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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book contains research on and personal accounts of sexual abuse, sexual violence, systemic trauma, and discrimination. I never describe sexual assault in detail. Still, some readers will want to know that discussions of sexual violence appear throughout the book. Please read with care.







INTRODUCTION

Humans have been thinking about fucking, talking about fucking, drawing, filming, and simulating fucking in art, and telling others how they should or should not be fucking since the beginning of recorded history. Artifacts, from art to writing to fertility totems, date back to when the first Homo sapiens evolved from their hominid predecessors some two to three hundred thousand years ago.

Our ancestors were just as obsessed with eroticism as we are today. Unfortunately for us, advanced economies, technologies, and systems of governance and surveillance have complicated contemporary sexuality. As new advances introduce new opportunities for human connection, corporeal pleasures, and empowerment, erotic change also presents new dangers and reinforces existing systems of inequality, thwarting sexual liberation on a grand scale.

Sex is everywhere, and yet so many of us lack the foundational knowledge to understand it. To improve our sexual literacy, we must first and foremost recognize sex as a public matter, not a private one. Sex is never solitary. It is just as much a social ritual as it is an individual quest for pleasure. Yet, so many books about sex and sexuality leave the social part out, giving their readers the misguided idea that their sexual problems are only personal ones.

Social messaging is clear—sex and sexuality are personal. Our bodies, what’s going on inside them, and our desires, behaviors, and identities—especially non-normative ones—are private. What happens in relationships and any sexual subcultures we might belong to is a private matter. All of this is a lie.

Our sexualities are political, and without a deep understanding of their complexities and how the world around us shapes them, our capacity to make healthy and empowering decisions surrounding our sexuality is hampered. When we acknowledge that sexuality is necessarily communal, we open up new avenues for individual empowerment and social changes that allow for more human freedom.

Social systems set the stage for all the sexual theater in our lives, but you’d never know it from the individualistic ways that most people talk about sex. The public understanding of sex thus far has been shaped by psychologists, evolutionary biologists, and sexologists, who have failed to grasp that sex is always political and enacted within systems of power. This book flips this tired script!

We can’t truly make sense of sexuality without also understanding its economic, political, and social roots. Over the past few decades, the work of feminist thinkers and sociologists has provided us a set of tools for seeing these dimensions of social life in a more dynamic relationship with one another. Only by equipping ourselves with these insights can we see sex and sexuality in all of its multifaceted dynamism. By understanding sexuality in these more holistic terms, we can all live our best sex lives and rethink how we, within global cultures, can regulate and grapple with social issues related to sex in ways that acknowledge dangers but simultaneously prioritize bodily autonomy, sexual justice, and pleasure.

The time to recognize sexuality as a political force, and to stop seeing sex as a private matter, is now! Understanding sexuality fully and the power of the erotic requires us to recognize and call out the social systems and political mechanisms that constrain human sexuality like an eighteenth-century corset. This book is an invitation to loosen those ties, or maybe even to burn that torture device entirely.

I was about seven the first time I asked what, for some parents, is the dreaded question: “What’s sex?” I remember sitting on the edge of the yellow bathtub in our oh-so-1970s bathroom as my mother, the free-love hippie activist, looked at me, smiled, and carefully answered. The precise details are lost to time, but I know she gave me an age-appropriate, clinically informed, albeit heteronormative response. In some ways, I was lucky not to be subjected to nonsensical stories about storks or heavenly miracles. In other ways, I wish I could go back and deliver to my younger self the sexual education that I needed.

To her credit, my public school teacher mother responded to my sexual precociousness with affirmation, warmth, and reassurance. Curiosity about my body and sex was normal, she told me. Pulling out our World Book encyclopedias, we flipped through the human anatomy overlays as she taught me about my body and the bodies of boys and men. When I was about eleven, she bought me a Playgirl magazine, so that I could see real men’s naked bodies—a choice she may have regretted later on.

My younger pervert-self cut out smaller images of naked men and kept them in one of those little shiny gold cardboard jewelry boxes. Dripping in the excitement of a concupiscent preteen, I wiped my brow and showed the jewels to my friends at school. Two kids told their parents about my old-school dick pics, and they were no longer allowed to be friends with me. This was one of the first times that I can vividly recall beginning to realize that the sex education I was receiving was vastly different from that of my peers—and that for some, sex and the human body were the sites of shame and secrecy.

Nakedness was not taboo in our house, and I have an inordinate number of naked early childhood pictures to prove it. We never used euphemisms—favoring vulva, labia, clitoris, penis, testes, scrotum, and so on. But my friends had “privates,” “flowers,” “monkeys,” “things,” and “pee-pees.” As I got older, it was clear how important it was to my mother that I did not feel shame about my body, and that I understood my body’s capacity for pleasure—that I knew what and where my clitoris was, and that masturbation was normal and natural. Still, as well-intentioned as my mother was, we can never fully escape the broader social structures that insidiously socialize us.

When I was around twelve, my best friend, Aiyana, and I used to make out frequently. She’d pretend to be the man, and we’d couch our exploration in the heteronormative scripts that were available to us. At this age, I was a so-called tomboy who felt attracted to girls and boys. Still, I had no language to understand my desires, just the messaging around me—Disney princesses and princes, Ken and Barbie, Clair and Cliff Huxtable, and, as if in big flashing lights, the message that being gay or anywhere outside of expected gender and sexual norms was shameful.

My mother did not hide queerness from me, per se, but LGBTQ sexuality was not a part of the curriculum she had in mind. My uncle was gay and lived with his partner in San Francisco in the 1980s. His partner was his friend, and when my uncle died at thirty-three from AIDS in 1985, I was not told what he died from—a decision my family felt shielded me from the collateral damage of HIV and AIDS stigma and gay bigotry.

Part of me now understands that it was a different time. But the absence of honesty about my uncle’s sexuality and his death taught me that being gay was something you hid, and something society punished you for. His death and the revelation of the whole truth, years later, were both pivotal moments in my sexual socialization.

I wish I could have received a far more honest and straightforward story, not just about my uncle’s sexuality, but about all the other parts of our sexualities—our erotic desires, behaviors, identities, relationships, and communities. I wish my education regarding consent had not begun and ended with warnings never to speak to or take rides from strange men that I did not know. After all, all the men who sexually assaulted me over the years were people I knew.

Sometimes I think about all the missed educational opportunities in my childhood and beyond, speculating that if they had been handled differently, it would have saved me a world of hurt and harm. This book was inspired by all the things I wish I had been taught, my hard-earned lessons, and the years of research that have led me to know there are better ways to understand sexuality—ways that lead us to erotic empowerment and sexual liberation.

Sexuality is messy. To the extent that sociologists have written about sexuality, most have focused on the three primary dimensions of sexuality—what feminist sociologists have termed the sexuality prism of sexual desires, sexual behavior, and sexual identities.1 As the sociological formula goes, the absence or presence of what we want (desire) motivates what we do (behavior) and the labels we assign to ourselves because of our actions (identity).

But our desires do not always align with how we move through the world and describe ourselves. Sociologists have aptly named this misalignment sexual discordance. This discordance often drives individuals to endlessly search the bookstore’s self-help aisle for a cure for their sexual blues. People have desires they choose to never act on. For example, a man might secretly want his wife to strap on a dildo and fuck or “peg” him in the ass.2 Still, he would sooner turn to celibacy than utter a word of his desires to anyone—including his wife, who is his best friend and life companion.

Folks may also engage in sexual behaviors that are seemingly out of step with how others understand their sexual labels. For example, feminist sociologists have studied straight-identified college girls who frequently hook up with other women at college parties; some insist they are not bisexual or lesbian but are having fun and building sexual capital.3 Many of them feel that public displays of sex acts with other women excite men and increase their marketability among men, whom they see as potential sexual partners in what sociologists call hookup culture.4

The fact is that sexuality is far more fluid than meets the eye, and the social categories and labels we rely on often obscure this reality. Still, people need cultural and community spaces where they feel safe in order to reconcile their desires with their behaviors and identities. The social scripts of these milieux shape how we understand and enact our own desires. This is why it is so critical to study the connections between our personal sexuality and the social contexts that shape and, hopefully, support it. If our communities do not affirm and support our sexualities, it leads to shame and sanctions.
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Sexuality lives in the world through five interconnected dimensions: desire, behavior, identities, relationships, and communities. What this helps us understand is that our sexuality has a social life.

Sexuality organizes societies, shapes their regulation, and vice versa. The day’s sexual mores govern political ideas and policy—in ways that we see playing out around the world, from the policing of people’s uteruses to anti-trans legislation to the criminalization of sex work. Sexuality shapes our access to social institutions and experiences at the community and interpersonal levels. It drives where people live, their social circles, dress, and the rituals and events they attend. As we move through these environments, we internalize rules and norms, which, if we violate them, can be a source of undue shame. However, suppose we recognize the cultural and political underpinnings of shame. When shame shows up, we know this part of our personality has arrived to ask us to think more about the social rule we are breaking, and who needs to change—us or society?

Relationships and community are central aspects of sexuality. They are also sites where people produce erotic power. People form intimate relationships in various ways, with varying organizational structures, and, increasingly, in ways that disrupt mononormativity: the pervasive idea that monogamy and dyadic relationships are the ideals. Whether intimate relationships take the form of a one-night stand, swinger couples hooking up at a sex party, or a polycule of three or more people, these unions are the site of eroticism. People find erotic empowerment and joy when they explore their desires and identity-specific erotic needs within supporting relationships and communities. When this happens en masse, it expands sexual and relational norms for everyone.

Sexuality also has a cultural life. One of my favorite examples plays out in feminist Jane Ward’s phenomenal book Not Gay. Ward explores the lives of straight white men who have sex with other straight white men. These men post on Craigslist to get a quick blow job and watch sports with other dudes, all while insisting that this sexual behavior does not make them gay. Before judging, listen to their rationale: For these men, attending the occasional circle jerk or engaging in oral sex with other men does not make them gay because they do not participate in gay culture of any sort. No Pride parades. No bathhouses. No rainbows. No posh flats in the gayborhood. No desire for a romantic relationship with a man. No LGBTQIA+ activism. No gay pubs—not gay!

Zooming out, we can see that sexualities have a cultural life, with their own language, norms, values, symbols, and material culture. Leather (gay BDSM) communities developed the hanky code, using a system of different colored handkerchiefs to signal interests in various forms of erotic play.5 Today, while at the popular Oasis Aqualounge social club in Toronto, people can use different colored plastic bracelets to signal their sexual tastes and provide nonverbal consent. An upside-down pineapple in the proper context will let other swinger couples know you and yours are on the same team. These subcultures create spaces for affirmation, support, dignity, play, and pleasure. Belonging is another source of gratification and is integral to combating sexual shame.

Drawing inspiration from the Black feminist poet Audre Lorde, who wrote about the uses of the erotic as a source of power and strength for women, this book explores the erotic empowerment that we can find when we are connected to our bodies and know our sexuality fully, as well as human-produced erotic power that changes the world.

Black feminists have reshaped conceptualizations of the erotic for decades, freeing eroticism from its conflation with sex. We broaden the understanding of eroticism, defining it as an embodied human desire for connection and intimacy. As Lorde reminds us, “the erotic is not a question only of what we do; it is a question of how acutely and fully we can feel in the doing.… The need for sharing deep feeling is a human need.”6

Thus, this book is about eroticism, not just sex. And, when all is said and done, you will come away with an understanding of how erotic desires operate within our bodies, how the world around us shapes our sexuality, and how, despite social and political regulation, people harness deep pleasures by living authentic sex lives in like-minded relationships and supportive communities.

When we expand our thinking about sexuality by connecting it to social forces and systems and when we appreciate the multidimensional nature of sexuality, we know our sexuality fully. This allows us to powerfully assert our desires and govern our sex lives better, with less external regulation. These transformations can ward off bad sex, increase pleasure, expand public ideas, and promote social change—that is, erotic power in action.

Empowerment has become a depoliticized buzzword. I believe erotic empowerment is a somatic experience, profoundly shaped by the practices and behaviors of others, our cultural milieux, and the systems of power that govern our lives. As I’ll argue about the concepts of consent and sex, too, there is no one-size-fits-all definition if we understand these terms through the lenses of embodiment and power. What empowerment feels like and the specific conditions needed to have the experience vary from person to person.

Still, in its most general sense, I define erotic empowerment as a set of corporeal sensations produced when eroticism is rooted in bodily autonomy, consent, open communication, and respect for boundaries. It is facilitated when we recognize that risk and power are present in all erotic encounters, leading to intentional practices of care. Personally, because power shapes all sex, I have also felt profoundly empowered when eroticism defies norms and challenges ideas about appropriate sexuality.

I also use the term erotic empowerment, as opposed to sexual empowerment, to encompass a broader range of intimate encounters and to ensure we do not foreclose empowerment for those who, for myriad reasons, don’t desire or engage in what people traditionally define as sex.

Erotic empowerment is a somatic experience, not simply a mindset. It flows like lava in our tissues. Popular empowerment discourses are often predicated on what philosophers refer to as mind–body dualism. For some, empowerment is an attitude, and once a person has acquired new knowledge and mastered specific skills, this empowered person can use their body to access more pleasurable sex. But no such division exists—our mind is but one part of our body, and there is no “I” separate from the body.

Put simply, I want our collective thinking about empowerment, of which our mindset and thought processes are but one networked part, to center the body. Empowerment reflects not just a way of thinking, but embodied practices. Thus, I want to shift our expression of this process from “I did X to become an empowered person” to “I experience empowerment when X happens” and “This is what empowerment feels like in my body.”

Empowerment is often portrayed as a solitary journey of discovering the self, building self-confidence, and cultivating self-love. I am so down with this and agree that experiencing erotic empowerment requires us to understand our sexual socialization and to nurture and sustain shame-free relationships with our desires and bodies. However, this definition and thinking still fall short.

The logic of empowerment as a mindset neglects that bodily shame is also a structural problem, that the social forces and industries around us are what make us feel shame, and that, as a result, shame is deeply rooted in so many people’s bodies.7 Frankly, we need to stop pretending that anyone can fully escape the body-shame industrial complex without the destruction of the capitalist industries that function to make us feel like we are broken and that their endless, costly products will fix us.

As Sonya Renee Taylor showcases in The Body Is Not an Apology, when we understand the economic, social, and political forces that produce self-loathing of our bodies, we can advocate for and self-actualize radical self-love to heal the harms of socially imposed bodily shame.8 Readers, I so hope that aspects of this book will help advance this goal for you.

Empowerment is a political and embodied experience, not an object to be acquired. As Koa Beck argues in White Feminism, “sanitizing ‘empowerment’ away from radical, deeply historic activism was pivotal for fourth-wave white feminism because it had to become transactional—something you could buy, obtain, and experience as a product rather than an amorphous feeling that rushed in from challenging power.”9

So, no matter what snake-oil salespeople tell you, you cannot buy empowerment. It requires introspection, self-work, and action to create new embodied practices. Erotic empowerment is also not a fixed or permanent state of being, a synonym for pleasure, or the equivalent of sexual conquest, nor is it magically unlocked when someone’s so-called body count reaches 100—I assure you, when I did, no balloons fell from the ceiling. Nobody brought me an oversized empowerment check.

I want to prompt everyone to consider what erotic empowerment feels like in their bodies—what do we need to know about ourselves, and what forms of social nourishment do we need from others to have the experience? Once we understand the Social Life of Sexuality, it will demand that we ask new questions about erotic empowerment. What do our bodies need to feel it? What social conditions? What forms of care? How do I need others to show up and support my sexuality? What external restrictions has culture placed on my sexuality, and does it feel empowering when I reject them? And how does that experience feel throughout the body?

Erotic empowerment requires that we not only think about what we need to do for ourselves, but also what we need from our partners, communities, and social systems around us. The world around us also needs to change!

And this is precisely where erotic power comes in!

Erotic power is a social force that results from the collective expression of human sexuality. Human eroticism is a powerful social force that motivates people to change the world through what feminist artist-scholar Gigi Otálvaro-Hormillosa calls erotic resistance.10 When people, like the ones I’ll soon introduce, make their sexualities publicly visible, it causes social change. Erotic power prompts cultural change, introducing new language and terms, values, beliefs, norms, and aspects of material cultures and technologies.

Consider sexual subcultures that once hid in the dark. As more people openly practice polyamory and BDSM and as asexual people, swingers, sex partygoers, those working in sexual economies, and other societal rule breakers come out of the shadows and proudly stand erect in the mainstream, it pushes the boundaries of acceptable sexual behavior and identities. The erotic power that people produce expands the realm of what’s readily available for all.

So, for scholars, thinkers, policymakers, scientists, and armchair theorists, I offer erotic power as a framework that enables us to examine how eroticism shapes social life and reshapes systems of power, as well as how the collective expression of sexuality brings about change. Centering erotic dialectics allows us to name and study the ongoing tug-of-war between the institutions that work to control and regulate human desire, sexuality, and bodies and the people who resist those regulations.

No institution is untouched by human eroticism. Our expansive sexualities—our desires, behaviors, identities, relationships, and communities—affect law, medicine, economies, families, media, and so much more. We must talk about how institutions and people have responded to erotic change over time. For example, political leaders’ responses to erotic change are too often rooted in their quests for naked power, as well as fear and bigotry, leading to harmful and repressive policymaking rooted in prohibitionist logics, which the sex rabble then continue to resist—rinse and repeat. Still, I also want to complicate the simplicity of this metanarrative of historical and cultural change.

Erotic change is constant, but it is also not a cut-and-dried linear story. When people’s collective production of erotic power fosters cultural changes, these effects are not inherently politically progressive or supportive of all forms of justice. Instead, what we observe is that most of the time, as sexualities become more public, they are commodified and often reproduce and reinforce systems of inequity and forms of injustice, even as they open up pockets for pleasure and resistance and spaces for affirmation, joy, and erotic empowerment.

In erotic spaces of transgression, yet another erotic dialectic becomes visible. As you will find over and over again in this book, while the places and communities that people create for their collective eroticism can challenge systems that regulate and control sexuality, they are also often sites where racism, classism, ableism, and cissexism show up, excluding and harming people. On the ground, people’s individual and community-level journeys for pleasure and empowerment often stifle sexual liberation on a grander scale, which requires dismantling systems of oppression.

Yet, I have also traveled to and explored spaces that provide blueprints for sexual liberation beyond individual pleasure and empowerment. I center people’s experiences of individual and community-level eroticism and empowerment because they are the incubators of and playgrounds for what is possible on a grander scale. If these spaces of resistance, affirmation, and pleasure are enticing, I hope they will also serve as an invitation to everyone to join the sex rabble and resist.

I was not given the sex education I deserved, and I say that knowing I had it better than most in my generation. None of the institutions that socialize us—schools, family, media, religion, government, and so on—provided me with the necessary tools to comprehend my sexuality fully, navigate sexual violence, understand consent, demand pleasure and bodily autonomy, and ward off societal shame and stigma.

In the absence of an inclusive, shame-free, empirically and clinically informed, trauma-informed, and pleasure-centered sex-positive education that recognized the social life of sexuality and the political origins of sexual shame and stigma, I, like many sexual rule breakers, had to learn these things myself, much of it by trial and error.

Through lots of sex—solo, partnered, and in groups—I have learned much about my desires, my relationship to my own body, and how past trauma and existing systems of power shape how I do or don’t communicate my desires, needs, and consent. Those of us who are sexually adventurous by societal standards often shy away from talking about experiences with sexual trauma and violence. We know all too well the ways that political pundits and others weaponize our experiences of sexual trauma to dismiss our sexualities as rooted in pathology, call us deviants, and drum up support for repressive policies and actions. Still, for so many of us, these experiences have shaped our sexuality and our relationship with sex and our bodies.

To be clear, I don’t believe we can necessarily fuck our way to freedom because sexual liberation requires transforming social institutions and systems of inequality, but, for me, being a whore, both literally and figuratively, has been a critical tool for developing self-awareness. And some of the most vital lessons I have learned have been through failing at sex. Talk about kissing frogs. I have had some really bad and unenjoyable sex, but even those encounters have helped me come to know precisely what I desire, want, and need, and how to communicate all that to partners.

I have also learned so much through sexual adventure and play in non-normative sexual subcultures and by hanging out with other freaky people. Sex workers, queer and trans people, kink and leather folk, nonmonogamous people, and an entire cast of sexual rule breakers are the people who have deepened my understanding of my sexuality’s relationship to the communities, cultures, and systems of power around me. These communities have shown me that bodily autonomy is the linchpin of sexual freedom. From these people, I first learned to expand my thinking about what counts as sex and to not get so caught up in a destination that I forget to enjoy all the forms of eroticism that come before I climax, if I even do. It is through the affirmation, care, and joys I’ve experienced in these communities that I’ve come to reject societally imposed shame.

My personal experiences have shaped my career as a sex researcher and writer. My desire to understand my sexuality better, in more profound and nuanced ways, led me to the science of sexuality and a wealth of published research across disciplines, which have helped me to understand sexuality as a physiological, psychological, and political phenomenon. This research has helped me to realize that sex and sexuality are not synonymous, and that understanding sexuality fully requires us to know our embodied desires, what we like in erotic behaviors (if we like them at all), our sexual identities, and how these individual aspects of our sexualities are also connected to relationships and communities. Having a complete understanding of our sexuality and how systems of power shape it allows us to make choices in our erotic lives that are consensual, more autonomous, empowering, and pleasurable.

But the personal is also political, and my voice is a sharp tongue speaking truth to power. Audre Lorde tells us that the time for marginalized people to talk about our experiences with our full chests is now because we were never meant to survive.11 Shouldn’t those experiences include the erotic? In a world that would rather see us gagged, speaking publicly about our desires, joys, sexual yearnings, pleasures, pains, and power is itself a political act.

As a Black feminist sociologist, I refuse to squander what I consider the gifts of Black feminism—the methodological, conceptual, and intellectual innovations that lead us to what I call the Black Feminist Erotic Imagination, a framework for studying and analyzing the complexities of human eroticism and its imbrication with systems of power and pleasure.12 It reflects the feminist principles and values that guide my research and writing.

My work is rooted in long-standing Black feminist traditions and practices. As Brittney Cooper writes in Eloquent Rage, “I’m not merely a feminist who happens to be Black. I’m a Black Feminist, capital B, capital F. That means I learned my feminism from Black women, and my feminist theory and praxis is situated in the particular ways Black women have understood, thought about, and written about the problems of racism and sexism across space and time.”13

Applying the Black Feminist Erotic Imagination entails focusing on and centering eroticism, power, marginality, pleasure, and embodiment, as these are critical lenses through which to analyze sexuality. My Black feminist approach to research and writing is intersectional and interdisciplinary, incorporating experiential knowledge—knowledge gained from personal experience. Brittney Miles notes, “Black feminist tools and frameworks cannot be separated from narrative and storytelling; they are intertwined.”14 The Black feminist tradition shows us that testifying allows for witnessing and sharing stories, with so much to teach everyone.

The purpose of this book is to undo what has been done to us. By looking to the example of marginalized sexualities worldwide, I seek to explain and explore each component of our sexualities, drawing on cutting-edge research with diverse people and communities to highlight how the world around us—institutions, systems of power, and cultural norms—shapes each facet of our sexualities and how our sexualities shape them.

After discussing the social life of sexuality and the history of the science of sex in the first chapter, in each one thereafter, I display one component of our sexualities to showcase its social life and help you relate it to your life. However, each piece is so deeply connected to the others that, even if I am discussing desire, for example, discussions of behavior, identities, relationships, and communities still appear. These slippages point to how intertwined desire, behavior, identities, relationships, and communities are as parts of our sexuality.

You’ll meet asexual (ace) sex workers and other people on the ace spectrum who help demystify desire. I’ll introduce you to the newest sexual technologies, and we’ll see just what sex dolls can teach us about the relationship between systems of power and contemporary sexual behavior. I’ll take you with me to sex clubs and introduce you to swingers of various stripes to highlight how our overlapping identities shape our erotic lives. Polyamorous people from around the world, foregrounding the voices of Black polyamorous educators and community leaders, demonstrate the central role that relationships play in our sexualities and how relational norms are changing every day. Together, we will explore BDSM erotic community spaces online and in Berlin and organizations such as the Lesbian Sex Mafia to understand the critical function of communities, which, when supportive and affirming, are vital to our sexual well-being.

Unlike other books that have told the stories of organized political movements concerned with sexual liberation, this book centers people’s resistance in everyday life. Focusing on views “from the bottom” allows us to witness resistance. Like feminist philosopher and activist María Cristina Lugones, I believe that resistance isn’t a political endgame, but a beginning and ongoing part of political struggle, reflecting human adaptivity and creativity.15

The perspectives of people who resist sexual norms and regulation animate this book. This means that, for some readers, the people and communities we’ll meet may be unfamiliar; other readers may find themselves represented. Whether you are learning about particular desires, behaviors, identities, relationship styles, or communities for the first time or you are so familiar with these concepts you could write a book on them, there is always so much to learn from marginalized people who resist constraining social norms.

Throughout the book, I use these discussions to show how the erotic acts as a profound source of power from which humans exercise agency and draw pleasure. At times, as we will see, the erotic also acts as a catalyst for liberatory changes in the world. Through a politics of perversion, members of the sex rabble challenge respectability politics and generate change—changes that everyone can benefit from.

My sincerest hope is that this not remain a purely academic discussion—that the reader can use the erotic power model of sexuality as a framework to understand sexuality anew. Even as I focus on non-normative sexualities, this model and all the lessons in this book are open to everyone, regardless of their identities. Otherwise, sexuality is doomed to remain a biological, private, and personal matter.

So, with that—I invite you to feel the erotic power in these pages.
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Chapter 1

THE SOCIAL LIFE OF SEXUALITY

Sexuality has been celebrated, regulated, revered, and punished for as long as humans have been human.1 But it wasn’t until the late nineteenth century that it became the subject of scientific study. And as soon as scientists started to fit sex and sexuality into a set of terminologies and systems, by classifying and evaluating consensual human desires and behaviors, they also pathologized them—marking some desires and behaviors as abnormal. Much of the intellectual history of the science of sex is marred by conflict over labeling, categorizing, and establishing normative and hierarchical systems of sexuality.

Never mind that countless historical artifacts and works of art and literature on the human experience celebrated ecstasies and freedoms of eroticism of all kinds. Instead, nineteenth-century scientists and their twentieth- and twenty-first-century followers set about cataloging what I’ll call the three D’s: deviance, disease, and dysfunction.

In some ways, this may not be so shocking—the eggheads with clipboards somehow managed to make sex boring! But there is a more sinister edge to the science of sexuality. As writer, sex educator, and sex worker Tina Horn argues in Why Are People into That?, the scientific impulse to pathologize people’s ethical and consensual desires is no different in its goals and effects than that of the religions that label them sinful.2 How different is it, really, if sexual rule breakers are being condemned on religious grounds, criminalized by vice laws, or monstered with medical terminology?

Yet, before we dismiss the whole body of scholarship that today’s understanding of sexuality is built on, we can still learn something from the work of the past 140 or so years. The history of sexual science can not only help us understand where contemporary insights are coming from, but it also offers us a vantage point for seeing the socially constructed nature of ideas about sexuality as they are being broken down and remade.

Now, as interesting as I hope you find the upcoming brief history of sexual science, you might wonder what such an account has to do with your sexuality. Ideas born in the realms of science and academia do not live and die there. The people who create these ideas about sex and the sexual hierarchies they’ve imagined inform how the public understands sexuality. This understanding filters into the worlds of medicine, family life, the law, education, and media. So, even if you have never attended a research conference or read any of the books and articles by sexual scientists, their ideas show up in mainstream culture, institutions, and politics, from pop culture articles and social media reels to information at your doctor’s office to governmental policy and hearings.

The history of the science of sex is also plagued by what I call scientific sexism—the willful rejection of feminist writing and theorizing as not scientific enough or too political. Because feminists draw from humanistic methods such as participant observation, conversational-style interviews, and other qualitative methods, including autoethnography and cultural studies methods, such as analyzing films and books, scientists in different fields have dismissed feminist work on sexuality as not objective enough and inappropriately political in its values and objectives.3 The lack of engagement with feminism does us a significant disservice, hampering our complete understanding of sexuality as a political force.

This scientific approach showcases how sex and sexuality are socially constructed and imbued with power and how they serve as sites for resistance. As we will observe, sexual science has played a significant role in establishing the norms that the rule breakers in this book resist.

“I regard sex as the central problem of life. And now that the problem of religion has practically been settled, and that the problem of labor has at least been placed on a practical foundation, the question of sex—with the racial questions that rest on it—stands before the coming generations as the chief problem for solution,” writes the English physician and eugenicist Havelock Ellis.4

Ellis is often cited as one of the so-called fathers of modern sexology, and his now-famous quote, which opened Studies in the Psychology of Sex in 1897, is one of those rare moments where people are actually using their full chest and not their dog whistles. At that time, especially during the Victorian era, religion and capitalist labor already had people on lock, Ellis gestured. Still, when it comes to sex, even religion and work can’t always keep people ashamed and exhausted long enough to stop them from having all types of sex, from the vanilla to the freakiest, with all the wrong people. Gay panics and racial-sexual anxieties permeated the air that was breathing life into the science of sex.5

Sexology, the scientific study of human sexuality, was born out of a need to control people’s bodies and, around the world, it became yet another site for the political weaponization of scientific knowledge to uphold heteropatriarchy, white supremacy, and capitalist wealth accumulation. Dominance requires controlling how people use their bodies, especially in sex. You can’t build wealth and maintain patriarchal monogamous marriage between cisgender white women and white men if people do not stop getting it on across racial, gender, and class lines. Sexology, like all sciences, was shaped by the political and cultural context in which those ideas emerged.

The landmark publication that put all of the findings and flaws of these early scientists of sexuality on display was Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, published in German in 1886 and translated into English in 1892. Setting the stage for the focus on deviance that would define the research that followed, this text essentially amounted to a laundry list of sexual behaviors that Krafft-Ebing deemed to be disorders.

This perspective didn’t come out of the clear blue, and the social context for the work of Krafft-Ebing and his peers gives us crucial insight into why deviance was such a magnet for research. When Krafft-Ebing and his peers were developing this new field of scientific inquiry, social and legal prohibitions on sex were primarily focused on preserving the institution of heterosexual marriage under a system of patriarchy—heteropatriarchy for short. Perhaps, unsurprisingly, most of these scientists worked to establish scientific legitimacy for heteronormativity, building their work on the assumptions that sex between cisgender women and cisgender men is normal and that sex between people of the same gender is abnormal.6

Like many people in the nineteenth century, Krafft-Ebing understood sex in relation to procreation only. Any aspect of sex that diverged from this procreative function was, by definition, abnormal. This is another way of saying that some cultures of the time were most concerned about how any given sex act mapped onto a procreative/nonprocreative binary. It’s also why one of the first scientific definitions of heterosexuality, written in a medical journal in 1892 by a US doctor named James Kiernan, referred to heterosexuality much differently than we do today. He defined it as a sexual disorder, in that it described people with “inclinations to both sexes,” engaging in “abnormal methods of gratification,” or nonprocreative sex acts.

In the United States, Kiernan’s writing about disordered sex was occurring during the lead-up to and introduction of Jim Crow segregation codified into law under Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. White people were obsessed with so-called miscegenation, and the idea of white and Black people fucking drove them up a wall. Stopping interracial sex and procreation was a key, yet underdiscussed, objective of Jim Crow, with long-lasting effects on the domains of sexuality.7

In the United States in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, scientific racism was used to uphold the existing order. Scientists across disciplines created and used pseudoscience to lend support to white supremacist ideologies and political projects.8 The United States has long been a nation obsessed with categorizing bodies and establishing systems to ensure the preservation of racial capitalism and heteropatriarchy—systems that have always been bedfellows. And at the time, economic shifts and migration into cities meant that sexuality was increasingly moving from behind closed bedroom doors into public view.9 It is of little surprise that US doctors and scientists would have had an interest in ordering and disordering sexuality.

At the time of Krafft-Ebing’s writing, Germany, too, was experiencing an economic boom and rapid industrialization, which meant that more and more people were moving into cities and into closer proximity to one another. Like many cities during modernity, urban life was entangled with what we might call the sexual spirit of modernity. Rapid economic and political shifts catalyzed new sexual cultures and sexual exploration with new people in new places. Urbanization and economic growth, alongside people’s sexual curiosity and thirst for eroticism, led to increases in access to early film-based pornography, the number of brothels, interracial and interethnic sex, gay sex, public gender-bending, public drunkenness and partying, and so-called sin. And the early sexologists, near and far, were taking notes and names.

The lesson here is that we should never let the





















































[image: Diagram illustrating various sexual orientations and relationship types, categorized into sections such as ‘Homosexual,’ ‘Heterosexual,’ ‘Married,’ and ‘Promiscuous,’ among others.]
The charmed circle, from Gayle Rubin, “Thinking Sex: Notes for a Radical Theory of the Politics of Sexuality.”













































[image: Architectural diagram showing a cross-section of a building with multiple floors and a circular lower section. The layout includes labeled sections and structural elements.]
Plan of Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon penitentiary by Willey Reveley, 1791.











































Praise for 
SEX IN PUBLIC

“Sex in Public cogently dispels the myth that certain expressions of sexuality are ‘correct’ and ‘normal,’ while others are ‘incorrect’ or ‘abnormal.’ Drawing from the sociological literature, interviews with people across diverse sexual identities and communities, and their own personal experiences, Angela Jones makes a powerful case that sex is multidimensional, ever-shifting, and deeply social.”

—Julia Serano, author of Whipping Girl

“An exquisite blend of research-based insights and real-world examples about the unpredictable realm of sexual behavior, Sex in Public is a juicy read! Never coy, Angela Jones confronts what is both deliciously creative and stiflingly constrained about sex. They show us that it is precisely the act of trying to understand those repressive forces that frees our sexual imaginations, making sex a vital pathway toward a better collective future.”

—Jane Ward, author of The Tragedy of Heterosexuality

“Sex in Public dares to explore sexual sociology without defanging the erotic. Angela Jones writes fearlessly about their own sexual subcultures while remaining curious about the lives and identities of others. Rigorously deep, gleefully vulgar, accessibly welcoming. A new classic!”

—Tina Horn, author of Why Are People into That?

“Angela Jones has offered a timely Black feminist primer on erotic empowerment. Jones rightly insists that empowerment isn’t just about individual autonomy, it’s about actively crafting a social world that prioritizes sex education, sexual literacy, joy, and a fierce commitment to dismantling intersecting structures of domination. Fearless, candid, and bold, Sex in Public is necessary reading for anyone interested in imagining a different kind of world, one that approaches eroticism and freedom as fundamentally linked.”

—Jennifer C. Nash, author of Black Feminism Reimagined
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