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UNDERSTANDING ORGASM 

Tiresias, who hes been both man and woman, was asked, as Ovid's legend goes, 
to mediate in a dispute between Jovl! and Juno aa h~1 which Bex got more pleasure 
from lovemaking, Tiresias unhesitatingly answered that woMen did. Yet in the 
intervening 2000 years between Ovid's time and our own, a mythology haa been 
built up which not only holds the opposite to be true, but ha~ made this belief 
an uoswerving ideology dictating the quality of relations between_ the sexes. . 
Women's sexuality, defined by men to benefit men, has been downgraded and per~· 
verted, repressed and channeled, denied and abused until' women themselves, 
thoroughly convinced of their se~ual inferiority to men. wculd prob~blr be 
dumbfounded to learn that there is scientific proof that Titesias waa indeed right. 

The myth was codified by Freud as 1I1uch as anyone else. In "Thre·e Essays on 
the· theory of _Sexuality, 11

. Freud formu~ated his basi~ ideas eoncerning feminine 
sexuality: ~or little girls, the lead~'i'B erogenous zone _i.~ their bodie~ ls . 
the clitoris; in order for the tra~sHi~n·to womanhood ~o be su·c:cessful; the· 
clit.oris must abandon its sexual pr'iina.cy to the vagi,ns ;. womei'..-in whom th~1J • 
transition has riot been complete reinai'n clitorally-ol"'ientE!d, or "sexually' i: 

anaesthetic." and "psychosexually immature. 11 In· 'the 'cont~Xt o'f' Freudr-s tot'al 
psychoana ~ytic view_ of womeµ. ... that they .are not whole. human ~eings but mut~late~ 
ma Les who l_ong :a 11 'their lives for a penis an<i. must, struggle to ~e·c:a.cil~ thea;il:' . 
selve; to it·s, ·1ack - the requirement of a ·1:raroiUt of :erotic ·sens·at!dn froin;. ·, 
clitoris to vagina be~ame' a. prima facie cas~ for) theit 'inevitable· s~_xual iaferiority. 
In Freud Is. log1.:c', ' d,~s~: 1-<,,ho s·tr'ugg le to become' ~t-ia't_: thef ar,e not must'' ij,e ·{~fer io~• 

• I. ._ I ') ' •f.•f ,,., • I • • •j ' • { 

to ·t·hat-·to wb1.~h.:.thet:aspire. ' • -
• 1 • ' 

Freud:'bimself adm_itted near the end of hfs life t_hat his knowle.dge ·of wmen was. 
inaa~qiia'.ti/,· •• "If 'you want to know more about femininity~ :,YO!J must i.hterrogate 
your own experience, or turn to the poets, or· wait until science ·can; give you 
more ,.J>~ ... ~fQund and more cobere.o.t. Woeomat.':'-_oa, 11 he ~.a.id; he a_ls~Jaoped _the _female 
ps.~1~-a- who .fo-lloveD him would be able, to find out more. But th~ post­
Freu,cU.ans ~ciher~ci'rtg 1d ly to the doctrine' of the. mas fer; a'nd, as· ~fth most of ; 
bis work, ~hit Freud hoped. would be taken as a' thesis for'f~ture stydy became 
ioat·ead a kind of c:a:n·on· law. • 

While the neo-Freudians haggled over the correct reading of the Freudian bible 
• • • •• • I • • ~ 

lii&t~re.d-down' Fi:'eudianism was wending "it11 way into the cultural mytho.logy via 
.~roaci~~y' P;l.ays, novels, popular magazines, social sc_ient'ists, marriage co~nselors 
and' experts of various kinds who found it useful in projecting desired images 
of w~~. 'the superiority of the. vaginal (?Ver the c.~~tora l orgasm was particularly 
useful as a theory, since it provided a con:ven_ient basis f'or- ca·tegorization: 
clitoral women were deesned 1.mmature, neurotic, bit~hy and '.IDBscullne;- women 
who had vaginal orgasms were 111aterna l, feminine,. ma~ure ·and(· .. ~orma 1. Though 
frigidity should technically be defined as tot~l _inability'Jto achteve orgasm·, 
the orthodox Freudians (and pseudo-Freudians) preferred to define it as inability 
to achieve vaginal orgasm, by which definition, in 1944,-Edmo~d·Bergier ~djudged 
between 70 and ~O per: ~ent of all wo~en 'fr_igid. The clitoratvs,· vaginal debate· 
raged hot _and hellvy amo·ng the sexologis·ts ""..Kinsey's writirig's _stresae_d the 
importance of the clitoris to female o·tga.sm and contradicte'd'Bergler':s: stat'istica -
but it became clear that there was something ·fodiepeo.sable tel society in the 
Freudian view which allowed it to remain unchallenged in the public consciousness. 
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. i E Johnson published Ruman 

In 1966. Dr. William H. Masters and._}'.f~S._· Virgiil / h. stology of sex. Briefl.r, 
Sexual Response, a massive clinical s~uay of th 

J>P Y the female orgasm, based 
and sitnply the Masters and Johnsoi;i conclusions a out h .·. 'I. _: _ ·, 

, . . h 487 omen were t ese.1 
on observation of and 1.nterviews ~1.t w - ·• • • •. . l 'd'ti're-ly false. 
·•:' ,. ·l) That the dichotomy of vaginal and clitoral orgaams, t:e-; '.they'result 
Ailstotnical ly- all orgasms are centered in the clitoris• wt&e , . .• rem lting 

· · ' 1 d th litoris indirect· prtaeure 
from direct manual pressure ,app ie to e c ' . ,. • extiil stimulation 

. frotn the thrusting of penis during intercourse, or generalbed -~; , 
of. other erogeoous zones like the b~~~st s • • • • • ~ • • ••• • • 9 · iamlediate 1 
: , -: 2) That women are ilatura Uy mult 1.-or_gasmic; that 1.s • ,Lf a woman i. • - • Y . • - ---- _ ... , -•~a cu11Q in 
stimulated following orgasm she is likely to experience sev~1.aL ., .. e .. -;-·- -·-
rapid succession. This is ~ct an excQp.tiohal occurrence, but one of which moa

t 

women are capable.·· 
3) That while women's orgasms do not vary in kind, they vary in ~ntensity. 

The most intense orgasms ·exp;~ri,~nc:ed by the research subjects were by masturbatory 
manual stimulation, followed_,in· intensity by manual stimulation by' the partner; 
the least intense orgasms ·were expreienced during intercours·e. 

·• 4) That there is an °infinite variety in female sexua 1 response-" as rega~ds 
intensity and durst ion. of orgasms. 

·' 11;·. 

To'.aayone acquainte~-'~-~th the bqdy of e~isting knowledge of feminine· ~exuality, 
, ,the.Masters and·Johnsdh __ findi~gs were truly revolutionary and· 1iberat1n~ in the 

eJt.terit to which they'detnolished,the established myths. Yet two years after· the 
study was published, it seems ·ha_rdly to have made any impact af ·•a_'ll. Cei::t·ainly 
,i1l ,is not for lack ·of information that the myths persist; Huuian 9'exua 1 Response, 
despite its weighty s·cientific ·language, was an immediate best' skner, and· 
popular paperbacks explicated it to millions of people in simpler language ~~d at 
a cheaper price. ~he myths ~emain. because a male-dominated American culture·~~s 
a vested interest-' ~n ·their .c-~iitinwi.Dce. ·; : • ·•. • • • • 

~•,,i:!.! .~.-:._Jt: ;;r.''. •--~~-i ,.i 
1 

;, ,•: l 

Before ~'teirs ancfr.J~h'aso~:;~ men defined feminine sexua-lity in:a '-.:Vay as favorable 
to the'ilnse-ive-s'as'~'P~~s·~b~e.. If woman:' s pleasure was obtain~d~thr'ough .. the y~g_in~, 
theu she t,;as.ltbtaHf~ependent on.the man's erect penis to-tachieve orgasm; • • 
she would"re~eive her.'satisfaction only u a concomitant of man's seeking his.· 
With -the :cHtota I ·otgasiti, woman's sexual pleasure was independent of· the male I s~ 
and she could seek her satisfaction a& aggressively as the man sought his, a 
prospect which didn_1 t appeal to to_o many men. The definition of feminine· 
sexuality :as•·:aorma~:r_)'_ ·ya8fna_l,, in. other wor-ds, was a part of keeping woi:tien dow.ri', 
of making -'tHem sexu.:ill_y' _as well ~~ ec.onom4cally, socia Uy and politi'cally subseryient. 

. .J '; •. ! • I • •• 

In retrospect/ patticubrly -~1th_ th.e additional perspective of our tJwn times, 
Freud's theory of :feminine sexuality _appears an historical rationalization for 
the realities of Victorian society. A prisoner of the Victorian ethos, Freud h•d 
to play the paterfamilias. Freud's analysis implied that woman's low status 
had not been conferred upon her by men, but by God, who created her without a penis. 

The sup~tiority of the vaginal orgasm seems almost a demoniac determination qn 
Freud.'-~, par~~to complete _the Victorians' repression of feminine eroticism, to 
stigmatize· 1~he r@maining vestiges of pleasure felt by women and thus make them 
unacceptable ,'to _'the women themselves. For there were ,still women whose sexuality 
hadn't :bee~_-completely destroyed as evidenced by one Dr, Isaac Brown Baker, a • 



surgeon who per f ormef· numerou.s c 1 itor idectomie s on womer;i to prevent the aexua l 
excii::eme~t which,. ,he was convinced., caused 11inseni:ties, ,.1r'.'1~atelepsy, II "hysteria, II 

"epilepsy" end otner diseases. 1he Victorians needed to repress sexuality for 
the 'success of Western industriaiized society; in particu~r, the tota 1 repression 
of woman's sexuality :~as crucial to .ensure her subjugation,,; So the Victoi"ia_ns 
honored only i::tiat aspe~t of sexuallty which was necessary ~o the survival of 
the species. the male ejacula~ion; ma~e women submissivetto sex by creating a 
mystique of the sanctity. of moth~r~.oo~~ and, supported by Freud, passed on to 
us the heritage of the double.standard. 

When Kinsey laid to _rest the part, qf the double standard t~at maintaine8 women 
go't'.no pleasure at ~~l .. from sex,, ·everyone crie_d but that there was e ee~ual 
revolution afoot. But _such tal~, as usual. was decepti'ie. Morality, outside 
the marr~ge bed, rema_ined the ·:s-ame, end child,ren were soc:lalizfd as though 
Kinsey had never described what they would be like wKen they grew up. Boys 
were taught that th.ey .,should get t~ei_r se:it where they could find it., '~go as 
far" as they could~ .. Oi:a. ~.l-)e ol_d, a~sumption that women were asexual creatures, 
girls were taught th,t_· ~i,.i_lce they n~eded sex .le_ss than boys did, it was up to 
them to impose sexual.restraints. In whatever sex education adolescents did 
manage to receive, they we.re told that men iiad penises 'and women vaginas;, the_:. 
existence of the clitoris was not mentioned, and PLEASURE in sex was nevel" ......... • 
discussed at all. 

;_ 

Adolescent boys growing up begging for sexual crumbs from gir-1s frighten~d .. 
for_'_the'ir _'"reputations" - a situation t:hat remains, unchanged to ~h~s .. day ""· ,.· 
h~~~y' --~onstitutes th~ vanguard of a sexua·l revolution. However,-_ the·_.mar~.~e 
maH~l craze that followed Kinsey assumed.:tbat a lifetime of psychologica~ .. d~s.J;ruc­
tio?'c~~d, with the aid of a little b(?oklet, be abandoned after .;mar~i.a·g;·~ .. a~l .. 
tha~·busband· and wife should be able tomake sure that the wife wis ·~ot rob~ed .. 
of her' sexual_: birthright to orgasm, just so long as ·it was VAGi::M~

1 
,(thou'gh_ t'he 

marriage man1:1.tlls_·,~id rather reluctantly admit that since the clitp,r.ia was the 
most sexually' sen_sitive organ in the female bodt, a little clitoral° stimulation 
was injorder)~ and so long as their orgasms were SIMULTANEOUS. • 

The effect of the marriage manuals of course ran counter to their ostensible 
purpose. Under th~ guise of frankness and sexual liberation, they dictated 
prudery and restra1nt. Sex was made so mechanized, det.ached and- intellectual 
that it was robbed of its sensuality. Man became a spec.tater of his own sexual 
experience. And the marriage manuals put new pressure on .women.· The swing was 
from repression to preoccupation with::the orgasm. Men took the marriage manuals 
to mean tha~ their sexuality would be enhanced by bringing women to orgasm ~nd, 
again coopting feminine sexuality for their own ends, they put pressure on 
women to perform. The marriage manuals' endorsement of the desirability of 
=~:!na~

0
orgasm insured that wom~n would be asked not only, 11Did you come?11 but 

• id you conform to Freud s conception of a psychosexually mature woman 
and thereby validate my masculinity?" · ' 



-4- . . vei-satdn about pers 
. e-old taboos against c~n h allowed 

Appearances notwithstanding, the ag ken down .. Th is retJ.c~ru:.e a_s d su e 
sexual experience haven•t yet been bro ihs of sexµal supermen an p 
the m;i.nd-manipulators of the media to creat: :y where men a·nd women measure 
wmen •. So the bed b~comes a competit~ve ar ~1• imultaoeo~sly trying to live 
themselves against tttese mythical rivals, wh _es uals.and the fantasies of 

. i d th by the marr1.age .man • hi , ,t) up to the ecstasies prom se em 1 -t be ad.ssiogsomet ng • 
the media ( 111f the earth doesn't move f~r me' :~~te.aktrs its judges, its rt 
Our society has made sex a sport, with 1.ts recor ' 
and its spectators. 

. b i culturaljyconditioni 
As anthropologists have shown,- woman's- sexual reepo se 5 ff d thei · .. , ·, , h i Utu is o ere historica.lly '"wod:len defer to tr.>hatever mode'l ·of t e r sexua. :, d 
by men~ So the sad thidg for women ~s, -.~h~'t_ they have pat~icipate in th :r as, 
destruction of their own eroticism.' Women have helped make the vaginal g 
into a status. symbol in a male-dictated system of values. A woman would,_ now 
perceive her preference for c litora1 orgasm as a "secret shame," ignominious 
in the eyes of other.:woinen as-well els those of men. This internalization can 
be seeo in literature.; Mary McCarthy a'nd Doris Lessing' s. writings on orgasm 
do not differ sub'stantialJl"y·'fr_om Errie-st _He~ingwat s and Simo~~ d~ Beau~.oir :, i 
The Second Sex, refers·to-·va·gtnal•'l!>rgasm as the only "normal sat1.sf.a~q.on. = 

'. · ..• 

One factor that has made this possible is that female sexuality is subtle and 
delicate, conditioned as much by the emotions as by physiology and sociology. 
Masters and Johnson proved that ,;the orgasm experienced· d~~ing intercourse, t~ 
misnamed vaginal orgasm, did ·not differ anatomies lly_._f~9m the clitoral orgast1 
But this should not be seen as their. 1!1pst'.~ignif1.cant':~ontr,ibution to the se1 
ema,Qcipation of women. A difference rem~ins ·in ',t.he subjective experience ,of 
orgasm duriog· iatercourse and ·orgasm apa"r(_~~om ,t1{tercol!I_S_e. In the complex 
of~amotional factors affecting feminine sexuality, tli..ere is. a whole panoply , 
pleasures: the pleasure ofbeing penetrated :,ind _fi l~ed by a. man, the pleasur, 

• I \ .. , ' , • 

sexual communication, the pleasure of aff_or~in(f. ~~n hi~:_orga-sm, the erotic 
pleasure tha·t exists even when sex ·is not terminated by orgasmic release. 1-'. 
and Johnson's real cont r ihut-ion was • to showthis '' infinite variety in female 
sexual response; 19 that one experience is not better than another, but merel) 
different. 

There is no doubt that Masters and Johnson were fully aware of the implicat 
of their study tothe sexual liberat1on of women. li.s they wrote, 11With orga 
physiology establisbed, the human female now has an undeniable opportunity 
develop realistically her own sexua 1 responseleve ls. 11 ~o years later thi~ 
statement seems naive and entirely too optimistic. Certainly the sexual p1 
of our society will never be solved until there is real and unfeigned equa· 
between men a·nd •women. This idea is usually misconstrued: sexual liberat 
for women is wrongly understood to mean that women will adopt all the form 
masculine sexuality. As in the whole issue of women's liberation, that's 
not the point. Women don't aspire to imitate the mistakes of men in sexua 
to view sexual experiences as conquest and ego-enhancement, to use other I 
to serve their own ends, But if the Masters and Johnson material is allrn 
filter into the public consciousness, hopefully to replace the enshrined 
myths, then woman at long last will be allowed to takethe first step towa 
emancipation: to define and enjoy the forms of her own sexuality. 

--Susar 
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