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Between the
sheets
Danny Dorling gets to grips with in-your-face,
full-frontal calculations of carnality
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Y

es. Yes. Yessssss. Finally: a
book on statistics that the
public will buy and want to
read. Sex both sells and is funny.
The statistics of sex confirm
stereotypes we would like confir
ming, and dismiss others whose
time has come to be dismissed.
Only in France do a majority of
the population believe it is accept
able to have an affair. Among the
affluent nations, people have sex
earliest in Greenland (what else is
there to do?) and next earliest in
Denmark (Viking blood?). Italian
men think they last, on average,
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15 minutes between the sheets,
but they actually last nine, which
is the European mean “intra
vaginal ejaculatory latency time”
(or IELT, in sex stats speak).
Black men do not have larger
than average penises. Women
more frequently admit to having
sex if they think they are wired up
to a lie detector; men are less
inhibited [in such admissions?]. But
if you want to know what an
average amount of sex is, and the
average length of a penis, and a
great many interesting things
about averages themselves, includ
ing how reliable they all are,
you’ll have to buy David Spiegel
halter’s book. It is full of gems.
Britain is the “birthplace of
onanism” where the “antimasturbation rhetoric reached its
climax in the years preceding the
First World War”. This is not a

book lacking in double entendres.
Anal sex is one of many behav
iours that is often “tried for the
experience but does not necessar
ily become a habit. Like swim
ming at Blackpool.”
Spiegelhalter has worked hard
at this book. It would have been
easy to have pulled out halfway
through and done a quick and
dirty [why ‘dirty’?] job, but he is
tenacious and goes at it for longer
and harder than the average stat
istician. He is obtuse [obscure?]
about his own sexual predilec
tions. The “positionality” of the
author (as a social scientist might
put it) is rarely mentioned, save
for his age, which highlights that
he is more liberal in his views
than his cohort.
He does point out that – apart
from humans – bonobos and fruit
bats appear to be the only animals
to engage in oral sex, suggesting
that it is somehow unnatural.
However, just because something
is rare in the animal world, that
does not make it unnatural. Few
other mammals, for example,
have an opposable thumb, so
useful for handling tools.
This is also a book that does
not shy away from the darker side
of sex: coercion, rape, unwanted
pregnancies and prejudice. It is a
caring and careful book. In fact,
I’d be tempted to recommend it to
teenagers wanting to ask those
embarrassing questions. It would
also help them with their GCSE
maths, although the worked
example showing that British
men, combined, ejaculate 5 litres
of semen a minute (varying by
hour of the day) might not go
down well with some teachers.
As to the book’s shortcomings,
I am not too sure of the author’s
conclusions about why the malefemale sex ratio at birth has
varied as it has. He says he has
never before seen the UK ratio
plotted over time, which is what
he has done here. If that is so, he
won’t be aware of the many other
theories that exist for such vari
ation – not least fluctuating
economic inequality and stress.
But if there weren’t at least one
questionable conclusion here, you
might start to worry that he
knows far too much about sex.
Danny Dorling is Halford
Mackinder professor of
geography, University of Oxford.
He is author of Injustice: Why
Social Inequality Still Persists,
which has just been published in
an updated second edition.
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s early 19th-century fictional
characters go, Laura
Montreville has a more
exciting time of it than Elizabeth
Bennet. The heroine of Mary
Brunton’s 1809 [1811. She started
writing it in 1809] best-seller SelfControl escapes abduction in
Canada by faking her own death.
Intrepidly tying herself into a
canoe, she successfully navigates
dangerous rapids and returns to
England and a happy marriage.
The furthest Elizabeth gets from
home is Derbyshire; her watery
encounter with Mr Darcy is, alas,
a late-20th-century invention by
screenwriter Andrew Davies.
How is it, H. J. Jackson asks,
that Brunton’s novel was once
more popular than Pride and
Prejudice? And what might this
have to tell us about the nature of
literary fame?
More puzzling, she suggests, is
the decline in reputation of the
seemingly unassailable Sir Walter
Scott. Those Who Write for
Immorality also asks us to
consider the relative fates of
Robert Southey alongside William
Wordsworth; Leigh Hunt and
Barry Cornwall alongside John
Keats; and the posthumous rise of
the stars of William Blake and
John Clare.
In her extended meditation on
the formation of the literary
canon, Jackson acknowledges her
debt to feminist scholarship for
rehabilitating many of the oncesuccessful women writers of previ
ous centuries. William St Clair’s
groundbreaking The Reading
Nation in the Romantic Period
(2004) is another important influ
ence. St Clair made us question
the myth that the best writing

naturally survives. He exposes the
network of commercial and copy
right reasons for the constant
reprinting of some literary works,
rather than others, in the period.
Lucasta Miller’s The Brontë Myth
(2001) – still one of the most
delightful and original works of
popular literary scholarship – is
another acknowledged inspiration.
Jackson proposes a new model
for explaining how some authors
remain perennially popular. She
argues convincingly that to do so,
a work has to appeal to a variety
of readerships. It must lend itself
to a peripheral but significant
supporting industry. A place of
pilgrimage (Dove Cottage and
Keats House come to mind), tele
vision and film adaptations and
active literary societies all contrib
ute to enduring fame, not to
mention inclusion in the school
curriculum. A place in the nation’s
heart helps. So does dying young.
Robbie Burns, the first poet to get
a memorial statue, scores well on
both [the latter?] counts.
Jackson’s measured study is far
more analytical than this makes it
sound. She offers a checklist,
created from quantities of data, as
a tool for exploring why one
author’s reputation endures where
another fails. “Threshold quality”
and “threshold quantity” are of
primary importance. Next, the
work has to have its champions
beyond the lifetime of its author,
who additionally needs a decent
biographer. Short lyrics rather
than long poems are more likely
to be anthologised and therefore
achieve canonisation. Despite
English lecturers’ best efforts to
promote The Prelude, it isn’t hard
to guess which is the single
Wordsworth poem most people
can confidently name. As Jackson
ruefully comments “he would
probably be dismayed to find on
what terms he has achieved
worldwide fame”.
But perhaps ultimately it all
comes down to merit.
Austen, we should note,
claimed she was going to take a
leaf out of Brunton’s book: “I will
improve upon it; – My heroine
shall not only be wafted down an
American river in a boat by
herself, she shall cross the Atlantic
in the same way, & never stop till
she reaches Gravesent.”
Jane Darcy is teaching fellow in
the department of English,
University College London, and
author of Melancholy and
Literary Biography (2013).
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his very readable, if slightly
uncritical, manifesto for
open-source architecture
(“the vernacular with an internet
connection”) has emerged out of a
basement “Fab Lab” comprising
3D printers, laser cutters and other
expensive kit at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology. Carlo
Ratti and Matthew Claudel, part
of a team of editors and “adjunct
editors”, receive credit for this
book because, apparently, publish
ers don’t write contracts with
“collective authors”.
The writing of Open Source
Architecture was, we learn, an
attempt to replicate the opensource process, in which design is
made freely available and can be
adapted by anyone who wishes to
get involved. This text apparently
emerged from the creation of a
Wikipedia page; yet, as always,
there is the need for an “orches
trator” to curate the product and
take the long view.
Ratti and Claudel are right to
make a point about the difficulties
that are involved in attributing
writings to groups, which is some
thing that seems to be resisted in
the humanities, despite being
common in the sciences. Certainly,
architecture practice is collective
and should always be acknow
ledged as such.
Latent in their book is a very
positive message about the import
ance of rethinking the relationship
between producer and consumer,
and of the need to find a way to
involve people in the making of
their environments. This involves
a radical reappraisal of what it
means to be a 21st-century archi
tecture professional.
Nevertheless, I regret that the

authors don’t spend more time
considering how to bring their
“open-source” idyll into being, or
go into greater detail on the undertheorised, but vitally important,
interface between digital process
and participatory architecture.
Instead, the early part of the
book deals largely with historical
context; in this case, the welltrodden tale of the architecture
profession’s preoccupation with
individual authorship. I think all
this could have been cut (not least
for its overuse of the word
“deadly”). I did, however, enjoy
the account of grand, heroic
gestures of a different form –
namely the Generation Y geek in
his bathrobe, changing the world
at his computer screen through the
development of Linux and other
shared sources.
In this book’s worldview,
common access to kit is a given.
The sharing of intellectual prop
erty is a must. Finance, where
mentioned, is crowd-sourced.
How this is to be achieved with
out a private income I do not
know. That said, universities do
have an important role to play in
kickstarting open-source innov
ation by opening up their digital
fabrication workshops to small
businesses, including the fading
architecture micropractices that
form such a large part of the
profession across Europe.
“Why not hack your house?”
the book asks. The aim is to
enable us to download instruc
tions for components that can
then be zipped into production in
a global network of Fab Labs.
Here, it is good to see the British
architecture research practice
Zero Zero leading the field, with
their WikiHouse – for all that it is
unfortunately still very far from
becoming reality.
In the meantime in China, with
its far greater levels of research
investment, they are printing out
the first concrete houses, bringing
ever closer the futuristic vision of
building sites inhabited by robots.
This is happening at the same
time that housing, certainly in the
UK, is becoming less and less
“affordable”, more because of
policy issues and land availability
than because of building costs.
Over to you, then: go ahead,
design!
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