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UNDERSTANDING ORGASM

Tiresias, who has been both man and woman, was asked, as Ovid's legend goes,

to mediate in a dispute between Jove and Juno as td which sex got more pleasure
from lovemaking, Tireslas unhesitatingly answered that women did, Yet in the
intervening 2000 years between Ovid's time and our own, a mythology has heen

built up which not only holds the opposite to be true, but has made this belief
an uanswerving ideology dictating the quality of relations betueeq the sexes. _
Women's sexuality, defined by men to benefit men, has been downgraded end per~'
verted, repressed and channeled, denied and abused until women themselves,
thoroughly convinced of their sexual inferiority to men, wculd probably be
dumbfounded to learn that there is scientific proof that Titesias was indeed right.

The myth was codified by Freud as much as anyone else, In '"Three Essaya on

the Theory of Sexuality," Freud formulated his basic ideas eoncerning feminine
sexuality: for little girls, the leading erogencus zone in’ thelr bodieb is

the clitoris; in order for the transition: to womanhood to be successful, the
clitoris wyst abandon its sexual primacy to the vegins';wohen in whom this f
transition has not been complete remdin clitorally-orientéd, or sexually
anaesthetic,” and "psychosexually immature." In 'the ‘context of Freud's tobal
psychoanalytic view of women - that they are not whole human beings but mutilated
males who long all’ their lives for a penis and must struggle to recdcile thema .
selves to its lack - the requirement of a transfer df ‘erotic ‘Yensatidn frok’'
clitoris to vagipa Beeame a prima facle case for'théir ‘inevitable sexual inferlority,

In Preud's logie those Who struggle to become bhat they are not must Be inferiar
to that~to wh1ch-they aspire. _ S S . A

Freud: htmself admitted near the end of his life that his knowledge ‘'of wamen was’
inadequiité, * "If you want to know tidre about’ femininity, you must 1htertogate
your own experience, or turn to the poets, or wait until sclence can’' give you
more profqund and more coherent. Lnformatien " he said; he alsa hipped the female
psyehannalyets who followed him would be’ able to find out moxé, But ‘the ‘post-
Freudians sdhered rigidly to the doctrine of the master,” and, as with most of °
bis work, what Freud hoped would be taken as a thesis for future study became
instead a ktnd of canon law,

While the neo-FreudLans haggled over the correct reading of the Freudian bible,
untered-doun Freudilanism was wending 'its way into the cultural mythology via
Brosdway plays, novels, popular magazines, social scientists, marrlage counselors
and experts of various kinds who found it useful in projecting desired images

of woman, The superiority of the vaginal over the clttoral orgase was particularly
useful as a theory, since it provided a convenient basis for- categorization:
clitoral women were deemed immature, neurotie bitchy and masculine; women

wvho had vaginal orgasms were maternal feminine mature and" normal, Though
frigidity should technically be deftned as total inabilttylto achteve orgasm,

the orthodox Freudians (and pseudo-Freudians) preferred to define it as inability
to achieve vaginal orgasm, by which definition, in 1944,. Edmond Bergler adjudged
between 70 and 80 per cent of all women frigld The clitoral :v8,” vaginal debate’
raged hot and heavy among the sexologists - Kinsey's writingb stressed the
1mportanee of the clitoris to female orgasm and contradicted: Bergler s gtatistica -
but it became clear that there was something ‘indispensable Ed' society in the
Freudian view which allowed it to remain unchallenged in the public consclousness,
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1o 1966, Dr. William H, Masters and.Nrs. virginia E. JO';""“OFE"“‘;:: Briefly
Sexual Response, a massive clinical study of the PhYSizhog¥emale orgasm, based
and simply, the Masters and Johnson conclusions apout the o Lo
on observation of and interviews with 487 women,‘were-Fheae* L irely false.

. +.1) That the dichotomy of vaginal and cliteral crgapms: L8 gﬂihr ‘gesu1t )
Anatomically, &1l orgasms are centered in the cliteris, wheth?f "exre Toss 1t10g
from direct manual pressure applied te the clitoris, indirect EFEEE:I F L lation
from the thrusting of penisiduring intercourse, or geherglizedlﬁfly s !
of ,cther erogenous zones like the breasts. b
*y . 2) That women are haturally multi-orgasmic; that is,

1f a woman is -ilmmédiately
gtimulated following orgasm, she is likely to experience peveral orgasms in
rapid suécession, This is not an exceptiohal occurrence, but one of which most
womeh are capeble.’
3) That while women's orgasms do not vary in kind, they vary in intensity.

The most intense orgasms experienced by the research subjects were by maaturbatory
manual stimulation, followed in intemsity by manual stimulation by the partner;
the least intense orgasms were expreienced durilng intercourse,

“4) That there is an "infinite variety in female sexual responde’ as regards

intensity and duratidn;pf orgasms, :

To! amyone acquainted‘éiih the bgdy of é;isting knowledge of feminine sexuality,
. .thé Masters and-Johuson findings were truly revolutionary and liberating io the
extent to which they demolished the established myths, %Yet two years after the
study was published, it seems hardly to have made any impact at'a'll. Certainly
it 48 not for lack of information that the myths persist; Human Séxual Response,
despite its welphty scientific language, was an immediate best seller, and’
populsr paperbacks explicated it to millions of pecple in simpler language and at
a cheaper price, The myths remain because a male-dominated American culture has
a vested interest 'in ‘their contipuance. : s B
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Before Mskters and’ Jbhnson, men defined feminine sexuality in‘a’way @s favorable

to themselves'as-possible. If woman's pleasure was obtained-through the vagina,

then she wis'totally dependent on.the man's erect penis tolachieve orgasm; =

she would redéive her satisfaction only as a concomitant of man's seeking his.

With the .cl1i€dral orfasm, woman's sexual pleasure was independent of the male's,

and she could seek her satisfaction as apggressively as the man scught his, a

prospect which didn't appeal to toc many men, The definition of feminine ‘

sexuality ds'normally vaginal, in other words, was a part of keeping vwomen down,

of making-tHem sexud1ly as well as economjcally, socially and politically subservient.
In retrospect; particularly with the additional perspective of our bwn times,

Freud's theory of ‘feminine sexuality appears an historical rationalization for

the realities of Viétbrian gociety. A prisoner of the Victorian ethos, Freud had

to play the patetfamilias. Freud's apalysis implied that woman's low status

had not been conferred upon her by men, but by God, who created her without a penis.

The supdtiority of the vaginal orgasm seems almost a demoniac determination on
Freud15=par;’to combléte‘the Victorians' repression of feminine eroticism, to
stigmatize~the remaining vestiges of pleasure felt by women and thus make them
unacceptshlé:td_fhe women themselves, For there were still women whose sexuality
hadn't ‘been completely destroyed as evidenced by onme Dr, Isaac Brown Baker, a B
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surgeon whe performed numerous clitoridectomies on wome% to prevent thﬁ aexual

excltement which, he was convinced caused "insanltiea, "catalepsy," "hysteria,’
“epilepsy" and other diseases, The Victorians needed to repreas sexuality for

the success of Western industrialized soclety; im particular, the total repression
of woman's sexuality.wes cruclal to ensure her subjugationm So the Victorians

honored only that aspect of sexuality which was necessary to the survival of

the species - the male ejaculation; made women submissive to sex by creating a
mystique of the sanccity of motherhood, ‘and, supported by Freud, paased on to

us the heritage of the double standard,

When Kinsey laid to rest the part of the double standard that maintainell women
got no pleasure at all from sex, ‘everyone cried but that there was a aeXxual
revolution afoot. But such talk, as usual, was deceptive, Morality, outside
the marrimge bed, remained the ¢ame, and children were sooialiied as though
Kinsey had never described what they would be like wHen they grew up. Boys
were taught that they should get their sex where they could find it, "go as
far" as they could, On the old assumption that women were asexual creatures
girls were taught that since they needed sex less than boys did, it was up to
them to impose sexual’ .réstraints, In whatever sex educatron adolescents did
manage to receive, they were told that men had peniaes 'and women waginas; the

existence of the clltorrs was not mentioned, and PLEASURE in sex was nevet
discussed at zll.

Adolescent boys growing up begging for sexual crumbs from girls frightened

for their “reputations'" - a situation that remains unchanged to this day - _
hardly constrtutes the vanguard of a sexual revolution. However,_the marrigge
matiyal craze that followed Kinsey assumed.:that a lifetime of psychological desfruc-
tiod’ cotrld, with the aid of a little booklet, be abandoned after, marriage,. and
that'husband and wife should be able tomake sure that the wife was not robbed

of her sexual bitthright to orgasm, just so long as it was VAGINAL (though the
marriage manuéls did rather reluctantly admit that since the clrtprra was the

most sexually' sengitive organ in the female body, a little clitoral stimulation

was in: order) and so long as their orgasms were SIMULTANEOUS,

The effect of the marriage manuals of course ran counter to their ostensible
purpose, Under the guise of frankness and sexual liberation, they dictated
prudery and restraint. Sex was made so mechanized, detached and. intellectusl
that it was robbed of its sensuality., Man became a spectator of his own sexual
experience, And the marriage manuals put new pressure on women.
from repression to preoccupation with:-the orgasm,

to mean that their sexuality would be enhanced by b
again coopting feminine sexuality for their

women to perform. The marriage manuals' endorsement of the desirability of
vaginal orgasm insured that women would b

L e asked not only, "Did you come?" but
also, "Did you conform to Freud's conception of a psychosexually mature woman,
and thereby validate my masculinity?" “

The swing was
Men took the marriage manuals
ringing women to orgasm and,
own ends, they put pressure on
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destruction of their own eroticism,” Women have helpe

into a status symbol in a male-dictated system of values. A WOﬁan wouldlnow
perceive her preference for clitordl orgasm as a "secret shame,” ignominious
in the eyes of other.women as-well ds those of men, This internalization can
be seen in literature; Mary McCarthy and Doris Lessing's writings on orgasm
do not differ substantially from Ernést Hemingway's and Simone de Beauvoir, i
The Second Sex, refers to-vaginal-orgass as the only "normal satisfaction,":

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 during intercourse, ti
misnamed vaginal orgasm, did not differ anatomically from the clitoral orgasa
But this should not be seen as their most significant contribution to the se
emancipation of women, A difference rémains in'the subjective experience -of
orgasm during- iatercourse and orgasm aparﬁlgtom.;ﬁterCOurse. In the complex
of .emotional factors affecting feminine sexuality, ;hgre'is.a whole panoply
pleasures: the pleasure ofbeing peﬁétra;ed”qﬁngilled by a man, the pleasur
sexual communication, the pleasure of affprdinglgkman hi;rorgasm, the erotic
pleasure that exists even when sex is not terminated by orgasmic release., ¥
and Johnson's real contribution was to showthis "infinite variety in female
one experience is not better than another, hut merely

sexual response;" that
different, :

There is no doubt that Masters and Johnson were fully aware of the implicat
of their study tothe sexual liberation of women. As they wrote, "With orga
physiology established, the human female now has an undeniable opportunity

develop realistically her own sexual responselevels." Two years later this
statement seems naive and entirely too optimistic, Certainly the sexual m
of our society will never be solved until there is real and unfeigned equa’
between men and women, This idea is usually misconstrued: sexual liherat
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 sexus
to view sexual experiences as conquest and ego-enhancement, to use other j
to serve their own ends, But if the Masters and Johnson material is allo
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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