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FOR CHARLES






INTRODUCTION: WELCOME TO PARADISE


THIS IS A book about sex. It’s also a book about women, our bodies, how we use them, how they work, and why they sometimes don’t work the way we’d like them to. It’s a book about sexuality, eroticism, pornography, desire, arousal, and satiation. Included in this book is only the tiniest bit of science, because I’m not a scientist. I’m a bit of a sexologist, if a sexologist is a person who studies sex. Truthfully, I’m more like a sexual adventurer, a sex writer, thinker, critic, and philosopher. Mostly I get called a sexpert, but I’m not sure anyone is ever an expert at sex.

This book is also about love, to a certain degree, in that loving oneself is a necessary component of mind-blowing sex.

Together we’re going to take a tour of our bodies and our sexuality. Sexual shame often prevents us from really getting a good look at ourselves. There is plenty of talk about the wrongs of sex and the bad parts of sex, and yet there’s very little information about empowering sex. Constant negative feedback about female sexuality affects our ability to explore our desire. Our sexuality is demeaned, trivialized, controlled. We’re divided into categories like MILFs, Cougars, and Lolitas. So much meaning is  attached to our bodies that there’s barely any room left for any other expression of who we are beyond our physical selves. The female body is public domain. Our own bodies are used to sell us things so often that sometimes we forget we own them.

Something I know to be true, without a doubt, is that the more you understand yourself, the happier you are. This same concept applies to sex—the more you understand sex the better it is. And sex needs more attention from women—who are seen more often as sex objects than sexual beings. We need sex as much as we need food, water, shelter, and love. Great sex can be rejuvenating, healing, rewarding, and it can fulfill our deepest needs for intimacy and connection. Our desire to have sex with someone is how we know that a person is more than a friend. Great sex can make you fall in love.

When we feel confident, healthy, and sexy, our lives are happier places. Feeling sexy is like feeling invincible. But that feeling doesn’t come easily in a society with a very narrow definition of sexy. Every outlet through which information can be disseminated will tell you what is and isn’t sexy, but it’s all misguided. Sex is personal; sexy is subjective. We can get turned on by anything and everything. Having mind-blowing sex is about rejecting the messages you receive about your sexuality that don’t ring true to you. Feeling sexy and finding great sex is more about shutting out that erroneous information than listening to it. Once you’ve learned to navigate the perils of societal expectations and messages that keep you from fully being yourself, sex will become the most amazing, fulfilling, empowering experience you can have.

You may come across a new thing or two in these pages, especially once we get out of our heads and into our bodies. If  you come across something unfamiliar, read about it. If it doesn’t appeal to you, you don’t have to do it. Don’t be afraid of new ideas. Consider new paths to pleasure and don’t judge paths chosen by others. At the very least you’ll have some new topics with which to wow guests at your next dinner party.

 



I LOVE SEX. I especially love writing, talking, and reading about sex. I love kinky sex and vanilla sex, married sex, and casual sex. Rough sex, embarrassing sex, probably-shouldn’t-have sex, funny sex, awkward sex, intimate sex, anonymous sex. The only bad sex is sex that makes you feel bad. Sex is liberating as long as we’re liberated.

I’ve divided this book into three parts. Part 1 is the foundation you need to get the sex life you want. It’s about changing your attitudes, unlearning obsessive and self-harming behaviors, and letting go of the hang-ups that do nothing but hold you back.

Part 2 will teach you how to do all sorts of things better: introduce you to new techniques and give you a greater understanding of just how smoothly the physical side of sex can work once you’ve mastered the skills.

Part 3 is for sexual adventurers. It’s for the single folks who want to remain forever memorable to their lovers and the married couples that want to take their sex lives to a whole new realm of sexual experimentation. Part 3 is full of advice about the little extras and the kinky fun. It offers advice for a lifetime of fulfilling sex.

For the two hundred-plus pages, forget sexual orientation and sexual identity; we don’t need them right now. If you are female, by biology or identity, this book is for you. Straight, gay,  bisexual, lesbian, transgendered, bisexual, queer, mainstream, alternative, urban, suburban, polyamorous, married—we have similar sexual needs. Our specific tastes and preferred techniques might vary, but our sexual response and basic physical and psychological requirements are pretty much the same.

With that in mind, I’ve done my best to be inclusive. Sometimes I address women with male partners, sometimes it’s about women with female partners, and within the categories of male and female I address a whole array of genders. Femaleness comes in many forms, not all of them feminine. My own sexuality has manifested in so many different ways that while I call myself a lesbian, I have been, at different times in my life, straight and married, straight, married, and bicurious, polyamorous, nonmonogamous, in an open marriage, bisexual and single, the straight partner of a transgendered man, and for the past ten years, a lesbian in relationships with women. Regardless of the sex or gender of my partner, my body always worked exactly the same way. My sexuality was never about who I was having sex with, it was about who I was when I was having sex.

Gender gets a lot of attention in this book as well. Talking and thinking about gender is important to every type of couple. It’s easy to get hung up on masculinity and femininity in bed. We’ve burdened all sorts of fun sexual acts with gender hang-ups. And that’s got to go. Gender and gender roles can make sex exciting; there’s a sexual tension that stems from our differences. But there’s a way to enjoy gender differences without being imprisoned by them.

Understanding gender and our expectations around it is an essential part of accepting ourselves and our partners. Women  are expected to fall naturally into a more passive role in bed. It’s something we’re taught as children: women should wait around for someone to want them, for the man to ask them out and initiate sex. You might have desires that fall outside of traditional femininity but repress them thinking your partner won’t find you attractive. Sometimes those of us who fall along the feminine side of the gender spectrum worry that our partners won’t find us attractive if we aren’t dressed up all the time. Or maybe we worry that the things that get us hot in bed will make us seem slutty or make us feel guilty. We sometimes hold ourselves back from real pleasure worrying that embracing what we want will make us seem less attractive.

These same insecurities affect our partners. Men, for instance, are often stuck in what they think is masculine behavior. And their fear of not being masculine enough prevents them from having all sorts of pleasure in bed that they could have if they let down their gender guard a bit. But it’s not just men that are roped into this limited interpretation of masculinity, either. Anyone who identifies with masculinity can struggle with this. It’s not uncommon for butch lesbians, transmen, or even women with masculine partners to quantify and qualify masculinity, policing it for transgressiveness and preventing themselves or their partners from experimenting sexually and socially.

If you are a man reading this book, or someone who identifies with a more masculine role, let me assure you that becoming a sexually realized, happy sex partner is about keeping yourself and your lovers from thinking too hard about right and wrong ways to express ourselves in bed. Anything—and I mean absolutely anything—fun that feels good to both of you is perfectly  okay. Experiment with and enjoy the vessel you’re in. There are so many ways to find pleasure in the body and you are only hurting yourself if you decide some are off limits.

I hope that regardless of who you are and who you sleep with you’ll come away from reading this book with a new perspective, understanding, and acceptance of all the women around you.

 



I’VE WRITTEN THIS book for women because I am one. I know what it’s like to move through this world as a woman. I know what it’s like not only to have sex as a woman, but with a woman. And I know that our sexuality is still enigmatic, even to ourselves.

Chaucer wondered about what we really wanted when it came to sex all the way back in the fourteenth century. Freud wondered about it in the nineteenth century, and today so many researchers are still asking that question you could swing your handbag and hit one. Frankly, the question is dated and the answer is so obvious: We all want different things.

Simone de Beauvoir published The Second Sex in 1949. The “second sex” was women, she explained. The entire world was defined by men, and women were simply defined as “not men.” All these years later this idea still shapes the way we see ourselves sexually. We’re still struggling with what we want because female sexuality is simply defined as “not male.” This is true whether you have male lovers or not. Lesbian sex is particularly mysterious for anyone who doesn’t have it. “Which one is the guy?” everyone wonders. Or, if it is understood that there is no guy, the assumption is that it must not be “real sex.”

Think of this book as a place where your sexuality exists outside of a partner. And if you can’t picture what your sexuality  looks like outside of a partner, then that’s where you need to start: Figure out what it means for you to be sexual in a way that pleases no one but yourself. Together we’re going to find new ways to be sexual and enjoy thrilling, liberating, mind-blowing, and life-affirming sex.






PART ONE

 CULTIVATING SEXUAL ECSTASY
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 A SELECTIVE HISTORY OF FEMALE SEXUALITY


ONE OF THE oldest and most famous depictions of the sexualized female body is the Venus of Willendorf. Dating back to 22,000 BCE, it’s a limestone carving about four inches high of a naked woman with oversize breasts, hips, belly, and vulva, tiny little arms, and no feet. We don’t know what she was designed for. Having no feet, she can’t stand up, and she’s not flat, so it doesn’t seem like she’s meant to be sitting on the prehistoric version of a knickknack shelf. She’s carved from a type of limestone not local to the area she was discovered in, and, although no one is absolutely certain of her purpose, evidence suggests she was made to be held and carried around. The Willendorf Venus was the first of many similar statuettes to have been discovered; all are a similar size, and all feature prominent breasts, butts, and vulvas.

Scientists and art historians love to argue about the significance of these little statues, now called the Venus figurines, often with little evidence to support their theories. The generally accepted, mainstream interpretation is that they are fertility symbols of some sort—or at least that’s what I learned in my college art history class, and I bet you did, too.

At some point in high school, I decided to rebel against my not particularly stringent, but still sort of Catholic, upbringing by proclaiming myself a pagan goddess-worshipper. This identity seemed very sexy and exotic, which suited my teenage self just fine. I read up on and adopted the myth of prehistoric matriarchal societies where fertility, childbearing, and the female body were revered. Some of this I took from two important books by archaeologist Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess and The Civilization of the Goddess. Being in high school, I wasn’t exactly the most careful scholar and I’m sure I made up plenty of details on my own.

Somehow, the Venus of Willendorf figured prominently in my belief system. That little statue was, as far as I was concerned, proof that the patriarchy was a relatively modern invention, and that in prehistoric societies women were worshipped. It all sounded pretty good, and as an identity the goddess-worshipping thing went well with my penchant for flowy skirts and toe rings. Also, any time you want to make a case for mainstream beauty ideals being a creation of the mainstream media, you can point to the Venus of Willendorf and her nearly total roundness. Poor little Venus—everyone’s got an opinion about her. The matri-archists claim she’s a goddess, the art historians have suggested she’s a fertility symbol, and some researchers have proposed that Venus is a product of women creating self-affirming representations of themselves, like an Ice Age Vagina Monologues.


So far, about two hundred Venus figurines have been discovered, all showing signs of having been handled and passed around. They were portable, exchangeable, and possibly collectible. The majority of them are naked, though a few are depicted  wearing clothing of some sort, and a couple, found in the Russian site Kostenki, are wearing what look like restraints. As Timothy Taylor points out in The Prehistory of Sex, one figurine is wearing a breast-accentuating chest harness, and another seems to have her wrists bound together.

Given that these sculptures were dug up from the frozen tundra, it’s not likely that a chest harness was functional clothing; it was probably just Stone Age lingerie. Which brings me to the disconcerting fact that, for all my early enthusiasm about ancient matriarchal culture, the Venus of Willendorf and the rest of the Venus figurines were probably just prehistoric pornography. Of all the theories out there, this is the one that the evidence actually points to. According to Cynthia Eller in The Myth of Matriarchal Prehistory: Why an Invented Past Will Not Give Women a Future, there’s no more evidence for ancient matriarchy then there is for Santa Claus. I hate to admit it, but it looks like we’ve been seen as sex objects for two million years.

Fast-forward to about 3,000 BCE, when the Greeks were having sex all over the place. You’d think in a society rife with same-sex eroticism, women would enjoy a little more freedom, but you’d be wrong. Female sexuality existed (which is something, I guess), but it was thought to be very dangerous—a phenomenon that, if left unchecked, could cause women to tear men limb from limb in their quest to sate their unbridled lust.

Female lust, by the way, wasn’t seen as a pleasure-based pursuit, the way men enjoyed sex; instead, women were thought to be driven by the reproductive function of the uterus. If not given what it wanted, which was pregnancy, the uterus would wander around the body, creating havoc and choking the life out of its  owner. The Greeks kept the womb under control by promoting the necessity of marriage and childbearing. Women were called gyne, which meant “childbearer.” They were considered property (a bit like cattle), were barely allowed to leave the house, and were valued mostly for reproduction. The Romans would divorce their wives for failing to bear children.

It got worse when the Christians showed up. The philosopher St. Augustine had a lot to say about women, and none of it was good. Augustine used to be somewhat of a wild man, having mistresses and indulging in various decadent pursuits, until he had a spiritual crisis that led to his converting to Christianity. Once he went religious, he became really down on sex. Apparently disgusted by his youthful escapades, he renounced sex completely, became celibate, and said everyone else should do the same.

Augustine promoted the idea that women were evil temptresses who would lead men astray and separate them from their rational minds. He was a very prolific writer and the author of over a hundred separate works on everything from Christian doctrine to incontinence. Propagated by word of mouth, his writings became accepted over time as the word of the church. Christian thinking had a rather lasting effect, and led to inventions like chastity belts that allowed men to lock up their wives, controlling their sexuality in a most literal sense.

Female sexuality took an odd turn in Victorian times, when the idea that it might be a normal function all but disappeared. The nineteenth century was harsh. The recommended treatments for the frightening, life-threatening diseases masturbation and nymphomania were generally application of leeches to the clitoris, vulva, and anus. Leeches were eventually replaced by  clitoridectomy. Masturbation was thought to be life-threatening, that left unchecked it would lead to insomnia, exhaustion, neurasthenia, epilepsy, moral insanity, insanity, blindness, convulsions, melancholia, paralysis, and eventually coma and death. Women who had sexual feelings were subjected to elaborate medical treatments designed to dampen their desires, or were even committed to insane asylums.

Genital excitement led to hysteria and was believed to be caused by daydreaming and reading novels. The famed neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot believed that women’s genitals were in fact the source of many diseases of the mind, including something called “menstrual madness.” Charcot often held public tutorials on hysteria, attended by large groups of physicians. During these demonstrations, he would display the naked body of a female patient so doctors could inspect her genitals for signs of arousal and “illness.” Famed psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud was a pupil of Charcot’s and in attendance at these lectures, which puts some of his theories about female sexuality into perspective.

Upper-class Victorian women, on the other hand, were thought to be so chaste and sexless that men often visited prostitutes rather than subject their wives, bastions of morality that they were, to their base desires. So virtuous were Victorian women that their symptoms of sexual frustration were treated as something completely asexual. They were often diagnosed with hysteria and dispatched to physicians, who took care of their physical symptoms by masturbating them to orgasm in what seemed to be a very unsexy and routine medical procedure.

Hysteria, or chronic sexual frustration, as Rachel P. Maines explains it in her book The Technology of Orgasm, was the bread  and butter of many physicians. It was chronic and incurable, and required regular office visits. The treatment for hysteria was an orgasm, which required a very hands-on approach by doctors. These arduous hand jobs often left the patients feeling much relieved, as you can imagine. Funny thing about all this: While we have to assume at least some patients were in the know, most sublimated their sexuality so successfully that these office visits were truly devoid of any risqué nature.

Prostitution was very popular in the nineteenth century, so much so that it sparked a sexual reform movement in New York and Boston as part of the larger movement toward social reform. Driven by middle-class white women, the sexual reform movement was a call for social morality, as well as for public heath, since syphilis was very common at the time. It was also spurred by racism and the “racial purity” concerns of white women who disapproved of their husbands’ having sex with women of color.

In a battle that echoes today’s ideological clashes between Second Wave and Third Wave feminism, middle-class white women wanted to get rid of sex work and teach sex workers domestic skills like sewing and cleaning. Sex workers, on the other hand, were resistant to forgoing relatively high-paying sex work for a hard living as low-paid domestic workers.

Social reform got more serious after the Civil War, and suffragists like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton got involved. The social reform movement blocked a move to legalize prostitution in New York in 1867 and quickly spread to other sex-related issues, such as setting the age of consent and creating statutory-rape laws, sexually segregating prisons, outlawing abortion, opposing contraception, and censoring pornography.

In the early twentieth century, Sigmund Freud was in his heyday. To this day, you can blame him for nearly every annoying theory about female sexuality you’ve been subjected to, not to mention every orgasm you’ve ever faked. One of Freud’s more famous and preposterous claims was that young girls suffered from penis envy. As you can imagine, this theory, which claims that little girls feel deficient because they lack the same organ that boys have, has gotten Freud a lot of play over the years, mostly because it’s hilariously outrageous.

Freud also proposed the idea that having an orgasm through stimulation of the external head of the clit was immature and something girls would grow out of. A clitoral orgasm was an inferior one, and served as evidence that a woman had yet to reach full sexual maturity. A woman who really loved her husband was supposed to transfer her orgasmic feeling from the head of her clit to her vagina.

Margaret Sanger came along during the middle of the twentieth century. She started out as a nurse in New York, where she saw widespread misery among the poor, who had no way to control how many children they had. She realized the best way to help women who were stuck in this cycle of poverty was to teach them how to prevent unwanted pregnancies. In 1916, Sanger opened the first birth control clinic in the United States and was subsequently jailed for being a public nuisance and distributing obscene materials. Eventually, all the police actions against her drummed up public support and led to a 1936 court decision allowing doctors to prescribe contraceptives. Many states still prohibited the distribution of birth control, though; it wasn’t until two U.S. Supreme Court decisions in 1965 and 1970 that the last restrictions were removed.

In 1953, Kinsey and colleagues rocked everyone’s world by publishing the controversial Sexual Behavior in the Human Female. Though the book reported on myriad taboo subjects, such as orgasm, masturbation, premarital sex, and infidelity within marriage, most shocking to public sensibilities was the idea that women were as capable of enjoying sexual pleasure as men.

A little later, William Masters and Virginia Johnson published their groundbreaking work on the physiology of sexual arousal and intercourse. The sexual response cycle, as described by Masters and Johnson, begins with excitation, as blood rushes to the genitals in both sexes. Excitation is followed by the plateau stage, the state of arousal leading up to orgasm. After orgasm is the resolution phase, in which the genitals return to normal.

Their discoveries helped women, their partners, and medical practitioners understand the events of sexual excitement. They demystified the process of female genital arousal and lubrication, demonstrating that wetness came from the vaginal walls and not the cervix, as previously believed. They explained the physiological changes of the vulva, the engorgement, and hyperaemia. They detailed the changes the vagina goes through during different stages of arousal, including vaginal tenting during the plateau stage. And they explained the process of orgasm, which consists of involuntary contractions of the uterus.

In the 1970s, sex therapist and psychiatrist Helen Singer Kaplan added “desire” to Masters and Johnson’s cycle. In Kaplan’s model, desire comes first, then sexual excitement and eventually orgasm. Because desire is a psychological state, Kaplan’s model emphasized the role of the mind in female sexual response and demonstrated the ways in which anxiety, fear,  lack of communication, and lack of information can interrupt sexual response for women. Our understanding of female sexual response was augmented once again in the 1980s by gynecologist Rosemary Basson, who suggested that desire might lead to sexual stimulation, but sexual stimulation can also stoke desire. Basson’s model more accurately explained female sexual response where desire often comes in response to sexual stimuli rather than spontaneously. Basson also asserted that orgasm did not have to be the only goal of sexual activity and that women could feel satisfied in any of the stages that lead to orgasm.

During the ’70s and ’80s, our understanding of the physiology of female sexuality was incrementally broadening, but society was determined to keep us in our place. A new wave of feminism, now commonly referred to as the second-wave, sought to raise our status in society by liberating us from oppressive gender roles. This was a hugely important time and laid the groundwork for the sexual freedoms we enjoy today. However, the sometimes-dogmatic approach taken by feminists in the ’70s left some women feeling underserved by the very movement that sought to liberate them.

The feminist sex wars were a period in the ’70s in which sexuality dominated much of the discussion about feminism. It started with concerns about lesbian sexuality and eventually grew into debates about all forms of sexuality, including heterosexuality, pornography, sadomasochism, butch/femme roles, and sex work. Pornography and its effects on the rights of women in society was quickly adopted as a main area of concern, and from this the antipornography feminist movement was born.

Very soon afterward, there was a backlash against antiporn thinking and the way it seemed tied up with negative views of  sexuality in general. Some women, after fighting for so long to have their sexuality recognized, were hesitant to have it policed by well-meaning but strictly antiporn feminists. The two sides of the debate became polarized; tempers rose, debates ensued, and the sex wars were born.

The leader of the antiporn camp was a woman named Andrea Dworkin. Her rather extreme views—that pornography was responsible for every type of violence against women and that male sexuality was by nature aggressive and violent—were adopted as the basic rhetoric of the antiporn movement. In her book Pornography: Men Possessing Women, Dworkin asserted that the theme of all pornography was male domination of women, and that porn was thus extremely damaging not only to the women who performed it but to women everywhere, because men internalize its inherent misogyny.

The sex-positive camp believed that sexuality was a primarily physically pleasurable activity that extended beyond a simple need for bonding and intimacy for both men and women. Sex-positive feminists believed that a patriarchal society harmed everyone, not just women. This school of feminists was against censorship and suppression of pornography, explaining that these laws only served to further oppress sexual expression. An academic named Gayle Rubin was a prominent figure in sex-positive feminism; her essay “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality” is one of the theoretical cornerstones of the movement. In the essay, she calls for sexual liberation as a feminist goal and explains that we need to develop distinct theories of sexuality that are not just categorized under the umbrella of feminist thought.

Many issues raised during the sex wars still plague us today. Debates about pornography rage on, with some camps maintaining that it’s an issue of violence against women and some claiming it’s more a matter of free speech. Also hotly debated are questions about appropriate and politically correct sexuality. What’s okay? What’s not? Questions about the morality of rape fantasies, SM, gender roles, and virginity still loom large in public discourse.

Purity balls and virginity pledges, which promote sexual abstinence for young women, are yet another way in which female sexuality is controlled today. Among other religious-based debates about sexuality in the United States is the conversation about young people and sex education. Rather than offering comprehensive education about sex and sexuality, most schools in the United States endorse abstinence-only sex education, which promotes negative ideas about sex and strengthens the misguided notion that there are right and wrong ways to express sexuality.

While societal beliefs about our sexuality have been and remain complicated, a growing culture of sex-positivity has ushered in more freedom than we’ve ever before enjoyed. Today it’s easy to find sexual information that places as much importance on women’s sexual satisfaction as reproductive health. A new wave of pleasure activists and pro-sex feminists have joined the voices of sex-positive pioneers like Annie Sprinkle, Carol Queen, Barbara Carrellas, Tristan Taormino, Susie Bright, Nina Hartley, and so many others to change things permanently for the better. Despite the many obstacles we’ve faced, we continue to explore our sexuality, our individual turn-ons, and sexual wants and needs. When I look at today’s sexual landscape, I see sexually  empowered women everywhere I look. Sure we still have a lot of work to do, but we’ve finally reached a place where true sexual liberation is within our reach.
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RETHINKING SEX


I FEEL LIKE I’M always learning about sex. I read about it, write about it, talk about it at conferences, and, of course, have as much of it as I can, and I am constantly surprised by the amount of new information I encounter. Funny how much there is we don’t know, when sex has been around as long as we have, and that’s what? Four million years? Part of my job, as I’ve come to discover, is separating useful information from information that further obfuscates what we need to know to have fantastic sex lives. I enjoy thinking, talking, and writing about sex almost as much as I love having it. And not just the mechanics of sex—I also enjoy thinking, talking, and writing about sexuality, gender, culture, and society. I’ve spent my life combining those things. I know that my desire to understand who I am in this world as a woman and a sexual person, combined with my eagerness to master sexual techniques, is what makes me a good lover.

I believe that good sex requires an open mind, a willingness to listen and learn, and practical skills. This book is neither a thorough discussion of feminism nor an exhaustive list of bedroom skills. Instead, it’s an introduction to the idea that the two  things complement each other. Sex-positive feminism is something we’re already familiar with. What I hope to provide you with is feminism-positive sex.




SEXUALITY IS CULTURE 

What we think we understand about sex and sexuality has changed over time, and is still changing rapidly. Our sexuality is a cultural phenomenon, meaning that while our drive to have sex may be innate, the way we express ourselves sexually—for instance, the type of sex we desire, and what we consider erotic or taboo—changes based on the culture we live in. A lot of current thinking on sexuality still tells us that women are less sexual than men and are by nature heterosexual and monogamous. This thinking about female sexuality is rooted in a very sexist notion that females don’t desire sex as much as men, and instead, being naturally powerless, use it as a form of currency.

For instance, many popular theories about female sexuality and infidelity purport that females, being less able to fend for themselves, have evolved to offer sex to multiple partners on the sly in exchange for things their partner can bring them, like food and protection. These are ideas we’ve constructed as a society because they reinforce the power of the dominant culture and have been upheld so strongly over time that they now seem as if they are part of our biological makeup.

We’re in a period where it is very popular for science to link gender differences with biological differences in the brains of males and females. This is why contemporary sex and relationship advice centers on helping individuals understand “the  opposite sex.” Men are from Mars, women are from Venus, etc. We can’t know for sure, though, that the development of our brains isn’t somehow affected by our socialization as male or female. If the female brain is better designed for communication and empathy, as theories claim, and the male brain is designed more for linear thinking and spatial tasks, is it purely genetic, or is our brain development affected by our environment?

Contemporary theories about the biological differences between men and women, heterosexuals and homosexuals, are so easy to believe because they seem true, and backed up by science . Scientific discoveries, however, are limited by the way science is practiced, i.e., positivism, or the belief that knowledge isn’t authentic unless it can be positively verified. This form of scientific inquiry favors the idea that all gender differences are biologically driven and innate, and that if we don’t fit neatly into the prescribed roles that match our biological sex, then we are somehow deficient or, worse, deviant.

Science has offered misguided theories about female sexuality from the very beginning. Aristotle was sure that women were just men who had failed to grow penises in the womb. It was once thought that vaginas were penises turned inside out, that menstrual blood and breast milk were the same thing as semen, and that the uterus was simply a penis that had gotten stuck up inside the body.
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