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PRAISE FOR WHAT YOU REALLY REALLY WANT

“Jaclyn Friedman is my new hero. As someone who teaches undergraduates, what I really really want is to hand out complimentary copies of this book to all my women students. But I’ll settle for dog-eared copies in every college and university Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Resource Center.”


–Lyn Mikel Brown, Ed.D., cofounder of SPARK, professor of education and Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies, Colby College


 




“Friedman’s new guide—detailed, intelligent, and fun as hell to read—is a sorely needed addition to any bookshelf. Think of it as the anti-Cosmopolitan: A 21st-century primer on fearlessly discovering and owning your sexuality while staying true to yourself without cutesy gimmicks, absurd tips, and patronizing assumptions.


–Anna Holmes, founding editor, Jezebel.com

 



“In a better world, your sexuality would start as a blank canvas where only you painted the picture . . . and the world in which that painting existed would be free of art critics. Unfortunately, we don’t live in that world. The good news is that Friedman has provided a powerful panacea to that world, one that can help you become the master artist of a healthy sex life that’s of your own design.”


–Heather Corinna, executive director, Scarleteen, and author of S.E.X.


 



“Friedman challenges readers to rethink how they make sense of their bodies, sexuality, and gender, all the while offering an honest take on the risks involved, like sexual assault and STIs. By teaching girls how to become more attuned with their own bodies and sexualities, Friedman doesn’t just give readers the tools to say no to social expectations and gender roles, she teaches them how to say yes to their desires—the very definition of empowerment!”

–Lena Chen, blogger, SexAndTheIvy.com






For K, C, E, and S






(AN ALTERNATIVE INTRODUCTION IN QUIZ FORM)

 IS THIS BOOK FOR ME?


OKAY. SO YOU’RE INTRIGUED. MAYBE A LITTLE SUSPICIOUS. Something about this book made you want to pick it up and open it, but hey—that’s probably true of a lot of books. I get it.

So let’s cut to the chase. Answer the ten questions below to find out if this book is for you. For each question, pick an answer that’s closest to what’s true for you. If a particular question doesn’t relate to your present life, then imagine how you might answer it if it did. Be honest—no one’s looking!1. You’re single and you’re going to a party where there may be people you’d be attracted to. Do you dress sexy?a. You know it! 

b. If I’m feeling brave. 

c. It depends on what you mean by sexy. 

d. Probably not. I’d feel too foolish or shy. 

e. No way. I don’t want to give anyone the wrong impression. 




2. Telling someone what you want to do with them (or what you want them to do with you) sexually is:a. Hot. 

b. Scary. 

c. A total buzzkill. 

d. Something I wish I could do. 

e. My favorite way to spend an evening. 



3. You do things sexually that feel okay at the time, but you feel bad about it afterward.a. Often. 

b. Never. 

c. On rare occasions. 

d. Only when I’m drunk. 

e. Doesn’t everybody? 



4. You find out that your fifteen-year-old daughter (sister, niece, friend) is thinking of having sex for the first time. You:a. Panic. 

b. Ground her/tell on her. 

c. Sit her down for a heart-to-heart to make sure she’s really ready and knows how to have safer sex. 

d. Sit her down for a stern lecture. 

e. All of the above. 



5. You’re leaving a party, club, or event late at night. The friends that you came with have all left. Your car is parked several long, dark blocks away. You:a. Just calmly walk to your car, taking the most lighted path available. 

b. Walk to your car as fast as you can, with your keys fanned out between your fingers and your heart pounding. 

c. Ask that guy at the party who might have been flirting with you to walk you to your car. 

d. Call a cab to take you to your car. 

e. You would never let yourself get into that situation in the first place. 



6. Women who dress and act like sluts:a. Worry me. Don’t they know the kind of attention they’ll attract? 

b. Make me angry. They give women a bad name and teach men they can disrespect us. They deserve whatever they get. 

c. Are no better or worse than anyone else. It’s not my place to judge. 

d. Are powerful feminist role models. Rejecting shame about our sexuality is an act of resistance. 

e. Are some of my best friends. 



7. When it comes to your own sex life, you:a. Don’t have one. 

b. Get exactly what you want and are totally satisfied. 

c. Wish you could change a few things, but you haven’t found a way to talk with your partner(s) about what you need. 

d. Wish you could change a few things, but when you try to talk with your partner(s) about it, they don’t respond the way you want. 

e. You’re not really happy with it, but you don’t know what you want or how to change it. 




8. Men have a harder time controlling themselves sexually and therefore can’t be held to the same standards as women.a. That’s just biologically true. 

b. I’m really not sure about this one. 

c. That’s a load of crap. 

d. That’s true in our culture, because of the different ways we raise boys and girls. 

e. There may be some biological truth to that, but we’re not animals—men should be expected to overcome their biological urges and control themselves. 



9. Sexual acts you do (or want to do) make you feel ashamed or bad about yourself.a. All the time. 

b. Only one or two of them, but definitely. 

c. A little, maybe. 

d. Never. 

e. Almost never, but every once in a while it sneaks up on me. 



10. Your friends and family share your values about sex and sexuality.a. Yes. 

b. My friends do, but my family really doesn’t get it. 

c. I have no idea. I don’t talk about sex with my friends or family, and they don’t talk about it with me. 

d. Uh, no. They think I’m a total slut/prude/freak/weirdo/ etc. 

e. Not yet, but I’m working on them. 






Score Yourself

We’re going to score this quiz a little differently than you may be used to. Instead of assigning a value to each answer, use the following as a guideline:
• If you wished any of your answers could be different than they are, this book is for you.

• If you exaggerated any of your answers in order to seem more sexually liberated/empowered/accomplished than you are, or for any other reason, this book is for you.

• If fear (possibly very valid fear) influenced any of your answers, this book is for you.

• If any of your answers reflected embarrassment or shame about sexual expression, this book is for you.

• Let’s be honest. If you’ve read this far? This book is very likely for you.








DON’T SKIP THIS INTRODUCTION!

I remember the first time I heard the question. A reporter for a college magazine was interviewing me about Yes Means Yes: Visions of Female Sexual Power and a World Without Rape, the anthology I edited with Jessica Valenti. It was a long, interesting conversation about how our theories of violence prevention and sexual empowerment could be applied in real-world ways, and I was having a great time. And then she asked what now seems like the most basic question of all: Given all the conflicting messages young women get about their sexuality from  all sides—media, church, family, friends, and more—how do we figure out what we want to say “yes” to in the first place?

As I struggled to form a helpful response, I thought: Of course! It’s not like I was born with some superhuman ability to shut out a lifetime of the noise that’s been thrown at me about my sexuality. Everything I now know about my own desires and boundaries has been hard-won through trial and (sometimes very unpleasant) error. And while that learning process is far from over, I do know a lot about how to figure out what I want.

I’ve learned that being wanted isn’t the same as wanting, and it’s important not to confuse the two. I’ve learned that I’m going to make mistakes—that just because something winds up feeling bad doesn’t mean it was wrong for me to try it, as long as I tried it out of my own curiosity and not because of pressure, threats, or coercion. I’ve learned that direct communication is almost always the best policy, even when it feels hard or awkward, but that everyone can bring their own style to it. I’ve learned that there’s no way to eliminate risk from my life, so the best approach is to get informed and decide which risks I’m comfortable with. I’ve learned that it’s possible for me to violate my own boundaries, and how damaging that can be, and how to resist doing that. I’ve learned that love doesn’t actually conquer all, even though it can be the best thing ever. I’ve learned that some things that are supposed to be good for me feel bad, and some things that are supposed to be bad for me feel great, and that ultimately, I get to make my own decisions about what’s good and bad for me.

And that’s what this book is about—equipping you to be the ultimate arbiter of what works and what doesn’t work for  you, sexually speaking. Because I could tell you a lot about what I really really want from my sexuality, but that’s not going to tell you anything about what you really really want. You’re the only one who can figure that out.

The good news is that you really can figure it out. You can take a long, deep look at all the voices that have shaped what you currently think about sex and figure out how to amplify the ones that work for you and turn down the ones that don’t. You can learn how to evaluate risk using information and instinct and decide which risks are bogus, which risks you don’t want to mess with, and which risks are real but worth taking. You can learn how to talk with partners (both present and potential) in ways that maximize pleasure and connection. You can learn how to build a sexual support group of friends who will cheer you on and check your reality when you need it, and you can learn how to deal with friends and family who may be uncomfortable with your newfound freedom. Through it all, you can reject the Terrible Trio—shame, blame, and fear—and build a sexual life that fits you so well that you find yourself humming with happiness for no apparent reason.

Sound good? It should, because it is. Sound easy? Probably not, and for good reason. The path from where you are now to where you want to end up is likely to be meandering and a little rocky. It can be uncomfortable to question things you’ve believed without question, and it can take time to develop faith in new ideas, even if they seem right for you. It’s definitely going to require hard work, and a real commitment to yourself. But what a payoff: knowing what you really really want from sex, and knowing how to safely, sanely pursue it.




WHAT THIS BOOK WON’T DO FOR YOU

This book won’t teach you how to find a boyfriend or a girlfriend. It won’t offer any tips on how to make the object of your affection find you irresistible, nor will it reveal a set of rules guaranteed to get you married in under a year. Or any other amount of time.

Likewise, this book won’t teach you how to “hang on” to your (wo)man, how to make a marriage last, how to keep the spark alive, or how to recapture the magic you once had.

Further, even though this is a book about sex, it won’t teach you any new techniques. None. You won’t learn five things guaranteed to turn a guy on, or seven sex moves guaranteed to blow her mind.

It’s not that I don’t know any of these things. I know a few moves that I could share, and I’ve learned a lot about relationships and attraction over the years. But let’s be honest: There’s no lack of sources trying to tell you these things. If there really were definitive answers to these questions, everyone who wanted to would have a happy, hot relationship by now.

Reality is messier than that. What may attract one person can turn off another. Likewise, the sexual technique that made your ex’s toes curl may make a new lover just giggle. It’s a waste of time to try to learn rules that will apply to everyone. Plus, it gives your power away. Putting all of your energy into figuring out how to please or manipulate a partner makes their pleasure, their needs, and their responses more important than yours. And they’re not. They’re just not.

That’s why this book focuses on the one sexual relationship you’re going to have for your whole life: the one you have with  yourself. Because once you develop a healthy, happy, reality-based relationship with your own sexuality, you’ll have everything you need to figure out the rest. That doesn’t mean you’ll be instantly irresistible to everyone you’d ever want to attract. It may even narrow down your pool of datable prospects, not because you’ll be less appealing overall (quite the opposite!), but because you’ll be less appealing to people who are bad for you and you’ll be less interested in them as well.

What it will do is make you more confident in your intuition about people, more appealing to people who want you exactly as you are, and more likely to have satisfying, soul- and body-fulfilling experiences with the people you do decide to be sexual with.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book isn’t meant to just be read. That would put me, as the writer, in charge of telling you how to feel about your sexuality. Instead, you’re in charge. Every chapter includes exercises designed to help you get to the heart of what matters most to you when it comes to sex. The exercises aren’t just optional suggestions—think of each one as a rung on a ladder, or a stepping-stone on a pathway to what you really really want. They’re the key to answering the questions you have about sex and unlocking a better, more authentic relationship with your own sexuality.

Each chapter is designed to be completed within a week or two, but do it at whatever pace makes the most sense for you. Don’t rush—you’ll get there eventually, and you’ll get a  lot farther if you take your time and really give the ideas and exercises the attention they require.

You may find, as you work your way through the book, that strong or surprising feelings come up for you. That’s really understandable. This isn’t a book about golf—it’s a book about sex, one of the most powerful and elemental human experiences there is, and a subject about which many of us have painful or complex associations. There’s no wrong way to feel as you do this work. We’ll talk a lot more about feelings as the book goes on, but in general, please be as gentle and nonjudgmental as you can with your feelings, and ask for support from your friends, family, and/or a professional counselor as you need it.

If you’re at all inclined to complete this book with a group, go for it. Gather a group of girlfriends or coworkers or cousins or whatever gang you can put together, and get together at the end of each chapter to discuss what you learned about yourself and what feelings came up for you. Not only will you learn more about each other, possibly becoming closer as a result, but you’ll also feel less alone and more confident that you have compatriots who understand and support the changes you may be going through. Plus, doing the book with friends goes a long way toward keeping you on track—if you have a busy week and feel tempted to just put the book down and leave it for some other time, your group can be a great motive to keep going.

In fact, this book was developed with the help of a phenomenal crew of eleven volunteers, who experimented with each chapter in its first draft and met with me every week to talk about their experiences with sex and with the exercises. Their generous time, insight, and vulnerable honesty shaped  this book in more ways than I can name, and you’ll hear their voices throughout each chapter, alongside the voices of numerous other women who volunteered to share intimate details of their lives with you in order to make it possible for you to build a better, stronger sexual relationship with yourself.

That about covers everything you need to know before diving in! Are you ready to figure out what you really really want? If so, turn the page.





CHAPTER 1

 YOU CAN’T GET WHAT YOU WANT TILL YOU KNOW WHAT YOU WANT


BY THE TIME ANY OF US IS OLD ENOUGH TO THINK ABOUT sex and sexuality, we’ve been bombarded with so many years of confusing experiences and messages from our families, friends, culture, and media that it seems impossible to even remember that there was a time when we just knew what we wanted to do with our bodies.

Most of us can probably remember an experience when we, as kids, did something that made our bodies happy—like climbing a tree, or dressing in your mom’s best silk dress because it felt good against your skin—but then learned that doing these things made other people unhappy. Or maybe you were told that doing some things that made your body happy would get you in trouble, or put you in danger—like scrambling onto the  counter to reach the package of cookies your father hid on the top shelf, and then eating all of them. Maybe you learned that doing things with your body that you’d rather not do, like having to kiss your gross uncle goodbye, would make other people really happy—people you cared about, people whom you wanted to please. Or that not doing those things would make those people not like you anymore. This happens all the time in childhood. You’re told to put your clothes back on. Go to bed when adults say so, no matter if you want to run around and play. Wear a dress, even if you want to wear pants. Don’t climb that tree, you’ll hurt yourself.

But instinctively knowing what feels good and what doesn’t—and being able to tell other people about it—is exactly what we need to do to feel safe in our bodies and to enjoy our sexuality. So how on earth do we get there from here?

Well, I’ll tell you. We can’t. You read that right. The truth is, it doesn’t just feel impossible to entirely shed the influence of the people and cultures that raised us. It is impossible. Even if you do everything exactly the opposite of how you were raised, you’re still acting the way you are in response to those influences. None of us can ever entirely unlearn the lessons we learned growing up.

What we can do is understand those lessons. We can take a long, hard look at what messages we’ve absorbed about our bodies, our safety, and our sexuality; where those messages came from; and what we think about them. And, just like boosting the bass and reducing the treble on a stereo, we can decide which messages we want to amplify in our lives, and which we want to minimize. The specific balance that works for  you is nobody else’s business—it’s the process of finding that balance that matters.

Knowing what you want from sexuality is part of knowing what you want from life. Your personal desires flow from just one emotional spigot. If you’re cut off from your sexual desires, you’re likely to find it much harder to know what you want in other areas of your life, whether we’re talking about academics, career pursuits, or friendships.

Tuning in to what you really really want can be incredibly freeing. Not only does knowing what you want from sex significantly increase the likelihood that you’ll actually get it, it’s also like a love letter to yourself. Taking the time to get in touch with your own desires sends a strong message to yourself: You matter. Your opinions, instincts, beliefs, and feelings are important. You are the foremost expert about your own life and body. Paying attention to your own desires and limits teaches you to trust yourself, to be strong on your own behalf. It’s a practice that can inspire you to go after what you want in all areas of your life.

In other words? Knowing what you really really want can be a heck of a lot of fun.




CLEARING A PATH

Knowing what you want and what you don’t and how to act on that sounds great, doesn’t it? I’ll be honest—it absolutely can be. But, regardless of where you’re starting from, examining your relationship with your own sexuality can be quite the journey. So, just as you would for any important trip, you’ve got to prepare. 


Let’s start with a checklist of things to do as you begin working with this book. Some of them are quick and easy, and some of them are things you’ll need to keep doing the whole time you’re on this journey (and may choose to keep doing even longer than that). It might be tempting to skip some, either because they seem pointless or because they seem too hard. But take it from me: The ones you want to skip are the most important ones for you to do.


Write Every Day 

Starting today, and at least until you finish this book, find ten uninterrupted minutes to write every day. Doesn’t matter if you like to write. Doesn’t matter what you write. Doesn’t matter what time of day you write. Doesn’t matter if you write with pen and paper, use a keyboard, or use voice recognition software. All that matters is that you find someplace—a closet, if necessary!—where no one will disturb you for ten minutes, and that you keep writing the whole time. Write gibberish. Write, “I hate this stupid writing.” Write things you’ve always wanted to say, or things you don’t even believe. Burn or delete your writing right after you finish it if you want. Just write. And when I say “write,” I don’t mean “stare at the page for ten minutes and then write three sentences and call it a day.” I mean write for the whole ten minutes. Your pen, your fingers on the keyboard, or your lips should not stop moving for the entire ten minutes.

But there’s one stipulation! If you write a blog, or poetry, or fiction, or journalism, or anything else that is written with the expectation that someone else will read it, that doesn’t count. Your ten-minute writing exercise must be independent of this.

What’s with all the writing? It’s simple: The process of finding your own answers to the questions this book will raise is probably going to stir up powerful feelings and thoughts for you. Imagine those feelings and thoughts are like steam, and daily writing is your release valve. It’s a private place where you can say or think anything without any ramifications. Even if you’re not writing about your feelings directly, it means that every day, you’re taking time to listen to yourself and hear your own thoughts.

I like to do this kind of writing freehand, with a pen and paper: The physical act makes it feel immediate, and differentiates it from all the other writing that requires a keyboard. But if you prefer to use a computer, go right ahead. In fact, there are a few programs that can help you keep the words flowing. I recommend Write or Die, which forces you to keep putting words on the page for the entire ten minutes or risk virtual punishment. If you prefer a gentler approach, try Ommwriter, which helps you create a tranquil digital environment.

Not convinced? Trust me. Just do it anyway.

 



Note: We won’t be revisiting your daily writing, but you will be doing writing exercises throughout this workbook, and you will occasionally need to refer back to the writing you do for specific exercises, so I recommend that you keep one notebook or computer folder with all your writing in it. For simplicity’s sake, I’m going to tell you to “get out your notebook” by way of saying you should get in front of whatever writing system you like best.


Love Your Body 

Starting now and at least until you’re finished with this book, spend thirty minutes a week doing something that makes your body feel good. It doesn’t have to be sexual, though it can be. However, it must be something you don’t feel confused about. If it makes you feel good but ashamed, good but afraid, “good but . . . ” anything, do something else. Maybe you’ll take a bath. Maybe you’ll dance or exercise. Maybe you’ll slowly and deliberately eat a delicious meal. Maybe you’ll get a massage. Maybe you’ll masturbate. It can be a different thing each week, but it’s best if it doesn’t involve another person. You want to stay focused on the good feelings you’re giving yourself, and not get distracted by whatever’s going on with someone else. Whatever you choose to do, be sure it: (a) puts the focus on your body, and (b) makes you feel nothing but good.

Finding something to do with your body that feels good may be harder than it sounds (or maybe it doesn’t sound that easy to you to begin with). As we grow up, most girls and women find it hard to avoid internalizing messages about whether or not we deserve pleasure, especially pleasure in our bodies. It’s okay if this is hard—you’re not alone. But you still need to do it. Start small.



[image: 002] Dive In: Get out your notebook, and write down ten things that you could do to make your body feel good. Do you like the feeling of stretching? Putting moisturizer on your skin? Taking a walk? Write them down. Don’t worry if you can’t think of how to make a particular  activity last thirty minutes—you don’t have to do the whole time all at once. Maybe instead you can spend five minutes every day luxuriously grooming your hair. You can also combine activities to make thirty minutes. The important thing is just to do it.

To get you started, here are some activities other women have tried:
• touching things that have nice textures

• playing with a pet

• walking barefoot

• painting your nails

• dancing around naked

• taking a walk in nature

• oiling your scalp

• eating something delicious

• getting extra sleep







There are a lot of good reasons to spend time giving your body pleasure on a regular basis, but there are even better reasons to make sure you do it while you’re working on this book. For one, figuring out what makes you feel good is a big part of figuring out what you really really want! If you practice figuring that out in small ways every week, by the time we get to later chapters where we cover messy questions about sexual interactions with partners, you’ll already have more of the skills and self-knowledge you’ll need to figure out what’s best for you.

It’s also super likely that you’ve absorbed some less-than-helpful ideas about experiencing physical pleasure, and those ideas will probably get stirred up as you work your way through the book. That’s natural, and this practice of loving  your body can help make sure it’s temporary. Practicing giving yourself pleasure will help neutralize those ideas, and maybe even replace them with some positive ideas of your own.

But the best reason of all? Because it will feel good. You never need a fancy reason to feel good.




DISCOVER WHERE YOU’RE STARTING FROM

Ready for another quiz? I thought so. This one’s designed to help you get a handle on where you’re at on the journey to knowing and getting what you really really want. Like the first one, we’re not going to score it. Instead, you’ll take it again when you’re done with this book, to help you see the ways in which you’ve developed.

So get out a pen, and get answering: There’s no way to do it wrong.

1. I know how to stay safe while expressing my sexuality.[image: 003]



2. I’m afraid of what others would think/say/do if they knew how I felt about sex.[image: 004]



3. I can tell when sexual activity is making me uncomfortable.[image: 005]




4. I can tell when sexual activity is giving me pleasure.[image: 006]



5. I feel comfortable telling a potential sexual partner that something they’re doing is making me uncomfortable.[image: 007]



6. I feel comfortable telling a potential sexual partner what to do in order to give me pleasure.[image: 008]



7. My beliefs and attitudes about sex make sense to me.[image: 009]



8. I often do sexual things or have sexual feelings that make me feel confused or bad.[image: 010]



9. My sexual partner(s), if I have them, share my beliefs and attitudes about sex.[image: 011]



10. My friends share my beliefs and attitudes about sex.[image: 012]




11. My family shares my beliefs and attitudes about sex.[image: 013]



12. I have people in my life I feel comfortable talking to about sex.[image: 014]




Make a Commitment 

The last and possibly most important thing on your checklist has to do with getting clear about why you’re engaging with this book at all. That may seem like a big “duh” to you. You may have picked up this book for a very explicit reason, like: “I want to be able to talk to my partner about how to make sex better for me.” Or it may seem like a tall order. Maybe you’re still not sure why you’re doing this at all. Maybe it’s just a gut feeling you’re following. Maybe you’ve picked up this book because a friend wants you to work on it with her.

The thing is, some of what we’re going to cover in this book is going to feel difficult. I can’t tell you which parts of the book you’ll have reactions to—it’s going to be different for everyone. But odds are, at least one or two sections are going to be hard enough that you feel like giving up. You may think, This is hard and stupid and pointless. Why am I even bothering?


That’s why it’s so important to take some time right now, before you begin, to think about what you want to get out of this book. Perhaps the “Discover Where You’re Starting From” quiz can guide you—wish any of your responses could change?  There’s no right answer to the question of what you want from this process—only your answer (or answers!). The crucial thing is to get as clear as you can about it now and then write it down, so that when you get lost or confused or frustrated or pissed off or whatever, you can go back and read what you wrote now and help yourself stay on track to getting what you need.



[image: 015] Dive In: Send yourself a message. Using your notebook or recording to audio or video, send your future self a message about why you’re committing to this process, what you want to get out of it, and what you want your future self to remember when things start to feel hard. Say whatever you want, but also be sure to include the following sentences: “I, [your name], am making a promise to myself: I won’t quit this process. I’m starting it for a reason, and I’ll see it through to the end. Because I matter to myself. My desires matter, my pleasure matters, and my safety matters. What I really really want matters. This process is a gift to myself, and I promise to accept it.”

Feel silly writing or saying some of these things? Not sure if you mean them? That’s okay. Do it anyway.






INFLUENCES

All right. Now that you’ve committed yourself to discovering what you really really want, it’s time to start the process of figuring out just that. But before we start finding a good path forward for you, we have to spend some time figuring out where you’ve come from and where you are now. Let’s start by taking a look at the forces that have influenced your beliefs about sex  so far. As we do this, remember the stereo equalizer: The goal here isn’t to remove these influences—that wouldn’t be possible even if you wanted to. The goal is to figure out which of these influences you want to turn up the volume on, and which ones you want to minimize.

 



(A note on influences: Not all of us have been strongly influenced by all of the following common influences. Some of us weren’t raised with a religion; others of us were homeschooled. If you feel a particular influence hasn’t applied to you at all, feel free to skip it.)


Family 

It’s hard to talk about families in a general way, because every family is different. That’s not just some Sesame Street lesson—it’s hard to think of another social structure that’s so important and yet so hard to define. “Families” are made up of a wide variety of different kinds and combinations of people. Different “families” have vastly different values from each other, and very different ideas about what a “family” is, and what it’s for. Some people’s families are incredibly loving, open, supportive, creative communities. Some people’s families are abusive, poisonous nightmares. Some people don’t grow up with a family at all. Most of us have flawed but well-meaning families—there may be some messed-up dynamics present, but everybody’s doing their best with what they’ve got, and hopefully the good stuff outweighs the bad.

One of the few things most families have in common is that the people in your family are the first folks to teach you what you should and shouldn’t do with your body. It starts the  moment you’re born, and for most families doesn’t stop, well, ever. Maybe they tell you to eat your broccoli because it will give you energy. Maybe they stop you from putting your finger in an electrical outlet, because they know that, sometimes, keeping you safe is more important than indulging your curiosity. Families are almost always where you find the primary adults who shape your life as you grow up and try to figure out the world. They’ve had bodies a lot longer than you have, and they have a lot of ideas about what to do with them. In short: They think they know better than you. And a lot of times, like when it comes to broccoli and electrical sockets, they’re right.

But when it comes to what you should do with your body sexually, families can get complicated. Your family may have very strong beliefs about sex—beliefs that they may expect you to abide by, whether or not you really agree with them. Heck, they may not even agree with each other, or with their own relatives, about what’s right and wrong when it comes to sex. Even more likely, your family may say little or nothing to you directly about sexuality, but instead convey their beliefs through the way they treat you and your body: stuff like offhand comments about your clothes, rules about what parts of your body are okay for you or other people to touch, assumptions about who you might be attracted to, or how you might behave around people you’re attracted to—you get the idea.

Take twenty-four-year-old Gray, for example, who says she grew up in a very religious family: “I was taught that my body was something to hide from men—including male members of my family. And I was always so confused about why I couldn’t sleep in the basement with my cousin when we were twelve,  and why I had to be hyperconscious of it when I was walking around the house.”

Jill, twenty-seven, had a much different experience.



My parents raised me to feel full ownership over my body, including my sexuality, by encouraging me to use my body in productive, pleasure-centered ways that weren’t necessarily sexual. I grew up playing sports, sharing healthy and delicious family meals, being sent to arts camp, and going biking and camping and skiing with my family on the weekends and for vacations. My parents also talked to me about the birds and the bees and left a copy of Our Bodies, Ourselves around, and my mom was clear that if I ever needed birth control I could ask the doctor and it would be totally confidential—and all of those things were great—but the best thing my parents did to help me develop a healthy view of sex was to encourage me to own my body and to use it in ways that felt good.




And what your family teaches you directly is only part of the equation. We learn so much from watching how the people around us behave, and our families are often the people around us the most as we’re growing up. If you watch members of your family be abusive or shaming or hurtful to each other, you’re going to absorb different lessons than if you watch your family be loving and supportive and respectful about sexuality.

The thing is, whatever your family’s attitudes about sexuality, they didn’t get those values from nowhere. They’ve been influenced by the same forces that influence all of us: the media,  their own family and friends, their religious beliefs, what they were taught in school, etc. And they may never have examined their beliefs about sex as thoroughly as someone like you, who’s picked up this here fine book.

All of which is to say: Just because your family believes certain things about sex or acts certain ways—even if they seem really sure about what they believe or how they act—doesn’t mean those beliefs are right for you. In order to figure out what you really really want, you’ve got to think about the lessons you’ve learned from your family and decide what you value and what you might want to let go of in order to move forward with what you want.



[image: 016] Dive In: Write a short paragraph beginning with each of the following phrases:
• When it comes to sex and sexuality, my family _____________

• My family’s attitudes about sexuality have been influenced by _____________

• Something my family taught me about sexuality that I agree with is _____________

• Something my family taught me about sexuality that I disagree with is _____________

• Something my family taught me about sexuality that I’m confused or unsure about is _____________

• When I disagree with my family about sexuality, they _____________









Media 

Is there any more confusing source of information about sexuality than the media? Whether it’s the movies or TV, video games or the nightly news, music or gossip websites—to say nothing of porn—sexual images of women are everywhere in our mass media. But what do they tell us?

On the one hand, if you went by the mass media, you’d think that it was a legal requirement that all girls and women look sexy at all times, and a very particular kind of sexy at that: perfect hair, polished nails, shaved legs, trendy clothes, etc. Not to mention white, thin, able-bodied, young, and conventionally pretty. In medialand, if you fail to do and be all of these things, you’re either evil or pathetic or both. But look too sexy—wear too much makeup, clothes too short or too tight, etc.—or act like you actually want sex too much, and you’re a “slut,” which also makes you evil or pathetic or both.

That teeny window of “correct” female sexuality in the media is a big tip-off that something’s wrong. There are so many different kinds of women, and we experience our sexualities a million different ways—sometimes all on the same day. So if the media are showing only one (or even two or three!) of those ways, they’re clearly not trying to represent the experiences of real women. But what are they trying to do?

Mostly, they’re trying to sell stuff. TV shows want you to buy whatever their advertisers are selling, so the companies will keep advertising and the show can stay on the air. Movies are trying to sell tickets and DVDs. Video games are selling not just the game itself, but the next version of the game (which is always coming out soon!), the merch associated with it, etc.  You get the picture. Whatever the medium, one of the most popular ways of trying to sell us stuff is by presenting impossibly narrow and idealized representations of women.

What’s that do? Well, it tells women that they can be happy, but only if they buy the infinite things required to make them look and act like the media’s Ideal Woman. And it tells (straight) men that they can be happy, but only if they buy the infinite things required to attract the media’s Ideal Woman.

To make matters worse, our mass media often treats violence against women casually (think Grand Theft Auto) or like a joke (as in the movie Observe and Report), and passive, normative women’s sexuality (think the Victoria’s Secret fashion show) like wholesome entertainment, while treating complex and authentic portrayals of sex as beyond the pale and dangerous to minors. Is it any wonder we live in such a violent and sexually repressed culture, or that we’re deeply and often permanently confused about the many ways we deviate from those artificial ideals?



[image: 017] Dive In: Think back to some adolescent media crushes—that song or album you listened to over and over, the magazine subscription you thought would change your life, the book you picked up again and again, the movie you imagined yourself starring in, the video game you played and played and played, the TV show you just couldn’t miss. What drew you to these particular experiences? What, if anything, did they say to you about sexuality? What lessons did you learn from them that   you’ve since rejected, and what did you learn that you still adhere to today? If you could go back and tell your adolescent self something about your media choices, what would it be? Get out your journal, and write about it for five minutes.




Peers 

Let’s face it: As much as we like to see ourselves as independent thinkers, it can matter a lot what people think of us. So your peers’ attitudes toward sex and sexuality are probably going to have a big impact on you, for better or for worse.

This influence can work a lot of different ways. Some of them have to do with comparing your sexual behavior to other people’s: Maybe everyone you know is having sex or doing some particular sex act and thinks you’re weird because you don’t want to, or aren’t ready, or haven’t found the right circumstances for you. Maybe the opposite is true—you’re sexually active in a way that no one around you seems to be, and you feel like you can’t say anything about it, or they’ll think you’re bad, amoral, or “easy.”

Twenty-four-year-old Zeinab shares how she struggled with this: “A few of my friends are very conservative, and when I started exploring more of my sexuality and sharing that with them, a lot of times I felt like I was getting veiled hostility, and I felt like I was getting shamed by them as well, because they weren’t doing what I was doing, and so it almost felt like they were acting superior to me.”

Sometimes peer attitudes about sexuality come out in ways that have nothing to do with what sexual activities you are or aren’t participating in. If you’ve been teased for being “slutty” or “trampy” or a “ho,” it’s probably not because the people doing the teasing (who, let’s face it, are just as likely to be other girls as they are to be boys) have information about what you’re doing sexually. More likely, it’s because you dress differently, or exhibit a kind of confidence in your body other girls don’t, or even simply because you’re unafraid to express your opinion about things that have nothing to do with sex. The exact same things can be said for girls who are accused of being “dykes” or “lesbians”—those “accusations” rarely have anything to do with actual sexual orientation, and everything to do with the insecurities and immaturities of the people using those words.

Sexuality-related judgments are used all the time to police not-very-sexual behaviors, because they work. For most of us, those kinds of pronouncements cut close to the bone, because there can be very real consequences to being seen as a “slut” or a “dyke.” There’s not anything actually wrong with being a woman who has a lot of sex or a woman who is sexually attracted to other women, but those kinds of labels can be used to excuse taunting, shaming, social excommunication, and even violence.

Fortunately, peers can also be an enormous support when it comes to navigating your sexuality. Good friends—ones who support your happiness and health, whatever form it takes—can be great sounding boards when you’re experimenting with new ideas or experiences. They can be your lead cheerleaders when you’re setting difficult boundaries with yourself or other people.  They can laugh with you (not at you!) about how ridiculous all this sex stuff is sometimes. They can comfort you if you’re grappling with trauma or heartbreak. They can be incredible resources when you’re looking for ideas, information, advice, or reality checks. And they can defend you and reassure you when it seems like other people are judging you for your sexual choices.

Shira, age nineteen, learned this the best way. “While so many of my friends were telling me to read Cosmo articles as preparation for my first time having sex,” she remembers, “one friend talked to me instead about masturbation, finding my clitoris, and instructing my partner. She taught me to be my own first partner. For her, I am so grateful.”

That’s why it’s important to be choosy about your friends.



[image: 018] Dive In: Actually, this is more of a “don’t do this.” As you embark on this journey, be cautious about who you discuss it with. Even good friends of yours may be challenged by hearing about the questions you’re now asking yourself and the things you’re learning. This can happen even with friends who truly have your best interest at heart, because hearing about the issues you’re grappling with might remind them of how uncomfortable they themselves feel with their own sexuality, and how little they know what they really really want. It’s natural to want to talk about this process and the strong feelings it’s probably going to bring up, but the best thing to do is to share those feelings with a friend who’s taking the journey with you. If you don’t have a partner in this process,  see if you can find someone to confide in whose relationship with her sexuality you admire. Above all, remember: If people are making you feel bad about engaging in this process, that’s telling you something about them, not anything about you. Don’t go back to those people for support on these issues.




School 

What did you learn about sexuality in school? If you’re like most students in the United States, you probably learned that sex is both emotionally and physically dangerous if you have it before you’re married. If you’re “lucky,” you then learned how to prevent some of the greatest risks of sex, just in case you were going to insist on doing it anyhow. If you weren’t as lucky (if you were the beneficiary, for example, of U.S. federal initiatives in the last decade that poured more than a billion dollars into sex education programs that taught abstinence as the only choice), you likely learned that girls who have sex before marriage are like presucked candy, have given away the most precious thing they have to someone who doesn’t deserve it, or are just plain doomed to hell.

There’s a reason, of course, that schools teach this way—they’re made up of people who’ve grown up in our messed-up sexual culture, and they’re trying teach what they can while offending the fewest people possible. But the problem with both of these approaches is that they treat sex like a yes-or-no question—and one with only one correct answer at that. The reality is much more complicated. (You probably already know that on some  level, or you wouldn’t be reading this book.) Sexuality encompasses a vast spectrum of feelings, thoughts, and desires, none of which are “wrong” or “right” so much as they just are. It’s what you do with them that matters. As long as what you do with your sexuality (a) doesn’t hurt anyone else and (b) doesn’t hurt you or expose you to unnecessary risk (we’ll be talking lots more about how to decide what risks are unnecessary in chapter 4), then there is literally nothing you can do that’s actually “wrong.”

I’ll say that again because it bears repeating: As long as you’re not hurting anyone (including yourself), then there is no wrong way to express or experience your sexuality.

The problem is, that’s a complex statement. What does it mean to hurt someone else, or yourself, with your sexuality? How can you tell if you’re hurting someone or yourself? And if there’s no wrong way, that leaves open a dizzying variety of options that can feel overwhelming and hard to navigate. Helping you sort it all out is one of the main purposes of this book. But this book might not even be necessary if, instead of spending all that time telling you that “giving it away” too soon was the worst decision you could make with your life, schools spent time actually helping you figure out what kinds of sexual expression and experience were right for you. What if they’d taught you how to make your own informed, healthy decisions about sex? And what if you could assume that nearly everyone else you might want to interact with sexually had had the same lessons?

School is also a place where many of us experience physical violations in “small” ways—think bra snapping, butt grabbing, and the like—and school is far too often a place where we learn  that, even if we complain, boys are given blanket permission to violate our boundaries in these ways. This “boys will be boys” mentality leads to what I call the “boiling frog” problem of women’s sexual boundaries. I call it that because of the legend that if you put a frog into a pot of boiling water, it will jump right out, but if you put a frog into a pot of room-temperature water and slowly heat it to a boil, the frog will acclimate as the water heats up and never jump out, eventually boiling to death. Similarly, when we learn as young girls to tolerate “low-level” boundary violations like the ones we often are forced to suffer in silence at school, it makes it harder for us to notice when even greater boundaries are being violated, eventually leading to the reality that many women who are pressured into having sex against their will don’t even recognize it as a form of violence (though that lack of naming hardly spares them the trauma of the experience). On the other hand, schools that teach, through actions as well as policy, that everyone has a right to their own boundaries and no one has the right to touch you in ways that you don’t like are teaching girls to recognize and name it if they ever find themselves in really hot water.



[image: 019] Dive In: Make a list of everything your schools have taught you about sexuality. Now make another list, of at least five things you wish they had taught you but didn’t. Now pick one thing on that second list you still wish you knew more about, and go to Scarleteen.com—a fantastic site about sexuality—and read up on it.







RELIGIOUS INSTITUTIONS

If you were raised in any kind of religious tradition, odds are, you were taught some very particular sexual values (that is, a set of beliefs about what’s right and wrong when it comes to sex) in conjunction with that faith. And depending on how you feel about the rest of your religion, you may put more or less stock in those dictates about sexuality.

I’m not going to waste your time summarizing the way different religions think about sex—it would be almost as foolish as trying to list all the different ways families think about sex. Even within any given religion, there are subgroups that vary widely on their approach to the matter. Besides, all that really counts is what your religion has taught you. And you know that better than I do.

Honestly, the religion-family analogy is pretty strong when it comes to sex, the main difference being what’s at stake. If you go against your family’s values when it comes to sex, you might be grounded or otherwise punished by your family. In extreme cases, your family may be violent to you, or kick you out of the house, or disown you. That’s all pretty awful. But religion has bigger weapons still, depending on what faith you belong to. Your religion may tell you that if you stray from its sexual principles, you’ll suffer for all eternity. Some fundamentalist religions believe that women who violate their sexual norms should be publicly shamed, or even killed. The fear these threats instill can make it difficult to even question what your religion has taught you about women and sex. But you’re not alone, and you’re obviously up to the challenge, or you wouldn’t be reading this paragraph.
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