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SEX & GENDER

We kiss to greet each other

hello or to say goodbye, to
congratulate or console. We

kiss lovers on the lips,

infants on the head and _

children on their cuts and

bruises. Indeed, kissing pinw many
roles in human : rs the famous
kiss of Judas (from whence the phrase
“kiss of death”), gamblers kissing
their cards to deflect divine w mth,
patriots kissing their native soil,
politicians kissing babies... The French
and Italian kiss you twice, once on
each cheek; Belgians three times;
Chinese don’t do it in public and
Nigerians don’t do it at all; Austrians
kiss on the hand; Indonesians kiss
only the cheek...

Theories on the origins of the lip
smooch range from a need for oral
contact that begins in infancy (when
the tactile satisfaction is enhanced by
the reward of obtaining mother’s
milk) to an attempt by prehistoric
humans to demonstrate they didn’t
intend to bite each other. Another
explanation is that kissing began
when primitive humans licked each
other’s faces for salt.

A more romantically inclined
theory is that ancient lovers believed a
kiss would literally unite their souls,
because the spirit was said to be
carried in one’s breath. The heart, as
an age-old symbol of love, may
symbolise pursed red lips

However, don’t be too quick to

assume humans invented I\'is'q{m_; -
even chimpanzees instinctive ly press
their lips against your neck w an
they re glad to see you.

‘The romantic kiss as we know it
today was first popularised by the
ancient Romans. Apparently kissing
became so popular it became s rlish to
perfume one’s mouth with Orie ntal
spices to enhance the pleasure of a
kiss, and casual public kissing grew to
such outrageous proportions that
Emperor Tiberius banned ‘the social
kiss'.

In ancient Persia, equals could kiss
each other on the lips, and those of

slightly different status would kiss on
the L‘l'lL‘L'k The lowest subordinate had

to kiss a |( syvel symbolical of their
|.‘1rvr.m‘1 y, which lly meant
kissing the superior’s foot. For those

rrm.]-\m_\', slightly better it was
permissible to kiss the garment herr
or knee of the upper-class person
the lowest abject prisoner, even
kissing a foot was considered too
good, and they were forced to kiss the
ground near the nobility’s shoes,
sulting in phrases like “kiss the
dirt”, “bite the dust” and “boot
licker"”

In Renaissance Europe these kinds
of kissing protocols were replaced by
bowing, curts g and the doffing of
hnta — app arentl y a consequence of

sing fears about the spread of the
Great Plague.

In a similar vein, another theory
holds that the handshake evolved as a
diluted version of the hand kiss, a
popular European gesture of respect
to women.

Though we in the Western world
take an inordinate amount of pleasure
from kissing, the interest doesn’t seem
universal. Many people express
intimacy in other ways. For example,
the kiss at the close of the wedding
ceremony is often regarded as a
standard symbol of love and sexual
union — butnot in a Cambodian
marriage rite, where the groom will
touch his nose against the bride’s
cheek. In Korea, the bride and groom
bow to each other and then to their
guests to symbolise their new bond.
Traditional Chinese and Japanese
consider it a breach of decorum to kiss
in public, even at wedding

An American lecturer in Social
Anti‘m)p[alm_|\ said of Nigeria:

“Kissing is like someone tearing their
clothes off on a busy street. West
Africans get grossed out when they

see tourists kissing. To

them it’s inappropriate

comparable to intercourse

in p yublic. They’ll move

away from the kissing

c_(n,,},]lt_', make faces or
point.” West Africans don't kiss at all,
she says. Friends might spit into each
other’s hand and shake, symbolising
that a piece of you goes into the other
person. “The only time you'll see a
kiss in this part of Africa is as a sign of
"rt’nf respect to an old grandmother.

y [)um_‘m person might press lips

against a grat rdmother’s chest to show
she’s t"c mother who has fed them
all.” In East Africa theacce p.< >d way
to ‘-:hcw\ affection is to tickle the other
person’s stomach!

Among Eskimos/Inuit, nose
rubbing 1L}}|‘ ces mouth contact.
Indonesia is another place where
traditionally not even lovers kiss on
the mouth, at least not where people
can see them.

Variations elsewhere in the world
include nose-pressing or placing one’s
lips close to a partner’s face and
inhaling. In some cases these non-
l\l‘ﬁ]ﬂ[;_"' cultures harbour mythical o
spiritual fears about exc hangl".l*
saliva, because it is considered part of
the soul.

So why are we so kissy? One
theory is that social kissing is often
more a social statement than a gesture
of affection — we kiss to convey the
impression we're getting along, to
ourselves or to others. As snuai
decorum becomes less restrictive,
social ‘rules’ change — certainly gone
are the days, for many people,
worrying whether or not to kiss on thj
first date.

The other theory, and probably
most correct, is that we simply enjoy
it. Kissing is a big part of our culture,
and something we're taught from
birth — so whether you're visiting
Great Aunt Edna, Lc.il.ain'j a friend,
pecking a pet, or smooc hing the
person of your dreams... L“ert kissing! 4
kiss is much more than just a kiss!




