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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to all the women and men who

embrace the idea that there is no quality without

equality in all realms—including the sexual—and who

are willing to take the revolutionary steps necessary

to make equal opportunity orgasms a reality.
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INTRODUCTION

HELLO AND I WANT YOU TO ORGASM


Mind-blowing, body-rippling, can’t-help-screaming-out-loud orgasms—maybe your friends say they’ve had them or maybe you’ve seen them in movies and porn. But, you’ve rarely, if ever, experienced this seemingly common feeling, and you’re starting to feel cheated and worried. Or maybe you’re pretty sure you’ve had orgasms but wonder if they could be better, if there are pieces of the puzzle you’re missing.

Congratulations! You’ve picked up the right book. By the time you finish reading, you’ll have discovered the missing pieces of the orgasm puzzle. You’ll be sure you’re having orgasms and you won’t be wondering if they could be better. They’ll be awesome!

Perhaps you’re wondering how I can say this with such certainty. Let me answer by telling you a bit about myself. I’m a middle-aged psychologist who has worked with hundreds of clients, and I teach human sexuality to about 150 students a year at the University of Florida. My students tell me that I remind them of the mother and sex therapist in the movie Meet the Fockers—likely because I have a large nose and curly hair, and tell lots of stories about both my personal life and my therapy practice. My students also describe me as quirky because I say things like “I’ve been having orgasms longer than you’ve been alive!” And—key to my statement that this book will lead you to orgasm—countless female students tell me that the information in my class has done so for them. A representative quote from my end-of-the-semester teaching evaluations is “Thanks to what I learned in this class, I am now orgasmic!”

My students’ experiences, both their frustrations and successes, are the reason I wrote this book. Through teaching human sexuality to college students, I’ve become aware that a whopping 50 percent of eighteen- to thirty-five-year-old women say they have trouble reaching orgasm with a partner. While women struggling with this problem feel like something is wrong with them, these large numbers tell me that something is wrong with our culture. Based on my conversations with students and clients, I’m convinced I know what’s wrong (it’s not you) and, thankfully, how to fix it.

What’s needed is a combination of cultural analysis (to understand why so many women are struggling) and key practical skills (to help individual women—like you—orgasm). That’s what this book provides. In the first “sextion”—“Your Orgasm Problem Is a Cultural Problem”—you’ll explore the bigger societal picture of why so many young women don’t orgasm with partners. The next sextion—“Increase Your Cliteracy”—provides key information on your most important sexual organ. In the third sextion—“The Time Has Come for You to Cum”—you’ll learn the attitudes and hands-on (pun intended!) ways you can reach orgasm. Then in the fourth sextion of the book—“Wait, There’s More (Cum Again)”—you’ll gain a few additional pieces of information about women’s sexuality and will be encouraged to spread the word to empower other women to orgasm. The final sextion of the book—“You Don’t Have to Have a Clitoris to Be Cliterate”—is about spreading the word to men, which includes a chapter you can give to male friends and sexual partners so they can have the same key knowledge of women’s ways of orgasming. Cliteracy skills are truly the gift that keeps on giving!

As you read on, I hope you feel like a valued client in my private therapy practice or a treasured student in my classroom. While I already told you that my students say I’m quirky, I also feel really good about the fact that they describe me as both kind and passionate. They can tell I genuinely care about their well-being, and I’m excited to give them information that will make their sex lives better. Female students know that I want them to experience the unique and wonderful feeling of orgasm that has previously eluded so many of them. I want this for you too! I hope that as you read—and are led to those orgasms you’ve been wanting—you feel engaged, entertained, and cared about. Let’s get started!


 




Caveat (One Book/One Problem

This book is written to address the fact that when cisgender
women have sexual encounters with cisgender men, they’re
having way fewer orgasms. By cisgender women, I mean people
born with vaginas who identify as women, and by cisgender
men, I mean people born with penises who identify as men.
While we know for certain that there is an orgasm gap when
cisgender folks get it on with each other, we don’t yet have
enough research to state with certainty if or how the orgasm
gap affects people born with vaginas who identify as men (i.e.,
trans men), people born with penises who identify as women
(i.e., trans women), or people born with penises and vaginas
who don’t identify on the male/female gender binary at all and
identify instead, for example, as genderqueer. Similarly, we
don’t have any knowledge on if or how the orgasm gap affects
people born with ambiguous genitalia (i.e., intersex individuals).
In fact, we don’t even have enough knowledge to say whether
what is known about cisgender sexual pleasure can be applied
to the sexual pleasure of gender-diverse individuals—although
there are fantastic sex researchers, therapists, and educators
working tirelessly to answer these questions and to develop
sex-positive, pleasure-based resources for gender-diverse
people.
Gender-diverse communities are also educating themselves
and sharing fantastic resources online (Tumblr blogs,
YouTube videos, zines). In short, in writing this book to address
a problem that occurs when cisgender men and cisgender
women have sex with each other, I am not thoughtlessly ignoring
the sexual relationships that gender-diverse individuals have
with one another or with cisgender individuals—it’s just that we
don’t have enough science or theory to know if the material in
this book would be applicable or helpful for anyone but cisgender
individuals having sex with other cisgender individuals.

Because the book is written to address a problem among cisgender
women and men, when I use the words “women” and “men” or
“female” and “male” in this book, I am referring to cisgender women
and men, respectively. It’s important to state this because when we
use these words without explaining why we are using them, and instead
assume they capture everyone, we are linguistically erasing
gender-diverse individuals. Gender-diverse individuals face not only
common cultural linguistic erasure (akin to the linguistic erasure of
the clitoris you will read about in chapter 2), but enormous societal
discrimination. This book is in no way intended to contribute to
this discrimination and erasure; it is simply that its goal is to address
one cultural problem (the orgasm gap), and what we know about
this problem (including its existence, its causes, and its solutions) is
known from research on cisgender individuals.

While I truly wish I could solve all our MANY cultural sexual
problems in this book (actually, forget the book, I wish I had a
magic wand), I can’t. So, instead, I focus the more than 200 pages
of this book on eradicating just one societal problem—the orgasm
gap that occurs during sexual encounters between cisgender
women and men.




 







SEXTION ONE


YOUR ORGASM PROBLEM IS A CULTURAL PROBLEM






1.

THE PLEASURE GAP

Lies About Getting Laid


“Mm you feel so good. Does that feel good, baby?”

No, not really, you think. “Oh yeah!” you reply. You roll your eyes because thankfully, in doggy style, he can’t see your face. You are so ready for it to be over.

He grunts enthusiastically, breathing hard. You sense he’s about to come so you start breathing hard and moaning too.

“Yes! Harder! Deeper!” you scream in order to hurry him to climax.

He finally finishes and asks, “Did you come too?”

“Yes, it was amazing,” you lie.

Can you relate? Sadly, most women can. Here’s the deal: There’s a huge pleasure gap between women and men. Men are having way more orgasms than women are. And while this is true in all types of sex, it’s especially true in casual or hookup sex.

What the F Is Going On?!?


	The F itself. There is way too much emphasis on intercourse—the way men reach orgasm.

	 Movies and porn show women having fast and fabulous orgasms from male pounding. These images are lies!




	The idea that women should orgasm from intercourse is the number one reason for the pleasure gap.

	Other reasons, such as poor body image, slut shaming, the idea that women’s role is to please men, and poor sexual communication, also contribute to the pleasure gap.



The Solutions!


	Truly understanding that for most women penetration alone is not the route to ultimate pleasure! Almost all women need clitoral stimulation to orgasm, which is not achieved during typical penetrative intercourse.

	Discovering an array of easily attainable, yet very powerful, skills and attitudes that will make your orgasm as much of a surefire thing as his.



THE PLEASURE GAP EXPOSED




You’ve likely already experienced the pleasure gap in your own life. Probably there’s been a time or two (or more!) when your male partner—be it your friend, a guy you just met off Tinder, your boyfriend, your fiancé, or your husband—came for real, but your orgasm was either nonexistent or faked. What you may not know is just how many other women are experiencing the same problem, or just how wide this pleasure gap is:


 




In one recent survey of thousands of women and men, 64 percent of women versus 91 percent of men said they’d had an orgasm during their most recent sexual encounter.




 



In another recent survey of over two thousand straight women:


 




57 percent said they orgasm most or every time they have sex with a partner, while 95 percent said their partner orgasms most or every time.




 



If this wasn’t bad enough, things get much worse during hookup sex. As you likely know, “hooking up” is a vague term that can include anything from kissing to intercourse. But when I specifically asked my students (in anonymous polls) about first-time hookup sex involving intercourse or other activities (e.g., oral sex) that could lead to an orgasm:


 




55 percent of men versus 4 percent of women said they usually reach orgasm during first-time hookup sex!




 



These numbers make it clear that you’re not alone. Your missing orgasm is a reflection of a broader cultural problem.

THE PLEASURE GAP EXPLAINED




So what’s the problem here? We’re doing too much of what we consider “fucking” (aka intercourse) and not enough of other sexual activities. The reason there’s such a massive orgasm gap between the sexes is because we overvalue men’s most common way of reaching an orgasm (intercourse) and undervalue women’s most common way (clitoral stimulation). Our cultural over-focus on the importance of putting a penis into a vagina is screwing with women’s orgasms.

You don’t have to look far to see this focus—just watch almost any movie with a sex scene. To quote one of my male students, “In the porn I watch, it’s male pounding that turns women on.” To quote one of my female students, “In mainstream movies and in porn, all I see are women having orgasms during intercourse.”


 




Relationship Issues and Orgasm Problems

Sometimes women have difficulty reaching an orgasm because of a relationship issue. Not wanting to be in a relationship with someone anymore, not trusting your partner, or not being attracted to a person can lead to orgasm problems.

While this book can give you tools to get to know your body and to get the stimulation you need, it can’t solve relationship issues.

Counseling can help if you’re feeling stuck or conflicted about your relationship. See appendix B, “Additional Resources,” for tips on finding a counselor. The communication skills in chapter 8 could also be useful to help you talk to your partner.




 



No wonder women tell me they want to orgasm this way! I’ve even had a good number tell me they think this is what’s best for their relationships. No wonder the most common complaint women bring to sex therapists is the inability to orgasm during intercourse. It’s also no surprise that the most frequent question asked by my human sexuality students and sent into Cosmopolitan magazine is “How do I have an orgasm during intercourse?”

Women’s magazines often answer this question by recommending specific intercourse positions (“Try the woman-on-top position!”). This makes matters worse, because it implies that all women can orgasm during intercourse if only they do it right. But this isn’t true. The vast majority of women cannot orgasm from the stimulation provided by intercourse alone. Unfortunately, very few women (and men) know this. So countless women end up thinking something is wrong with them, and like the woman portrayed in that all-too-familiar scene at the start of this chapter, they fake orgasms.

When researchers ask college women why they fake, one of the most common answers is to avoid appearing abnormal. Other common answers are to avoid hurting their partner’s feelings and to build their partner’s ego. Women are faking orgasms because they think a penis should get them off and they want the guy involved to think his penis has these powers. But it doesn’t! No penis does.

THAT’S NOT ALL




The idea that women should orgasm from intercourse is the number one lie women are told about getting laid. It’s the primary reason for the pleasure gap. Still, it’s not the only reason. A lot of other cultural issues mess with women’s ability to orgasm. Here are just a few:


	We have a double standard that judges women more harshly than men for having casual sex. This leaves many women feeling conflicted about the sex they’re engaging in. It’s hard to have an orgasm when you’re guilt-ridden or ashamed.

	We’re bombarded with media images of “sexy” women whose role is to attract and please men. These images are plentiful in porn, but they’re not limited to porn—open any magazine and you’ll find advertisements using gorgeous, provocatively posed, scantily clad women to sell everything from cars to clothes. Researchers have found that these images lead girls and women to constantly assess how they appear to others. This puts women’s main focus on being sexually desirable to others rather than on their own sexual desires. It places women’s emphasis on how they look rather than on how they feel. Even worse, some women (and men) come to believe—even subconsciously—that a woman’s main role is to pleasure men, rather than believing sex entails equally giving and receiving pleasure. A logical consequence of this is that some women gauge how good a sexual encounter is by their partner’s pleasure rather than their own (i.e., “If it was good for him, it was good for me”).

	These same media images of sexy, beautiful—and thin—women are also the main culprit in the fact that many women dislike their own bodies. And a woman who dislikes her own naked body is not going to feel open and free during a sexual encounter. It’s impossible to have an orgasm while trying to hold your stomach in (believe me, I spent my younger years trying).

	Sex education focuses almost exclusively on the dangers of sex, such as pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs). Stating the obvious, you’re less likely to enjoy something that’s been billed as perilous rather than pleasurable.

	Most women (and men) have zero training in sexual communication. Good communication is especially necessary when it comes to female orgasms. Most men pretty much reach orgasm the same way and it’s not all that complex. It’s a lot more complicated for women to orgasm, since there are vast differences between women in terms of what they need to orgasm. Also, what a woman needs can vary from one encounter to another. Men can’t read minds—or vaginas. Sexual communication is needed for women’s orgasms, yet it’s a skill rarely taught in sex education.



Conflicted feelings about sex, a greater focus on attracting and pleasing a partner than on one’s own needs, body self-consciousness, and poor communication all help explain why the orgasm gap is widest between the sexes during first-time hookup sex, but progressively narrows with subsequent hookup sex, friends-with-benefits sex, and relationship sex. It takes time to get to know an individual woman’s body. Self-consciousness diminishes with familiarity; people are more apt to say what they need with familiarity and trust. Still, issues like body shame and people’s difficulty in expressing what they want don’t just disappear during relationship sex; they still take their toll on women’s orgasms.

Can you relate to any of these problems? Have you ever felt self-conscious of your body during sex, maybe holding in your stomach or attempting to get into a position where a part you consider unattractive won’t show? Have you ever wanted to tell your partner what you needed but just didn’t know what to say or do? I promise we’ll conquer all these issues together! If you’re already having orgasms, even good ones, the information in this book will help you take them up a notch, giving you information and skills to enhance your sexual expression and ecstasy. And if you’ve not yet had an orgasm or are having them only inconsistently, the information in this book will lead you to orgasm in any type of sexual encounter you choose to engage in, including hookup sex, friends-with-benefits sex, relationship sex, and everything in between. No matter where you’re starting your orgasm journey, you’ll find personalized solutions to make sure your orgasms are the best they can be—and you’ll be part of the cultural revolution to eradicate that number one lie about getting laid!


 




Sexual Trauma and Orgasm Problems

Sometimes women have trouble reaching orgasm due to more personal reasons. Sadly, way too many women have been the victim of rape, sexual coercion, or childhood sexual abuse.

If you’re one of these women, the information in this book might help you reach orgasm, but you’re also likely to need information specific to reclaiming your sexuality after being sexually abused. A great book for this is The Sexual Healing Journey by Wendy Maltz. Counseling can also help. Appendix B, “Additional Resources,” gives advice about locating a therapist.






THE PLEASURE GAP CLOSED




Since our cultural over-focus on intercourse is the main reason for your missing orgasm, the solution is to truly and deeply understand that the overwhelming majority of women don’t reach orgasm through penetration alone. Most women need clitoral stimulation—either alone or coupled with penetration.

Perhaps you’re wondering exactly what “the overwhelming majority” means. Most times when women’s magazines talk about this they throw around the statistic that only 25 to 30 percent of women can reach orgasm during intercourse. But, as pointed out by a scholar who analyzed the studies that came up with this statistic, there’s a big problem: most of these studies don’t differentiate between women who can orgasm from just a thrusting penis and women who orgasm during intercourse by making sure their clitoris is also stimulated (e.g., by touching it with a hand or a vibrator). Interestingly, though, when this differentiation was made in two different recent surveys, both found that only about 15 percent of women have orgasms from thrusting alone. And the numbers decrease further when I ask my female students about their most reliable way to orgasm. Averaging across multiple years of anonymous polls, here’s what the women in my classes say their most surefire route to orgasm is:

[image: ]

Even more striking, looking only at the women who can orgasm:


 




95 percent of women need clitoral stimulation to reach orgasm!




 



The clitoris is the key to women’s orgasms. We must raise awareness of the clitoris in our culture. Most important, I want to bring it front and center during your sexual encounters.

Allow me to put my long-standing love of the clitoris into further context. I already told you I’m middle-aged. This means I reached my sexual coming-of-age during an era (the ’70s and early ’80s) in which the clitoris was in the spotlight. One of my favorite moments during this clitoral-focused era was when three graduate school friends and I were out for dinner and four men kept approaching us. Although all heterosexual, we finally decided that to politely get rid of these men, we would tell them they were wasting their time, because we were two lesbian couples. They all looked a bit shocked and then one exclaimed (in quite a lovely accent, I might add), “But intercourse, it is the ultimate pleasure, no?” In complete unison, with no preplanning, we all loudly said, “No!” Thirty years later, we continue to laugh about this when we get together, saying to one another, “Intercourse, it is the ultimate pleasure, no?” “No!”

What troubles me is that much of this clitoral knowledge seems to have been lost to millennials. Most young women think they’re abnormal if they don’t reach orgasm during intercourse. Likewise, many of the men I teach say they feel pressured to make girlfriends and hookup partners reach orgasm with their penis. My clients and students are shocked to discover the truth: The vagina (by which I mean the inside canal of the female sexual organs, something we’ll learn about in chapter 4) has very few touch-sensitive nerve endings. Instead, the overwhelming majority of the nerve endings that women need to reach orgasm are on the outside. I repeat: Penetration is not required. Clitoral stimulation is. This is why truly appreciating and attending to the clitoris is the simple secret to your orgasm!

The focus on clitoral stimulation is why women have more orgasms when they have sex with other women, as well as one of the reasons that women have more orgasms alone than with a partner. When two women get it on, they mostly focus on stimulating each other’s clitorises; penetration (e.g., with a strap-on or dildo) is a totally optional activity, only incorporated if one of the women finds that it enhances her arousal and orgasm. Likewise, somewhere between 88 and 99 percent of women don’t include any penetration in their masturbation—and those who do almost always pair it with clitoral stimulation. When pleasuring themselves, most women focus exclusively on their clitorises, using vibrators, fingers, pillows, and other external stimulation, resulting in over 94 percent reaching orgasm. Clearly, both solo and lesbian sex focus on the clitoris, but when penetration is involved, that becomes the main event and less attention is paid to the clitoris. In fact, regardless of whether the encounter takes place in the context of a hookup, a committed relationship, or anything else in between:


 




During sexual encounters that include intercourse, 78 percent of women’s orgasm problems are caused by not enough or not the right kind of clitoral stimulation.




 



The solution, then, seems pretty straightforward. Let’s make both penetration and clitoral stimulation equally valued!

Let me be clear: I’m not trying to turn the tables and have us value clitoral stimulation more than intercourse. I’m just trying to level the playing field and have them be equally valued. I’m not anti-intercourse; I’m just pro-clitoral-course! And if you are one of those rare women (according to my class surveys, one of the approximately 5 percent) who most reliably reach orgasm from penetration alone, there’s nothing wrong with this and I won’t tell you to stop reaching orgasm that way. It’s just that most women don’t know how unusual this is—and (as you’ll discover in a subsequent chapter) a biological impossibility for many women! Also, interestingly, I’ve had several women tell me that they thought they were having orgasms during intercourse—since intercourse does create really nice feelings—only to discover what an orgasm actually felt like when they took time to get to know their clitoris. The bottom line is that while many women love the emotional and physical feelings they get from intercourse, thrusting alone rarely results in orgasm. So to close the pleasure gap and have more women reach orgasm, we need to make internal stimulation (intercourse for him) and external stimulation (clitoral stimulation for you) equally important.


 




A Note to Women Who Have Sex with Women

As you can plainly see, a main focus of this book is to eradicate the myths about intercourse that are at the root of so many female orgasm concerns. Obviously, this concern is not as relevant to women who have sex only with other women. If this describes you, you can skip over the passages dedicated to squashing penetration-based myths. Or you might want to read them anyway, reveling in the fact that you’re already a step ahead in the orgasm game! In this book you can still find useful information to enhance your orgasmic potential, such as the attitude and focusing skills taught in chapter 5 and the communication skills found in chapter 8. Additionally, you’ll find advice for enhancing sex with a female partner in chapter 7. In short, I sincerely hope the focus on debunking myths about intercourse won’t deter you, and instead you’ll concentrate on the information that will benefit you the most!




 



This is easier said than done. To make penetration and clitoral stimulation equal, you’ll need more than just knowledge of the clitoris. I say this based on my experience as a therapist and on a fascinating study that found that women who knew about their clitorises had higher rates of orgasming during masturbation, but not during sex with a partner. To apply knowledge of the clitoris to sex with a partner, you’ll need additional skills that go beyond anatomy. You’ll need to feel positive, rather than guilty or ashamed, about the sex you have. You’ll need to feel that your pleasure is as important as your partner’s pleasure. You’ll need to learn to relax and not feel self-conscious during sex. And you’ll need good sexual communication skills. You’ll find all of this in the pages that follow.

THE PLEASURE GAP: REAL STORIES OF PERSONAL CLOSURE




Because I teach and counsel about sex, a lot of people tell me their sex problems, even outside my classroom and office walls. My twenty-seven-year-old hair stylist, Diane, confided in me that she really liked her new boyfriend, but she was worried because she never reached orgasm with him, as she had with her prior boyfriend, whom she didn’t like as much. As we talked, I learned that her prior boyfriend had some difficulties with sustaining an erection, and so he “compensated” by giving her plenty of oral sex. Her new boyfriend had no such problems, and they thus focused on intercourse without much, or any, clitoral stimulation. I also learned that like most women, Diane touched her clitoris when she masturbated—and not surprisingly, she reached orgasm that way. Despite this, Diane and her new boyfriend focused on his penis, assuming it would bring both of them to orgasm. In other words, Diane knew about the importance of her clitoris during oral sex and masturbation, and she even knew how to make herself come, but she didn’t make the connection that she also needed to focus on her clitoris during a sexual encounter that involved intercourse.

As soon as she made this connection in our conversations (and it was a serious aha moment!), things changed. Diane explained this to her boyfriend. They started having oral sex before they had intercourse, during which Diane started consistently having the Big O.

For Jasmine, it wasn’t that easy. After learning about the clitoris in my class, Jasmine bought a clitoral vibrator and had an orgasm for the first time. But she was terrified to tell her boyfriend, Brandon, about this. “I don’t want him to feel bad about himself,” she said. Brandon was under the same false illusion that Jasmine had previously been—that his penis was central to her pleasure. And this was an illusion she had perpetuated during the several months of their relationship by faking the type of screaming, sheet-gripping orgasms she and Brandon had seen in porn. Eventually, Jasmine got up the courage to talk to Brandon about her faked orgasms and what she needed for real ones. Things didn’t go well. Brandon was mad that Jasmine had faked—and he said he didn’t want a vibrator substituting for his penis. They broke up. But, happily, a few months later Jasmine met Kevin, and she was able to tell him from the start what she needed to orgasm. Thankfully, Kevin was completely on board and eager to give Jasmine lots of oral sex and to have her use her vibrator on herself during intercourse. He wanted to please her. At this point, her moans and orgasms were from real pleasure, not from attempting to mimic a porn star. (We’ll talk all about vibrators in a later chapter.)

In my experience as an educator and a therapist, most men are more like Kevin than Brandon: they actually want to please women and are happy for information on how to do that. I’ve read articles claiming that men don’t care about women’s pleasure, especially during hookup sex. While this may be true of some men (run if you find one!), the men I talk to genuinely want to please women. They just don’t know how—or, so many women have faked orgasms with them, they think they have the ticket to all women’s orgasms.

Knowing how to bring all women to orgasm is impossible because, again, what each woman needs to orgasm is unique and also varies from one encounter to another—even with the same partner! Some women orgasm most reliably from oral sex. Some orgasm most reliably from manual stimulation without a penis in their vagina. Some orgasm most reliably from stimulation of their clitoris (by their own hand, their partner’s hand, or a vibrator) while a penis (or dildo) is in their vagina. Oftentimes, a woman needs a variety of these activities. It also takes women a lot longer to reach orgasm with a partner than it does men (fifteen to forty-five minutes versus two to ten minutes). Fair or not, it simply takes more intricate knowledge for a woman to orgasm than it does for a man. And most of us are taught very little about how women actually orgasm; instead, we’re fed lies about orgasms during intercourse. It’s no wonder you and your friends have been searching for the secret to those mind-blowing, penis-induced orgasms. It’s no wonder that almost half of eighteen-to thirty-year-old women are having trouble reaching orgasm!

I want this to change. I don’t want any woman—especially you—to struggle to orgasm anymore. And I am 100 percent confident that every woman—including you—can orgasm if given the right information and skills.

By now you know that it’s rare for women to orgasm from intercourse alone and, instead, the clitoris is key. Indeed, foreshadowing the focus on language in the next chapter, the word “clitoris” comes from a Greek word meaning “key.” Yet despite its absolutely central role in the female orgasm, “clitoris” is a word many people feel uncomfortable saying. Read on to find out why.





2.

DIRTY TALK

Redefining the Language of Sex


“I hooked up with Jeremy last night,” you confide to your best friend.

“Did you have sex?” she asks.

“No,” you reply, since his penis didn’t enter you.

Do you see anything wrong with these words? Most people don’t. But by the time you finish reading this chapter, you’ll understand how such language reflects our cultural disregard for women’s orgasms. Yet, language can also shape culture. In other words, we are what we speak. So let’s explore the language we use—and how a linguistic sexual revolution will help to bring about orgasm equality!

SCRUTINIZING “SEX”




Take a moment to think about how the word “sex” is used in our culture. Think of what the majority of people mean when they say “We had sex” or “I’d love to have sex with her!”

If you thought of the act of putting a penis into a vagina (i.e., intercourse), you nailed it (pun intended). You don’t have to look very far to see that in modern Western culture the terms “sex” and “intercourse” are used as if they were one and the same. Popular magazines often feature stories on the “best sex” positions, and what these articles contain are positions for intercourse. Even the dictionary defines sex as intercourse.

Given all these examples, it isn’t surprising that multiple studies reveal that most people in our culture define sex as intercourse as well. In these studies, researchers gave people a list of sex acts (e.g., penile-vaginal intercourse, oral sex given to a woman, oral sex given to a man) and then asked the participants to indicate if they consider each behavior to be sex. The results revealed the obvious: almost all people said intercourse is sex, while far fewer considered oral sex to be “official” sex. Also interesting is what the people in these studies said about having an orgasm during intercourse. Almost all said that even if the female doesn’t have an orgasm during intercourse, it still counts as sex. The same isn’t true if the male doesn’t orgasm during intercourse—fewer people said this counts as sex. In short, in our culture, it’s not “sex” unless intercourse happens and the male has an orgasm. Let that sink in for a moment.

As you likely know from experience (and psychological research confirms it), sex generally ends when the man ejaculates. Most heterosexual sexual encounters follow a familiar script: first there’s “foreplay” and then there’s “sex” (intercourse), during which the man has an orgasm, and then the action stops. Where in this familiar sequence of events is the female orgasm? It’s often faked during intercourse alongside the male orgasm. If it occurs for real, it’s generally either during intercourse because women are getting direct or indirect clitoral stimulation or it’s during those activities (oral sex, manual stimulation) we call “foreplay.”

FIGURING OUT “FOREPLAY”




Let’s look at the term “foreplay.” It goes hand in hand with the heterosexual penetrative way sex is defined in our culture. Merriam-Webster says that foreplay is the “erotic stimulation preceding sexual intercourse” or the “action or behavior that precedes an event.” Foreplay is all that comes before the main event—again, the main event being heterosexual intercourse. A group of feminist women who briefly put the clitoris on the map (whom you’ll learn about in the next chapter) said:


 




The word foreplay implies that this sexual pleasure is not in itself important, but rather an exercise men need to go through to get us ready for intercourse.




 



Let’s take a closer look at one sex act often used to get women ready: oral sex. Quoting Ian Kerner, author of the how-to oral sex manual for men She Comes First, “Most men consider cunnilingus an aspect of foreplay, an appetizer to be served before the main meal of genital intercourse.” However, it’s crucial to understand that this “appetizer” is actually the main course for many women—it’s the way they orgasm! Despite this, oral sex isn’t often considered to be sex. In one study in which people decided what counted as sex or not, among those in the eighteen-to twenty-nine-year-old age range:


 




68 percent of women said it counts as sex when a partner gives them oral sex, but only 33 percent of men said it counts when they give a partner oral sex.




 



Besides the chilling amount of potential for sexual miscommunication (two people get it on and one thinks they had sex and the other doesn’t!), these results emphasize that the way a great number of women consistently reach orgasm isn’t considered sex by about two-thirds of men and one-third of women. It’s just foreplay.

REDEFINING THE LANGUAGE OF FOREPLAY AND SEX




What would the world be like if men’s orgasms were “just foreplay” and women’s orgasms were the main event? If this were the case, the clitoral caressing (with a finger, tongue, or vibrator) that often occurs in heterosexual encounters before intercourse would be called “sex” and intercourse would be called “post-play.” Wouldn’t that be revolutionary!

If we made this switch, however, we’d still have orgasm inequality because we’d be turning the tables and prioritizing female orgasms. So here’s a more equitable solution:


 




Let’s define both clitoral stimulation and intercourse as sex!




 



If we as a society made this change, there’d be no need for the term “foreplay.” There’d be no one main event. Men’s and women’s satisfaction and routes to orgasm would be equally valued.

Putting intercourse and clitoral stimulation on the same level would also solve another insidious word problem—the way magazines, and even some sex therapists, refer to women touching their own clitorises during intercourse. It’s often called “extra clitoral stimulation.” As you might recall from the prior chapter, in anonymous surveys in my class:


 




Almost 45 percent of women said their most reliable route to orgasm was intercourse coupled with clitoral stimulation.




 



There’s clearly nothing additional about this clitoral stimulation. It’s not a superfluous add-on. It’s a vital part of the main event!

Considering clitoral stimulation and intercourse as equally important has two obvious benefits. Central to what I’ve been saying up to this point, it would honor the way most women reach orgasm. But, just as important, what two women do together when they get it on would also count as sex. In a wonderfully provocative essay that the students in my class read—“Are We Having Sex Now or What?”—writer Greta Christina tells readers how easy it was for her to count sexual partners when she had sex only with men, and how confusion arose when she started having sex with women. Christina tells readers:


 




Activities or Orientations?

While many women identify with a sexual orientation, others don’t—and even if a woman identifies with an orientation (e.g., heterosexual), she still might engage in sexual activities outside this orientation (e.g., a hookup with another woman). Also, women’s sexuality often encompasses interests and attractions that can change several times over a lifetime. There are a multitude of orientations people identify with. All of this is why, throughout this book, I will use words like “heterosexual” or “lesbian” as adjectives to describe sexual activities, rather than as nouns to describe people.




 



I’d always made my list of sex partners by defining sex as penile-vaginal intercourse . . . . It’s a pretty simple distinction, a straightforward binary system. Did it go in or didn’t it? Yes or no? . . . Granted, it’s a pretty arbitrary definition; but it’s the customary one, with an ancient and respected tradition behind it, and when I was just screwing men, there was no really compelling reason to question it. But with women . . . well, first of all there’s no penis, so right from the start the tracking system is defective . . . So when I started having sex with women, the binary system had to go, in favor of a more inclusive definition.

With the goal of a more inclusive definition—one that honors women’s way of orgasming—I’d like to ask you to join me in ceasing to use the word “sex” for intercourse. But first I need to warn you: this is going to be hard (another pun intended). Honestly, even though I’m writing a book advocating a changed sexual language, I sometimes find myself automatically, reflexively using the word “sex” for intercourse. This is because it is so deeply ingrained in all of us to do so.

A good place to start in changing your language is by just noticing. As you read magazines and books and watch television and movies, pay attention to the word “sex.” Notice how often it’s used to mean intercourse. When you couple this with the knowledge that very few women orgasm from intercourse alone, the craziness will become clear to you. One example I spotted when I first started changing my language was an “orgasm quiz” in a reputable online magazine. This quiz asked, “How long does it take women to orgasm during sex?” While the quiz authors answered with a number, the actual answer is that it depends on how you’re defining sex! For most women, the answer is about twenty minutes if they count clitoral stimulation as sex, but it’s way less clear if they refer to sex only as a penis thrusting in a vagina, since few women reliably orgasm this way. Even crazier are the countless articles listing the “best sex” positions, which go over tons of intercourse positions that might indirectly stimulate the clitoris yet never mention direct clitoral stimulation (with fingers, a tongue, or a vibrator). As you begin to see this insidious language injustice more clearly, try to adjust your own language.

But what words should you use? Of course, you could keep using the word “sex” but mean it to signify the whole of a sexual encounter, not just intercourse. Another option is to use an entirely different term to convey a whole sexual encounter. One of my students tells me that she and her friends use the term “fucking around.” However, because of the literal meaning of “fuck,” this one doesn’t quite sit well with me in terms of the language I’m trying to advocate. So here are a few words to get you started: “fooling around,” “getting it on,” or “hooking up” (a term you’re probably using anyway). We could also go into a time capsule and start using the age-old “hanky-panky.” Or if you’re comfortable enough with your partner, try “making love.” When you want to refer to just the act of intercourse, you could say the actual word or you could call it “P.V.I.” (penile-vaginal intercourse). Less academic sounding, there is “screwing,” “shagging,” “banging,” “boinking,” “doing the horizontal bob,” and “playing hide the salami.” Or, despite its sometimes negative connotations, you could say you “fucked.” Whatever words you choose, and as challenging as it may be, I hope you’ll stop equating sex with intercourse exclusively. I promise that you, your partner, and society as a whole will reap the benefits.


 




How Does This Benefit Men?

In She Comes First, author Ian Kerner gives male readers a pep talk about how not equating sex and intercourse is to their benefit. He tells readers:


When we understand the role of the clitoris in stimulating that process, then sex becomes easier, simpler, and more rewarding, and we are compelled to create pleasure with our hands and mouths, bodies and minds. In letting go of intercourse, we open ourselves up to new creative ways of experiencing pleasure, ways that may not strike us as inherently masculine, but ultimately allow us to be more of a man. Sex is no longer penis-dependent, and we can let go of the usual anxieties about size, stamina, and performance. We are free to love with more of ourselves, with our entire self.



I’ll be emphasizing this to the guys in your life in the “Cliteracy—For Him” chapter.




 



IT’S ALL VAGINA “DOWN THERE”




Another related word problem we need to solve is what we call women’s genitals. To understand this problem, a brief preview of what you’ll learn in the next chapter is needed.

Both women and men have visible (outside) and invisible (inside) parts of their genitals. A man’s visible parts include his penis and the sack that houses his testicles (his balls). Men’s unseen parts include his actual testicles and a series of ducts that carry urine and semen. A woman’s visible part is called the vulva, which includes her inner and outer lips, the tip of her clitoris, the opening to her urethra (where urine comes out), and the opening to her vagina (where the penis goes in and babies come out). A woman’s inside parts include her inner clitoris and her vaginal canal (her vagina).

Despite all these distinct internal and external parts of women’s genital anatomy, we call everything “down there” a vagina. I vividly recall being with a friend who had a four-year-old son and a six-year-old daughter. The daughter asked, “Why can’t I pee standing up like Sammy?” Without hesitation, the mother said, “Because he has a penis and you have a
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