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			Introduction

			In Luca Guadagnino’s Challengers, there’s a scene where Josh O’Connor’s character Patrick, a young professional tennis player, dives into bed with his girlfriend, Tashi: he begins to kiss her stomach, lifting up her t-shirt with his teeth. Tashi, played by Zendaya, is a tennis prodigy biding her time at Stanford; Patrick is here to visit her while he’s on tour. Their bodies are lithe, strong, beautiful, their youthful vitality emphasised by the unglamorous backdrop of an American college dorm room, that eternally recognisable space of sexual opportunity in the movies. Patrick’s hands slip underneath Tashi’s pink, see-through bra, and slide down to grab her ass; Tashi climbs on top of him, and when he rises up to meet her, she playfully, authoritatively pushes him back down. As important as the physical gestures here, though, is the verbal back-and-forth between their heated kisses and gropes: what, in their sport, you might call volleying. The scene is as much about physical desire as it is an expression of the fact that to retain Tashi’s attention, Patrick needs to stop being shit at tennis. 

			“You have no idea how lonely it is on tour,” he says into her mouth while they kiss. 

			 “Is that why you haven’t won any Challengers?” she teases.

			Tashi loves the game. She is exhilarated by the pleasures of being a high-performing tennis player, as well as the pleasures her body can bring her off the court. She is always looking for that sweet spot where desire makes playing the game better; where playing the game feels like that desire can be sublimated entirely. What Tashi wants, in many ways, is the centre of this film, and so is the fact that she’s so, so hot that she ensnares two grown men into structuring their entire lives around her decade-spanning game of desire, tennis, and sex. 

			In short, the film is very sexy, and Tashi is very sexy. In a review that matches its subject’s propulsive sexuality, IndieWire critic David Ehrlich writes that Challengers revels in “Zendaya’s physical beauty”, describing this scene as making “an IMAX-worthy spectacle of her ass, while another suggests that her raw sexuality is enough to whip up the biggest windstorm the tri-state area has seen since Hurricane Sandy.”1 Curiously, some deemed this language a masturbatory indulgence. This particular snippet drew reactions on social media like “Ehrlich wrote this shit with one hand”, leading him to respond: “have the “anti sex scene” people graduated to being against the empirical fact of sexuality? these are straightforward descriptions of the framing in one scene, and how eroticism is expressed through the weather in another.”2 

			The “anti sex scene” sentiment he refers to is largely centred around the idea that sex scenes are always unnecessary and gratuitous: they do not advance the plot, and have nothing of value to contribute to storytelling, characterisation, or any other composite attributes that tally up to make a film or TV show. Such utilitarian framing often seems to be working overtime to obscure a growing, deep-seated discomfort with sexuality that anxiously lies beneath the surface. Like many other things to do with sex – a topic that seems to fascinate and alarm us in equal measure, creating a paradoxical atmosphere where sex is both everywhere and something we must pretend doesn’t exist – the sex scene has become a cultural talking point heavily invested with symbolic significance. In 2023, a study by the UCLA Centre for Scholars and Storytellers was widely covered by mainstream media for its headline-ready key finding that Gen Z want to see less sex on screen, while the ostensible importance of the age group being interviewed including ten-year-olds was largely ignored.3 As with all “scandals”, perhaps more important than the statistics themselves is how they might provide us with a legitimising terrain for a highly charged, acutely emotional debate. Every few months, some version of this conversation is impressively resuscitated by less and less provocative material; a veritable hydra of discourse, you may cut off its head, but two hundred tweets will emerge in its place. This phenomenon is striking, as despite increasingly commonplace protest against the sex scene, it is, in fact, disappearing: since the year 2000, the amount of sex and nudity in films has decreased by almost 40 percent.4 What is it about sex and its representations that causes such a disproportionate reaction? And why should we care that the sex scene, by all measures, is vanishing off our screens?

			For as long as the movies have existed, they’ve been talking about sex. It is not insignificant that one of the first films ever commercially screened to a public audience was Thomas Edison’s The Kiss in 1896, an 18-second-long clip of stage actors May Irwin and John Rice locking lips; critics were apoplectic, calling the film “bestial” and “positively disgusting”.5 From the reign of the Hays Code, introduced in 1934 to combat ‘obscenity’ in Hollywood and forcing filmmakers like Alfred Hitchcock to imply sex on screen with a train entering a tunnel in North by Northwest (1959); to the international shock caused by unsimulated, hardcore sex in Nagisa Oshima’s In The Realm of the Senses (1976), its undeveloped negatives shipped off to France to circumvent Japanese censors; and to pornography being the driving force behind why we have home video formats like VHS, DVD, and the streaming services we use today, the long history of the movies has, in many ways, been written by this push and pull: between our desire to get closer to sex via the moving image, and the social and legal regulation of what it should be allowed to reveal.

			Today, the constantly recurring “debate” about the sex scene is a crucible within which we can see our ideas of sexuality shifting in real time. I talk about social media not to engage in terminally online navel-gazing, but because for better and for worse, the internet is perhaps the single most important realm today where sex itself is shaped. On some level, of course, there couldn’t be anything further away from having sex than being on Twitter (I refuse to call it X, though the pornographic irony does not escape me). But sex is a discourse, in the incontrovertible fact that everything we understand about it – its norms, practices, imagery, gestures, associations, taboos – is shaped by how we talk about it. While we largely still think of sex as an intensely private act, to understand it as a discourse is to acknowledge the ways in which our most intimate behaviours and beliefs have been formed in dialogue with how sex is “spoken”: drawing on Foucault, film scholar Linda Williams writes that we do not so much speak about sex, which “presumes a stable object of investigation”, but speak sex, since “the very speaking forms part of sex’s discursive construction.”6 Our idea of sex and sexuality, what it can and cannot be, is structured by a vast array of interconnected, material and ideological factors: everything from media platforms, gender socialisation, healthcare, housing, to the political and economic systems we live under – and of course, the movies. 

			Vanishingly few of us learn about sex the “proper way”, if there is one. If the closest thing we have is sex education, its provision is nowhere near adequate, and its content can be dangerously dismal: sometimes, merely functioning as a thin veil for abstinence propaganda. Some of our very first encounters with sex and sexuality are thus likely to have arrived in the form of the moving image: whether it was the elusive implication of sex in a romantic film; a more explicit sex scene our parents might have fast forwarded through, grasping frantically for the TV remote; or, of course, pornography. 

			I don’t know if I recall my first time watching sex on screen as a clearly-delineated event, but what I do remember from those early encounters is a haze of feelings, atmospheres, and illicitly enjoyed secrecies that for me, became inextricable from the process of falling in love with movies themselves. The prurience of flicking through the red-labelled 18s in the DVD section; secretly watching Todd Haynes’ Carol when I was supposed to be doing homework, holding my breath as Cate Blanchett and Rooney Mara touched each other, bodies posed and framed like marble sculptures; and somewhere along the way, inheriting the shame that makes us embarrassed to talk and think about sex, let alone watch it, in front of other people. Today, I’m fascinated by that visceral response of discomfort, that imperative to look away. What might we find at its root?

			I love a good sex scene. There’s something about the particular way it reacquaints me with the immediacy of my body, whether I’m sitting in the movie theatre or slouched luxuriously in bed, laptop balanced on my thighs. We often say we are touched by a film, but what does this mean? Williams articulates how the sex scene in particular simultaneously “distances us from the immediate, proximate experience of touching and feeling with our own bodies” and “[brings] us back to feeling in these same bodies.”7 Some of the most important encounters with my identity and my desires have been granted to me by the sex scene, through the way it speaks to my body at the same time as my imagination, to proximity as well as distance: the distance that allows desire to exist. The sex scene can provide so much imagery, language and possibility where we have none; equally, it can capture the troubling ambivalences of sex, and make visible – even critique – the social, cultural, and political environment in which our most intimate acts and desires take shape. A good sex scene can allow us to get down, get messy.

			

			What could it mean, then, to understand an increasingly popular opposition to the sex scene, one of the most culturally visible and powerfully immediate ways we “speak sex” into being, through an explicitly political lens? To think about our relationships to sex, art, and cinema as consumers under capitalism? What might emerge when we think about anti-sex scene sentiment amidst the rollback of reproductive rights, and its implied directive of abstinence; or the widespread, virulent attacks on our trans siblings? How might we think about the distance between our bodies and the bodies of others when homeless people and hotels full of asylum seekers are being set on fire? When horrific footage of genocide is livestreamed to our devices from Palestine, footage we are supposed to scroll past, never allow to permeate, so we move on like nothing is wrong? How do we contest the violence of deciding that some bodies do not matter, and that above all, our own bodies must remain unmoved and acquiescent? These threads are not as disparate as they initially seem. Exploring the sex scene as a political artefact can illuminate the myriad ways our bodies are being disciplined into action or inaction today. 

			Revolutionary Desires emerges from this moment, one that is both increasingly puritanical and increasingly violent, to make the case that far from being unnecessary, the sex scene is politically important. It intervenes with a staunch celebration of the power and necessity of sex on screen, not solely for the oft-cited reason that artistic freedom is important, but because of how cinema’s erotic imagination – as a force that can shock, seduce, displace, overwhelm – can be politically transformative. 

			This book explores how our encounter with the sex scene can open up our bodies and minds to imagine the possibility of resistance to violent regimes of capitalism and patriarchy; how it can give us scripts for the kind of expansive, queer intimacies and solidarities that might help us build movements; how it could move us to demand real pleasure, which is also to demand liberation from a world that denies pleasure for so many. Desire reminds us that deep in our bones, there is something we want and don’t have yet, and revolution has to be done by bodies that want to be free. Are you ready to fuck the system?

			

		

	
		
			

			 

			Chapter 1: The disappearance of the sex scene

			On my walk home from work, I routinely make my way past a large LED billboard that feeds pedestrians and commuters a stream of advertisements: for eye serums, mobile phone plans, streaming services. Last year, I remember seeing one that read: ‘Say hello to The Recliner. Buy online for £7.99.’ From far away, it could have registered as an ad for an outrageously inexpensive armchair. Drawing slightly closer – or indeed, because of the familiar stylings of its black, white, and orange branding – you’d quickly realise it was an ad for the multiplex cinema chain, Vue.

			I was struck by this ad: this idea that we could be enticed to the movie theatre not by what’s on screen, but by the chairs we’d get to sit in. We are all very tired: by work, care responsibilities, how the bare necessities of living, let alone leisure, are becoming unaffordable, perhaps tired of the uncomfortable sofa in a living room we will rent but never own. Maybe it’s fine to show up for The Recliner’s promise of structured comfort and distraction, and not really mind what we are being distracted by.

			It is strange, though, that our bodies – beckoned towards The Recliner’s business class plane seat mobility, the same bodies that keep this whole movie business afloat by buying tickets to watch something at the cinema – can be positioned at the forefront of the movie theatre experience, but are overwhelmingly becoming less of a concern for movies themselves. Cast an eye over the ads that plaster the sides of buses, what’s steadily raked in billions at the box office over the past decade or so, and the way our theatres are becoming increasingly dominated by franchises, reboots, sequels and Cinematic Universes: do any of these films attempt to engage us meaningfully as bodies that touch, feel, desire? 

			Talking through his selections in the Criterion Collection’s DVD closet, actor Gael García Bernal picks up a copy of Alfonso Cuarón’s 2001 film Y tu mamá también. In this film, two teenage boys – one played by a then 21-year-old García Bernal – embark on a road trip across Mexico with a beautiful older woman. Together, with her guidance, they encounter lessons in love, friendship, grief, and life. Initially more of a horny, irreverent playground for the boys – the film’s comedic opening scene sees them squeezing in one last quickie with their respective girlfriends before the girls catch a flight to Italy – sex is eventually where they shed their immature machismo in favour of discovering more profound intimacies, culminating with a devastatingly moving three-way that marks the film’s bittersweet, vulnerable swan song. Sex is an essential part of the film’s coming-of-age story, of the emotional textures of its characters’ lives. Made over twenty years ago, the film feels like it belongs to a bygone era. “I want you to tell me which film has made you horny in the last years,” García Bernal says, holding the DVD in his hands. “There’s not many. I miss that from cinema.”8 

			There is a particular travesty he identifies here. It’s not just that the sex scene is becoming a rarity, but that the kind of film that’s even interested in drawing us closer with touch, feeling, and visceral response – that eroticism itself, explicit or implied – is disappearing. Even beyond the remit of the erotic thriller and its heyday in the 1980s-90s, desire and sexuality was once regarded a normal topic of exploration across genres: as quotidian and worthy of attention as anything else in our lives. Mike Nichols’ 1967 coming-of-age classic The Graduate had sex in it; Spike Lee’s 1989 comedy drama Do The Right Thing had sex in it; even blockbusters and superhero movies contained some pretty unhinged sexual energy. Remember the ghost blowjob in Ghostbusters? Or Michelle Pfeiffer’s iconic BDSM-inspired latex Catwoman costume in Batman Returns, and her lasciviously licking Michael Keaton’s face?  
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