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Reading  "Habituation" by Daniel Gilbert 

 

In his book Stumbling on Happiness Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert writes that: 

 

Wonderful things are especially wonderful the first time they happen, but their wonderfulness 

wanes with repetition. Just compare the first and last time your child said "mamma" or your 

partner said "I love you" and you know exactly what I mean. When we have an experience – 

hearing a particular sonata, making love with a particular person, watching the sunset from a 

particular window of a particular room – on successive occasions, we quickly began to adapt to 

it, and experience yields less pleasure each time. Psychologists call this habituation, economists 

call it declining marginal utility, and the rest of us call it marriage. But human beings have 

discovered two devices that allow them to combat this tendency: variety and time. One way to 

beat habituation is to increase the variety of one's experiences [for example we can say to our 

partner] ("hey honey, I have a kinky idea – let's watch the sunset from the kitchen this time"). 

Another way to beat habituation is to increase the amount of time that separates repetitions of the 

experience. Clinking champagne glasses and kissing ones spouse at the stroke of midnight would 

be a relatively dull exercise were it to happen every evening, but if one does it on New Year's 

Eve and then allows the full year to pass before doing it again, the experience will offer an 

endless bouquet of delights because a year is plenty long enough for the effects of habituation to 

disappear. 

 

Sermon: 

 

Tonight is our annual national ritual called the “Super Bowl.” Eleven years ago, February 1, 

2004, during the Super Bowl halftime show, Justin Timberlake exposed Janet Jackson's breast 

for about half a second. In a few hours the words "Janet Jackson" became the most searched term 

in Internet history. Three young men created "youtube" after they could not easily find the Janet 

Jackson video clip online. So next time you watch a funny cat video, remember that you have 

Janet Jackson to thank for the invention of youtube.  

 

Of course, in the United States, the showing of a woman's breast on broadcast television is taboo. 

The Federal Communications Commission fined CBS a record $550,000. Some American 

commentators saw the event as a sign of decreasing morality in our national culture. 

 

Why do we have this taboo? Clearly, some taboos exist because sexual behavior can spread 

diseases such as AIDS. Also incest taboos exist to decrease adverse genetic effects of inbreeding. 

However, exposing Janet Jackson's breast on television did not spread disease or cause genetic 

defects. So why did some people react so strongly to this half a second image of a woman's 

breast? Are they old fashion prudes, uncomfortable with sexuality or nudity, or is there a 

biological reason for such a taboo? 

 



In the mid-1970s, I read a theory about sexual taboos developed by Clarence Arthur Tripp, a 

psychologist, writer and researcher for Alfred Kinsey. In his 1975 book, The Homosexual Matrix 

Dr. Tripp, who died in 2003, dispelled many popular misconceptions about homosexuality, and 

suggested new ideas about sexual attraction. 

 

Dr. Tripp wrote that transgressing barriers is a major element in promoting sexual arousal in 

animals. For example, certain single-cell animals, called protozoans, accomplish most of their 

reproduction by simply dividing into two. However, they must occasionally rejuvenate 

themselves by exchanging genetic material. The two cells accomplish this by coming together, 

dissolving their body walls at the point of contact, and exchanging part of their body fluid. This 

refreshes both cells, each of which is then able to reproduce for many generations by simply 

dividing in two.  

 

For the exchange of genetic material to be truly effective, protozoans must mate with strains that 

are resistant. The protozoans must overcome a barrier to mate. The resistance, the barrier, means 

that only the healthiest protozoans mate and reproduce. The weaker ones die off.  

 

This same resistance can be found in the sexual behavior of many animals. These barriers may 

take the form of one mate's reluctance, or the pain both may have to sustain to mate, or outside 

interference. In some animals, the male is impotent or sterile unless he faces a situation that 

forces him to fight his way through a crowd of competing males.  

 

Dr. Tripp believed he discovered a dynamic that exists in all animals. He believed resistance 

evolved to improve the overall health of a species. Only the males and females who had the 

ambition, the drive and the strength to overcome barriers, can mate and reproduce. In this way, 

evolution genetically program animals, including humans, to breed for characteristics that 

increase the likelihood that their species will survive. 

 

Human beings create barriers to sexual contact in many ways. Hurdles that must be overcome 

make the mate more attractive, providing the hurdles are not discouragingly high. In this way, 

the taboos that religion places on sexual contact serve an important purpose.  

 

Clothing is an example of a barrier that we must overcome to mate. Our society requires that 

when we are in public we always cover certain parts of the human body. So the super bowl 

broadcast of Justin Timberlake exposing Janet Jackson's breast led to an immediate crackdown 

on a taboo violation. 

 

These barriers create sexual arousal in human beings. Photographs of people in suggestive 

clothing are considered more erotic than pictures of total nudes. If the taboos are surmountable, 

they make sex exciting and stimulating. 

  

The raising and lowering of barriers take many forms. A person's partial standoffishness, what is 

often called "playing hard to get," is a form of raising and lowering of resistance. A separation 

because of work or school can be a hindrance that persons find stimulating. An argument 

between a couple can lead to a stimulating sexual encounter. Flirting with words or gestures is a 

way of raising and lowering barriers. Teasing is a form of resistance that can be exciting. Parents 



who disapprove of their teenager's interest in another teenager may be the barrier needed to make 

the other teenager attractive.  

 

In establishing an intimate relationship, people tantalize each other by mixing new revelations 

and challenges with moments of incomplete communications. When I watch popular romantic 

movies, I see this theme acted out in story after story. The lead characters meet, overcome the 

barrier of being strangers and start a relationship. Then they break up, raising the barriers. 

Eventually they get back together. Then they break up again. Then they get back together. This 

pattern continues for about two hours. Sometimes they die at the end, as in Romeo and Juliet, but 

more often, they live happily ever after. These movies reflect real life. I think of my cousin who 

proposed marriage to the same woman three times before she finally accepted.  

 

Sexual addiction is the experience of being hooked on the excitement of overcoming the barriers 

with one person after another. In a sexual addiction, once the barriers are down, particularly if 

they are entirely down, the relationship loses its excitement. Some people find the intense desire 

they feel when winning a new person disappears when sexual contact becomes assured. 

However, this creates an unstable society when it comes to child raising, and thus we have 

taboos against infidelity. 

 

Researchers like Daniel Gilbert, the author of the passage about habituation I used as the reading 

this morning, suggest a solution for those persons who want to maintain an exciting 

monogamous relationship. To have a long-term relationship that is highly arousing and sexually 

exciting, we need to learn the art of creating small barriers in our relationship. The key is in 

violating small taboos.  

 

In the interests of preserving the taboos, I will not go into great detail here. However, one 

example of a small taboo is making love with the bedroom window open while the kids are 

playing in the back yard. Another example is making love when we are late for work. Violating 

such small taboos can make a long-term relationship arousing and simulating. Our lack of skill in 

creating small barriers leads to boredom and promiscuity. In other words, learning the art of 

teasing and flirting with our spouse is a key to happiness in a long-term relationship. 

 

Dr. Tripp said that religion plays a big role in raising barriers to sexual contact. By making 

human sexuality taboo, religion adds a note of danger, and this creates excitement. Because 

humans derive erotic arousal from violating taboos, one of Christianity's greatest contributions to 

Western civilization is the energy it gives to mating. Christianity's anti-sexuality reinforces 

barriers and therefore makes sexual contacts thrilling. 

 

However, religious taboos can be a problem. Religion can raise the barriers so high that when 

people finally break through the barrier, one partner can seriously harm the other. Dr. Tripp 

described how scientists isolated two protozoans from different strains. The protozoans were 

perfect matches for exchanging fluids. The scientists placed these protozoans alone next to each 

other in separate drops of water. The cells could sense each other's presence but could not make 

contact. Then the scientists brought the drops of water together, in this way they suddenly gave 

the protozoans access to each other. The combination of their extreme craving and of each being 

faced with a dream partner resulted in the protozoans over exchanging their body fluids. Each 



loses too much of itself, and both die. 

 

Dr. Tripp believed this dynamic also occurs in people. If religious taboos place barriers so high 

that they are insurmountable, the taboos lead to sexual violence. Sexual abuse by supposedly 

celebrate priests is an example. The rape of women by men just out of prison, or men isolated 

from women while serving in the military, is another example. When the barriers are too high, 

people can hurt each other. 

 

So when religion encourages some barriers to sexual expression, such as limiting nudity, religion 

enhances the excitement of human sexuality. The reason most of us do not go out and join a 

nudist colony is not because we believe looking at a naked human body is sinful. We stay 

clothed because wearing clothing makes those moments when we take our clothing off with one 

special person more exciting. Nature has created human animals such that some taboos 

developed by religion make our sexuality more stimulating. 

 

Of course, religion can raise the barrier too high. When religion teaches that sex is a disgusting 

activity or that sex is an unavoidable evil, religion creates anxious, tense, guilt-ridden human 

beings. Attractive people are placed next to each other and told not to act on the excitement they 

feel. The results are unintended pregnancies and sometimes violence. 

 

Our culture can cause abusive sexual behavior when it places too many restrictions on sexuality. 

However, if we lift all the current taboos, we animals are programed by our biology to look for 

new barriers. After we invented the internet, some barriers went down because pornography 

became easy to access. For some people there was a need to look for new taboos, new barriers.  

 

Perhaps this is why a book published four years ago about sexual bondage, dominance, sadism 

and masochism has sold more than one hundred million copies.  On page 98 of Fifty Shades of 

Gray the 21-year-old female narrator describes her boyfriend's playroom. She writes, 

 

There is a large wooden cross like an X . . . and there are restraining cuffs on each 

corner. Above it is an expansive iron grid suspended from the ceiling, eight-foot 

square at least, and from it hang all manner of ropes, chains, and glinting 

shackles. By the door are two long polished ornately carved poles. From them 

swing a startling assortment of paddles, whips, riding crops, and funny-looking 

feathery implements. 

 

If  Dr. Tripp were alive today, he might argue that Fifty Shades of Gray is popular because old 

barriers have less and less hold on us. To feel sexual desire, some people need new taboos to 

overcome. Therefore they turn to the taboo activities of sexual bondage, dominance, sadism and 

masochism. 

 

Personally, I do not want to be paddled or whipped. Therefore, I believe the old sexual taboos are 

useful. If we have barriers like clothing, if we "play hard to get," we will have less need for 

riding crops to stimulate interest our in mating. 

 

Evolution has programed us to overcome taboos in our courtship process. If we eliminate the 



taboo against nudity, then some people create other barriers to overcome, and this can lead to 

physically painful relationships. Therefore, I am a fan of rules that give us nonviolent, non-

abusive, barriers to overcome in the privacy of our close relationships. Call me a prude, but I 

agree that Janet Jackson should not show her breasts during the super bowl.  

 

In this area of human sexuality, misunderstanding is frequent. The story is told of a young man 

who said to his beautiful bride, "Honey, I have a confession to make. I'm a golf nut. You will 

never see me on weekends." 

 

"Well dear," she said, "I have a confession to make also. I'm a hooker." 

 

"No big deal," he replied, "just keep your head down and your left arm straight." 

 

Communication is difficult in this area. In a healthy mating ritual there is a dance, a flirtation, a 

raising and lowering of the barriers, but there is also a duty, a responsibility, an obligation for 

partners to treat each other with respect. Then in the mixture of arousal and commitment, in the 

combination of stimulation and fidelity, the sexual act becomes an act of love.   
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