort or another are considered nor-
mal and socially acceptable for certain members of 
the community. The most common form of institu-
tionalized homosexuality is that of the “berdache” or 
transvestite. The berdache is a male who dresses like 
a woman, performs women’s tasks, and adopts some 
aspects of the feminine role in sexual behavior with 
male partners. (p. 137) 

The second was Broude and Greene’s (1976) survey of 
the 186 society standard cross-cultural sample of the HRAF. 
They found only five societies of 42 (or 11.9 % of their sam-
ple) in which there was no concept of homosexuality (coded 
as “no concept of homosexuality”). Using a different mea-
sure in another 41 of 70 societies (58 % of their sample), ho-
mosexuality was coded as rare or absent. 

The survey by Ford and Beach is less useful than Broude 
and Greene’s because the data set employed is not based 
on any reasonable sampling universe that would avoid the 
problem of independence (or Galton’s problem, see below). 
As far as we can ascertain, it simply represents their ad hoc 
sampling of societies in which there is information on hu-
man sexuality and/or male same sex behavior. Broude and 
Greene, in contrast, use the SCCS which is suited to pro-
viding unbiased cross-cultural estimates of the prevalence 
of male same sex behavior (or any other cultural practice, 
for that matter). It also represents a “gold standard” for 
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comparative ethnological research ( http://eclectic.ss.uci.
edu/~drwhite/worldcul/sccs.html ). 

Conceptual Problems 

As noted, a good deal of anthropological research on 
male same sex behavior does not distinguish male same 
sex behavior (any same sex sexual contact) from male an-
drophilic orientation (i.e., male attraction and arousal to 
adult males) in the context of male sexuality (e.g., Broude 
& Greene, 1976). For example, Minturn, Grosse, and Haider 
(1969) purport to show that “Male homosexuality occurs 
among a large minority of the male population, i.e., more 
than 20 % but less than 50 percent” in 14.5 % of societies 
in their cross-cultural sample (p. 314, column 31). Several 
researchers have noted the unreasonableness of this claim 
(Crapo, 1995; Reiss, 1986; Williams, 1986). “Homosexual-
ity” in Minturn et al. is conceptualized simply as male–
male sex and ignores the issues of identity, orientation, and 
arousal which informs the accepted psychological defini-
tions of male androphilia. For example, in many highland 
New Guinea societies, male to male fellatio is a required 
and a frequently coerced rite of passage for the achieve-
ment of manhood. Whether it represents male androphilia 
among participants is rarely established. This problem is 
magnified in later cross-cultural surveys that use Broude 
and Greene’s (1976) previously coded data from research 
that does not distinguish between male same sex behavior 
and male androphilia to test cross-cultural hypotheses or 
to make descriptive generalization about the distribution 
of male same sex behavior cross-culturally (Barber, 1998; 
Barthes, Godelle, & Raymond, 2013). 

To some extent, this issue is further complicated by a fail-
ure to distinguish between two types of male androphilia 
that appear to be culturally mediated. In general, in those 
societies that recognize more than two genders, male an-
drophilia takes a different form compared to societies who 
only recognize two genders (Vasey & VanderLaan, 2014). 
Vasey and VanderLaan distinguish between sex-gender 
congruent androphilia (sometimes called egalitarian ho-
mosexuality) and transgendered androphilia (or berdache 
or transvestism in Callendar & Kochems, 1983). (It should 
be noted that transvestism in the ethnographic literature 
usually means cross-dressing.) In the latter, a third gender 
is typically named (e.g., winkte among the Lakota Sioux or 
fa’afafine among Samoans), socially recognized, and usually 
accepted, and individuals who are identified as transgen-
dered males take on female roles and appear to preferably 
have sex with heterosexual or masculine males. The former, 
sex-gender congruent androphilia, conforms to a type that 
seems to be common in most national or industrial popu-
lations. Such individuals identified as males are attracted 
to other androphilic males and do not shift as strongly to-
ward female gender roles. 

The major survey works of Greenberg (1988) and Mur-
ray (2000) document a wide variety of male same sex prac-
tices historically and cross-culturally. While these works 
are important compendia and justifiably frequently cited, 
they provide an uneven picture of cross-cultural variation in 
male same sex behavior because they do not provide a sam-
ple of independent societies. By restricting our survey to so-
cieties in the SCCS, we will be in a much stronger position 
to understand whether male same sex behavior is universal 
and how it may be related to certain social formations and 
the role that cultural systems play in its allocation. 

Methods 

As noted, most of the anthropological comparative re-
search on male same sex behavior is based on the ethno-
graphic bibliographies compiled for the standard cross-
cultural sample and the human relations area files (e.g., 
Barber, 1998; Broude & Greene, 1976; Minturn et al., 1969). 
The SCCS was created by Murdock and White (1969) to 
deal with “Galton’s problem” or statistical independence 
in comparative research. Cultures that are geographically 
proximate and speak closely related languages are more 
likely in the past to have derived from a recent common 
culture. Statistically, they are not independent cases. In 
addition, cultures that are geographically proximate may 
have traits in common through diffusion or borrowing of 
cultural traits. To circumvent this problem of non-inde-
pendence, Murdock and White divided the world into 200 
independent sampling provinces that consisted of closely 
related cultures. They then selected a single culture in 186 
of these provinces that was best described. A limited set 
of authoritative publications from journal articles, mono-
graphs, etc., are available for each society. These texts, for 
the most part, are indexed following the Outline of Cul-
tural Materials (Murdock, 1961) such that one can quickly 
locate information on cultural traits from family compo-
sition to puberty ceremonies and political organization. 
Through the years, more than 2000 variables have been 
coded using the SCCS. Most of the coded information has 
been published in journals such as Ethnology and Cross-
Cultural Research, and they are also online at http://eh-
rafworldcultures.yale.edu/ehrafe/ or World Cultures at 
http://www.worldcultures.org/ . 

The text data in the SCCS for each culture tend to be ex-
tensive, but it can be variably detailed reflecting specific 
research interests. Importantly, not all scholarly published 
information on each culture is in the SCCS even though 
new data on each society are periodically updated. If one 
were to examine general information on aspects of mar-
riage or family for each society, useful information would 
likely be present. However, there are many dimensions of 
human behavior, sexuality in particular, that are absent or 
sparsely described in publications used in the SCCS. As a 

http://eclectic.ss.uci.edu/~drwhite/worldcul/sccs.html
http://eclectic.ss.uci.edu/~drwhite/worldcul/sccs.html
http://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/ehrafe/
http://ehrafworldcultures.yale.edu/ehrafe/
http://www.worldcultures.org/
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consequence, when one reads certain comparative surveys 
based on the SCCS, “no data” is not an uncommon vari-
able value. Through an examination of scholarly work on 
SCCS societies not contained in the SCCS database, we at-
tempted to circumvent the “no data” problem. For exam-
ple, through our research, we were able to reduce the “no 
data” entries to 28 % (see Tables 1, 2 and “Discussion” sec-
tion) from 62 % in Broude and Greene (1976). This is impor-
tant because codes published by Broude and Greene have 
served sources by others who use their codes (e.g., Barber, 
1998). Although we could have availed ourselves to an alter-
native society in an ethnographic case in the same sampling 
province when “no data” were available in the key culture, 
as did Crapo (1995) and VanderLaan, Ren, and Vasey (2013), 
we chose not to do so in order to maintain sampling conti-
nuity with previous research. Our new codes, as well as the 
ethnographic sources we used, are presented in ESM Ap-
pendix 1: Data Table and Data Sources by Society for Clas-
sification of Male Same Sex Behavior.  

Classification of Male Same Sex Behavior 

A number of researchers have developed typologies of male 
same sex behavior. We rely on the work of Greenberg (1988), 
Gregersen (1996), Crapo (1995), and Murray (2000) with 
modifications informed by VanderLaan et al. (2013). While 
these classifications are exceptionally useful and document 
the diversity of male same sex behavior, they do not give us 
a realistic sense of the proportions found worldwide. With 
the exception of Crapo and VanderLaan et al., none has a 
proper sampling frame through use of something akin to 
the SCCS. With these considerations in hand, we present 
our classification of male same sex behavior below and the 
dimensions that differentiate these forms. We importantly 
distinguish male androphilia from male same sex behavior 
without evident male same sex orientation. 

Finally, it is also important to note that in 22 societies 
there is more than one type of male same sex behavior, as 
we later document in Table 4. To avoid double counting 
in the distributional data presented in Table 3 on forms of 
male same sex behavior and given our goal is to determine 
whether male androphilia is universal, we prioritized both 
sex-gender congruent and transgendered forms of male 
same sex behavior in Table 3 over the other forms docu-
mented in Table 4.  

Immediately below is our classification of different forms 
of male same sex behavior. 

Transgendered Androphilia  
(Gender-Stratified or Pathic) 

Transgendered androphiles perform typical female gender 
roles, may dress like females, are sexually attracted to mas-
culine males, are often considered a third gender, and have 
sex with purportedly heterosexual males and typically not 
with one another. Transgendered individuals may be so-
cially named (e.g., winkte among the Lakota Sioux) and 
are socially distinguished from non-transgendered males 
and females. 

Sex-Gender Congruent Androphilia  
(Adult Egalitarian) 

Sex-gender congruent androphilic males self-identified as 
males tend to perform male economic and domestic roles, 
are attracted to other males, commonly have sex with one 
another, and the social relationship between males is usu-
ally equal. Although this form is not well described an-
thropologically, it is the most common form in state-level 
societies, or social formations with a centralized politi-
cal bureaucracy and considerable social stratification (see 
Vasey & VanderLaan, 2009 for details). 

Age-Stratified (or Mentorship or Transgenerational) 

Murray (2000) defined three subtypes of age-stratified male 
same sex behavior, and we use his distinctions below. Age-
stratified same sex behavior refers to sex occurring exclu-
sively between males of different age grades, usually older 
adult males with post-pubescent, adolescent to young and 
unmarried males. In most cases, same sex behaviors out-
side of specified age-graded relationships are discouraged 
or prohibited. As noted by Crapo (1995) and Murray (2000), 
these forms sometimes have a life historical pattern. The 
younger partner may be expected to restrict his sexuality to 
same sex males, while the older partner who may be mar-
ried may be permitted to engage in same and opposite sex 
interactions. When the younger partner matures and mar-
ries, he takes on a younger partner with whom he has same 
sex relations. 

“Masculinity enhancing,” this first subtype occurs when 
same sex behaviors are designed to enhance a boy’s mas-
culinity. These relationships are common among societies 
with high frequencies of warfare, are especially celebrated 
among warriors of these societies, and are widespread in 
certain parts of New Guinea (Herdt, 1984). In most cases, 
boys are required to fellate older unmarried men in order 
to mature through the regular ingestion of semen. In many 
cases, same sex contact ceases at marriage. There is evidence 
that some boys and men may avidly partake in this behavior, 
while in other cases it is disliked by both and younger males 
may be coerced with threats. We were unable to document 
masculinity enhancing forms in our sample even though, as 
noted, it is widespread in highland New Guinea. 

Table 1. Broude and Greene’s Column 19 

Classification 	 Frequency 	 Percent 

Absent or rare 	 40 	 21.5 
No data 	 116 	 62.4 
Present, not common 	 30 	 16.1 
Total 	 186 	 100.0  
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“Non-masculinizing,” the second type occurs between 
older men and young boys. It is not conceived as a way to 
either masculinize or feminize the boy over the long term. 
As a child, boys may be involved in “women’s work” and be 
expected to submit to the sexual advances of adult males. 
In these cases, the boys transition to heterosexual males as 
adults, who may or may not have sexual relationships with 
young boys. While documented elsewhere, we found no ex-
amples of this form in our sample. 

“Juvenile initiated” is the third subtype and involves 
young boys taking an active and insertive role in sexual re-
lationships with older men. Often (but not always) this is in 
the form of solicited prostitution and seems to be quite rare 
cross-culturally. While documented elsewhere, we found no 
examples of this form in our sample. 

Juvenile-Egalitarian 

Male same sex relationships may be common or accepted 
among prepubescent or socially immature boys. As with 
adult sex-congruent androphilia systems, there are no cul-
tural or social distinctions between individuals; however, in 

many cases, it is expected that sexual behavior will cease at 
puberty or marriage. In some instances, there is evidence 
that not all individuals involved in these relationships as 
juveniles become exclusive male gynephiles when adult; 
in some societies, this persistent same sex behavior is ac-
cepted without question, in others it is accepted but dis-
couraged, and in some persistence is forbidden and nega-
tively sanctioned. 

Absent and No Data 

Finally, we have coded some societies where male same sex 
behavior is “absent” and cases where there are “no data.” By 
absent, we mean an affirmative statement by the ethnog-
rapher that male same sex behavior does not exist. No data 
simply means there is no information at all on male same 
sex behavior. 

Given our classification and the limitations of the eth-
nographic record, gender congruent and transgendered an-
drophilia are defined as forms of male sexual attraction to 
adult males. Whether the other forms such as age-stratified 
represent same sex sexual attraction to adult or even juve-
nile males is unclear. In the juvenile-egalitarian form, sex-
ual attraction to females seems paramount, but female sex-
ual partners are unavailable. Juvenile males may be making 
the best of a bad situation as do men in prisons (Hensley, 
2002; Kunzel, 2008). In the age-stratified non-masculiniz-
ing system the issue of sexual orientation may be very com-
plex and can range from male hebephilia for the oldest of 
the pair combined with male androphilia for the younger 
partner. Alternatively, it may be that male same sex behav-
ior is a substitute for absence of female partners as in the ju-
venile-egalitarian form. In masculinity enhancing system, 
there may be a complete lack of sexual attraction in many 
cases but not for all. We revisit these issues in the conclu-
sion in our consideration of context-dependent cross-cul-
tural universals. 

Results 

Our results are subject to multiple interpretations even 
though we have significantly reduced the number of no 
data cases (Tables 1, 2). This is largely a consequence of in-
adequate characterizations of male same sex behavior in 

Table 2. Recode of Broude and Greene’s Column 19 

Classification 	 Frequency 	 Percent 

Absent 	 12 	 6.5 
No data 	 51 	 27.4 
Present 	 123 	 66.1 
Total	  186 	 100.0  

Table 3. Distribution of male same sex behavior types (‘‘no data’’ 
excluded) 

Type 	 Frequency	  Percent 

Transgendered 	 65 	 48.1 
Sex-gender congruent	  17 	 12.6 
Present-unknown	  19 	 14.1 
Juvenile-egalitarian 	 9 	 6.7 
Age-stratified	  13 	 9.6 
Absent 	 12 	 8.9 
Total 	 135 	 100.0  

Table 4. Primary and secondary types of male same sex sexuality 

Primary form                Secondary form 

	 Age-stratified 	 Juvenile-egalitarian 	 Present-unknown 	Sex-gender congruent 	 Transgendered 	 Total 

Age-stratified 	 0 	 3 	 1 	 0 	 0 	 4 
Juvenile-egalitarian 	 1 	 0 	 2 	 0 	 0 	 3 
Sex-gender congruent 	 5 	 4 	 0 	 0 	 1 	 10 
Transgendered 	 3 	 0 	 1 	 4 	 0 	 8 
Total 	 9 	 7 	 4 	 4 	 1 	 25    
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the ethnographic record. Nevertheless, the data show that 
male androphilia is by far the most common form of male 
same sex behavior and other forms of male same sex behav-
ior may also be instances of male androphilia. Finally, in a 
significant number of societies, there are multiple forms of 
male same sex behavior. 

In Tables 1 and 2, we compare our first results to Broude 
and Greene’s (1976: 417) coding of the frequency of homo-
sexuality (Column 19: 417). Their coding of “no data” is not 
included in their original tabular output. However, we have 
modified their original Table 3 (from p. 418) to include it, 
so the “no data” column can be compared to the same in 
our Table 2. The most striking difference between our cod-
ing and theirs is in societies coded as “No data”: In Broude 
and Greene, a full 62 % of the SCCS (116 cases) was coded 
as “no data,” but using our method of searching outside of 
the SCCS source bibliographies for additional ethnographic 
reports we were able to reduce this number to 52 cases or 
28 % in Table 2. Just as importantly, in Table 1, Broude and 
Greene classified 40 cases or 21.5 % of their sample as “ab-
sent or rare.” Our Table 2 distinguished absent from rare 
and found 14 cases (7.5 %) we could classify as absent. 

In Table 3, we removed “No data” to calculate the per-
centages to find that male same sex behavior is present in 
91.1 % of all societies. In our classification, we followed dis-
tinctions made described in our methods section on differ-
ent forms of same sex behavior, but vagueness in the eth-
nographic record did not permit us to use those cases as 
effectively as we would have desired. Male androphilia in 
both the transgendered and sex-gender congruent forms 
composed 57.5 % of the cases in Table 3, with the transgen-
dered form composing 77.9 % of male androphilia cases. 

Although we attempted to use Murray’s threefold clas-
sification of age-stratified male same sex behavior, we were 
unable effectively to employ it owing to a lack of requisite 
detail in the ethnographic record. Consequently, our age-
stratified is a complete merging of Murray’s threefold clas-
sification and simply means there were significant age dif-
ferences in males who engage in same sex behavior. We 
uncovered no examples of masculinity enhancing or juve-
nile initiated in our sample. 

The juvenile-egalitarian form, representing 6.7 % of the 
sample, is most probably a temporary male same sex behav-
ior that may simply be a consequence of limited or no ac-
cess to females in societies, for example, where young males 
have no access to females because of high rates of polyg-
yny, late male marriage, and betrothal of pubescent girls 
to older males. 

Finally, in 22 cases or 16.4 % of our sample, male same 
sex behavior was acknowledged, but there was not sufficient 
information for classification. 

Finally, in a number of societies, there are multiple forms 
of male same sex behavior. In Table 4, we present data on 
22 societies in which we found more than one form of male 
same sex behavior representing 18 % of all societies where 
male same sex behavior is reported. As noted in the Method 

section, by secondary male same sex behavior, we mean 
non-androphilic forms and those forms that were less cul-
turally salient or more poorly described than the primary 
form. This being said, we cannot say with great confidence 
whether primary forms are more common than secondary 
forms even though this was our best interpretation given 
our sources. In Table 4, the most common secondary form, 
sex-gender congruent androphilia, is found in 36.4 % of all 
societies on which we have data on more than one form of 
male same sex behavior. 

If we combine absent with juvenile-egalitarian, we can 
conclude that male androphilia is absent in at least 16.4 % 
of our sample. Given what we have said about age-strati-
fied same sex behavior as well as “present-unknown,” this 
means that the presence of male androphilia ranges from 
a minimum of 57.5 % to a maximum 83.6 % in our sample. 

Discussion 

We have reviewed and reassessed, through new research, 
cross-cultural ethnological findings on male same sex be-
havior in order to determine whether male androphilia is 
a human universal. In reviewing previous research, we en-
countered two problems: (1) a conflation of male same sex 
behavior with male androphilia and (2) the paucity of de-
tailed information on male same sex sexual behavior in the 
SCCS source bibliographies leading to difficulties in classi-
fication. To rectify these problems, we went outside the nar-
row confines of the ethnographic reports and sources in the 
SCCS by incorporating ethnographic data for each society 
in the SCCS from sources that are not currently in the SCCS 
database. In doing so, we were able to newly document 64 
societies in which there was information on male same sex 
behavior. Crapo (1995) and Murray (2000) provided typol-
ogies of different male same sex behaviors that allow one 
to begin to distinguish, to a marginal degree in some cases, 
between male same sex behavior and male androphilia. We 
used a modified version of their typologies in an attempt 
to provide a picture of the distribution of male same sex 
behavior cross-culturally. Our new tabulations reveal that 
male same sex behavior is absent in 9.7 % of all societies 
or present in 89.6 % of all societies (Table 3). If we restrict 
male same sex behavior to male androphilia by including 
sex-gender congruent and transgendered androphilia, we 
find that male androphilia is present in at least 57.5 % (Ta-
ble 3) of societies in our sample. 

Age-stratified same sex behavior is difficult to interpret. 
We offer two perspectives. One interpretation is that older 
males having sex with younger males could simply be a case 
of making the best of a bad situation as is the case, for ex-
ample, in same sex behavior in prisons (Hensley, Tewks-
bury, & Castle, 2003). Males without a sexual outlet because 
they are unmarried could be using young males as a means 
to deal with their sex drives even though they are gynephilic 
in orientation. Of course, the same could be said of younger 
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partners. One could test this hypothesis in societies where 
men are frequently absent from settlements for long peri-
ods of time (e.g., pastoral nomads) or where there are high 
rates of polygyny and late male marriage compared to an 
opposite set of circumstances. 

Another interpretation is that age-stratified systems 
male same sex behavior may permit a culturally constrained 
form of male androphilia to express itself for some males. 
For example, there are reports of apparent male androphilia 
in societies such as the well-known Sambia (Herdt, 1984) 
that have age-stratified masculinizing same sex behavior. 
It is possible that in such societies the expression of gen-
der congruent or transgendered androphilia is not permit-
ted and the realization or channeling of male androphilia 
is only permitted through age-stratified same sex behavior. 

Absence and Absence of Evidence 

Our cross-cultural survey indicates that approximately 28 % 
(52 cases) of the 186 societies in the SCCS have no informa-
tion on male same sex behavior even though the “no data” 
problem is not uncommon in cross-cultural research. Al-
though we were able to reduce Broude and Greene “no data” 
by 64 cases from 116 to 52, we feel we need to address the is-
sue of no data directly before addressing whether male an-
drophilia is, following Chapais (2014), a context-dependent 
cross-cultural universal. 

Table 3 shows that male same sex behavior is report-
edly absent in 9.7 % (13 cases) in our sample. Absence 
here means the ethnographer has specifically stated that 
the male same sex behavior does not exist after presum-
ably seeking to determine whether it existed. The best-doc-
umented example of absence we know of is Hewlett and 
Hewlett’s (2010) research on the hunting and gathering 
Aka Pygmies (the Aka are not in our SCCS database but the 
closely related Mbuti are and male same sex behavior is 
absent, see ESM Appendix 1). In their in-depth interviews 
of 56 individuals aged 18–70 on sexuality in the context of 
HIV research, informants had a difficult time imagining 
the mechanics of male same sex, did not have a concept of 
male same sex behavior, and knew no one who engaged in 
it. (Even more surprising, perhaps, is that the Aka do not 
know how to masturbate.) Marlowe (2004), who has done 
extensive research on mating strategies from an evolution-
ary perspective, and long-term ethnographic research on 
hunting and gathering Hadza (who are in our SCCS data-
base), repeatedly asked his informants whether they had a 
concept of male same sex behavior or knew of it and the an-
swer was no (Marlowe, 2010). However, in most of the other 
cases coded as absent, the ethnographer did not describe 
the effort he/she expended to ascertain the absence of male 
same sex behavior. 

In 28 % of the SCCS (52 of 186), we found no data or 
mention of male same sex behavior. Clearly, it is possible 
that in some societies male same sex behavior does not ex-
ist, but the ethnographer failed to note its nonexistence. 

However, one cannot expect an ethnographer to document 
the absence of a cultural practice or behavior unless that 
practice is deemed to be rather common cross-culturally, 
an important research topic, or if he/she did not research 
on allied topics such as sexuality, mate choice, or marriage. 

There are at least four possibilities for lack of evidence 
some of which may be interrelated: (1) male same sex be-
havior was not relevant to the ethnographer’s research, or 
the ethnographer was oblivious to the practice; (2) the eth-
nographer recorded male same sex behavior in his/her field 
notes but never published on the topic; (3) male same sex 
behavior was absent; or (4) the ethnographer did not wish 
to write about “unsavory” patterns of behavior because 
they either did not want to discredit the people studied or 
did not want to write about it because of stigma to the re-
searcher (Chiñas, 1992; Williams, 2000). Without inter-
viewing the ethnographer or gaining access to his/her field 
notes, one cannot know for certain. 

Finally, even when male same sex behavior is identified 
in ethnography, the description is sometimes vague or so 
brief that we could not place it in our system of classifica-
tion. For example, in Table 3, 22 cases (16.4 % of the sample) 
labeled “present-unknown” male same sex behavior were 
identified for this sort. 

Given our results on the frequency of male andro-
philia, we argue that it is a context-dependent human uni-
versal that applies to a biologically predisposed subset of 
males. On the nature of human universals, Chapais (2014) 
quotes Brown’s well-known work on human cross-cultural 
universals: 

As Brown (1991: 42) put it, the implicit definition 
was approximately as follows: a trait or complex pres-
ent in all individuals (or all individuals of a partic-
ular sex and age range), all societies, all cultures, or 
all languages—provided that the trait or complex is 
not too obviously anatomical or physiological or too 
remote from the higher mental functions. (cited in 
Chapais, 2014, p. 762) 

Chapais (2014) distinguished context-independent uni-
versals, as defined by Brown above, from what Chapais de-
fined as context-dependent universals which are patterns 
of behaviors that invariably or consistently arise in specific 
social circumstances in some cultures or population seg-
ments. We offer courtship as an example of a context-de-
pendent universal for clarification. Courtship can be de-
fined as the process by which individuals selectively interact 
to determine whether others are suitable for short-term or 
long-term sexual relationships. Courtship is nearly uni-
versally found in vertebrates when the cost of reproduc-
tion is high and reproductive output is correspondingly low 
(Daly, 1978). In human courtship, each sex assesses quali-
ties relevant to mating such as intelligence, status, kind-
ness, wealth, physical fitness, attractiveness, and health, 
willingness to invest, common interests (Buss & Schmitt, 
1993). Assessment strategies may include demonstrations 
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of the above through clever conversation, gift-giving, dance, 
athletic performance, artistic demonstration. However, in 
societies where sexual segregation outside of close kin is 
strongly enforced, courtship interactions are expressly for-
bidden or severely limited for both of the sexes, and these 
restrictions are enforced by moderate to lethal sanctions 
(e.g., “honor killings”; Baker, Gregware, & Cassidy, 1999). 
In such societies, parents and close kin select mates often-
times with little or no consultation of the couples who are 
to marry and in many cases objections to arranged mar-
riage partners are futile or dangerous (Apostolou, 2010). 
Family members and close kin may be recruited to surveil 
and prevent courtship attempts. For example, Apostolou’s 
(2007) cross-cultural survey using the SCCS classified mari-
tal choice from complete parental arrangement to courtship 
(with two mixed forms between) and he found that in one-
third of societies parental arrangement was the dominant 
mode of mate selection. Evidence that the urge to court is a 
human universal comes from attempts by young men and 
women to court despite the dangers (Baker et al., 1999; Kres-
sel, 1981). So strong is the urge to court a potential partner 
that cross-cultural research shows that women sometimes 
threaten suicide if they are forced into an arranged marriage 
(Syme, Garfield, & Hagen, 2016). 

Following this line of reasoning, it seems to us that male 
androphilia is a context-dependent human universal. As we 
have shown, male androphilia is present in at least 57.5 % of 
our sample (Table 3) and it appears to be universal in state-
level societies. It seems to emerge where cultural and so-
cial factors permit its expression through recognition of its 
acceptability, and it emerges even where male androphiles 
face discrimination and severe repression. Evidence of the 
canalizing role culture plays is seen in the distinction be-
tween sex-gender congruent androphilia and transgendered 
androphilia as documented in VanderLaan et al. (2013). In 
both cases, there are many commonalities in early psycho-
social developmental such as greater female typical behav-
ior and separation anxiety and low levels of rough and tum-
ble play (see Vasey & VanderLaan, 2015 for more details). 
Where the cultural system accepts boys who express inter-
est and devotion to opposite sex activities and interests, 
and where sexual attraction to same sex individuals is not 
strongly disapproved, transgendered forms seem to emerge. 
As noted, such societies often have a named third gender for 
such individuals. Sex-gender congruent androphilia seems 
to emerge in cultures where males are expected to assume 
masculine economic and domestic roles and encouraged to 
identify as masculine males. Generally, such males identify 
as males and seek sex with one another. Our comparative 
data demonstrate that transgendered androphilia is by far 
the most common form of male androphilia, and it may be 
the case that it represents an ancestral form because it is 
found in social systems that have characterized humans for 
most of their evolutionary history (VanderLaan et al., 2013). 
However, that still does not answer the underlying question 
of why certain cultures produce sex-congruent forms or why 

in others male androphilia does not emerge. It is our hope 
that the basic distributional data presented here will assist 
others in answering these questions and it is a task we have 
set before ourselves in a future publication. 
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Appendix 1: Data Table 

 SCCS# Culture 

Primary Same Sex 

Classification 

Secondary Same Sex 

Classification 

1 Nama Hottentot Sex-gender congruent No data 

10 Luguru No data No data 

100 Tikopia Sex-gender congruent No data 

101 Pentecost Present - unknown No data 

102 Mbau Fijians Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

103 Ajie Sex-gender congruent No data 

104 Maori Transgendered No data 

105 Marquesans Transgendered No data 

106 Samoans Transgendered No data 

107 Gilbertese Transgendered No data 

108 Marshallese (Majuro) Present - unknown No data 

109 Trukese (Chuuk) Absent No data 

11 Kikuyu (Gikuyu) Absent No data 

110 Yapese No data No data 

111 Palauans No data No data 

112 Ifugao Transgendered No data 

113 Atayal No data No data 

114 Chinese Transgendered Age-stratified-nm 

115 Manchu Sex-gender congruent Age-stratified-unknown 

116 Koreans Sex-gender congruent Transgendered 

117 Japanese Sex-gender congruent Age-stratified-unknown 

118 Ainu No data No data 

119 Gilyak (Nivkh) Transgendered No data 



12 Ganda No data No data 

120 Yukaghir Present - unknown No data 

121 Chukchee Transgendered No data 

122 Ingalik Transgendered No data 

123 Aleut Transgendered No data 

124 Copper Eskimo No data No data 

125 Montagnais No data No data 

126 Micmac Transgendered No data 

127 Saulteaux (Ojibwa) Transgendered No data 

128 Slave Transgendered No data 

129 Kaska Transgendered Sex-gender congruent 

13 Mbuti Absent No data 

130 Eyak Transgendered No data 

131 Haida No data No data 

132 Bellacoola Transgendered No data 

133 Twana No data No data 

134 Yurok Transgendered No data 

135 Pomo (Eastern) Transgendered No data 

136 Yokuts (Lake) Transgendered No data 

137 Paiute (North.) Transgendered No data 

138 Klamath Transgendered No data 

139 Kutenai Transgendered No data 

14 Nkundo Mongo Age-stratified Juvenile-egalitarian 

140 Gros Ventre Transgendered No data 

141 Hidatsa Transgendered No data 

142 Pawnee Transgendered No data 



143 Omaha Transgendered No data 

144 Huron No data No data 

145 Creek Transgendered No data 

146 Natchez Transgendered No data 

147 Comanche Present - unknown No data 

148 Chiricahua Transgendered No data 

149 Zuni Transgendered No data 

15 Banen No data No data 

150 Havasupai Present - unknown No data 

151 Papago Transgendered No data 

152 Huichol Transgendered No data 

153 Aztec Present - unknown No data 

154 Popoluca Transgendered No data 

155 Quiche No data No data 

156 Miskito No data No data 

157 Bribri No data No data 

158 Cuna (Tule) Transgendered No data 

159 Goajiro Age-stratified No data 

16 Tiv No data No data 

160 Haitians Present - unknown No data 

161 Callinago No data No data 

162 Warrau Transgendered No data 

163 Yanomamo Sex-gender congruent Juvenile-egalitarian 

164 Carib (Barama) No data No data 

165 Saramacca No data No data 

166 Mundurucu Absent No data 



167 Cubeo (Tucano) Age-stratified Juvenile-egalitarian 

168 Cayapa Absent No data 

169 Jivaro Transgendered No data 

17 Ibo (Igbo) Absent No data 

170 Amahuaca No data No data 

171 Inca Transgendered No data 

172 Aymara Transgendered No data 

173 Siriono Present - unknown No data 

174 Nambicuara Sex-gender congruent Age-stratified-unknown 

175 Trumai Juvenile-egalitarian Age-stratified 

176 Timbira (Canela) Transgendered No data 

177 Tupinamba Transgendered No data 

178 Botocudo No data No data 

179 Shavante (Serente) Absent No data 

18 Fon Sex-gender congruent Juvenile-egalitarian 

180 

Aweikoma 

(Kainggang) Absent No data 

181 Cayua No data No data 

182 Lengua No data No data 

183 Abipon No data No data 

184 Mapuche Transgendered No data 

185 Tehuelche Transgendered No data 

186 Yahgan Present - unknown No data 

19 Ashanti Age-stratified No data 

2 Kung Bushmen Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

20 Mende No data No data 

21 Wolof Transgendered No data 



22 Bambara No data No data 

23 Tallensi No data No data 

24 Songhai No data No data 

25 Pastoral Fulani No data No data 

26 Hausa Transgendered No data 

27 Massa (Masa) No data No data 

28 Azande Age-stratified No data 

29 Fur (Darfur) No data No data 

3 Thonga (Bathonga) Transgendered Age-stratified-nm 

30 Otoro Nuba Transgendered No data 

31 Shilluk No data No data 

32 Mao No data No data 

33 Kaffa (Kafa) No data No data 

34 Masai Absent No data 

35 Konso Transgendered No data 

36 Somali No data No data 

37 Amhara Transgendered No data 

38 Bogo No data No data 

39 Kenuzi Nubians No data No data 

4 Lozi No data No data 

40 Teda No data No data 

41 Tuareg Age-stratified No data 

42 Riffians Present - unknown No data 

43 Egyptians Age-stratified No data 

44 Hebrews Present - unknown No data 

45 Babylonians Present - unknown No data 



46 Rwala Bedouin Present - unknown No data 

47 Turks Age-stratified Present - unknown 

48 Gheg Albanians Sex-gender Congruent Age-stratified-nm 

49 Romans Age-stratified No data 

5 Mbundu Present - unknown No data 

50 Basques Present - unknown No data 

51 Irish Absent No data 

52 Lapps Absent No data 

53 Yurak Samoyed No data No data 

54 Russians Age-stratified No data 

55 Abkhaz Present - unknown No data 

56 Armenians No data No data 

57 Kurd Sex-gender Congruent Juvenile-egalitarian 

58 Basseri No data No data 

59 Punjabi (West) Present - unknown No data 

6 

Suku (Orang Suku 

Laut) Absent No data 

60 Gond Juvenile-egalitarian Present - unknown 

61 Toda Present - unknown No data 

62 Santal Transgendered Present - unknown 

63 Uttar Pradesh No data No data 

64 Burusho Transgendered No data 

65 Kazak Sex-gender Congruent No data 

66 Khalka Mongols Age-stratified No data 

67 Lolo Sex-gender Congruent Juvenile-egalitarian 

68 Lepcha Present - unknown No data 

69 Garo Juvenile-egalitarian Present - unknown 



7 Bemba No data No data 

70 Lakher No data No data 

71 Burmese Transgendered No data 

72 Lamet No data No data 

73 Vietnamese Transgendered Age-stratified-unknown 

74 Rhade No data No data 

75 Khmer No data No data 

76 Siamese Present - unknown No data 

77 Semang Age-stratified No data 

78 Nicobarese No data No data 

79 Andamanese Sex-gender Congruent No data 

8 Nyakyusa Age-stratified Juvenile-egalitarian 

80 Vedda No data No data 

81 Tanala Transgendered No data 

82 Negri Sembilan Transgendered No data 

83 Javanese Transgendered No data 

84 Balinese Transgendered No data 

85 Iban Transgendered No data 

86 Badjau Transgendered Sex-gender congruent 

87 Toradja Transgendered No data 

88 Tobelorese No data No data 

89 Alorese Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

9 Hadza Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

90 Tiwi Sex-gender Congruent No data 

91 Aranda Sex-gender Congruent Age-stratified-nm 

92 Orokaiva Transgendered No data 



93 Kimam Sex-gender Congruent No data 

94 Kapauku No data No data 

95 Kwoma Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

96 Manus Juvenile-egalitarian No data 

97 New Ireland (Lesu) Absent No data 

98 Trobrianders Present - unknown No data 

99 Siuai Present - unknown No data 

 

Key 

SCCS#:  

Culture’s Numerical Identification in the Standard Cross-Cultural Sample 

Culture:  

Name of culture 

Primary Same Sex Classification: 

 Male same sex classification used for Table 2 

Secondary Same Sex Classification: 

 Male same sex classification used for Table 3 

 

 



Data Sources by Society for Classification of Male Same Sex Behavior 
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Luzbetak, L. J. (1951:169-171). Marriage and the family in Caucasia. New York, NY: Johnson 
Reprint Corporation.  
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Crapo, R. H. (1995). Factors in the cross-cultural patterning of male homosexuality: A reappraisal of 
the literature. Cross-Cultural Research, 29(2), 178. 
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Callender, C., Kochems, L. M., (1983). The North American berdache [and comments and 
reply]. Current Anthropology, 443-470.  
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Du Bois, C. A., Kardiner, A., Oberholzer, E., & others. (1944:70). The people of Alor: A social-
psychological study of an east Indian island. Harper.  
 
Greenberg, D. F. (1990:69). The construction of homosexuality. University of Chicago Press.  
 
Amhara 
 
Messing, S. D. (1957:550). The highland-plateau Amhara of Ethiopia. Dissertations available 
from ProQuest. Paper AAI0023619.  
http://repository.upenn.edu/dissertations/AAI0023619. Cited in: 
Greenberg, D. F. (1990:61). The construction of homosexuality. University of Chicago Press. 
 
Andamanese 
 
Cipriani, L. (1961:493). Hygiene and medical practices among the Onge (little Andaman). 
Anthropos, 481-500. 
 
Cipriani, L., Cox, D. T., & Cole, L. (1966:22). The Andaman islanders. Weidenfeld and Nicolson 
London.   
 
Greenberg, D. F. (1990:69). The construction of homosexuality. University of Chicago Press.  
 
Gregersen, E. (1996). The world of human sexuality: Behaviors, customs, and beliefs. Ardent 
Media.   
 
Aranda 
 

http://repository.upenn.edu/dissertations/AAI0023619


Strehlow, C. (1913:38). Das sociale Leben der Aranda-und Loritja-Stämme. Frankfurt: 
Baer.Cited in: Murray, S. O. (2000:26). Homosexualities. University of Chicago Press. 
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Cardoso, F. L. & Werner, D. (2003). Homosexuality. In Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender: Men 
and Women in the World’s Cultures. (pp. 204-215). Springer Science & Business Media. 
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Henry, J. (1964:18). Jungle people: A Kaingáng tribe of the highlands of Brazil. New York: 
Vintage Books.   
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Mitchell, W. (2003). Aymara. In Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender: Men and Women in the 
World’s Cultures. (pp. 274-282). Springer Science & Business Media. 
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Evans-Pritchard, E. E. (1970:1430). Sexual inversion among the Azande. American 
Anthropologist, 72(6), 1428-1434. Cited in: 
Murray, S. O. (2000:161). Homosexualities. University of Chicago Press. 
 
 
Evans-Pritchard, E. E. (1971:183). The Azande: History and political institutions. Clarendon 
Press Oxford. Cited in:    
Murray, S. O. (2000:161). Homosexualities. University of Chicago Press. 
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Kimball, G. (1993). Aztec homosexuality: The textual evidence. Journal of Homosexuality, 
26(1), 7-24.   
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Murray, S. O. (2002:139). Pacific homosexualities. Universe.   
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Balinese 
 
Parker, L. (2003). Balinese. In Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender: Men and Women in the World’s 
Cultures. (pp. 303-313). Springer Science & Business Media. 
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Dynes, W. R. (1992:199). History of homosexuality in Europe and America (Vol. 5). Taylor & 
Francis.   
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Callender, C., Kochems (1983). The North American berdache [and comments and reply]. 
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reappraisal of the literature. Cross-Cultural Research, 29(2), 178.   
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Baldus, H., & Lillios, I. (1937:30). Social Position of The Woman Among The Eastern Bororo. 
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Nacional. 
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Press.  
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Cardoso, F. L. & Werner, D. (2003). Homosexuality. In Encyclopedia of Sex and Gender: Men 
and Women in the World’s Cultures. (pp. 204-215). Springer Science & Business Media. 
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