1

94.  Hatfield, E. and Rapson, R. L. (2009).  Lust.  In David Sander & Klaus Scherer (Eds.) Oxford companion to the affective sciences.  (p. 245).  New York: Oxford University Press.

Lust


Lust has been defined as: “an intense passionate or sexual craving.”  Passionate love, sexual desire, and lust are as old as humankind.  The Sumerian love fable of Inanna and Dumuzi, for example, was spun by tribal storytellers in 2,000 BCE (see Hatfield & Rapson, 2007.)


Given the controversial nature of sexuality, however, it is not surprising that scholars disagree as to the nature of such passion.  Many modern scholars consider passionate love, sexual desire, and lust to be positive experiences (equating them with a “lust for life.”)  (They prefer the term “lusty” to “lust” because of its more positive connotations.)  Other, more traditional scholars have distinguished between “pure, chaste love” and “decadent lust and lechery.” (In fact, religious leaders once classified lust as one of the seven deadly sins.)  Today, many dictionaries still describe lust as a sinful, illicit, excessive, improper and degrading passion.  It is assumed that lust must be restrained, lest it otherwise destroy a person’s sanity, well-being, and health and a society’s stability and integrity. 


Recently, social psychologists, neuro-scientists (using fMRI techniques), and physiologists have begun to explore the neural and chemical substrates of passionate love, lust, and sexual mating.  They find that passion produces increased activity in the brain areas associated with euphoria and reward, and decreased levels of activity in the areas associated with distress and depression (Regan & Berscheid, 1999).  Lust appears to be associated primarily with the hormone testosterone in both men and women (Fisher, 2004).  


Psychologists may differ on whether passionate love is an emotion and whether passionate love, sexual desire, and sexual motivation are closely related constructs (both neurobiologically or physiologically) or very different in their nature.   Nonetheless, this path-breaking research has the potential to answer age-old questions as to the nature of culture, love, and human sexuality.
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