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There are lots of books about sex out there. Why one
more? Because there is an important gap in sex
research and advice literature: almost no attention has
been paid to the ways in which human sexual anatomy
makes mutual satisfaction during intercourse a major
challenge—or to the work-arounds that some couples
have figured out over the years.

Thousands of books, magazines, videos, and web-
sites provide endless ideas about sexual foreplay, posi-
tions, and practices, but they tend to avoid the basic
structural issues and downplay what would seem to be
the ideal finale of sex—orgasms for both partners.
There is an implicit assumption that lovers have that
part figured out. 

But do they? A widely reported indicator of sexual
dissatisfaction—as many as 85 percent of women say
they don’t have orgasms during actual intercourse—has
been showing up in research for years. The Great Sex
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Secret starts with this statistic and addresses some basic
questions:

• Why is sexual intercourse so often unfulfilling for
women?

• Was there ever a time when this was not true?
• Is it possible for both partners to have orgasms

when they make love?
• Are simultaneous orgasms feasible—or desirable?
• What is “great sex,” anyway?
• What’s technique got to do with it?
• Why do so many lovers have trouble talking

about sex?
• What’s going on when seemingly happy couples

shy away from sex?
• Can sexual passion be kept alive in long-term love

relationships?
• Why has sex-advice literature been so unhelpful?
To answer these questions, we’ll look at an eclectic

array of material from contemporary and historical
sources, including the experience of couples who have
found their way to mutually satisfying lovemaking. The
book presents the following argument:

• Penis-in-vagina sexual intercourse almost always
produces an orgasm for men but rarely does for
women. This is because the location of the clitoris
prevents most women from getting sensitive,
appropriate, and sustained stimulation during
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intercourse. Making love in ways that give both
partners full satisfaction is neither easy nor obvi-
ous—it doesn’t “come naturally.” 

• Historians tell us that through the ages, the default
setting for sexual intercourse has been male satis-
faction and female frustration. Several cultures
exhorted men to give sexual satisfaction to their
partners and even told them that their partners
wouldn’t get pregnant if they didn’t have
orgasms—but specific instructions for stimulating
the clitoris during intercourse were not provided. 

• A persistent myth has been that penetration
alone should produce a female orgasm, prefer-
ably at the same moment as the man’s; simulta-
neous orgasms have often been touted as the
ultimate amorous accomplishment (but without
specifics on how to make them happen). Despite
today’s more sophisticated understanding of
human anatomy, this belief persists, and it is one
of several reasons that a good number of women
fake orgasms during intercourse.

• Lovemaking that is unfulfilling for one partner
does not stand the test of time and sows seeds of
resentment and unhappiness in a relationship. In
recent years, there has been much discussion of
“sexless marriages,” and the finger is usually
pointed at exhaustion in two-career households,
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male anger about women having more power, and
inadequate sexual technique. But figuring out ways
for busy couples to be less fatigued, psychoanalyz-
ing the sources of male-female anger, or using bet-
ter foreplay, exotic positions, and sex toys do not
address the real problem.

• Many lovers who start off with a strong sexual con-
nection find that over the years they get bored with
sex, don’t make love as frequently or for as long as
they used to, and aren’t “in the mood” at the same
moment as their partner. Most sex-advice literature
promotes the idea that sexual variety, athleticism,
and spontaneity are the ways to keep passion alive
in long-term relationships.

• Not true. The key to long-term sexual happiness is
having a strong love relationship and finding an
effective, mutually satisfactory way to bring both
the man and the woman to orgasm while they are
together. Three effective approaches have been dis-
covered by couples over the years: first, separate
orgasms, with the woman having her climax before
or after actual intercourse (first me, then you); sec-
ond, the woman touching herself during inter-
course; and third, the man caressing his partner’s
clitoris during intercourse. All three approaches
reliably bring the woman to orgasm during love-
making; the second and third can easily produce
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simultaneous or near-simultaneous orgasms. For
full details, see Chapter 6, Three Approaches to
Mutual Satisfaction. 

• These approaches are almost never discussed in the
literature or talked about even among close friends.
Laypeople’s reticence is regrettable but understand-
able; the silence of the “experts” is baffling. It
appears that almost all researchers and educators
are asking the wrong questions and are stuck in an
old paradigm of how sexual intercourse is supposed
to work. The result is that very few couples get
good advice from the literature—or from their par-
ents, their peers, sex education courses, popular
culture, and even (or perhaps especially) from erot-
ica and pornography.

• The only way that some lovers have been able to
unlock the ancient mystery is by talking honestly
and openly with each other about sex. But most
people are shy and have had very little practice at
putting their sexual likes and dislikes into words.
When women have less power within romantic
relationships, they are even less likely to speak up
in bed. Poor communication is a major obstacle to
solving the built-in issues involved in mutually sat-
isfying male-female intercourse.

• Because of this, it’s a real challenge for couples to
find mutual satisfaction during lovemaking. All
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too many lovers in each new generation follow the
same unsatisfying path as those who came (or did
not come) before them. A vast industry of sex
material and paraphernalia attempts to alleviate
this unhappiness, but very little of it helps.

• Lasting sexual happiness begins when couples con-
front the mismatches in their sexual anatomies,
communicate well, and settle on an approach that
reliably gives both partners orgasms when they
make love. Making this point and describing the
most effective techniques in some detail is what
this book is all about.
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Every day we are bombarded with sex. It comes at us in
movies and TV shows, billboards and the Internet, sug-
gestively clad people on the street, and magazine covers in
the supermarket check-out counter assaulting us with
headlines like “Ten Ways to Drive Him Wild!” The mes-
sage is not subtle: every-
one out there is having
great sex, and if you
aren’t, well, poor you. 

Even if we could
block out this onslaught
of sexual messages, hor-
mones are coursing
through our bodies, and
most people—especially
adolescents and young adults—are biologically driven
to have sexual thoughts with some regularity. John Finley,
the late Harvard professor and housemaster, used to

Disappointment in the
Land of Eros: Is There a
Design Flaw?

Chapter One

There is a curious disconnect
between our society’s hype

about “great sex” and recent
reports that many couples

are unhappy in bed—or not
having sex at all.

        



joke that the mission of the university was to reduce the
amount of time students spend thinking about sex from
85 percent of each day to 55 percent.

Yet for all this ambient sexuality and pressure to join
the wonderful sexual party, there are occasional reports
from the front lines that things may not be as rosy as we
are led to believe:

• In 1985, Ann Landers asked the female readers of
her advice column how they felt about making
love. She was flooded with more than one hundred
thousand letters, with 72 percent of the writers say-
ing they’d much rather be doing something other
than having sex. One woman wrote that she found
sex with her husband “disgusting and unhygienic,”
but still loved him and enjoyed their life together. 

• More than a decade later, a New York Times Maga-
zine article took another poke at the myth of sex-
ual bliss. The article quoted a number of experts,
including Dr. Judy Kuriansky, the radio call-in
host, who said that by far the most common ques-
tion she hears is “How do I keep the passion in my
marriage alive?” Judith Seifer, a therapist and sex-
advice columnist, said that “sexual boredom is the
most pandemic dysfunction in this country.” And
James Petersen, a Playboy advice columnist, told of
a sign he had spotted on a dirt road in Kentucky:
“Choose your rut carefully—you’re going to be in
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it for the next eighteen miles.” 
• In 2003, an Atlantic Monthly article summed up the

message of several new books on marriage problems:
“A large number of relatively young and otherwise
healthy married people are forgoing sex for long peri-
ods of time and…many have given it up altogether.” 

• Then, to top it off, an infamous issue of Newsweek
featured a cover photo of a couple in bed, the man
(wearing an undershirt and bathrobe) peering
through half-glasses at his laptop, the woman star-
ing glassy-eyed at the TV while spooning yogurt
into her mouth. The banner headline read, “No
Sex, Please, We’re Married: Are Stress, Kids and
Work Killing Romance?” The story inside intro-
duced us to a new acronym: DINS—dual-income,
no-sex marriages.

Add to these four reports the fact that half of all
new marriages end in divorce (with sexual unhappi-
ness among the leading reasons), and we have the
makings of a first-class
mystery. How can there
be such disconnect
between the way sex is
supposed to be and the
day-to-day reality in so
many bedrooms? Why
are millions of people—
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especially women—so unhappy with sex? How can
intercourse, widely touted as the ultimate expression of
romantic love, be so disappointing? 

The most popular theory is that unhappy or non-
existent sex is a by-product of contemporary Western
civilization—that the problem stems from two-career
households and the stresses of children and modern life.
Jane Greer, the online sex therapist for Redbook, put it
this way: 

Marriage has changed. In the old days the husband was
the breadwinner. The wife had the expectation of rais-
ing the children and pleasing him. Now they’re both
working and both taking care of the children, and
they’re too exhausted and resentful to have sex.

This is a plausible explanation: it is challenging for
busy couples to carve out the time for sex—and muster
the energy—when they come home from a full day’s
work and have to deal with preparing dinner, bathing
children, helping with homework, paying bills, and
worrying about the Middle East. 

But are stress and exhaustion really the problem?
Let’s face it; people are rarely too tired to have sex. Any-
one with a functioning sexual anatomy, normal hor-
mone levels, and the physical and mental health to
respond to another person is a candidate for regular sex,
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no matter how busy life is. If this is true, something else
must be going on in sexually unhappy bedrooms. 

Here’s another idea: the smoldering anger theory.
Newsweek’s article put it this way: “For many couples,
consciously or not, sex has become a weapon. A lot of
women out there are mad…men are mad too.” What
are they mad about? The new family dynamic in which
women are no longer second-class citizens and men are
expected to make themselves useful around the house in
ways that were unthinkable to their fathers. The car-
toon character Marge Simpson passed these words of
wisdom to her daughter, Lisa: “Marriage is a beautiful
thing, but it’s also a constant battle for moral superiority.” 

According to this second hypothesis, festering resent-
ment drives a wedge between spouses—and sex becomes
the weapon of choice. The woman withholds sex (“Not
tonight; I have a headache…”) as a punishment for the
man not carrying in the groceries and spending time with
the kids, and the man retaliates by ducking his chores and
playing even longer poker games with his buddies. In her
book, Against Love: A Polemic, Laura Kipnis describes “the
desire-free zone of long-term marriage”:

Embarrassing, isn’t it, how long you can go without it, if
you don’t remember to have it, and how much more
inviting a good night’s sleep can seem compared to
those over-rehearsed acts.
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Caitlin Flanagan, staff writer for the New Yorker and
Atlantic Monthly, puts together the issues of exhausted
two-career families and newly-empowered women and
paints an even more vivid picture of the sexual fallout:

Pity the poor married man hoping to get a little comfort
from the wife at day’s end. He must somehow seduce a
woman who is economically independent of him, bone
tired, philosophically disinclined to have sex unless she
is jolly well in the mood, numbingly familiar with his
every sexual maneuver, and still doing a slow burn over
his failure to wipe down the countertops and fold the
dish towels after cooking the kids’ dinner. He can hardly
be blamed for opting instead to check his email, catch a
few minutes of SportsCenter, and call it a night.

The stresses of busy couples are real. So is the tec-
tonic shift toward greater equality between men and
women. Living in close proximity with another person
for a long period of time—even someone you really
love—has never been easy, and it’s especially difficult
nowadays. Flanagan sums up the problem—and sug-
gests a solution:

Marriage remains the most efficient engine of disen-
chantment yet invented. There is nothing like uninter-
rupted cohabitation and grinding responsibility to cast
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a clear, unforgiving light on the object of desire…The
element that regularly restores a marriage to some-
thing with an aspect of romance…is sex.

Flanagan is suggesting that the way to escape this
miasma of exhaustion and resentment is to just do it.
This sounds logical. Couples need to leapfrog over their
daily cares and woes and have terrific sex! Then they’ll
feel better—and get along better the rest of the time. 

But it can’t be that simple. If jumping into the sack
were all it took to overcome modern couple problems,
people would have figured it out long ago. There’s got
to be more to it than that. 

Back to job stress and women being less dependent
on their husbands. If these are truly the sources of the
problem, then it would be logical that marital sex was
better when women were full-time housewives and
didn’t have to fret about a job outside the home. In the
1950s, middle-class women had less demanding lives
and were less of a threat to the male ego. They had
plenty of time to take care of all the household work
during the day and focus on being sexually pleasing at
night. But the evidence suggests that women were only
pseudo-happy in the fifties; Betty Friedan’s trailblazing
book, The Feminine Mystique, said that in this era,
many women actually felt like “a passive, empty mir-
ror.” And what’s more, the sex was lousy. Surveys and
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personal testimonials tell us that most women in this
era found sex one-sided and unsatisfying, but were
hesitant to speak up because they were economically
and psychologically dependent on their husbands. 

Speak up about what? About the fact that sex with their
husbands was almost always a frustrating experience—
to put it bluntly, that they were not having orgasms
during intercourse.

Nowadays, women are more empowered and inde-
pendent. So have they spoken up and addressed this

problem? Apparently a
lot of them haven’t. A
consistent finding of sex
research is that between
65 and 85 percent of
women do not regularly
have an orgasm during
sexual intercourse. 

The evidence sug-
gests a radically different
theory about the sexual

malaise of so many couples today. Is it possible that the
trouble stems from unhappiness with sex itself ? Is it con-
ceivable that this dissatisfaction has existed for centuries
and is surfacing now (albeit indirectly) because women
have more power and are less dependent on men? Could
it be that what’s really driving the anger and resentment
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of many women is deep disappointment that, after a
sexy beginning, their love life has become an “eighteen-
mile rut” of frustration? Have we been looking in the
wrong place for answers to contemporary sexual unhap-
piness? Could the root causes of all the complaints be a
set of deep, built-in male-female incompatibilities—the
ways in which their sexual anatomies don’t fit
together—that make mutually satisfying lovemaking a
challenge even under the best of circumstances?

These are important, troubling questions—and it’s
amazing how rarely they are talked about. Even with sex,
sex, sex all around us, there is very little honest discourse
about what really goes on in bed—and about the ways
in which men and women connect and don’t connect
when they make love. For a sexually liberated nation,
we are remarkably reserved about the most intimate
details of sexual intercourse. How can this be? 

Well, people are shy. Most of us are embarrassed to
ask even our closest friends about what really happens
when they make love. The average adult has had fairly
limited sexual experience (between one and ten lifetime
partners), and is naturally curious about what other
couples do: Have they discovered something better? Do
they have secrets they’re not sharing? But people very
rarely ask such questions. 

Furthermore, in conversations about sex, there is a
built-in filter that keeps both good and bad news from
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being talked about very much. If people find sex disap-
pointing, they are loath to admit it; if sex is amazing,
people don’t want to seem boastful (only jerks brag
about sex). So most day-to-day chatter about sex is
pretty superficial, using humor to disguise discomfort
and shedding very little light on what lovemaking is
really like.

If couples turn to sex advice books and videos
(which are easier and easier to buy), do they get better
answers? With a few exceptions, the literature is quite
unhelpful on the core issues, filling its pages and video
footage with ever more exotic sexual positions, prac-
tices, and devices. And highly explicit erotica and
pornographic materials propagate the myth of constant
sexual ecstasy, endless lovemaking, and effortless female
orgasms. Even if we find all this titillating, we know in
our hearts that it’s not reality.

What about parents’ talks with their pubescent chil-
dren? Basic anatomy may be described, awkwardly.
HIV and AIDS are often warned about, apocalyptically.
Condoms may be recommended, squeamishly. But par-
ents find it really difficult to talk to their kids about
intercourse and sexual pleasure, much less the chal-
lenges involved in making love with mutual satisfaction.
Maybe they don’t know where to begin. Maybe they are
nervous about opening themselves up to questions
about their own sex lives, past and present. And maybe
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they fear that such discussions will bring them face to
face with the fact that their sons and daughters are
growing into sexual beings. Kids are also quite adept at
avoiding explicit sex talks—especially if it means think-
ing about their parents in sexual terms. Mom and Dad,
like, “doing it?” No way! 

How about sex education programs in schools?
Almost without exception, they have failed to deal forth-
rightly with sexual intercourse—just the plumbing,
ma’am, along with assurances that sex is a mystical thing
between a man and a woman that’s really wonderful—
but sorry, we can’t go into the details.

What all this adds up to is a societal failure to con-
front the most important “facts of life.” Almost all of us
grow up without ever hearing a frank discussion of
what’s involved in having mutually gratifying sex.
Caught between the myth that good sex just “comes
naturally” and the emerging media consensus that sex-
less marriage is the norm, couples can be forgiven for
feeling pretty confused. 

And yet there’s a strong romantic current in our soci-
ety, a stubborn belief that sex and love should go hand
in hand, that primal sexual urges can somehow be
yoked to love and that their union is true happiness.
Bringing these two strands together is every couple’s
dream—but that means working out some very real
male-female sexual differences.
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Are Men and Women Sexually Mismatched?
To understand these differences, we need to go back to
the basics of human sexual anatomy and look at the way
lovers have mated through the millennia. At the level of
simple reproduction, our sexual anatomies are well
matched. The aroused woman’s lubricated vagina is per-
fectly designed to welcome the aroused man’s erect
penis. A man’s brain is hardwired to find the vagina’s
embrace highly pleasurable, and during intercourse
these circuits fire and most men have an orgasm after
just a few minutes of intercourse. Millions of sperm are
ejaculated, and if there’s nothing blocking their way and
it’s the right time of the month, one of them has a good
chance of reaching and fertilizing an egg. This design
has worked very efficiently over the millennia—the
planet now has six billion living souls.

But when it comes to sexual pleasure, men’s and
women’s bodies are not such a perfect match. What is
most exciting for a man—his penis thrusting inside his
partner’s vagina—is often pleasurable for a woman
(especially initial penetration, since the outer third of the
vagina is most sensitive) but rarely produces an orgasm.
That’s because the clitoris—the woman’s primary
orgasm-producing spot—is located a little distance from
the entrance to the vagina. During penis-in-vagina sex,
the clitoris is not directly stimulated, which is why most
women report that they do not have a climax during
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actual intercourse. Alfred Kinsey, the American sex
researcher, once said that believing that female orgasms
can be produced through penetration alone is like
believing that the earth is flat. 

A second male-female
difference is that women
need a different kind of
stimulation than men to
reach an orgasm—more
sustained, more sensitive,
and more tuned to the
unique design of the cli-
toris (which is the only
part of the human body
designed solely for sexual
pleasure, with six thousand to eight thousand sensory
nerve endings, far more than the tongue or the fingertips
or a man’s penis). Natalie Angier captures some of the
nuances of the clitoris and how closely it is linked to the
emotions in her book, Woman: An Intimate Geography:

If you are frightened, it becomes numb. If you are unin-
terested or disgusted, it remains mute. If you are thrilled
and strong, it is a taut little baton, leading the way,
cajoling here, quickening there, andante, allegro,
crescendo, refrain.
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The type of stimulation that produces an orgasm for
most women is different than it is for a man. For exam-
ple, a stream of water or a vibrator do almost nothing
for a man’s penis but can be highly arousing on a
woman’s clitoris. Another difference: if clitoral stimula-
tion is interrupted, or if it’s too rough or intense, the
woman can lose her place and need to start over. 

What is the result of these two male-female differ-
ences? During conventional intercourse, a woman does-
n’t get the kind of sensitive, well-tuned, and continuous
stimulation necessary to bring her to orgasm. Straight-
forward, unassisted, penis-in-vagina intercourse is
almost always sexually rewarding for a man—and rarely
is for a woman. 

This is an important insight—yet there seems to be a
conspiracy of silence about these male-female sexual
asymmetries. They are almost never described in sex edu-
cation classes, parental talks, peer banter, and other sex

materials. As a result,
most people are in the
dark until their first sexual
encounters—and unfor-
tunately that’s not a time
when couples talk openly
and honestly if things
aren’t going the way
they’re supposed to go. 
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In fact, when men and women have intercourse for
the first time, they tend to react somewhat differently.
It’s natural for them to compare two-person sex with
their own experience with solo sex (virtually all males
and most females masturbate). For the man, inter-
course is usually a major improvement because of the
way the lubricated vagina stimulates his penis. For the
woman, early experiences with intercourse are often a
disappointment because her clitoris gets little or no
stimulation. Here’s how a seventeen-year-old described
her first experience:

The first time I had intercourse I was lying there thinking,
You mean this is IT? Am I supposed to be thrilled by this? It
wasn’t that it hurt me or anything, because it didn’t. It just
didn’t feel like anything to me. I figured there must be
something wrong with me, so I didn’t say a word to him.

Add to this confused disappointment a woman’s fear of
getting pregnant, her worries about sexual infections, and
her uncertainty about the emotional side of things (Does
he really love me? Will he dump me after we do this? Will
he tell his friends?), and it’s no wonder that many women
secretly conclude that intercourse is vastly overrated. 

A generation ago, when most couples didn’t rush
into intercourse, they spent more time on first base
(kissing), second base (touching above the waist), and
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third base (touching each others’ genitals). This kind of
extended “outercourse” without penetration can be sat-
isfying for a woman because the man is more likely to
bring her to orgasm. But nowadays, a lot of couples
charge around third base and head straight for home,
sometimes on the first date, while others “hook up,”
engaging in quickie oral sex with most of the focus on
male pleasure. (Which “base” is fellatio? Third in terms
of getting pregnant, home in terms of sexual infections.) 

Couples who progress rapidly to vaginal or oral pen-
etration tend to learn less about each other’s bodies, and
men who begin with this kind of sex may never get
acquainted with the all-important “geography” of love-
making—what gives a woman deep satisfaction. Here’s
how a woman described this kind of unsatisfying early
lovemaking:

We rush into it—or let our partners rush us into it. We
end up fucking with great intensity, swept off our feet
just like in the movies, and swept under the rug when it
comes to climaxes.

A Design Flaw?
Why do these sexual asymmetries between men and
women exist? What possible purpose is served by the
woman’s orgasm-producing nerve endings being in a
place where the movement of a man’s penis in the
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vagina does not give her maximum pleasure? Why isn’t
the body laid out so that a woman’s orgasm can occur
during the procreative act? Everything in the body is
supposed to have a purpose, so is the placement of the
clitoris a design error? 

Let’s take the argument a step further. Is the female
orgasm even necessary to our species’ survival, since a
woman does not need one to get pregnant? 

Not so fast. Sexual satisfaction is just as important
for women, both mentally and physically. In fact, a
woman’s orgasm is more glorious than a man’s in meas-
urable ways. When a man reaches orgasm, he has three
or four major contractions followed by a few irregular
minor ones, all confined to his genital area. When a
woman climaxes, she has five to eight major contrac-
tions, then nine to fifteen minor ones, all of them felt
throughout her pelvic area.

Clearly, female orgasms are fun. But do they serve an
evolutionary purpose? Over the years, various theories
have been advanced, including:

• That a woman is slightly more likely to get preg-
nant when she has an orgasm because the cervix
pulls more sperm into the uterus during a climax.

• That when a woman has an orgasm during inter-
course, oxytocin, the “bonding hormone,” is
released, and she has affectionate feelings and a
desire to be close to her partner, which confers a
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Darwinian advantage by helping the couple stay
together through the vicissitudes of life.

• That a woman’s health is improved when she has
orgasms as part of lovemaking because pelvic
engorgement is reduced, she gets more of a cardio-
vascular workout, estrogen levels are boosted,
endorphins are released (which reduce stress and
pain), and her immune system and general well-
being are enhanced.

But for these theories to be valid, female orgasms
would have to have been a regular feature of intercourse
through the millennia, with women who had during-
intercourse orgasms surviving and women who didn’t
have them dying out. There’s strong evidence that
female orgasms during intercourse have not been the
norm throughout history. This casts serious doubt on
the theory that female orgasms exist because they
conferred any kind of selective advantage. 

In her book, The Case of the Female Orgasm: Bias in
the Science of Evolution, biology professor Elisabeth
Lloyd trashes the adaptationist theories, arguing that
they work backwards from the assumption that the
female orgasm must have an evolutionary function and
ignore lots of evidence to the contrary. Lloyd presents
an alternative theory: that the potential for female
orgasm is a by-product of embryological development
in all mammals. In humans, the same fetal tissues
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develop into a penis or a clitoris starting in the eighth
week of pregnancy, depending on whether they get a
dose of male or female hormones. Both sexual organs
have the same origins and, years later, both can produce
orgasms. But because of the location of the clitoris,
females’ potential for orgasm is realized only under cer-
tain conditions—which rarely include basic intercourse.
When women do have orgasms with their partners,
some of the advantages kick in, including bonding and
health benefits. But Lloyd disposes of the notion that
these have been evolutionarily purposeful.

So why have our anatomies evolved in this appar-
ently incompatible way? Why is it so difficult for
women to get deep sexual pleasure during intercourse?
How can millions of sexually frustrated women be part
of nature’s design?

We can explore this
evolutionary puzzle by
dividing sexually active
heterosexual women into
those who don’t have an
orgasm during inter-
course (65 to 85 percent
of women are in this cat-
egory, according to most
research) and those who do (the remaining 15 to 35
percent). Among the former, there are three common
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scenarios: Wham, Bam, Thank You, Ma’am (the man
has an orgasm and does little or nothing to give pleas-
ure to his partner); the man tries to give his partner an
orgasm but fails; and the woman fakes an orgasm. In
each case, lovemaking ends without the woman getting
deep sexual satisfaction. The next three chapters explore
each of these scenarios in turn.
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In the first no-female-orgasm scenario, Wham, Bam,
Thank You, Ma’am, the man engages in a little foreplay,
stimulates the clitoris just enough to produce some lubri-
cation, enters the vagina, pumps to orgasm, rolls over, and
goes to sleep. This approach has also been called 3-2-1 sex:
three minutes of foreplay, two minutes of intercourse, and
one orgasm—his. A man who “makes love” this way gets
satisfaction himself but gives little or none in return. 

Why would a man act so selfishly in bed? In some
cases, it’s because he’s ignorant of how a woman’s body
works: he assumes that what feels good for him must
also feel good for her. Or perhaps he’s lazy about put-
ting in the time and effort needed to give equal satisfac-
tion to his partner. Or it could be that he’s selfish and
doesn’t give a damn. Men in the last category would
probably enjoy this joke: 

Question: How can you tell if a woman has had an
orgasm? 

Wham, Bam, Thank You,
Ma’am: The Long History
of One-Sided Sex

Chapter Two

        



Answer: Who cares? 
Or maybe Wham-Bam men are uncomfortable with

the intense emotions surrounding a woman’s orgasm
and the deeper relationship (and, God forbid, commit-
ment) that it might portend. 

Whatever the thought process, the result is the same:
a sexually unsatisfied woman. 

Over the years, lots of women have experienced this
kind of sex, and they may have felt they had little choice
but to put up with it. In another time and place,
women were advised to “lie back and think of Eng-
land.” Nowadays women with partners like these are
more likely to multitask, tolerating their partners dur-
ing intercourse while mentally planning tomorrow’s
dinner. 

Two contemporary jokes show that this problem is
very much on people’s minds:

• Lawyer to witness in court: “Are you sexually
active?” Woman: “No, I just lie there.”

• What do women do after sex?
5 percent fall asleep
5 percent take a shower
5 percent read a romance novel
85 percent go get their vibrators

We smile, but the humor has an edge to it. Over
time, the emotional costs of one-sided sex are high.
Here is one woman’s poignant testimony:
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Sex was something that was “done to me.” I felt an incred-
ible lack of mutuality and lack of control. I became, over
time, a passive instrument for my husband’s pleasure. I
felt very distanced from him during intercourse. I had
the sense that he was relating to his own fantasies while
he was having contact with me. He later told me this
was often the case. It was not just my husband’s
fault…Neither of us had people close enough to talk to
about the problem, nor a sense of other people going
through similar things. I felt sexually destroyed.

Another woman shared this angry fantasy:

We are having intercourse. I have an orgasm before him.
I pull off of his penis and lie beside him, enjoying myself
fully. He’s very hurt. I say: “I should, but I don’t want to
continue.” (His words to me on former occasions.) He
insists. I scream at him:“Selfish pig! Can’t you take what
you dish out? Now you know what it feels like most of
the time for a woman having sex.” You’re supposed to
say: “It’s okay. Just lie back and enjoy yourself. I’ll wait
until next time.”

How many couples are in the Wham-Bam mode?
We don’t have accurate statistics on couples today (a
result of the right questions not being asked and the fact
that a lot of women are probably fibbing), but there is
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growing evidence that throughout human history, this
is the way the vast majority of human beings have expe-
rienced sexual intercourse. In her comprehensive book,
Sex in History, Reay Tannahill says that for thousands of
years, sex was an overwhelmingly male-dominated, one-
sided affair. In his book, Human Sexuality in Four Per-
spectives, William Davenport concurs: “In most of the
societies for which we have data, it is reported that men
take the initiative and, without extended foreplay, pro-
ceed vigorously toward climax without much regard for
achieving synchrony with the woman’s orgasm.” 

Perhaps it’s naive to think it would be otherwise. In
most societies, men have regarded women as chattel—
useful for preparing meals, doing domestic chores, pro-
viding them with sexual pleasure, and bearing and
raising children. Marriages with mutual sexual satisfac-
tion seem to have been a rarity, and a woman’s “right”
to an orgasm was unheard of until very recently. No

doubt there were always
couples who found their
way to mutual satisfac-
tion in bed, but they
seem to have been few
and far between—and
they seem to have kept
very quiet about the
techniques they used.
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Cluelessness and insensitivity about female sexual sat-
isfaction were especially prevalent among Victorian-era
Brits and Americans—with the addition of a stultifying
layer of prudery and refusal to see women (or at least
“good” women) as sexual beings. In the middle of the
nineteenth century, the British surgeon William Acton
proclaimed, “I should say that the majority of women
(happily for society) are not very much troubled with
sexual feelings of any kind. Love of home, of children,
and of domestic duties are the only passions they feel.” 

In their scholarly book Intimate Matters: A History of
Sexuality in America, John D’Emilio and Estelle Freed-
man describe the ignorance of nineteenth-century
Americans about female sexuality and the social mores
that forbade “proper” women from showing sexual
pleasure, even (or perhaps especially) within marriage.
The book says that few women in this era had orgasms
during intercourse, and many regarded sex as a family
duty with little appeal. One woman wrote to a friend:
“It does nothing for me except disgust me…He calls it
pleasure, but I’d rather be with friends or on a picnic or
something.”

Tannahill has this poignant observation on the
plight of women—and men—in this era: 

It was not altogether surprising that the gentle and
submissive Victorian wife should have been thought of
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as undersexed. Her repressed upbringing, the refine-
ment and “spirituality” that were forced upon her, and
her ignorance of physiology all helped to make her so,
and even a woman who was not physically revolted by
intercourse needed very delicate handling if she were to
enjoy the experience. It was a task for which few Victo-
rian husbands were equipped. They had their own prob-
lems, their own inhibitions, and making love to “the
angel of the house” in the awareness that she was con-
cealing a gently-bred disgust was scarcely conducive to
a satisfactory performance.

Did any of the Victorians find a way out of the prob-
lem? One reflective gentleman quoted in Intimate Mat-
ters wrote to a friend: “I have a sense of guilt when I
have relations with her and she does not enjoy them as
much as I do. The fact that she’s not getting an orgasm
takes the pleasure of intercourse away from me.” But
this well-intentioned lover didn’t seem to know what to
do, and most men either accepted the male-female
pleasure gap as a fact of life or concluded that their
mates were undersexed, frigid, or dysfunctional. Need-
less to say, prostitution and extramarital affairs with
more sexually expressive women thrived in an environ-
ment in which spousal sex so often lacked mutual passion.

There was one curious exception to the nineteenth-
century mindset. The leaders of a small utopian com-
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munity in Oneida, New York, required that men practice
coitus reservatus as a form of communal birth control.
Couples were taught to engage in extensive foreplay,
and men were instructed on how to give their partners
climaxes during intercourse (using a carefully specified
position with the man entering the vagina from behind)
while holding back their own orgasms.

But this was a fleeting aberration. Until well into the
twentieth century, it appears that the vast majority of
women were sexually frustrated after intercourse. Most
spent their lives in an orgasm deficit, but they lacked
the vocabulary and the conceptual framework to put
their finger on the problem. 

The obvious sexual outlet—masturbation—was
taboo. In fact, beginning around 1700, a private act
that had been regarded with benign indifference for
millennia was virtually criminalized in the Western
world. Boys and girls were told that masturbation was
morally wrong and physically harmful—and the
Catholic Church ranked masturbation as a mortal sin,
right up there with rape and murder. The title of a pam-
phlet published in 1710 captures the spirit: Onania, or
the Heinous Sin of Self-Pollution, and All Its Frightful
Consequences, in both Sexes, Consider’d with Spiritual
and Physical Advice to those, who have already injur’d
themselves by this abominable practice. The French clini-
cian Simon Tissot claimed that masturbation depleted
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vital bodily fluids and led to feebleness and vice. In the
mid-nineteenth century, masturbation was even
thought to cause tuberculosis. 

In his book, Making Sex: Body and Gender from the
Greeks to Freud, Thomas Laqueur describes the Victo-
rian propaganda about “the suicidal masturbator whose
faculties are greatly impaired, whose thinking is imprac-
tical, memory weak, and body reduced to skin and
bones… [who] will never find comfort in married love
and thus contributes to the social monstrosity of sterility.” 

In the United States, John Harvey Kellogg went on
a campaign against masturbation and wrote Plain Facts
for Old and Young, listing thirty-nine warning signs
(including moodiness, sleeplessness, lassitude, nail-biting,
pimples, use of tobacco, bad appetite, and general
grumpiness). Kellogg believed that a bland diet could con-
trol the ravages of sexual passion, and he developed and
successfully marketed Corn Flakes to help solve the prob-
lem. But he didn’t think that eating his cereal was suffi-
cient to stop masturbation; he also recommended
childhood circumcision (without anesthesia), silver
sutures across the foreskin, and carbolic acid applied to
the clitoris. 

Attitudes on masturbation gradually mellowed in
the twentieth century, but it wasn’t until 1972 that the
American Medical Association finally declared that
masturbation was a normal sexual act.
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Sexually frustrated
women who believed
all this nonsense and
refrained from mastur-
bation (abstainers were
probably more numer-
ous among girls and
women than among
boys and men) had no sexual outlet, and their libidinous
urges built up like steam in a pressure cooker. Something
had to give, and a number of women exhibited a variety
of physical and psychological ailments that Freud and
others called “hysteria.” The original meaning of this
word is “womb disease,” and it was first diagnosed in
Egypt four thousand years ago. 

Here is a composite of the symptoms of hysteria as
described by doctors over the years: fainting, edema,
nervousness, insomnia, sensations of heaviness in the
abdomen, muscle spasms, shortness of breath, loss of
appetite for food or for sex with the approved male part-
ner, and sometimes a tendency to cause trouble for oth-
ers, particularly members of the patient’s immediate
family. Doctors came to believe that hysteria was caused
by insufficient sexual intercourse, not enough sexual
gratification, or both. Not a bad diagnosis! But rather
than addressing the source of this sexual frustration, doc-
tors persisted in treating women with these symptoms as
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if they were suffering from an illness.
The descriptions of hysteria listed above come from

a remarkable book by Rachel Maines, The Technology of
Orgasm. The book goes on to document that in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many middle-
class American women went to their doctors to be
treated for these ailments. What did the doctors do?
They applied vulvular massage—in plain English, they
stimulated their patients’ clitorises with their fingers
and brought them to orgasm. This was a highly lucra-
tive business for a number of years: patients didn’t die of
the “illness,” but they didn’t recover either; the treat-
ment was inexpensive to administer, and patients kept
coming back for more. It was a cash cow.

Maines also describes
how a good number of
n ine t e en th - c en tu r y
British and American
women with symptoms
of hysteria went to med-
ically supervised spas for
“hydrotherapy.” A variety
of ingenious machines
directed jets of water at
women’s vulvas, bringing

on the orgasms they were not getting during sexual inter-
course. Women who visited these spas felt a whole lot
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better and became regular customers—and the doctors
and proprietors reaped huge profits.

All this is hard to believe. But Maines’s book has
scholarly evidence that it really did happen, not just in
the 1800s and early 1900s, but, in the case of genital mas-
sage by physicians, all the way back to the first century
AD. We can only shake our heads in wonder. Doctors
were doing a job that nobody else would do—not hus-
bands, not lovers, not the frustrated women themselves.

Surely, these doctors knew that what they were doing
was sexual. Not so, says Maines. In the Victorian era,
there was a strong belief in some quarters that the
vagina was the only truly sexual part of girls’ and of
women’s bodies and that female orgasms were caused
only by penetration. (Because of this belief, a huge fuss
was made when the speculum and the tampon were first
introduced; wild stories circulated about females react-
ing with sexual delight when either object was inserted
into the vagina.) A willful ignorance about the clitoris
in some parts of the medical profession (it wasn’t even
mentioned in many medical diagrams or textbooks of
this era) seems to have allowed doctors to believe that
stimulating a woman’s external genitalia was a medical
and not a sexual act. The fact that doctors did not iden-
tify their patients’ reactions to massage as orgasmic says
a lot about their own sex lives: if they did not recognize
a female orgasm when it happened in their examining
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room, they must never have experienced one in their
bedrooms.

Maines contends that doctors, far from getting
prurient delight from these “treatments,” found them
tedious and exhausting. Because clitoral stimulation
requires some skill and the level of dexterity among doc-
tors varied widely, some sessions took as long as an
hour. Long-suffering medics delegated the job to mid-
wives or assistants whenever possible.

Then American technological ingenuity came to the
rescue. Not long after the invention of electricity, the
electromechanical vibrator was introduced in the
1880s, and doctors were quick to see its potential.
Using a vibrator, a doctor could bring a woman to
orgasm in only five to ten minutes, eliminating the
fatigue factor and making it possible to see more
patients every day. For a period of about thirty years,
vibrators were a staple in many doctors’ offices, and
countless women received regular treatments. 

But just after the turn of the twentieth century, two
developments put a stop to this lucrative business. First,
several American companies started producing low-cost
vibrators for home use and advertised them in main-
stream women’s magazines. (It was in these magazines
that Rachel Maines first stumbled upon this phenome-
non, leading her to uncover the rest of the story.) Spot-
ting these ads, lots of women must have said to
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themselves, “Why pay for visits to my doctor when I
can administer the same treatment in the privacy of my
own home?”

Second, around 1920, a number of stag movies were
released that featured the vibrator in raunchy sex scenes.
The stag movies stripped away the social camouflage
and revealed that what all those doctors were doing to
their patients (and what some women were doing at
home) was sexual. Doctors stopped using vibrators to
treat women for hysteria and didn’t go back to the more
laborious procedure they had used before, because obvi-
ously that was sexual, too. Women who were using
vibrators realized that they had purchased a sex toy and
were (gasp!) masturbating. Women brought up to
believe that masturbation was harmful and wrong threw
away their machines with considerable embarrassment,
and advertisements for vibrators disappeared from
women’s magazines.

At this point in the early 1920s, when the medical
“treatment” of orgasm-deprived women was brought to
a halt, Americans had arrived at a sexual crossroads.
Would the sorry state of Wham, Bam, Thank You,
Ma’am lovemaking change? Would people find ways to
improve lovemaking techniques now that they knew
more about the role of the clitoris and the importance
of regular orgasms to women’s health and happiness?
Would men stop defining women’s sexual unhappiness
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as an illness? And would women speak up more force-
fully for equal satisfaction in the bedroom?

No, no, no, and no. The evidence is that few people
integrated the new insights into their sex lives and few
women were willing and able to be more assertive about
their sexual needs. Continued problems with open and
honest communication about sex—and the stubborn-
ness of the old paradigms in people’s heads—prevented
this from happening. How long did this state of affairs
continue? Here are three pieces of evidence that give us
some indication:

• In 1935, a feisty Viennese woman wrote to Sig-
mund Freud complaining about men’s unsatisfac-
tory lovemaking techniques. Freud’s response was
very telling; he blamed the asymmetrical designs of
human sexual anatomy and threw up his hands
about what men (or women) might do to rectify
the situation:

Dear Madam,
I think that you are right that most men are egotistical
and ignorant in their sexual life and don’t care enough
for the sexual satisfaction of the female. The main fault,
however, is yet not on the side of man. Much more of it
seems there is a neglect on the side of nature, which is
interested only that the purpose of the sexual act is
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being attained while it shows indifference as to
whether the woman gets full satisfaction or not. The
reasons for this strange neglect, about which the female
rightfully complains, are not yet recognized with certainty.
Yours very truly,
Freud

• In 1992, Richard Rhodes wrote in his extraordi-
narily candid sexual autobiography, Making Love,
An Erotic Odyssey:

It’s appalling that men, willing to invest thought and
energy in learning a sport…won’t invest thought and
energy in learning how to play generously at sex. On
the evidence, far too many men are sexually selfish and
self-centered, reverting in the intimacy of the bedroom
to mommy’s darlings, taking rather than giving, not
required, as girls are required from earliest childhood, to
pay attention to needs other than their own. Women
complain, but bedroom chauvinism is so all-pervasive
they hardly know where to turn.

• In 2002, Kim Cattrall, the actress who played the
sexually liberated Samantha Jones in the TV series
Sex and the City, wrote a sex advice book in which
she confessed that she was sexually unsatisfied for
most of her adult life:
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Many men don’t know how to enable a woman to reach
orgasm, and many women are not informed or confi-
dent enough to tell men what they need to do. I’ve dis-
covered that the whole subject is essentially taboo. No
one wants to admit it that millions of women have
unsatisfying sex lives and that most men do not know
what to do about it.

Could it be that,
despite all the gains of the
last century, one-sided sex
is still the norm in many
bedrooms? Yes, because
four perennial factors are
still very much in play: 

• The asymmetries be-
tween men’s and
women’s bodies

• Men’s ignorance about giving women sexual
satisfaction

• The chronic disempowerment of women, leading
them to refrain from speaking up

• The lack of honest communication in bed 
These factors seem to be keeping a good portion of

each new generation of lovers in the same one-sided
pattern of making love. We might almost call Wham-
Bam—that formula for female frustration—the default
setting for sexual intercourse.
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But can’t this deeply ingrained pattern be changed?
Isn’t it possible for women to speak up for their own
sexual needs? Can’t men listen to their partners and get
it? There certainly have been attempts to improve upon
Wham-Bam sex. The next chapter looks at some of
them.
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Over the millennia, several cultures have made earnest
efforts to give women their fair share of sexual satisfaction. 

• In the Jewish Halakhah, a body of tradition and law
that goes back thousands of years, husbands are told
that it is their responsibility to sexually satisfy their
wives. It is considered a mitzvah (a commandment
and a good deed) for a man to share sexual pleasure
with his wife, especially on the Sabbath. This
ancient teaching is definitely on the right track!
The problem is that the admonition was not
accompanied by details, without which most
couples are still in the dark. There’s no evidence
that Jewish women have done any better than
women in other cultures at getting real sexual
satisfaction during intercourse.

• The ancient Chinese Tao sex manuals said that a
man must, without fail, bring his partner to
orgasm. The clitoris (dubbed the Jewel Terrace)

No Female Orgasm—
But He Tried

Chapter Three

        



was correctly identified as the center of female sex-
ual pleasure, and a woman’s orgasm was said to be
as important to the man as it was to the woman.

But neither the
Chinese documents—
nor the sex manuals
of ancient India—
contained details on
exactly how the woman
was to be brought to
orgasm. The Kama
Sutra and the Tao and
Tantric books do not

have a single picture of a clitoris being touched by
either partner during intercourse, and they don’t
contain instructions on how to work around the
asymmetries of males’ and females’ bodies.

So despite the rhetoric about mutual pleasure,
the how-to of female orgasm was left to the imagi-
nation. The sexologists of ancient Asia did no bet-
ter than those of other cultures at figuring out the
geography of making love. The bottom line in
these books is one of men pursuing their appetite
for a variety of sexual positions and having lots of
high-quality orgasms—their own.

• In Tudor and Stuart England and early Colonial
America, the function of the clitoris was also
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widely understood. And in the nineteenth century,
some religious leaders had a remarkably enlight-
ened view of the role of female pleasure. In 1848,
the Bishop of Philadelphia, Francis Patrick Kenrick,
recommended orgasms for women and strongly
advised men to give their wives sexual pleasure.
Great concept—but again, no details.

Did these Jewish, Chinese, and English advocates of
female pleasure hold back secrets that they didn’t pass
along to the masses? Is it possible that they whispered their
valuable insights to a highly satisfied elite and never wrote
them down? This seems improbable, given the graphic
nature of the illustrations and text in surviving manuals
and the highly explicit stone carvings in parts of Asia. It’s
more likely that through the ages, sexual-advice givers had
simply not figured out a straightforward, practical route to
mutual sexual satisfaction during intercourse. 

Another question: is it possible that women in this era
knew what it would take to have equal satisfaction in bed,
but were too disempowered to share their insights?
Laqueur wonders whether “those who knew—women—
did not write and those who wrote—men—did not
know.” Perhaps. But when women did write about sex
during the Renaissance, Laqueur found that they followed
the male party line. It appears that among many men
and women, the role of the clitoris and the glories of
female pleasure were well understood, but ways to
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reliably bring a woman to orgasm during intercourse
were not. 

The bottom line: over the years, eager readers of
even the most sophisticated sex manuals were getting
exhortations, not explanations. 

And why were men (at least in some cultures) being
exhorted so insistently to give their partners an orgasm?
Perhaps it was out of genuine concern for female pleas-
ure, but there may also have been another, more exis-
tential motive. For more than a thousand years, it was
believed that a woman would not get pregnant if she
did not have an orgasm. This misconception seems to
have originated with Hippocrates around 600 BC and
was perpetuated (or recreated) by a succession of
“experts” through the years, including the Greek physi-
cian Galen in the second century AD and the Arabic
writer Rhazes in the tenth century. The idea stemmed
from the belief that women’s sexual functions mirrored
those of men. If a man’s orgasm accompanies the ejacu-
lation of semen, then a woman’s orgasm must be simi-
larly tied to procreation. No orgasm, no baby. 

Based on this theory, it was widely believed that
prostitutes did not get pregnant because they did not
have orgasms with their clients. And if a woman became
pregnant after being raped, it was assumed she must
have had an orgasm and was therefore guilty of licen-
tiousness and adultery and needed to be put to death.
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Taking this logic a
step further, some early
scientists asserted that
for conception to take
place, a man and woman
needed to have simulta-
neous orgasms. The the-
ory was that if a woman
had an orgasm before her
partner, her cervix would clamp shut and no sperm
would be able to get into the uterus. If she had her
orgasm after the man, her egg would still be in the ovary
and when the sperm entered the uterus, they would all die
before conception could take place. Perfect synchroniza-
tion of orgasms was therefore essential to procreation.

Wouldn’t men, believing that they could never sire a
child if their wives didn’t have orgasms during inter-
course, be highly motivated to figure out the mechanics
of mutual satisfaction? It stands to reason—and yet
men seem to have gone only part of the way down this
road. Many understood how important it was to stim-
ulate the clitoris, but then caressed it only enough to get
the woman aroused and lubricated—as part of the
warm-up act—and rarely sustained the stimulation long
enough to bring the woman all the way to orgasm. 

Why didn’t men finish what they started? Perhaps
they found the mechanics of clitoral stimulation during
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intercourse inappropriate or awkward. Perhaps lovers
didn’t know what a female orgasm felt and sounded
like, and assumed they had done their job if the woman
lubricated and expressed some pleasure. Perhaps their
partners had never experienced an orgasm and couldn’t
identify its absence during lovemaking. Perhaps, in the
heat of passion, men reverted to sexual selfishness, cast-
ing aside their attempts to bring their partners to
orgasm in the headlong rush toward their own enjoy-
ment. Or perhaps women knew all along that having an
orgasm had nothing to do with getting pregnant and
faked pleasure to keep their men in the game and con-
ceive the children they longed to hold. 

It’s amazing. Even with the future of the species sup-
posedly hanging in the balance, most women still didn’t
get real sexual satisfaction when they had intercourse. 

Over time, the belief that conception couldn’t hap-
pen without a female orgasm was undermined by
repeated cases of women getting pregnant without sex-
ual enjoyment (including by rape)—and women failing
to get pregnant despite rapturous lovemaking. As the
belief that the survival of humanity did not depend on
female orgasms eroded (this occurred around 1700,
according to Laqueur), it was logical for men to con-
clude that they were off the hook when it came to fully
satisfying their partners. 

So did men stop trying? Not all of them. Presumably
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many good-hearted, well-intentioned men continued to
try to satisfy their partners in bed. What motivated
them? It could have been a woman getting up the
courage to tell him, directly or indirectly, that she was
not happy with their lovemaking. It could have been a
man’s genuine concern for his partner’s pleasure and
happiness. It’s possible that the man discovered that
having an orgasm with a partner who is just lying there
was not as exciting as it was when she was reveling in
genuine sexual pleasure. Maybe it dawned on men that
one-sided sex, while satisfying in the short run, lacked
an important dimension of mutuality and joy. And per-
haps men realized that an unsatisfied partner wasn’t
conducive to a happy relationship—in other words,
that Wham-Bam sex was not in their long-term best
interests.

Some or all of these motivations have always prod-
ded men in the direction of being less selfish in bed. But
four changes in the twentieth century did even more to
improve the chances of mutually satisfying intercourse: 

• Attitudes about sex became more liberated.
• Expressions of sexual pleasure, even among “good”

women, were increasingly accepted.
• Many women gained a measure of power and

independence.
• Reliable birth control eliminated one of the biggest

worries—getting pregnant.
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With these revolutionary developments came the
potential for women to be more assertive and articulate
about their sexual desires and the possibility that couples
might come to see intercourse as an arena for mutual
enjoyment and fun—not just procreation and male
pleasure. Given the long history of Wham-Bam sex,
this was potentially a profound shift—especially the
idea that intercourse could and should give sexual satis-
faction and emotional fulfillment to a woman. 

But wanting to make this happen has never been
enough. Making love in a way that is mutually satisfying
has never been easy or obvious. To overcome the built-
in barriers, a couple has to be able to talk about what’s
working and what isn’t and experiment with solutions,
giving each other honest feedback at every turn. While
some creative lovers have found their way to mutual
satisfaction, they are the exception, and the reason is
most people’s very low comfort level talking about
sex—all stemming from the continuing shame and
ambivalence that hovers around the subject in most
homes and sex-education classes. 

Many women—even some feminists who are highly
liberated in other spheres of life—are not comfortable
enough with their own sexuality to point out what
their partners should do. They’re reluctant to demand
equal time in the orgasm department—and perhaps
most important, don’t have a clear sense of how mutual
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pleasure can occur during intercourse. 
Women who don’t communicate their sexual needs

are going to have to put up with clueless, unsatisfying
lovemaking year after year. After all, a man isn’t born
knowing how to give pleasure to a woman any more
than a woman is born knowing how to cook. And
where are men supposed to learn how to sensitively and
appropriately stimulate the clitoris during lovemaking?
Certainly not from their tongue-tied fathers, their boast-
ful locker-room peers, high-school “health” classes, love
scenes in literature, porno films, orgasm-faking prosti-
tutes, and the vast majority of sex advice material. 

No, the best place to learn how to make love is with a
lover. And is there anything sweeter than a couple (safely)
exploring and learning about sexual pleasure together?
This is where a man can get the kind of honest, minute-
by-minute feedback that will help him progress from
bumbling ignorance to loving proficiency. 

But communication barriers prevent many couples
(even the most romantic) from making much progress in
bed. Here’s how one man described this dilemma as he
and his first lover tried to figure out how to make love:

Why didn’t I just ask her some questions? Very few men
are comfortable asking a woman what feels right for
her, heightens her experience, and makes her climax. It
seems to be something that men generally don’t do.
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Even if a man asks, the woman may be at a loss to
explain to him what to do. A woman may know how to
touch herself, but very few seem to know what a man
can specifically do to excite her and make her come. Per-
haps we fear that if we talk about it, the magic of the
moment will go away. Well, not talking about it has cre-
ated a situation that is not working for many people.

Unless men get specific and supportive under-the-
sheets training from their partners, most will continue
to be clumsy and ineffective and real gratification in the
couple’s sexual encounters is mostly one-sided (i.e., the
man’s). As the person on the losing side of this lopsided
dynamic, a woman has the biggest incentive to speak
up. But all too often she is disempowered and acts as a
coconspirator with her sexually ignorant partner, a
silent and unhappy enabler of lousy sex. 

Among couples striving to make intercourse mutu-
ally satisfying, there’s often talk about premature ejacu-
lation—the man reaching his climax too early. In

Satisfaction, Kim Cat-
trall writes, “Premature
ejaculations were the
bane of my existence for
most of my adult sexual
life. I felt used, frus-
trated, and unfulfilled.” 
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This is a rare case of men being blamed (or blaming
themselves) for unsatisfying intercourse. But the “fixes”
often suggested for men—masturbating before heading
out on a date, training the muscles to hold back ejacula-
tion, squeezing the base of the penis just before orgasm,
distracting oneself with nonerotic thoughts (baseball box
scores, perhaps), or pulling out of the vagina—do not
address the real problem. Since penis-in-vagina inter-
course isn’t producing an orgasm for most women, find-
ing ways to keep the man thrusting for a longer period of
time won’t make things much better. Yes, it would be nice
if the man could learn how to slow down and get his “hair
trigger” under control (an especially difficult challenge for
young men), but what these couples are really looking for
is a way to stimulate the clitoris and bring the woman to
orgasm as part of making love. Standard-issue intercourse,
however long it lasts, will almost never accomplish this.

Some women don’t have a problem speaking up in
bed; they know exactly what they want sexually and have
no hesitation in asking for it. But even when women do
speak up, they are sometimes not heard. A liberated and
assertive woman may tell her lover exactly what gives her
pleasure, but there is a disturbing pattern: the man follows
her directions for a short time but then reverts to what he
was doing (or not doing) before she coached him. This
seeming imperviousness to instruction was mentioned
by a number of respondents in The Hite Report and

N o  Fe m a l e  O r g a s m — B u t  H e  Tr i e d 55

        



puzzles many women. How can men be such bad listen-
ers and such slow learners in bed? Is it that difficult? 

In fairness to men, it’s hard work unlearning our
society’s deeply ingrained idea of how sexual intercourse
is supposed to work—which may explain why so many
men keep “forgetting” the helpful pointers their braver
partners give them. The accepted sexual script has a
powerful, self-sustaining logic that has kept it alive from
generation to generation. Rachel Maines describes the
conventional wisdom as follows: the man and woman
get aroused by kissing, caressing each other’s bodies, and
touching each other’s genitals (foreplay); then the man
puts his penis into the vagina (penetration); then, after
some passionate thrusting, both partners reach the
celestial heights (mutual orgasms). Maines calls this the
androcentric paradigm. For the sake of clarity, let’s call
it the penetration-produces-female-orgasm model.

In light of what we know today, it’s obvious why this
model doesn’t work. Because the clitoris receives only
indirect stimulation (if that) when the penis is in the
vagina, intercourse is one of the least effective ways for
a woman to reach a climax—which is why in study after
study, 65 to 85 percent of women report that they don’t
have orgasms during intercourse. These figures notwith-
standing, many people—especially men—find it difficult
to let go of the penetration-produces-female-orgasm
myth. Why is this sexual script so persistent in the face of
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such well-documented evidence of its shortcomings?
There are ten possible reasons: 

1. It seems, well, logical that both men and women
should reach orgasm together during the “main event,”
the procreative act. Why would Mother Nature have set
things up for this not to be so?

2. Men tend to believe that what feels good for them
must also feel good for their partner. And this belief is not
as silly as it sounds. Until he is taught otherwise, a man
tends to think of the vagina as a kind of inside-out penis,
with the same sexual nerve endings on the inside that the
penis has on the outside. From classical antiquity through
the end of the seventeenth century, this is how most sci-
entists thought of the female genitalia. With this mental
picture, it’s natural to think that penis-in-vagina inter-
course will produce pleasure for the woman similar to
what the man feels when his penis moves inside the
vagina, and at the same pace.

3. The penetration-produces-female-orgasm paradigm
has become deeply rooted in the male ego (“Don’t worry,
my penis can handle this job”). The belief is therefore
stubborn and resistant to change. A man can become
defensive—in fact, downright petulant—when a woman
tells him that she isn’t sexually satisfied by his passionate
thrusting.

4. Not enough women speak up to correct men’s
misguided assumptions. This reticence may stem from
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ignorance (Where is my clitoris, anyway?); from shyness
(Will my sexual appetites shock him?); from shame (Will
he think that I masturbate?); from insecurity (I’m not very
good at this); from fear that there is something wrong
with them (Am I frigid?); from a desire to appear worldly
and mature (like in the movies); from fear of provoking
jealousy (Will he think I’ve slept with other men?); from
selflessness (It’s too much to ask of him); from fear of
seeming pushy (Will I come across as too demanding?);
from fear of hurting his feelings (Will he hold this against
me?); and from fear of losing the man (Will he dump me
if I bring this up?).

5. The first few times a man has intercourse, his sexual
attitudes are, relatively speaking, a tabula rasa. This is the
ideal time for him to learn how to make love in a way that
gives mutual satisfaction. But the beginning of a sexual
relationship is also the time when a woman is least likely
to take on the role of the teacher. She may be unsure of
what she should be feeling during intercourse and worry
that her partner is comparing her to other women he’s
slept with. In addition, the novelty and passionate inten-
sity of first-time sexual encounters can keep a woman
from tuning in to the finer points of lovemaking. It’s all so
exciting and hot and wet that she may not even care that
she doesn’t have an orgasm. These factors conspire with
the other reasons for not speaking up to produce an
unfortunate result: the teachable moments in early sexual
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encounters often slip by without the man getting the feed-
back he needs to become a better lover.

6. Every time a woman fails to speak up about being
unsatisfied with lovemaking, she inadvertently trains her
partner in the correctness of the penetration-produces-
female-orgasm model. This Pavlovian conditioning is
further reinforced by the fact that basic intercourse is sex-
ually satisfying for the man—he’s rewarded with an
orgasm. If nothing happens to provide negative rein-
forcement and suggest that there’s more he needs to do,
he’s going to be increasingly convinced that sex this way
is just fine.

7. Females have less physical, economic, and societal
power in most relationships, and male perceptions there-
fore tend to rule. The more unequal a relationship is—the
bigger the difference in age, wealth, self-assurance, and
dependency in the man’s favor—the less likely she is to
rock the boat. 

8. Societally-induced self-doubt, worries, and low self-
esteem lead many women to blame themselves rather
than their partners for unsatisfying sex. They are much
more likely to think there is something wrong with them
than to challenge the accepted model.

9. Sex scenes in movies and works of fiction often
depict couples who have no trouble reaching peaks of
passion during penis-in-vagina intercourse with no evi-
dence of clitoral stimulation. Lady Chatterley reveled in
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climaxing with her lover in the D.H. Lawrence classic
Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The sexually insatiable Samantha
in Sex and the City moans and shouts ecstatically when
she makes love. And in Forever, Judy Blume’s controver-
sial novel about a teenage girl’s first love that became
must reading for every teenager when it came out in
1975, having an orgasm during intercourse sounds
pretty straightforward:

This time Michael made it last much, much longer and I
got so carried away I grabbed his backside with both
hands, trying to push him deeper and deeper into me—
and I spread my legs as far apart as I could—and I raised
my hips off the bed—and I moved with him, again and
again and again—and at last I came.

This scene has been read and reread countless times,
and it’s fascinating. But like so many other fictional erotic
scenes, it adds nothing to our understanding of how
mutually satisfying lovemaking really works—and perpet-
uates the myths that leave us all fumbling in the dark.

10. No recognized authority in the field of sexuality
has come right out and said: “Now hear this: penis-in-
vagina intercourse rarely produces a female orgasm, and if
thrusting is all you do, you will forever miss out on
mutual satisfaction.” Without a strong statement like this,
the other nine reasons continue to operate and each new
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generation of lovers reinvents a one-sided way of
making love.

And so it goes. A man might start out with the best
intentions (it’s a point of pride these days for a man to give
his partner an orgasm),
but communication in
most bedrooms is so poor
(and the available litera-
ture is so unhelpful) that
few men escape their clue-
lessness. Some intrepid
women take their lovers
by the hand and give
them helpful hints. But all
too often, the man is defensive and inept, the woman
gives up, and lovemaking ends without mutual satisfac-
tion. The penetration-produces-female-orgasm myth lives
on, and lovemaking continues to be, in the words of one
woman quoted in The Hite Report, “an activity engaged in
by two for the satisfaction of one.”

The sad truth is that for many women today, lovemak-
ing isn’t any better than it was for their great-great-grand-
mothers. In some ways, it may be worse because nowadays
female pleasure is an expectation, some men are at least
trying, and self-blame adds another layer of guilt and
unhappiness. No wonder there are so many reports of
sexual malaise and boredom. 
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The third scenario among no-female-orgasm couples is
when the woman pretends to have a climax during the
penis-in-vagina part of intercourse. From the number of
jokes in circulation (“Been faking it so long I forgot how
it feels!”) and some memorable episodes in movies
(notably the restaurant scene in When Harry Met Sally),
it’s clear that faking sexual ecstasy happens a lot. Two
recent surveys give us ballpark figures. A 1994 Mademoi-
selle study found that 69 percent of women admitted that
they had faked an orgasm at least once. And a 1995 study
by Celia Roberts found that almost all the women at one
college said they pretended at least some of the time. (The
success of this play-acting became apparent when men on
the same campus were also
surveyed; they said that the
women they slept with
never deceived them about
having orgasms.)

Faking It and 
Dealing with It

Chapter Four

Faked orgasms are bad news
for women—and ultimately

for men, as well.

        



Looking for a silver lining, we might say there is some
good news in these figures. If a woman feels called upon
to pretend, it means that she believes her partner cares if
she has an orgasm—and it shows that men have dispensed
with whatever hang-ups their forefathers had about
expressions of female sexual pleasure. 

But faked orgasms are mostly bad news for women—
and ultimately for men, as well. When a woman fails to
be assertive about her own sexual needs, she deprives
herself of deep pleasure, misses an opportunity to teach
a man how her body works, perpetuates the penetration-
produces-female-orgasm myth, creates unspoken tension
and anger in the relationship, and gets herself into a bind
from which it is difficult to escape. That’s a lot of trouble
from a little harmless fibbing.

So why do women do it? First, there is the pressure
women feel from contemporary beliefs about the way sex
is supposed to be. While Victorian women were brought
up to think they shouldn’t show sexual pleasure, modern
women are led to believe that they must. Since Freud,
notes Elisabeth Lloyd, orgasms during intercourse have
become closely linked to women’s “true womanliness and
femininity,” producing “enormous social pressure.” Polit-
ically progressive women get the message that they have a
God-given right to an orgasm when they make love. In
fact, the word is out that a woman should have an orgasm
(or multiple orgasms) every time. When Sex and the City’s
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Samantha climaxes ecstatically with lover after lover (look,
Ma, no hands!), she is brainwashing every female viewer
into thinking that it’s all very straightforward, and if it’s
not happening to you, honey, you must be messed up. As
recently as 1981, an American sex-advice book opined,
“There is usually some psychological problem, however
small or large, when a woman fails to climax with modest
frequency during sex with a competent and likable lover.” 

There’s also pressure on men. Locker-room wisdom is
that if you don’t give your partner an orgasm, you are
unmanly, lousy in bed, and a failure as a lover. Men do not
like to feel this way, and there’s a strong tendency for them
to put the ball right back into the woman’s court, keeping
the pressure on her.

A second reason for faked orgasms is when a woman
senses that a desirable man is comparing her sexually to
other women who don’t seem to be having any trouble
with unassisted climaxes during intercourse (they’re prob-
ably faking, but who can tell?). A thirty-three-year-old
man interviewed by Glamour in 1995 said, “When you
find a woman who can come to orgasm through penetra-
tion and not just clitoral stimulation, keep her. She’s a rare
and wondrous thing.” Attitudes like this can put sexually
honest women at a competitive disadvantage in the dating
marketplace. Female sexual pleasure is deeply arousing for
most men, and when it’s not present during lovemaking,
men may be tempted to look elsewhere rather than
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work on improving their own skills. Women are keenly
attuned to this dynamic, and if the couple does not
have a reliable way to reach a sexual climax during
intercourse, there’s a strong temptation to try to make
things right by providing a simulation of sexual ecstasy.

A third route to faking orgasms is more subtle. In the
hotly romantic early weeks of a love affair, sheer physical

attraction, pent-up desire,
and novelty can create a
very high level of arousal.
A woman may enjoy the
sex so much that she
sounds as if she is having
an orgasm—and may
actually have one through
sheer excitement and
empathy with her part-

ner’s sexual pleasure. But as the relationship moves beyond
the infatuation stage and sexual newness and excitement
subside a little, the woman may experience less pleasure—
but continue making orgasmic noises to please her part-
ner and keep the magic alive. Over time, genuine
enjoyment can segue imperceptibly into exaggerated
pleasure and then into outright faking. 

A fourth reason for faked orgasms is the fear many
women have of bruising the male ego (an ego that is
notoriously sensitive when it comes to sex) and losing
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the guy. As Betty Dodson says, “Women have been
conditioned to sexually please men for food, shelter,
and protection ever since we lived in caves.” Whether
a woman succumbs to this fear depends on her level
of self-confidence and assertiveness and the power
balance within a relationship. Some women can say
with total honesty, “I’ve never faked an orgasm.” They
are willing to level with a man in bed, work on
improving the sex, and let the chips fall where they
may (“If he won’t listen and can’t learn, he’s a jerk and
I don’t want him anyway”). 

But lots of other women are less sure of them-
selves, have less power within their relationships, and
hesitate to speak up about unsatisfying sex. Rather
than trying to correct ineffective lovemaking, they
conclude that too much candor will hurt his feelings,
insult his skill as a lover, jeopardize the relationship—
or at the very least spoil the moment. As Stephanie
Alexander wrote in Cosmopolitan in 1995, faking
orgasms is “just a matter of expediency…When you
have to get up for work the next morning, who has
two spare hours to make him feel better about not
making you feel great?”

So when the guy purrs, “Was it good for you, too,
honey?” she’s not very likely to say, “Actually, sweetie,
I didn’t come and, to tell you the truth, masturbation
is a whole lot better than sex with you.” As gravelly
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voiced Rosalind Russell sang in the classic musical,
Wonderful Town, “That’s a sure way to lose a man!” 

A fifth cause of faking is when a man’s attempts at
foreplay are clumsy, unsatisfying, or even painful. The
clitoris is a sensitive organ, and if foreplay is too
rough, too rapid, too mechanical, or too intermittent,
a woman can lose her place or get completely turned
off. A super-goal-oriented man striving mightily to
give his partner an orgasm can make a woman feel like
a laboratory animal. In situations like this, the
woman’s highest priority may be getting done with
intercourse as quickly as possible. Here is one woman’s
account from The Hite Report:

When I come to the realization that I’m not going to
reach orgasm, I fake one, so he’ll stop rubbing the life
out of my clitoris and get on to the business of coming
and it will be over with. In order to teach him how to
do it right would take a major education and
psychotherapy job which is only worth going through
with someone I really dig.

Couldn’t a woman call for a time-out? Possibly, but
that’s tricky to handle and could be a relationship-
ender. Faking at least keeps some options open. 

A final reason for faking is when an empathetic man
whose pleasure is closely tied to that of his partner cannot
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reach orgasm until she
does—but isn’t touching
her in ways that are mak-
ing hers happen. With an
overabundance of gen-
erosity (“doing a favor for
a friend”), a woman in
this situation may pre-
tend to come to help her
struggling partner get
over the top. 

So there you have it:
six ways that women can convince themselves that fak-
ing orgasms is a rational short-term strategy. The prob-
lem is that once they start, it’s very difficult to stop. The
longer a woman fakes and the more successful she is at
deceiving her partner, the harder it is to tell the truth.
Imagine his angry questions: “Why didn’t you tell me
earlier?! You’ve been doing this for how many years?
What else have you been lying about?” So the orgasm-
faker is trapped into continuing to breathe and moan and
holler in ways that convince her partner that his penis has
produced a major seismic event. And that lets even the
most conscientious guy off the hook when it comes to giv-
ing his partner a real orgasm at some other point in their
lovemaking session. “I’m done. She’s done. Nighty-night.”
As he dozes off, his bad habits have been reinforced, his
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sexual ego has been falsely inflated (“What an amazing
lover I am!”), the penetration-produces-female-orgasm
myth has been kept alive, and another opportunity for
honest feedback and real learning has been lost. 

And honest guidance is what men need! The sad
thing about the amusing and very well-acted orgasm-
faking scene in When Harry Met Sally is that Sally actu-
ally appeared to be giving her imaginary lover directive
feedback (“Oh God! Yeah, right there! Yes!”). She was,
in fact, engaging in a triple deception: faking her own
pleasure, faking giving helpful feedback, and faking that
he was taking the feedback and doing the right thing for
her. What a disaster!

The damage that ongoing faking does to a relation-
ship is enormous. The woman often feels cheated,
slighted, and angry—but her frustration and resent-
ment are locked inside her own head because she can’t
talk to her mate about something very important that’s
bothering her. And whether she knows it or not, she is
angry at herself for carrying on the charade. This is not
a recipe for domestic happiness! Yet all too many
women are caught up in the faking way of making love. 

Sex with no orgasmic payoff—sex that consists of
putting on an act for the benefit of a man—is not going
to stand the test of time. It’s likely to wither on the vine
when the woman has reason to feel less friendly toward
her partner, when she’s angry about something, when
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she’s not “in the mood.” There can be other reasons, but
resentment about not getting equal satisfaction in bed
might be a prime cause for unhappiness with one’s sex
life—and for fending off a man’s advances.

Happy Without Orgasms?
We’ve looked at three scenarios—Wham-Bam, Clue-
less, and Faking It—where couples have intercourse
without the woman reaching orgasm. All these women
are deeply unhappy with their sex lives, right? That
seems like a no-brainer, but the reality is more compli-
cated. In The Hite Report, 87 percent of the respondents
said they enjoyed making love—this from a sample that,
Hite’s critics contend, was skewed toward feminist
beliefs. And surprisingly, women who didn’t have
orgasms with their lovers were just as likely to say they
enjoyed intercourse as those who did. 

Shere Hite was so puzzled by these responses that she
conducted a follow-up survey to get a better under-
standing of what the women were saying. From the
responses (and other sources beyond Hite’s work), it’s
clear that there are a number of emotional facets of
intercourse that can make it truly enjoyable for a
woman even if she doesn’t have an orgasm. Here’s what
some women said:

• “It creates tender and intimate moments with a
man.”
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• “The full body-to-body contact is as close as I can
get to someone else.”

• “It brings a spiritual dimension to our relation-
ship.”

• “It is a time when I have the man’s undivided
attention.”

• “It is exciting and flattering to have my body give
such pleasure to a man.”

• “It is wonderful giving myself to him and having
him appreciate that.”

• “Intercourse makes me feel accepted, appreciated,
affirmed, and loved.”

• “It makes me feel competent, attractive, vital,
whole, alive, and fulfilled.”

Naomi, a woman quoted in Our Bodies, Ourselves,
gave this thoughtful, nuanced description of her feel-
ings about intercourse:

The times when I make love with Jonathan and I’m only
a little turned on I enjoy hugging him. It feels good to be
close with him. Do I feel maternal, sisterly, a friend?
Maybe a need to be mothered? It’s not sorted out, but I
know I do feel good. It satisfies one of my needs—for
joyous physical contact with another person—but it
isn’t really the intense sexual one.

In a sense, these women were agreeing with the old
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saying, “When sex is good, it’s the most beautiful thing
in the world, but when sex is bad, it’s still pretty good.”
What they are not saying is that intercourse gives them
deep sexual gratification. Instead, they are thinking
intimacy, spirituality, narcissism, and vicarious enjoy-
ment of their partner’s pleasure. 

But we have to wonder: are these women really happy
with intercourse—or have they settled for what they
believe is attainable given the realities of their lives and
their relationships? Is their lovemaking truly fulfilling—or
have they done a cost-benefit analysis and resigned them-
selves to getting certain benefits that come from inter-
course without the full measure of sexual satisfaction? In
her follow-up analysis, Hite concluded that these women
had indeed made these compromises and that this was the
explanation for the counterintuitive 87 percent finding. 

So are women in this category sexually happy? Yes,
they are enjoying their love relationships. Yes, there are
many positive aspects to sexual intercourse for them.
And yes, it’s possible to enjoy making love without
having an orgasm. But like their Victorian counter-
parts, these women have lowered their expectations,
given up on men as truly sensual lovers, and accepted
that intercourse is not an arena for their own sexual
fulfillment. For them, intercourse is a portal to other
important aspects of life: security, intimacy, children,
companionate love, and even domestic bliss. 
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This is not an irrational strategy and given the realities
most women confront every day, it’s nothing to sneer at.
But this modus vivendi systematically deprives women of
a core life experience—an experience that their mates are
enjoying almost every time they make love. 

As sexually satisfied men slumber blissfully after
intercourse, it should not surprise us that some of
these women masturbate to quench their built-up sex-
ual desire with an orgasm. Over the centuries some
women have done this; even in Catholic nineteenth
century France it was an acknowledged phenomenon.
Post-coital self-stimulation was specifically endorsed
in an 1870 manual used by French priests hearing
confessions: “If the husband should withdraw after
ejaculation, before the wife has experienced orgasm,
she may lawfully at once continue friction with her
own hand, in order to attain relief.”

For these women, both past and present, mastur-
bation may be the continuation of a private sex life that
has existed since childhood or adolescence. At some
point, they discovered that they could give themselves
a secret, wonderfully pleasurable sensation at
absolutely no cost and without asking for help from
anyone else! Through an efficient feedback loop—
learning to touch themselves where it felt good and
keeping going until it felt great—they found that hav-
ing an orgasm was quite quick and easy—and felt
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amazing. At first, they may have believed they were the
only person in the world who did this (I invented it!). 

Masturbation is a less obvious discovery for girls
than it is for boys, and first masturbation often takes
longer for many girls to figure out. But once a girl (or
woman) has given herself her first orgasm, the circuitry
is connected for good, and subsequent orgasms become
easier and increasingly pleasurable. Natalie Angier
describes the process:

The clitoris must be wired up to the brain—the big
brain—before it can sing. The brain must learn to ride
its little rod the way it must learn to balance its body
on a bicycle. And once learned, the skill will not be
forgotten. Some women learn how to climax in child-
hood, while others do not make the connection until
adulthood. It is not an engineering problem, though.
You can’t figure it out with the neocortex alone…that
thickly ruffled top layer of fish-gray tissue that cogi-
tates, hesitates, and second-guesses every impulse.
Instead you must tap into a more ancient neural
locus, the hypothalamus, which sits on the floor of
your brain…and reigns over appetite: for food, salt,
power, sex.

As they get older, many girls who have discovered
this private pleasure run into the widespread social
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taboo against masturbation and stop doing it or, if they
continue, wrestle with feelings of shame and guilt. One
woman quoted in The Hite Report put it this way: 

When you’re young, you masturbate/touch yourself
instinctually, then you stop when you hear it’s “wrong”
and “naughty,” and then you try the rest of your life to
get other people to touch you the same way, only they
hardly ever do it right!

No wonder masturbation is common among women
who are not fulfilled by intercourse (and sometimes by
those who are). Some women masturbate with their fin-
gers, others rub up against a pillow or sheets, others
squeeze their thighs together, others use vibrators, and
others use the stream of water from Jacuzzis or hand
showers (a use that, for some reason, their designers
don’t advertise). For these women, masturbation is good

clean fun without the
interpersonal complica-
tions of making it hap-
pen during intercourse.

What about women
who, for religious or
personal reasons, are
not comfortable with
masturbation and are
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“pre-orgasmic” (a term coined by Lonnie Barback in For
Yourself ) when they have their first sexual relationship?
Because they have never touched their genitals in a sexual
way, they have only a vague sense of what produces pleas-
ure, and this puts them at a disadvantage when they first
have intercourse. This lack of self-knowledge means that
they are less likely to communicate well with their part-
ner (the same inhibitions that keep them from mastur-
bating prevent them from speaking up), and they are
unlikely to have orgasms during intercourse. A truly
unfortunate lovemaking scenario is when a woman who
has not learned how to give herself an orgasm goes to bed
with a sexually inexperienced man. It’s a case of the blind
leading the blind, and the woman is almost certain to
wind up sexually frustrated.

Nowadays, sexually unsatisfied women who don’t
masturbate can’t set up a weekly appointment with a
doctor for “vulvular massage” or take trips to a spa for
“hydrotherapy.” With no other outlet, they live without
sexual gratification. Maybe they won’t have symptoms
of “hysteria,” but there are likely to be other conse-
quences within their intimate relationships. The fre-
quency of intercourse with their partners might drop
(“I’m too tired”), or sex might completely disappear
from the relationship (the “sexless marriage”). 

Alternatively, women who are unsatisfied by inter-
course might try increasingly exotic practices (anal sex,
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fisting, bondage, and sado-masochism, etc.); watch
pornography (which is easier than ever to get on cable
TV and the Internet, at video stores, and in hotel
rooms—and don’t worry, the movie title won’t appear on
your bill!); have an affair with another man (introducing
novelty, the excitement of new love, and an element of
danger); or have sex with another woman (from a
realization of genuine lesbian or bisexual orientation—
or frustration with the available guys). 

But while these avenues might be helpful some of
the time, they do not address the real problem—the
basic anatomical difficulty of a woman getting deep
sexual satisfaction from intercourse. The next two
chapters return to this challenge.
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So far we have focused on sexual encounters where the
woman does not have an orgasm while she is with her
partner. What about women who do climax during
intercourse? According to most surveys, as many as 35
percent of women are in this category. How are they
and their partners managing to include female satis-
faction in their lovemaking? What triggers these
women’s climaxes? And do they come simultaneously
with their partners? 

Freud’s Wrong Turn
These questions lead us straight to the doorstep of
Sigmund Freud, who had strong views on the subject.
Beginning around 1905, Freud asserted that the clitoral
orgasm, usually the result of masturbation, was an
“infantile” precursor to the deeper, more satisfying vagi-
nal orgasm, which was produced by the man’s penis
during intercourse. In his New Introductory Lectures on

Simultaneous Orgasms:
Are They Possible? 

Chapter Five

        



Psychoanalysis, Freud wrote:

In the phallic phase of the girl, the clitoris is the domi-
nant erotogenic zone. But it is not destined to remain
so; with the change to femininity, the clitoris must give
up to the vagina its sensitivity, and, with it, its impor-
tance, either wholly or in part.

Note that Freud said that the clitoris must give up its
sensitivity. He wasn’t reporting on research, and he wasn’t
describing something he’d learned from his patients; he
was telling women what needed to happen. What about
women for whom this transition did not take place?
Freud believed that something was wrong with them. In
1935, he wrote, “In those women who are sexually anaes-
thetic, as it is called, the clitoris has stubbornly retained
this sensitivity.” Freud even referred one colleague to the
practice of genital mutilation practiced by the Nandi
tribe in Africa, suggesting that when this tribe cut off
girls’ clitorises, they were not suppressing female pleasure
but merely redirecting it to the vagina, its appropriate
adult location. 

Freud’s theory, bolstered by his medical and psycho-
analytic reputation, reinforced many people’s gut-level
belief in the penetration-produces-female-orgasm para-
digm. If the vagina was the source of “mature” female
pleasure, then the natural order of the universe was for
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couples to have orgasms together during penis-in-vagina
intercourse with no clitoral stimulation. Freud’s theory
sent generations of scientists and laypeople off in exactly
the wrong direction. 

It wasn’t until 1953
that Alfred Kinsey’s book
Sexual Behavior of the
Human Female debunked
Freud’s notion of the vagi-
nal orgasm. A decade later,
researchers William Mas-
ters and Virginia Johnson
solidified Kinsey’s findings
and restored the clitoris to
its rightful place at the
center of female sexual response. The painstaking Masters
and Johnson research (which included putting a tiny cam-
era inside a transparent plastic penis to get the inside story
on intercourse) proved beyond a shadow of doubt that
virtually all female orgasms are caused by clitoral stimula-
tion (direct or indirect) and felt in muscular contractions
in the vagina (and more generally). Masters and Johnson
also found that orgasms from direct clitoral stimulation
were the most intense, producing stronger contraction
spasms and more rapid heartbeats. Many of the women
they interviewed reported that their best orgasms came
from masturbation. 
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What about other female-orgasm-producing areas?
Masters and Johnson found that a small number of
women were capable of having orgasms from breast
stimulation. In recent years, theories have been
advanced about other parts of a woman’s body—the
area around the urethra, the cervix, the G-Spot, and the
A-Spot. Are these competitors for the clitoris’s top spot?
Probably not. One explanation for the seeming prolifer-
ation of erogenous zones in the genital area is that the
visible clitoris is just the tip of the iceberg: once
aroused, its roots are activated and can be stimulated
through contact with nearby areas. Natalie Angier
describes this phenomenon with her usual panache:

The clitoris overspills its anatomical borders and tran-
scends its anatomy. Other pathways feed into it and are
fed by it. The fifteen thousand pudendal nerve fibers
that service the entire pelvis interact with the nerve
bundles of the clitoris. That’s why the anus is an eroge-
nous zone. Nerves are like wolves and birds: if one starts
crying, there goes the neighborhood.

But the clitoris is the center of the action. The consen-
sus among sex researchers is that in almost all cases, the
clitoris is the source of female orgasms. The best proof of
this is to ask what part of the body virtually all girls and
women stimulate when they masturbate. It’s the clitoris.
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So Freud was wrong about there being distinct clitoral
and vaginal orgasms, wrong about vaginal penetration
producing orgasms, wrong about clitoral orgasms being
immature and inferior, and wrong in saying that
women who don’t climax through vaginal intercourse
are disordered. How could he have been so far off so
many bases? 

Maybe we should cut the man some slack. After all,
he was working with research methods that were prim-
itive by our standards, and many of his Victorian con-
temporaries must have found it difficult to talk openly
with him about sex. But Freud was a smart, well-
informed scientist who could and should have done
better. His theory of the vaginal orgasm had no basis in
observation or empirical research and flew in the face of
centuries of insight on the role of the clitoris in female
satisfaction. Many Victorian medical books, numerous
screeds warning against masturbation, and countless
works of pornography made it clear that the clitoris was
the source of the female orgasm. Freud was certainly
aware of at least some of this material, yet he went right
ahead and willed the vaginal orgasm into existence.
What was he thinking? Here is sex scholar Thomas
Laqueur’s attempt to get inside Freud’s head: 

Freud knew that the natural locus of a woman’s erotic
pleasure was the clitoris and that it competed with the
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culturally necessary locus of her pleasure, the
vagina…Whatever polymorphous perverse practices
might have obtained in the distant past, or today
among children and animals, the continuity of the
species and the development of civilization depend on
the adoption by women of their correct sexuality. For a
woman to make the switch from clitoris to vagina is to
accept the feminine role that only she can fill…to assure
that bodies whose anatomies do not guarantee the
dominance of heterosexual procreative sex neverthe-
less dedicate themselves to their assigned roles.

So here was yet another missed opportunity in the
history of human sexual happiness. Freud understood
the sexual asymmetry of men’s and women’s bodies and
knew that sexual intercourse wasn’t deeply satisfying for
most women. He recognized the importance of the cli-
toris and the deep biological need for orgasms in both
men and women (“hysteria” being the result when
women were deprived of sexual satisfaction). And he
had the intellect to solve the puzzle and the medical
prestige to get helpful advice into the hands of genera-
tions of lovers. 

Instead, he veered off in another direction. His
deeply held patriarchal beliefs, as well as his irrational
fear that humans would somehow stop copulating and
civilization would come to an end without vaginal
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orgasms, led him to an astonishingly wrong-headed
conclusion. Having confronted the awkward fact that
vaginal intercourse wasn’t
working sexually for
most women, he con-
cluded that it must work!
He unilaterally declared
that clitoral pleasure
should be abandoned or
repressed at puberty so
that male desire would be heightened, heterosexual
union would be cemented, and the future of family
and civilization would be assured. In so doing, Freud
ran roughshod over well-established medical knowl-
edge, reinforced the penetration-produces-female-
orgasm myth, led generations of couples away from
lovemaking techniques that might have provided real
satisfaction for women—and made it all the woman’s
fault if things didn’t work out as he said they should.
This was a profound disservice to the world’s lovers.

Female Orgasms during Intercourse
When Kinsey and Masters and Johnson set the record
straight on the true source of female orgasms, the
time was right for people to rethink the mythology of
vaginal orgasms and take a fresh look at how simulta-
neous orgasms really occurred (if they occurred at all).
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But it was not to be. The persistence of the penetration-
produces-female-orgasm paradigm—and a research
quirk—prevented most people from taking the next
logical step.

A little known fact about the Masters and Johnson
study was that they deliberately recruited women who
said they were able to climax during intercourse. This
decision confused the issue and muddied their findings
because it left ambiguous the question whether their
orgasms were assisted by direct clitoral stimulation. If
the clitoris was really the source of all orgasms, how
were the women in the Masters and Johnson study able
to have an orgasm during intercourse? Were they built
differently? Did they use some special technique? Did
their partners? The same question goes for all other
women who report that they have orgasms with their
partners during penis-in-vagina sex.

With these questions in mind, let’s take a look at
seven reasons that women might answer yes when asked
if they have an orgasm during intercourse:

1. Clitoral-hood stim-
ulation. When a woman
is in the final stage of
arousal (after plenty of
foreplay), her labia are
fully engorged and the
penis thrusting in the
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vagina can pull the labia back and forth over the clitoral
hood, stimulating the clitoris and theoretically produc-
ing an orgasm. Could this penis-to-labia-to-hood-to-
clitoris stimulation be the way some women have
orgasms during intercourse? Researchers have not been
able to observe a climax taking place this way (it’s quite
difficult to film!), and there are real doubts about how
it can work unless the woman has already begun her
orgasm from direct clitoral stimulation prior to penetra-
tion. For this method to produce a no-hands orgasm for
the woman, the man must continue thrusting vigor-
ously all the way through his partner’s orgasm—and
this is really difficult because he’s engaged in the activity
most likely to give him a rapid orgasm—while she is
likely to take even longer than usual because the clitoral
stimulation is indirect. If the man comes before his
partner, the clitoral-hood tugging is going to cease
forthwith because most men don’t like to continue
thrusting after orgasm. Given these seemingly insur-
mountable pacing and timing challenges, it’s no wonder
that Shere Hite called this method “more like a Rube
Goldberg scheme than a reliable way to orgasm.” Cli-
toral-hood stimulation probably accounts for a very
small percentage of during-intercourse orgasms, if any
at all. 

2. Bumping the clitoris. Because of the wide variety of
human body shapes and dimensions, different men and
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women fit together in a variety of ways during inter-
course. In certain positions (notably female on top),
some women are able to perform a back-and-forth or
circular grinding motion that rubs the clitoris against
the man’s pubic bone or the base of his penis. This can
produce an orgasm, and can even bring about simulta-
neous orgasms if the man is poised to climax when the
woman reaches hers. 

This technique works for some couples, but it was
reported by a few women in The Hite Report to be dis-
tracting and unappealing to some men, who were put
off by the woman’s self-stimulating movements (it felt
like she was masturbating on him) and preferred a more
comfortable position. There are no reliable statistics on
how many couples successfully use the clitoris-bumping
approach, but it’s unlikely to be a very large number—
and their partners may not be happy campers.

3. The G-spot. This much-debated feature of female
sexual anatomy was first noticed by Kinsey in the
1940s, officially discovered by a German doctor named
Ernest Grafenberg in 1950, and popularized (and
named after Grafenberg) by John Perry and Beverly
Whipple in the 1980s. The G-spot is a sexually sensitive
urethral sponge-like tissue that can be stimulated
through the front wall of the vagina by rubbing with a
“come hither” motion with one or two fingers. Firm
and sustained G-spot stimulation can produce an
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intense orgasm in about 10 percent of women, and G-
spot orgasms are sometimes accompanied by an ejacula-
tion of fluid through the urethra (the fluid is not urine
and appears to be produced by the Skene’s glands
around the urethra). 

A man’s penis can stimulate the G-spot if it enters
the vagina from behind at a shallow angle. But trying to
have a G-Spot orgasm during intercourse is not easy,
and it comes with the same challenges of pacing, tim-
ing, and sustaining stimulation as the two methods
described just above; it’s extremely difficult for the man
to hit this spot just right and synchronize his own
orgasm with his partner’s. So the G-spot is not a reliable
method for no-hands, during-intercourse orgasms, and
it’s not an option for the estimated 90 percent of
women who do not respond with orgasm to stimulation
in this area. In addition, women who use a diaphragm
for birth control may not have access to their G-spot
because the lower edge of the diaphragm covers it. 

4. Sheer-excitement orgasms. In the hotly passionate
early stages of a love affair, it’s possible for a woman to
have an orgasm more from mental than physical stimu-
lation. After all, the brain is the body’s most sensitive
sexual organ; women, like men, can have orgasms in
their sleep, so they can certainly have an orgasm if they
are swept away with lust and novelty and vicarious
excitement. But this kind of hands-free “vaginal”
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orgasm is impossible to sustain after the steamy initial
stages of a relationship. No couple can keep up this level
of novelty and passion, so sheer-excitement orgasms
don’t stand the test of time.

5. Orgasms with a small “o.” When questioned closely
by researchers about their during-intercourse orgasms,
some women say that what they are having is a mild or
“emotional” orgasm without the intensity of a full, clitoris-
driven climax. One of the women quoted in The Hite
Report described it as “the boom of a distant explosion,
powerful but somewhat muffled, versus the high, sweet,
rippling sensation, the peak of sensitivity, with direct cli-
toral stimulation.” Another Hite respondent wrote:

I never have the same sort of violently physical orgasms
with vaginal penetration with the penis as I do with
direct clitoral stimulation. I’m not even sure if I come. I
get a great sensation of pleasure, but it never peaks like
it does the other way. I wish it did. I’d love to come right
when he does without any extra attention.

Similarly, women who have never had an orgasm,
either alone or with another person, can mistake a high
level of arousal—reaching a pleasant plateau during
intercourse—for a real orgasm. They might very well
tell a sex researcher that they are having orgasms during
lovemaking when in fact they aren’t.
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6. Orgasms before or after penetration. When a
researcher inquires about orgasms during sexual inter-
course, a woman may think she’s being asked if she has an
orgasm at some point in the lovemaking encounter. If her
partner brings her to orgasm before penetration or after
withdrawal, she might say, “Yes, I have an orgasm when I
make love,” giving researchers the impression that it hap-
pened while her partner’s penis was in her vagina. This
misunderstanding seems to have happened frequently in
sex interviews and proba-
bly accounts for Kinsey’s
anomalous finding that
three quarters of women
said they had orgasms
with their partners; Kin-
sey’s subjects were appar-
ently including “assisted”
orgasms that happened
before, during, and after
penetration. We’ll look at separate orgasms in the next
chapter, but let’s be clear: these are not “vaginal” orgasms.

7. Fibbing. As we saw in the discussion of faked
orgasms, women are under a lot of pressure to buy into
the penetration-produces-female-orgasm paradigm.
Many feel that if they are not orgasmic during inter-
course, something is wrong with them. If some women
are capable of tricking their lovers into thinking they are
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having an orgasm during penis-in-vagina intercourse,
isn’t it likely that they would continue the deception when
interviewed by sex researchers? Why not?

Taken separately, each of these seven possibilities
erodes the credibility of the perennial research finding
that 15 to 35 percent of women have unassisted
orgasms during penis-in-vagina intercourse. Taken
together, they strongly suggest that the number is much
lower. We won’t have a definitive answer until much
more rigorous research is done, but the real figure is
probably much closer to zero. Women who don’t have
an orgasm during penis-in-vagina intercourse are the
overwhelming majority. They are normal !

Let’s face it: because of the location of the clitoris,
hands-free intercourse is not an efficient or effective
way for a woman to have an orgasm. A very small per-
centage of couples may be able to make the clitoral-
hood or clitoris-bumping technique work, but for
everyone else, unadorned intercourse will never be an
arena for serious female satisfaction. Accepting that fact
is the essential starting point for finding our way to
more mutually satisfying lovemaking.

Simultaneous Orgasms—
An Idea That Just Won’t Quit
These facts notwithstanding, the idea of a man and
woman having orgasms together during intercourse has
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persisted. Starting in the late 1920s, sex researchers and
sex manual writers relentlessly pushed the idea that
orgasms should happen at the same moment. T. Van de
Velde’s widely read marriage manual, Ideal Marriage
(published in the U.S. in 1926) said, “In normal and
perfect coitus, mutual orgasm must be almost simulta-
neous. The usual procedure is that the man’s ejaculation
begins and sets the woman’s acme of sensation in train
at once.” This, of course, was complete nonsense, but
because an authoritative book said it was true, thou-
sands of couples worked hard to make it happen—and
concluded there was something wrong with them (or at
least with the woman) when it didn’t.

The simultaneous-orgasm juggernaut continued. In
1953, the Kinsey Institute proclaimed that simultaneity
was the “maximum achievement which is possible in a
sexual relationship.” Postwar marriage manuals exhorted
husbands to “find the man in the rowboat” (an attempt
to give prudish readers a visual image of the clitoris nes-
tled between the labia) and touted the simultaneous
orgasm as a virtual duty. In one popular advice book,
Love without Fear, Eustace Chesson wrote: “Success
comes to those who consciously and deliberately will to
achieve. Both partners should, in coitus, concentrate
their full attention on one thing: the attainment of
simultaneous orgasm.” Small wonder that one com-
mentator bemoaned the “sex as work” ethic of this era. 
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Couples tried and
tried, and when the
earth didn’t move (a
phrase coined by Ernest
Hemingway to describe
a torrid, apparently
simultaneous climax in
For Whom the Bell Tolls,

a popular novel during this era), they felt let down.
Lovers were being exhorted to have simultaneous
orgasms, but the manuals didn’t tell them how. Once
again, exhortations without explanations—a formula
for female frustration and a reason for women to fake
orgasms at the moment that their partners ejaculated.

Despite a high failure rate, the idea of simultaneous
orgasms kept rolling. In the last few decades, three off-
beat books and a cottage industry of sexual gizmos
have suggested new and better ways for couples to syn-
chronize their orgasms. All have tried to address the
inherent challenges to making this happen: the seem-
ingly mismatched pleasure geography of men’s and
women’s bodies (i.e., the difficulty of sustained, sensi-
tive, and appropriate clitoral stimulation during inter-
course); the different pace of arousal for men and
women during intercourse (with women usually taking
longer to reach orgasm than men); and, of course, the
deeply rooted penetration-produces-female-orgasm
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mind-set (which makes couples think that nothing
“extra” should be necessary for a woman to climax
during intercourse).

1. Gizmos. Many Internet sites and sexual catalogues
tout an assortment of penile attachments designed to
stimulate the clitoris during intercourse. At first blush,
these seem like a good idea: the thrusting movements of
the penis push the attachment against the clitoris, giving
direct stimulation to the woman in just the right spot.
But if the man is out in front of his partner on the road
to orgasm (and he usually is), he has to slow down or stop
to avoid coming before her—but this slows down or
stops his device from stimulating her clitoris! Even if the
gizmo vibrates (which some do), the positioning, pacing,
and timing challenges are significant. In addition, a rub-
ber or plastic attachment often fails to stimulate the cli-
toris in the sensitive way that’s necessary for maximum
pleasure. Finally, lots of couples are loath to buy and put
on such attachments, believing that sexual pleasure
should happen using only the equipment they were born
with. So for all the marketing hype, penile attachments
are far from being a surefire route to simultaneous
orgasms.

2. Triggering Techniques. In their book, Simultaneous
Orgasm and Other Joys of Sexual Intimacy, Michael
Riskin and Anita Banker-Riskin touted the sublime
experience of reaching orgasms together and described
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a series of exercises, practice sessions, and triggering
techniques for climaxing at the same moment. The
Riskins report that this approach works for many cou-
ples, bringing a much higher level of mutual pleasure
and togetherness than is possible with separate orgasms. 

But the Riskins’ techniques are almost never men-
tioned outside their own publications. The failure of their
approach to sweep the nation is most likely due to two
factors. First, the steps they describe are complicated, chal-
lenging, and time-consuming, which goes against a strong
cultural belief that intercourse should be a spontaneous,
unscripted, and instinctive act of love—in other words,
good lovers should be able to perform well in bed without
needing to follow an elaborate instruction manual. Sec-
ond, many couples do not have the time and energy in
their busy lives to implement this program on a regular
basis; late on a Friday or Saturday night, they need a love-
making approach that is quicker and less elaborate. The
Riskins’ approach works only for couples who don’t mind
following an involved script and have large blocks of pri-
vate time for lovemaking. This is not a large demographic.

3. The Tip Technique. In her book How to Satisfy a
Woman Every Time, Naura Hayden proposed a tech-
nique that seems much simpler. After some foreplay, the
man rubs his partner’s clitoris with the tip of his penis
and then teases her by partially entering her vagina
until she begins to have an orgasm, only then pro-

96 T h e  G r e a t  S e x  S e c r e t

        



ceeding with his own. Hayden enthusiastically claims
that her technique is virtually foolproof and that thou-
sands of couples are using it successfully. 

But there are real challenges to using this approach.
First, the penis is a fairly blunt instrument for providing
sensitive stimulation to the clitoris, and it can’t do the
job by itself (someone needs to take it by the hand);
most people find that fingers or the tongue are more
sensitive and therefore more effective at bringing a
woman to orgasm. Second, Hayden doesn’t say how the
clitoris gets stimulated during the endgame when the
penis is inside the vagina (and, as we have seen, contin-
uous stimulation up to and during orgasm is essential to
full satisfaction for a woman). The Hayden technique
might work the first few times by dint of novelty and
sheer excitement, but after that, many of the women
using it may be secretly unsatisfied, settling for a milder
“emotional” orgasm—or faking it. 

4. The Coital Alignment Technique (CAT). In their
book The Perfect Fit, Edward Eichel and Philip Nobile
gave a detailed description of what they called a revolu-
tionary new technique. They said that CAT allowed up
to three-quarters of the women in their study to have
hands-free orgasms during intercourse, and that the fre-
quency of simultaneous orgasms during intercourse
increased from 5 percent to 50 percent of couples. 

Here’s how the Coital Alignment Technique works:
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using the missionary position, with the woman’s legs
extended and wrapped around her partner’s calves and
the man’s weight distributed evenly along her body, the
man rides higher than usual and uses deep penetration
so that his partner’s clitoris is aligned with the base of
his penis. The partners then use an up-and-down rock-
ing motion that continuously stimulates the clitoris.
One man quoted in The Perfect Fit described how his
lover taught him CAT as they made love one day:

In the middle of a basic thrust (I was on top), she sud-
denly grabbed my hips and whispered to me, “No,
don’t…slow down…stop.” At first, of course, I panicked,
imagining that perhaps we were back in the “rushing it”
category, that I’d made some wrong, horrifyingly anti-
erotic maneuver that signaled to Anne—“system shut
down.” Not the case! She grabbed me passionately, and
as I looked at her, I could see that the expression on her
face was not one of frustration, but of happiness and
anticipation. She said, “Stop…just rock, so slow, so
slow…” She grabbed me tightly, and then with her
hands on my hips she guided the way she wanted me to
go. She lifted me slightly higher so that my body was
more acutely on top of hers. And as I tried to thrust
(because I still didn’t know exactly what she had in
mind), she held me back. I was still inside her, but rather
than pushing in and out, she led me into what I would
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call almost sliding my shaft along her clitoris in a slow,
rocking, almost circular motion. I could see on her face
that this was deeply erotic to her, that, compared with
the look on her face just a few moments before (tradi-
tional style), she was in another zone. Her head arched
back, her eyes closed tight, she whispered to just keep
doing that, doing that. In what seemed just a few sec-
onds, she came. She came for what at the time felt like
thirty or forty seconds, writhing and almost crying and
even letting out a small yelp.

Another fan of the Coital Alignment Technique had
this to say about how it affected her view of intercourse:

You realize that you can feel even more positive about
your partner because this isn’t something that somebody
else did to you.You did this thing together.You don’t think,
this guy is a great lover. It’s not just him—it’s you, too! I
think you feel better about the other person because it
wasn’t all him…Intercourse is more equitable.

Eichel and Nobile’s book contains helpful diagrams
and it all sounds and looks great. But once again, we
have to be skeptical about a hands-free approach, how-
ever ingeniously choreographed, because of the chal-
lenges of pacing and timing. With the stimulation of
the clitoris dependent on the man’s thrusting move-
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ments, how can the man hold back his own orgasm
while bringing his partner to hers? In addition, the CAT
positions are somewhat awkward, and even Eichel con-
cedes that “it requires considerable discipline to learn
this motion.”

So after the novelty has worn off, is CAT just one
more attempt to make the penetration-produces-
female-orgasm model work without solving the funda-
mental problem? It’s not surprising that Em and Lo, the
savvy, let’s-try-anything online sex advice columnists,
greeted the CAT with skepticism in their book, The Big
Bang. Too difficult, too complicated, not worth the
trouble, they said. Although there are no reliable statis-
tics, it appears that the CAT is going the way of other
simultaneous orgasm techniques: practiced successfully
by a few, tried and abandoned by others, unknown to
most.

The simultaneous orgasm approaches advocated by
Eichel and Nobile, Hayden, and the Riskins (and the
devices that stimulate the clitoris during intercourse),
are all thoughtful, well-meaning attempts to address the
challenge of mutual satisfaction during intercourse, and
they all have their devotees. But none of them has suc-
ceeded in bringing about a major revival of the idea of
synchronized orgasms. It appears that only a small
minority of couples are using these techniques, and the
conventional wisdom in the sex literature is now quite

100 T h e  G r e a t  S e x  S e c r e t

        



negative on simultaneous orgasms. A perusal of current
articles, books, videos, and Internet sites on the subject
of simultaneous orgasms reveals the following: 

• An evasive silence. The unstated conclusion may be
that simultaneous orgasms are physically impossible
and not worth discussing—or perhaps some authors
have yet to realize that penetration-produces-female-
orgasm is a myth.

• Advice to chill out. Some counsel couples not to be
so goal-oriented and genitally focused; women
don’t need to have orgasms to have a satisfying sex
life, they say. Natalie Angier finds this as convinc-
ing as saying that some homeless people like living
outdoors. Indeed, this argument sounds like a male
rationalization for not making the extra effort to
bring their partners to orgasm. Either way, this
advice is a recipe for female frustration. Healthy
adults have a built-in appetite for orgasms—an
appetite that grows with each passing day and
wants to be satisfied at regular intervals. Sure, there
are times when one partner or the other is not able to
have an orgasm due to fatigue, preoccupation, ill-
ness, etc. And yes, it’s possible to enjoy intercourse
without an earth-shattering orgasm. But with a lit-
tle extra care and attention (details in the next
chapter), orgasms can be part of lovemaking for
both partners almost all of the time, satisfying the
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man’s and the woman’s emotional and biological
needs as part of one conjugal act. 

• Too difficult and not worth striving for. In 1990,
the Kinsey Institute changed its position, declaring
that simultaneous orgasms were not an important
part of marital happiness—or even a desirable goal.
Why frustrate people, the Institute argued, when
men can’t control their orgasms and women can’t
either? Around the same time, Masters and Johnson
wrote that a simultaneous orgasm is a lovely thing
when it happens, but to try for it deliberately
would be an “imposition of technique.” Lou Paget,
a sex book author, has this advice for men: “So,
gentlemen, do not feel inadequate if simultaneous
orgasm is not part of your repertoire.”

• Too limiting. In his sexual autobiography, Richard
Rhodes wrote: “Single-mindedly pursuing orgasm,
particularly a will-o’-the-wisp like mutual simulta-
neous orgasms, narrow[s] and limit[s] pleasure.”

• A bad thing. Most recent sex literature is flat-out
critical of the idea of simultaneous orgasms. Here
is a sampler: 

• Helen Singer Kaplan says “the myth of the
mutual orgasm is the most destructive het-
erosexual myth in American society.” 

• Stefan Betchell and his colleagues believe
that striving to synchronize orgasms is a
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turn-off because it constantly pressures the
woman to hurry up and the man to slow
down.

• Michael Castleman says that trying to have
orgasms together is like asking all the people
at a banquet to eat their last bite at exactly
the same moment. 

• Dr. Clifford and Joyce Penner approvingly
quote a woman who said, “I wouldn’t want
to orgasm when he does because then I
would miss out on his.”

• Perhaps the most dismissive attack is in The
Big Bang, a comprehensive sex advice book
by Emma Taylor and Lorelei Sharkey: “How
to Achieve Simultaneous Orgasms During
Penetration Every Time: We have no idea.” 

The critics of simultaneous orgasms have what seems
like an airtight case. The challenge of simultaneous
orgasms is similar to the difficulty of the “69” position—
fellatio and cunnilingus performed simultaneously. In
“69”, each person is stimulating the other’s genitals in
a way that should produce an orgasm, but each is 
proceeding at a different pace, and both partners have to
communicate (without being able to speak very easily!)
and coordinate their timing (usually by slowing down the
man’s pace) so they can reach orgasm at the same

S i m u l t a n e o u s  O r g a s m s : A r e  T h e y  Po s s i b l e ? 103

        



moment. It’s easy for a
sixty-niner to get caught
up in his or her own
orgasm and stop stimu-
lating their partner—or
lose their own place while
concentrating on pleasur-
ing their partner. The dif-
ficulty of getting the

timing right is the reason that “69” is talked about more
than it’s practiced. Too complicated! Too much like jug-
gling!

Achieving a simultaneous orgasm during penis-in-
vagina intercourse would seem to pose equally daunting
challenges:

• It’s not a simple matter to sensitively stimulate a
woman’s clitoris during actual intercourse.

• It’s not easy for two people to synchronize the pac-
ing; if the woman feels pressured to rush her
orgasm and the man feels he must put on the
brakes, intercourse is less enjoyable.

• It’s difficult to do two things at once—kind of like
trying to rub your tummy and pat your head
simultaneously. 

• Because both the penis and the clitoris become
very sensitive to touch right after orgasm, there is a
narrow window of time (less than a minute) within
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which simultaneous orgasms must occur to get the
full benefit; after that, most people don’t want their
most sensitive spot touched for a while.

• The intensity of your partner’s orgasm can distract
you from enjoying your own, and grooving on
your own orgasm can distract you from enjoying
your partner’s.

Because of these hurdles, it certainly seems that the
idea of simultaneous orgasms during intercourse, once
thought to be essential to procreation and the essence of
successful lovemaking, is not a winner. 

So as the difficulty of mutual orgasms during inter-
course has sunk in over the years, and as women have
increasingly spoken up about being shortchanged by
intercourse (“Honey, you were great, but I haven’t come
yet”), there’s been a grudging acceptance (at least by
some) that penetration doesn’t produce female
orgasms—and that simultaneous orgasms are virtually
impossible. 

If this is true, what are lovers who want to share sex-
ual satisfaction during lovemaking supposed to do? The
next chapter tackles this question head-on.
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By trial and error and good communication, some cou-
ples have found their way to three quite different
approaches to mutual satisfaction. Each has advantages
and disadvantages, all require compromises from the con-
ventional paradigm for intercourse, and none is perfect for
everyone. But all three have the virtue of successfully
clearing the hurdles to mutual gratification and giving
both lovers orgasms
within a lovemaking
session. For the second
and third approaches,
the orgasms can be vir-
tually simultaneous.
This chapter describes
these approaches in
some detail.

Three Approaches to
Mutual Satisfaction

Chapter Six

With little or no help from
sex-advice literature, some

couples have found their way
to three effective techniques
that allow both partners to
have orgasms during a love-

making session.

        



1. Separate Orgasms
The first approach seems obvious, yet is almost never
mentioned explicitly in the historical or contemporary
sex literature: the woman has her orgasm before or after
the penis-in-vagina part of lovemaking. Couples who
take this approach to mutual satisfaction have faced
reality and defied the strong cultural expectation that
female orgasms should happen during intercourse. They
have created a new protocol for making love: first you,
then me. With an ironic tip of the hat to the Civil
Rights struggle, one commentator dubbed this the “sep-
arate but equal” approach to orgasms, giving it a con-
temporary ring, but it has almost certainly been used by
some couples through the ages.

For some couples, having separate orgasms becomes
a mainstay, and it can work wonderfully well. Each per-
son is able to concentrate on the pleasure of his or her
own orgasm and then revel vicariously in the partner’s
orgasm (or orgasms) a few minutes later. In the words
of one man who swears by this approach: 

I love—LOVE—to have an orgasm that is all my own. I
also love having my wife come all on her own—and she
loves it, too—in a way that is full of abandon and com-
pletely focused on her own pleasure, and on my making
her pleasure.
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For lovers who have separate orgasms, the man’s is
usually—but not always—in his partner’s vagina. The
woman’s orgasms can be triggered in a variety of ways—
oral stimulation (a favorite for some women but not for
others), manual stimulation, vibrators, or other sex toys.
There’s an array of choices, and some couples vary their
selections from one lovemaking session to another.
Others settle down to a regular routine once they have
found what works for them.

Afterward, the lovers might hold each other, nuzzle,
cuddle, lie back (still touching), and bask in the post-
coital afterglow, perhaps dozing off together. After-play
can be the most sweetly affectionate part of sex, and is
accentuated when both partners are genuinely satisfied
and have the same mellow, sexy, bonded feeling. In the
words of Richard Rhodes:

Is there anything on this earth finer than two human
beings turned to each other in a comfortable bed, one’s
leg thrown over the other’s hip, looking into each
other’s eyes, sharing the dawning day?

Couples who have separate orgasms often develop a
protocol for taking turns. There are advantages to each
possible sequence: if it’s “ladies first,” there’s a gentlemanly
feel to it and plenty of lubrication when it’s time for him
to enter the vagina. (In She Comes First: A Thinking Man’s
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Guide to Pleasuring a Woman, Ian Kerner explores the full
potential for oral sex to bring the woman to orgasm before
her partner.) For women who are capable of multiple
orgasms (about 10 percent are believed to be in this cate-
gory), the heightened arousal of having just had an
orgasm may trigger additional orgasms during or after
penetration. If the man comes first, there’s some added
lubrication from his semen (provided the couple is not
relying on condoms for birth control and disease preven-

tion) and a less rushed feel-
ing for the woman. Either
way can be great.

Compared to one-sided
3-2-1 sex and female fak-
ing, the separate-orgasms
approach is a huge step for-
ward. Both partners are
having orgasms within a
single lovemaking episode,
there’s much more of a feel-

ing of sharing and mutuality, and there’s real equality
between the lovers. Women are the biggest beneficiaries: if
they are getting genuine fulfillment from making love,
they are much more likely to be happy with the sexual
relationship (no more faking, no more resentment, and
little need for masturbation).

Men are winners, too: consciously or unconsciously,
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most of them know that lovemaking is better for their
partners and get deeper satisfaction and enjoyment as a
result. These feelings can
ripple out into other
parts of the relationship,
contributing to a more
good-natured, sharing
dynamic. Mutual satis-
faction in bed is no cure-
all if a relationship has
deep problems, but for
people who have a solid
love relationship, it defi-
nitely helps with everyday stresses—in addition to adding
measurably to the enjoyment of life.

For a woman sizing up a man, there is one additional
advantage in the separate-orgasms approach. A man
reveals a lot about himself in bed, and the asymmetrical
design of men’s and women’s bodies poses a test that self-
centered, insensitive, and unscrupulous men are likely to
flunk. Looking back on a lovemaking encounter, a
woman can ask herself: Is he gentle and passionate? Does
he care about my sexual needs? Is he willing to take the
time to learn how my body works? Does he listen to me
when I tell him what I like, or does he follow a set script
(probably the same one he uses with every other woman
he sleeps with)? Does he use a condom and protect me
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from pregnancy and disease? And does he make the extra
effort and exercise the mature restraint to make sure I’m
satisfied before he goes to sleep? In short, is he a good
potential mate—or is he a jerk? 

For some couples, separate orgasms are wonderful—
even sublime—and taking turns is their top choice of any
possible lovemaking approach (including the other two in
this chapter). But other lovers are less enthusiastic. They
can’t get the penetration-produces-female-orgasm model
out of their heads and aren’t willing to make the compro-
mises involved in having separate orgasms. A man in this
category may have a grudging attitude as he gives his part-

ner her orgasm. One angry
guy quoted in Our Bodies,
Ourselves exclaimed, “I do
half the housework, half
the child care, and now
half of this. This is going
too far!”

The Hite Report also
picked up on this under-
current of impatience and
resentment: it was clear

that some men felt it was a burden and a chore and wished
the woman could have her orgasms vaginally without all the
extra work. Sex researcher Alexander Lowen’s book Love
and Orgasm further documented this male grumbling:
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Most men feel that the need to bring a woman to cli-
max through clitoral stimulation is a burden. If it is done
before intercourse but after the man is excited and
ready to penetrate, it imposes a restraint upon his nat-
ural desire for closeness and intimacy. Not only does he
lose some of his excitation through this delay, but the
subsequent act of coitus is deprived of its mutual qual-
ity…The need to bring a woman to climax through cli-
toral stimulation after the act of intercourse has been
completed and the man has reached climax is burden-
some since it prevents him from enjoying the relaxation
and peace which are the rewards of sexuality. Most men
to whom I have spoken who engaged in this process
resented it.

And it’s not just men who are ambivalent about sep-
arate orgasms. Here is the way a young woman put it in
Our Bodies, Ourselves:

I have trouble asking that Jonathan continue to stimu-
late me after he has had an orgasm. It’s hard for me to
stay excited. I can’t explain why because I haven’t fig-
ured it out yet. Maybe I’m too self-conscious and not
able to lose myself in my feelings. Also, part of what I
find exciting is Jonathan’s excitement and that is gone
at that point…Sometimes we make love so that I have
an orgasm before he enters my vagina. That’s not bad,
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though I wish I could have one more with his penis
inside me. The other way is a lot like masturbation and I
feel I can do it better myself.

Not all couples have these misgivings; many are per-
fectly content with the compromises needed to make
separate orgasms work. A strong love relationship,
maturity, patience, and good communication are key
requirements. If lovers really care about mutual pleas-
ure, if they can talk about what they like and don’t like,
and if the other alternatives don’t satisfy their needs,
they can find a way to make first you, then me work well. 

2. The Woman Touches Herself during Intercourse
In The Hite Report, Shere Hite proposed a different
approach—one that makes it possible for a couple to
have simultaneous orgasms during intercourse. Based
on the responses of almost two thousand women to her
in-depth sex questionnaire, Hite concluded that the
only reliable way for a woman to have an orgasm dur-
ing penis-in-vagina intercourse is to take care of it her-
self. The most direct version of the Hite approach is for
the woman to reach down during intercourse and stim-
ulate her clitoris with her own fingers (or with a vibra-
tor). 

This approach made an appearance in a memorable
lovemaking scene in John Updike’s 1968 novel, Couples: 
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He lost himself to the hilt unresisted. The keenness of
her chemistry made him whimper. Always the problem
with their sex had been that he found her too rich to
manipulate. She touched his matted chest, wait, and
touched her own self, and mixed with her fluttering fin-
gers, coming like a comet’s dribble, he waited until her
hand flew to his buttocks and, urging him to kill her, she
gasped and absolved herself from tension. He said, “My
dear wife. What a nice surprise.” She shrugged, flat on
her back on the sweated sheet, her bare shoulders pol-
ished by starlight. “I get hot too.”

And from The Hite Report itself, here is a woman’s
account of how she discovered this approach:

I was not ever having any orgasms all through four
years of college and was mortified and thought some-
thing was terribly wrong with me. I could masturbate to
orgasm very easily but couldn’t feel a damned thing
during intercourse. Well, I was with my long-standing
boyfriend one day and we were making love and I got
really pissed at my not having orgasms so, with him in
me and moving, I just reached down, rubbed around my
clitoris and decided that, by God, I was going to get off,
and one to two minutes later, I sure did—I had a fantas-
tic orgasm, and have been successful ever since, every
time, by using this method!
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This approach seems to have been discovered inde-
pendently by some couples over time, and some lovers
(we don’t know how many) find it a wonderful way to
make love. It puts the woman in the driver’s seat on
the road to sexual satisfaction and deals successfully
with the challenges of body geography and timing. A
variation is for the woman to stimulate her clitoris
while her partner’s penis is in her vagina, bring herself
to the brink of orgasm, and then use the indirect
stimulation of the man’s final thrusting, or bumping
the clitoris against the man’s pubic bone, to put her-
self over the top. Hite endorses any approach in
which women are the agents of their own orgasms—
although she is skeptical about how well some of
these techniques work (recall her characterization of

clitoral-hood tugging
as a “Rube Goldberg”
method). 

Natalie Angier was
thinking along the
same lines as Hite when
she tried to make sense
of the design and place-
ment of the clitoris:
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In my view, all the intricacies we’ve been mulling—the
apparent fickleness and mulishness of the clitoris, its
asynchronicity with male responsiveness, and the vari-
ety of its performance from one woman to the next—
can be explained by making a simple assumption: that
the clitoris is designed to encourage its bearer to take
control of her own sexuality.

Angier goes on to cite anthropologist Helen Fisher,
who has found that women who have orgasms during
intercourse “have one trait in common: they take
responsibility for their pleasure. They don’t depend on
the skillfulness or mind-reading abilities of their lovers
to get what they want. They know which positions and
angles work best for them, and they negotiate said posi-
tions verbally and kinesthetically.”

The Hite approach has real advantages for both part-
ners. Because a woman’s orgasm is powerfully arousing
to a man when his penis is in his partner’s vagina, his
orgasm is likely to explode at the same time or shortly
after his partner’s. This means that couples who use the
female-self-stimulation approach get all the benefits of
simultaneous orgasms that have been written about
(but seldom consummated) over the years. Some 
couples find that mutual orgasms are synergistic—the
peak of pleasure and togetherness is equal to more
than the sum of two separate orgasms. 
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The biggest advantages are for the woman. The vagina
is not without sensation, and combining clitoral and vagi-
nal stimulation—and at the same time feeling and hear-
ing her partner’s enjoyment and excitement so closely
linked to her own—can accelerate a woman’s arousal and
heighten the intensity of her orgasm. Having an orgasm
together, her vagina hugging her lover’s penis, can make
the climax more centered and more intense, literally giv-
ing her something to grab hold of. Since a woman’s
orgasm is partly expressed in vaginal contractions, having
the penis thrusting inside her during her orgasm can pro-
duce an added dimension of pleasure, setting off an empa-
thetic ricocheting of feelings back and forth between the
lovers. Deep penetration during intercourse can also stim-
ulate other erogenous areas and make for a more intense
climax.

And there is a payoff for the man, too. He hears his
partner’s genuine enjoyment and may feel the strong vagi-
nal contractions that accompany her orgasm. All this
enhances the intensity of his own orgasm and can give
him profound sexual and emotional gratification. If the
man is having an off day and is having difficulty reaching
orgasm, his partner’s climax can mentally and physically
put him over the top. 

These are significant advantages, and there are clearly
couples who are enjoying them on a regular basis. But
despite the fact that The Hite Report has sold millions of
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copies and is still available today, and despite Natalie Ang-
ier’s erudite support of Hite’s basic conclusion, the
woman-stimulates-clitoris-during-intercourse approach is
almost never mentioned in current sex-advice material or
popular culture. There are a number of possible reasons: 

• Some people continue to have hang-ups about
masturbation, and the Hite approach may turn off
one or both partners. 

• Even among lovers who are comfortable with mas-
turbation, there may be a feeling that intercourse
is not the time or place for it (the penetration-
produces-female-orgasm myth strikes again). 

• Some men (perhaps chauvinistically, perhaps gener-
ously) want to be the one who makes the woman’s
orgasm happen and think that if she is taking care of
her own pleasure, he is not doing his job. 

• Other men may believe that if the woman is doing
her own clitoral stimulation, she is implicitly criti-
cizing his efforts (which, if he is bumbling and
inept, may in fact be true). 

• There’s also the feeling among some men that if the
woman is stimulating her clitoris, he’s no longer in
touch with his partner’s orgasm, which deprives him
of what can be a wonderful part of making love—
the pleasure of giving pleasure. When a man caresses
his partner’s clitoris through to orgasm, it is a tangi-
ble expression of love; it’s also powerfully arousing. 
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• Finally, a couple using the Hite approach may feel
that they are pleasuring themselves without con-
necting in a deeply mutual way. A New Yorker car-
toon picked up on this feeling: a woman sits up in
bed and says to her partner, “I feel we haven’t
moved beyond parallel play.” (Of course this lonely
feeling can occur with any approach where part-
ners feel they are pursuing their own orgasms with-
out a close emotional bond.)

For these reasons, the female self-stimulation
approach seems to appeal to a fairly narrow demo-
graphic and has not made its way into the sexual
mainstream. This is a shame, because it is one of the
very few techniques that reliably gives a woman an
orgasm during intercourse and can easily produce
simultaneous orgasms. 

3. The Man Stimulates the Clitoris during Intercourse
The Hite approach may lead some men to ask, “If she
can do it, why can’t I?” This may be one way that a
small number of couples have found their way to the
third and least talked-about approach to mutual
orgasms: the man stimulating the clitoris during
actual intercourse. 

Judith Silverstein mentioned this technique briefly
in her 1978 book, Sexual Enhancement for Women,
and several women who contributed to The Hite
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Report described it in passing. Only one book in the
vast sex literature goes into any detail: Betty Dodson’s
Orgasms for Two: the Joy of Partnersex. But this book has
received very little attention, and the man-stimulates-
clitoris-during-intercourse technique is one that many
couples may never have heard about or considered.
This is unfortunate, because this approach—we might
call it the great sex secret—can work wonderfully well.

The invisibility of this seemingly obvious mutual-
orgasm technique is baffling. In the highly explicit
pages of The Joy of Sex and other pictorial guides to
lovemaking, and in countless sex scenes in movies and
instructional videos, we virtually never see a man
touching a woman’s clitoris during penis-in-vagina
intercourse. Even Chakrasamvara, a late-fourteenth-
century Buddhist deity who is often portrayed mak-
ing love in a sitting position with his twelve arms
entwining his consort, doesn’t use one of his hands to
touch his partner’s clitoris. 

Is there a silent taboo at work here? It’s as if men are
responding to a powerful, unspoken prohibition and
are programmed to keep their elbows on the mattress
and their hands on the woman’s shoulders or face or
head or buttocks—anywhere but the clitoris. Okay,
it’s partly a matter of female geography—it would be
a lot easier to stimulate the clitoris during intercourse
if it were located, say, on one of her earlobes. But it
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may also be the result of the stubbornly resilient 
penetration-produces-female-orgasm paradigm: cli-
toral stimulation is reserved for foreplay and should
not be necessary during intercourse.

But it is necessary. For couples who want to have
orgasms together (and don’t like the no-hands
approaches described in Chapter 5 or the woman-
touches-her-clitoris technique suggested by Shere Hite),
having the man stimulate the clitoris while his penis is
in the vagina is a reliable, straightforward way to bring
a woman to orgasm. It’s also a way to orchestrate simul-
taneous orgasms. Here’s a step-by-step description of
how it works:

• Foreplay proceeds as usual, with selections from
the menu of kissing, touching, short-of-orgasm
oral sex by one or both partners, and other posi-
tions and activities that allow the lovers to
express affection, enjoy each others’ bodies, and
get thoroughly aroused.

• The man puts his penis into the vagina and does
some gentle thrusting (not to orgasm) while con-
tinuing to kiss and caress.

• Then the man, with his penis still in the vagina,
shifts his weight to one side, reaches down, and
begins to caress the clitoris with his fingers. Staying
tuned to his partner’s level of arousal (communi-
cated by her words, her sighs, her breathing, and
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her body’s response), and moving his penis just
enough to keep himself on a plateau of arousal
short of orgasm, he brings her closer and closer
to her own. Depending on the time available and
the lovers’ energy level, they may want to
approach orgasm one or more times and then
back off and enjoy more mutual pleasuring
before the finale.

• As the woman’s orgasm begins, the man starts
thrusting in earnest and flattens his hand against
her belly, bearing down and continuing to rub the
clitoris in a slower rhythm, following his own
movements and hers, bringing her orgasm to its
crescendo at about the same moment he reaches
his own. Since a man’s orgasm is usually shorter in
duration than a woman’s (about five seconds versus
about twenty), it is possible for his to be entirely
enveloped by hers, or it may happen just as hers
finishes (allowing him to take his hand away for his
final spasms), or it may arrive a few seconds after
hers. The definition of “simultaneous” is somewhat
loose; orgasms that occur within a minute of each
other are close enough to reap the rewards.

• The couple lies back, one leg perhaps draped over
the other’s leg, a hand on a thigh, endorphins
coursing their bodies, loving the mutual glow—
and loving each other.
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This little-known approach to mutual satisfaction
during intercourse raises a number of questions:

Does making love this way require unusual skill? For it
to work, four elements need to be present, none of
which is out of reach for most mature, loving couples: 

1. The man has to be willing to defer the primal
thrusting of standard-issue intercourse and engage in a
more restrained and nuanced approach choreographed
with his partner’s pleasure. 

2. The man has to have the self-awareness and self-
control to move his penis in the vagina just enough to
keep himself aroused, but not so much that he has an
orgasm before his partner (this is no small feat, espe-
cially for young, highly aroused lovers). 

3. The man has to be able to stimulate the clitoris
in a way that brings his partner to orgasm. There’s no
one right way to do this, and his skill depends entirely
on feedback from his partner on what feels good and
what doesn’t.

4. Finally, the woman has to give honest feedback
(usually nonverbal) on where she is on the road to
orgasm so that her partner can match his own level of
arousal to hers and join her when she comes. 

Not all people are willing and/or able to exercise
this level of empathy, communication, and restraint.
The novelist Paul Coelho once wrote, “The art of sex
is the art of controlled abandon,” and not all couples
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are willing to exercise this type of control in the mid-
dle of sexual abandon. Couples who aren’t—and those
who don’t find this approach appealing—will choose a
different one.

Even if all four ingredients are solidly in place, the
man-stimulates-clitoris-during-intercourse approach
doesn’t work 100 percent of the time. There are days
when the man’s timing is off and he has his orgasm
before the woman reaches hers. And there are days
when one partner is less easily aroused, has a muted cli-
max, or is unable to have an orgasm at all (this, of
course, is true for any approach to lovemaking). But
most of the time, the man-stimulates-clitoris-during-
intercourse approach is highly reliable. 

Isn’t it difficult for the man to reach the clitoris during
intercourse? The main barrier is attitudinal, not physical.
Once a couple has decided that touching the clitoris is
an alright thing to do during intercourse, the body posi-
tions can be figured out. A man does not need to be a
contortionist to pull this off; in fact, he can reach the
clitoris in virtually all lovemaking positions—man on
top, woman on top, sitting, entering the vagina from
behind, even standing up—and he can reach it from the
front or by reaching around from behind. 

How about the problem of pacing—not feeling rushed
or held back? The man-stimulates-clitoris-during-
intercourse approach basically gets the man up onto a
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pleasant plateau of arousal, poised for orgasm, while the
woman is brought toward orgasm at her own pace.
There’s no hurry (in fact, prolonging this phase can
heighten the eventual orgasms), so she doesn’t need to
feel rushed and he (provided he has good self-control)
can enjoy his plateau as he brings her along. 

How about being distracted by the other person’s
orgasm? The man-stimulates-clitoris-during-intercourse
approach is less of an awkward juggling of tasks than
lovers experience in “69”: the positions are more con-
ventional, and only the man is doing two things, both
of which connect him to mutual pleasure: his fingers
keep him in touch with his partner’s arousal while the
walls of her vagina keep his penis in touch with his own
arousal. The woman can relax and focus on her increas-
ing arousal and the feeling of her partner’s penis inside
her, and her hands are free to hold and caress his back,
buttocks, thighs, testicles, and penis. When the
moment comes, it’s possible for both partners to revel
in their own orgasms, enjoy their partner’s pleasure,
and have their own pleasure enhanced by their part-
ner’s. Synergy is a definite possibility, as it is with the
Hite approach.

Might some women feel this approach is too male-
orchestrated? Women who want to be in control of their
own pleasure are likely to have this reaction, in which
case they’ll want to use the Hite self-stimulation
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approach. But other women have no problem with their
partner choreographing both orgasms. In fact, many
women might find it a refreshing change for the man to
take such an active role in giving her satisfaction, while
at the same time her vagina is pleasuring him and bring-
ing him to orgasm. This “division of labor” is as equal
as the separate-orgasms approach; it avoids the resent-
ment that comes when one partner feels that he or she
is doing more “work” than the other, or has to concen-
trate on the partner’s pleasure at a time when it would
be nice to bask in the orgasmic afterglow.

Is this approach worth the trouble? For couples who
find they can make it work, absolutely. All the advan-
tages of having simultaneous orgasms that were
described with the Hite approach apply here as well. 

Why isn’t the man-stimulates-clitoris-during-intercourse
approach out there in the literature? That’s a good ques-
tion. Some couples have figured it out on their own,
and it’s probably been used by a small percentage of
lovers going back hundreds or even thousands of years.
But in historical and contemporary sex literature, it’s
truly the stealth approach to making love: the authors
of countless books, articles, websites, and films do not
mention it. 

Why haven’t the couples who use this approach writ-
ten articles or books? Maybe they chanced upon it with
a lover and didn’t think of it as a sexual breakthrough.
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(There’s anecdotal evidence that couples tend to
stumble upon this approach several years into a sexual
relationship.) Maybe they assume that everyone
makes love this way, so what’s the big deal? Maybe
they have a lingering feeling that this approach is a
makeshift workaround and not the way intercourse is
really supposed to work. Maybe they are shy and believe
that the way people make love is a private matter that
shouldn’t be discussed outside the bedroom. Maybe
they are not the type of people who write about sex and
don’t feel it’s their job to spread the method they discov-
ered. Or maybe they feel they would come across as
boastful and presumptuous if they wrote about a sex
technique that was working for them. 

Whatever the reason, it’s a shame that the man-
stimulates-clitoris-during-intercourse approach is dis-
cussed so little. It is one of the very few ways to bring
about mutual satisfaction during orgasm, and it can
reliably produce simultaneous orgasms. As such, it
deserves a place of honor on the sexual menu.

★

Each of the techniques described in this chapter
solves the ancient riddle and brings mutual satisfaction
within any couple’s grasp. For couples who may have
concluded that orgasms for both partners during love-
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making were impossible or just too complicated, these
three approaches provide viable options. What we don’t
know is how many couples are using them. Elisabeth
Lloyd wrote that because researchers haven’t been asking
the right questions, there is a dearth of information on
how widespread “assisted” female orgasms during inter-
course are across cultures.

Each technique has
advantages and disadvan-
tages. There are differ-
ences in the male skill
level required (the Hite
approach demands the
least); in couples’ desire
for separate or simultaneous orgasms; in whether partners
prefer to be in control of their own and their partner’s
orgasms; and in the compromises required by one or
both partners from straightforward, way-it’s-supposed-
to-be intercourse. The key is exploring the full range of
options (perhaps including some from Chapter 5 and
some that haven’t been written about yet), communicat-
ing honestly, speaking up if an approach is uncomfortable
or a turn-off, and finding the one (or ones) that work best
over time. Couples who make this journey and find what
they’re looking for are on the road to sexual happiness.
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So far we’ve focused almost exclusively on the phys-
iology of intercourse—what is usually called sexual
technique. All this begs the question of what even the
best lovemaking methodology has to do with love and
romance. This chapter will explore the interplay
between the mechanics of sex and the emotional side of
intimate relationships. 

To help frame the issues, here is a point-counter-
point presenting what seem to be opposing positions on
this subject:

• True love is a catalyst for great sex.
• Great sex makes true love stronger and better.

• Love is the key to keeping one’s sex life alive
through the years.

• Great sexual technique is important to keeping
love alive over time.

What’s Technique Got to
Do with It?

Chapter Seven

        



• It’s possible for a couple to be in love despite
mediocre or non-existent sex.

• It’s possible to have terrific sex without being in love.

• Good sex can’t cure serious problems a couple
might have.

• Bad sex isn’t the source of most couple’s problems.

As you thought about each pair of statements, it may
have struck you that perhaps it’s not a case of either-or:
all of the statements can be true. Love and sex are con-
stantly interacting within a romantic relationship in
ways that can be synergistic. 

And yet techniques—ways for lovers to have the
“great sex” that we see advertised on the covers of
women’s magazines and countless books and videos—
are often disparaged by sexual purists. There are five
major lines of attack:

• Sexual techniques can be used to seduce and
exploit the innocent.

• Sexual techniques are associated with casual, love-
less relationships.

• Sexual techniques make intercourse more compli-
cated than it needs to be.

• Sexual techniques are superficial; sex should
express our true inner selves.
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• Sexual techniques are artificial; good sex should
come naturally.

These are valid
concerns, especially in
today’s sexually
obsessed world with
so much exploitation
all around us. So it’s
important to explore
each of these concerns
in some depth.

Techniques Are Used for Seduction and Exploitation
The worst fear of those who trash sexual techniques is
that they can be used to seduce the innocent in
liaisons that are “casual” for the abuser (usually a sex-
ually experienced man) and traumatic for the victim
(usually a naive young woman). There is certainly a
long history of this dynamic, but if girls and women
have their wits about them and know what to look for,
they can easily see through an exploitative seduction
attempt.

In the diagram on page 134, the upper left-hand
quadrant is where seduction might take place—no love
but sexual techniques used skillfully and unscrupulously. 
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The good news is that most cads and sexual
exploiters tend to stay in character: they don’t give a
hoot about their partner’s satisfaction (takes too long;
too much trouble) and are unlikely to use techniques
that bring their seduction target to orgasm. As young
women venture into the world of men, this provides
a way of spotting sexual exploitation. A red light
should start flashing with any sexual technique that
tilts more toward his pleasure than hers. The bottom-
line question is this: Do his actions (not just his words)
show that he cares about my sexual satisfaction at least
as much as he does about his own? Females who keep
this question in mind can immediately tell the differ-
ence between an exploitative sexual gambit and the
behavior one would look for in a true lover. In addi-
tion, girls and women have legal tools that previous
generations did not have: our heightened conscious-
ness of sexual harassment, sexual abuse, and rape has
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raised the stakes for men who might be thinking
about playing the old seduction game.

Techniques Enable Casual Sex
A second concern about
sexual techniques is that
they will lead young
people into superficial,
loveless relationships.
The worry here is that
lust has a life of its own.
It’s always been possible
to enjoy sexual pleasure
and orgasms quite apart
from a loving relationship (masturbation, sex with a
prostitute, casual sex, etc.). In her 1973 novel Fear of
Flying, Erica Jong coined the term “zipless fuck” to
describe a passionate liaison with no emotional
strings attached. Recent accounts of contemporary
teenagers “hooking up” sexually (this often means the
girl performing oral sex on the boy) indicate that this
pattern is very much alive today.

Years after writing her novel, Jong penned a provoca-
tive follow-up in which she wondered if we are asking
too much of our primary relationships and suggested
that the best sex may occur outside of marriage.
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The problem with Americans is that unlike the French,
we want all our emotional eggs in one basket. We crave
passion, sex, friendship, and children all with the same
partner. Can such miracles occur? And if they occur, how
long can they last…since passion is about fantasy and
marriage is about reality, passion and marriage are the
oddest of bedfellows. Yes, wild passionate sex exists. It
can even exist in marriage. But it is occasional, not daily.
And it is not the only thing that keeps people together.
Talking and laughing keeps people together. Shared
goals keep couples together.

Jong goes on to say that passionate sex is too intense
for many people, and this is why they shy away from it:

The busyness of marriage is real, but we also use it to
protect us from raw intimacy, from having to be too
open too much of the time. Pleasure is terrifying
because it breaks down the boundaries between people.
Embracing passion means living with fear.

If Jong is right, some couples may actually prefer
“parallel play”—you do me, I do you, and let’s call it a
night. 

Is the promotion of sexual techniques by sex books
and videos adding to the number of superficial, loveless
“hook-ups” in our society? Maybe it’s the other way
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around. It seems more plausible that adults and
teenagers who want to avoid true intimacy choose sexual
techniques that distance them from close emotional
contact and avoid techniques (such as mutual orgasms)
that bring them face to face with a lover, eyes wide
open, at the peak of sexual and emotional passion. The
avoidance of intimacy among many couples is beyond
the scope of this book, but it does suggest that sexual
techniques, however widely disseminated, may not be
the driving force behind the number of “zipless fucks”
we’re hearing about today. 

Techniques Make Sex Too Complicated 
Those who disparage sexual techniques say that all this
methodology is gimmicky, distracting, and antithetical
to the way love should be—and they have a point. With
hundreds of variations of foreplay and sexual position,
many sex books and videos are not only complicated;
they’re intimidating. For a couple earnestly pursuing
this kind of advice, sex may seem like an Olympic
event—a project! 

The truth is that most of these techniques, while tit-
illating and intriguing, aren’t essential to mutual satis-
faction. Sexual positions (all of which are variations on
five basic ones: missionary, woman on top, side-by-side,
standing up, and rear entry) can add variety, but they
are not at the heart of good lovemaking. Nor are the
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toys, gizmos, and other accoutrements of so-called
advanced sex. What matters is having a mutually satis-
factory way for both partners to have orgasms (not nec-
essarily simultaneous) when they make love. And as we
have seen in the two previous chapters, there are few
reliable, accessible ways that this can happen—none of
them very complicated.

This suggests the need
to distinguish between
sexual technique with a
small “t”—foreplay meth-
ods, positions, toys, and
devices—and sexual tech-
nique with a capital
“T”—finding ways to
reliably bring both part-
ners to orgasm when they

make love. Both kinds are integral to making love,
but technique with a capital “T” goes much deeper
and is essential to finding mutual satisfaction in a 
love relationship. 

Techniques Don’t Allow the Expression of One’s
True Sexual Self 
In their 2001 book, Sexual Intelligence, Sheree Conrad
and Michael Milburn wrote: “The key to a great sex life
is not what we do in bed—anyone can learn a new
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technique—but rather what is going on in our minds,
often without our clear awareness, while we are engaged
in sexual behavior.”

True enough. Struggling to learn and apply a new
sexual technique can produce superficial, inauthentic
behavior, and there’s a
plausible argument for
allowing our untutored
sexual personality to
express itself in bed. 

But if we do this, will
our partners like what they
see? A lover’s actions dur-
ing sex usually place him
or her somewhere on each of
the classic “OCEAN” personality dimensions: 

Open to experience <————————> Incurious
Conscientious <——————————> Undirected
Extroverted <———————————> Introverted
Agreeable <———————————> Antagonistic
Neurotic <——————————————> Stable

A person who is more toward the neurotic or incuri-
ous end of the spectrum, for example, may not be a
good lover right off the bat. 

The question is whether learning a sexual technique
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can mask these personality traits (and others that work
against good, mutual lovemaking). Maybe, maybe not.
It depends on whether a person is willing to listen and
learn and change what’s not working in bed. But there
are limits here. Lovers tend to choose sexual techniques
(or balk at learning them) based on their personalities
and their innate sexual likes and dislikes. This means
that if people are being authentic (no play-acting, no
techniques), sex is an ideal arena in which to catch a
glimpse of a person’s true make-up (and to ask whether
he or she is a good match). The difficult part is know-
ing what’s authentic and what’s not.

To complicate things even more, basic tempera-
ment is not the only thing that is revealed during sex.
When two people climb into bed, they both carry a lot
of baggage from a lifetime of sexual experiences. Many
of us still harbor feelings of shame and inhibition 
from times when parents scolded us about nudity,
touching ourselves “down there,” and using “filthy
words.” We also carry our culture’s idealized images of
“perfect” male and female bodies, which can cause
intense self-consciousness during sex (even with the
lights out). Many of us have a personal template for sex-
ual arousal and pleasure derived from masturbation and
sexual fantasy, and it may or may not be a good fit with
our partner’s template. Often we carry baggage from
previous sexual partners, including emotional bruises,
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embarrassing moments, and wistful memories that can
haunt us with a new lover. And all too many of us have
deep wounds from sexual abuse or betrayal—feelings of
hurt, humiliation, and shame that can greatly complicate
the enjoyment of sex
with another person.

Psychologist Donn
Byrne believes that based
on previous experiences,
people tend to fall into
two groups: erotophiles
and erotophobes:

• Erotophiles have been shaped by generally positive
experiences with sex, while erotophobes have
traveled a bumpier road, sometimes involving
sexual abuse.

• Erotophiles believe that sex is an important part
of life; erotophobes would like to tuck it away in
a corner. 

• Erotophiles have no problem talking about sex;
erotophobes are uncomfortable using sex words. 

• Erotophiles tend to be sexually liberated and move
easily into physical relationships; erotophobes are
more conservative, but are driven by the same bio-
logical urges as everyone else and usually end up
having sex despite their inhibitions.
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• Erotophiles are comfortable enough to raise con-
cerns about getting pregnant and are likely to use
birth control; erotophobes, inhibited about using
sex vocabulary, tend to be swept up in the inartic-
ulate passion of the moment and are less likely to
use birth control and therefore have a higher rate
of unintended pregnancy. (This research was done
before HIV/AIDS; if Byrne surveyed people today,
he would probably find that erotophobes have a
higher rate of sexual infections and HIV/AIDS
than erotophiles.)

Byrne’s theory suggests that the imprint of early life
experiences plays a major role in shaping sexual atti-
tudes and behavior. Do our personal histories and basic
temperament create a hardwired sexual personality? If
so, we are what we are, and learning a new sexual tech-
nique isn’t going to have much effect. 

So are all those instructional books and videos a waste
of time, beyond the titillation? It’s certainly naive to think
that learning sexual techniques can overcome deep inhibi-
tions and transform people’s basic temperaments, turning
erotophobes into erotophiles and selfish jerks into great
lovers. But people aren’t programmed for life. It’s possible
to come to terms with past experiences and even neutral-
ize the damage done by sexual abuse with skillful counsel-
ing and therapy. It’s possible for a person to reflect on how
certain patterns of behavior are repeatedly causing
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problems in relationships. People can change. Redemp-
tion is possible. With candid feedback from friends and
lovers, good communication, thoughtful introspection—
and, yes, some work on basic sexual techniques—almost
everyone should be able to launch into romance with an
open heart.

Ah, romance. This is where things get complicated.
How important is sex in love relationships—and what
is the interplay between romance and love? Oscar Wilde
once wrote: “A man wants to be a woman’s first love; a
woman wants to be a man’s last romance.” But Wilde
was talking about men wanting to marry virgins and
women wanting their husbands to stop sowing wild
oats and settle down (sentiments that are still with us). 

What do we mean by romance today? In a 1992
study, psychologist Raymond Tucker of Bowling Green
State University found that both men and women have a
deeply romantic streak—but also a curious ambivalence
about the place of sex in relation to love and romance. He
asked people, “What constitutes a romantic act?” A rank-
ordered list of the responses he received is on the next
page.
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For Men For Women
1. Taking walks together 1. Taking walks together
2. Kissing 2. Flowers
3. Candle-lit dinners 3. Kissing
4. Cuddling 4. Cuddling
5. Hugging 5. Candle-lit dinners
6. Flowers 6. Declaring “I love you”
7. Holding hands 7. Love Letters
8. Making love 8. Slow dancing
9. Love letters 9. Hugging
10. Sitting by the fireplace. 10. Giving surprise gifts

It’s touching that both men and women have so
much in common in their notions of romantic acts. But
what’s most striking in these responses is that sex is not
very prominent on either list; making love ranked eighth
among the men and didn’t even make the top ten for
women. Why this disconnect between intercourse and
romance? Do most of these folks have lousy sex lives?

That’s possible, considering how many people (espe-
cially women) say they are disappointed with sex. But
it’s also possible that Tucker’s subjects thought that his
question about romantic acts was not about their sex
lives. Sure, sex can be romantic, but what popped into
their heads when they were asked about romance was
the emotional/feeling side of relationships: love letters,
walking on the beach, candlelit dinners, and the like.
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This gives us an intriguing glimpse of people’s attitudes
about romance, sex, and love—and the way they may
not be interacting in many people’s relationships.

Psychologist Robert Sternberg has a theory that takes
this idea a little deeper. Sternberg postulates that true
love can be seen as a triangle with three components: 

Passion—the lovers are physically attracted and have
a sexual relationship;

Intimacy—the lovers are best friends and communi-
cate effortlessly;

Commitment—the lovers agree to be faithful to
each other. 

There are many possible combinations of these three
aspects of love, most of which fall short of what Sternberg
calls consummate love. These include:

• Infatuation (passion only)
• Friendship (intimacy only)
• Empty love (commitment only)
• Romantic love (intimacy and passion)
• Fatuous love (commitment and passion)
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• Companionate love (intimacy and commitment)
With consummate or true love, all three sides of the

triangle are active in the relationship, and each side
interacts with the other two:

• Intimacy and good communication enhance the
enjoyment of sex—and deepen the commitment
and the desire to stay together.

• Passion (sex) deepens intimacy by expressing affec-
tion at another level—and strengthens commit-
ment by holding lovers together through the
vicissitudes of life. 

• Commitment creates a safe and trusting environ-
ment in which people can really let go and enjoy
themselves sexually—and constantly creates new
history for the couple to share. 

In short, there’s a powerful synergy among the three
sides of the triangle:

• Sex is better with intimacy and commitment.
• Intimacy is deeper with commitment and sex.
• Commitment is stronger with sex and intimacy. 
All this helps put sex in context, and suggests a way

to think about sexual techniques in a truly loving rela-
tionship: necessary but not sufficient. Ideally, tech-
niques are always operating in a way that allows the
authentic expression of our inner selves—but we can
always learn and grow as people and work at becoming
better lovers.
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Sexual Techniques Keep Us from 
Doing What Comes Naturally 
Sex in the context of love and romance sometimes
takes on an almost mystical quality. The lovers run
through the field in slow motion. They stop and turn
toward each other in the sunset. Their eyes lock. They
kiss. Slow fadeout. But what happens after the fadeout?
Not to worry, because when people are really in love,
they know what to do. 

Unfortunately, this is a lie, and the movies and other
vehicles of romantic mythology do a great disservice
when they continue to propagate it. Yes, sex comes nat-
urally. But when couples go totally by instinct, the sex
is rarely great—especially for the woman—and even
when the sex is good at first it often does not stand the
test of time. Lovemaking that brings genuine satisfaction
to both partners over time is neither easy nor obvious.
Having sex is innate; mutually satisfying lovemaking is
learned. 

When the basics of sexual technique (with a capital
“T”) are not learned, sex can be disappointing and drag
down the whole relationship. Using Sternberg’s triangle
again, this time looking at negative synergy, it’s easy to
see how problems on the sexual side can affect the
other two, souring communication and undermining
commitment. According to sex therapist Charles Muir,
there’s a disproportionate impact when a downward
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spiral begins: “When sex is good, it’s 10 percent of the
relationship. When it’s bad, it’s 90 percent.”

Young couples need to learn fundamental sexual
techniques. In fact, it’s downright unfair to expect
every new couple to unravel the challenges that have
flummoxed lovers for thousands of years. The confusing
asymmetries of men’s and women’s sexual anatomies,
the seductive myth that penetration produces female
orgasm, the challenges of pacing and timing—this is a
lot to figure out. Strong love with zero sexual technique
(the bottom right quadrant on the diagram on page
134) is not the best place for a couple to be. To get into
the top right-hand quadrant (true love with sexual pro-
ficiency), it really helps to be exposed to some funda-
mental insights that have been discovered over the
years. Technique is certainly not everything, and it can’t

solve deep incompatibil-
ities, but getting basic
information early in a
relationship can save a lot
of time and resentment
and help lovers get to the
heart of the matter—last-
ing sexual happiness—a
lot sooner. 

“Love is all you need/Love is all you need…” sang
the Beatles. But love is not enough, and neither is giving
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flowers, walking on the beach, and snuggling by the
fireplace. It’s certainly important to be in love and get
along and communicate well on a day-to-day basis, and
yes, people can survive for a lifetime without great sex.
But without some basic knowledge about how to make
intercourse mutually satisfying, many couples will
spend years figuring things out and may never arrive at
truly satisfying lovemaking.

Communication: The Key to Joining Love and Sex
For couples who are having difficulty finding their way
to mutually satisfying sex, the most powerful technique
is being able to talk openly and honestly about sex.
Unfortunately, says sex therapist Judith Seifert, “Most
people find it easier to have sex than to talk about it.”
There’s something about expressing preferences in
bed—saying what we like and what we don’t like—
that’s very challenging. We want to be pleasing and
passionate (“Yes, yes, yes!”), but the words are difficult
to find when things are not going well (“Not that way;
here, let me show you.”). We don’t want to come across
as demanding and judgmental and hurt the other per-
son’s feelings (“Not like that!”), and we certainly don’t
want to spoil the moment. But people are not mind-
readers. All this reticence leads straight to “Not tonight,
I’m too tired.”

Compare this reticence to a situation where feedback
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flows naturally: having someone scratch your back.
You have no hesitation saying, “A little bit lower. To
the left. A little further over. Right there. Not quite so
hard. Yes! A little more. Ahhhhh! OK, that’s enough.
Thank you!” Why can’t we give feedback like this for,
say, stimulating the clitoris? That’s the only way it’s going
to be done right, because the woman knows what she’s
feeling and what’s needed to bring her to orgasm. But
many women hesitate to give honest and specific feed-
back, especially at the beginning of a sexual relationship.
They’re afraid of hurting their partners’ feelings, making
them feel incompetent, coming across as selfish and pushy,
and driving them away. 

Sex-advice columnist Amy Spencer shared a telling
personal story about not speaking up. Her boyfriend
thought that she didn’t like to make love in the morn-
ing. In fact, she did, but rebuffed his advances because
she was turned off by “the halitosis from Hades, the
chin grit suitable for sanding pine furniture, the way he
slept with his black dress socks on.” If he had known all
this, he probably would have addressed her grievances
immediately, but she could never bring herself to tell
him, and he never thought to ask. 

Here we have the classic hesitation waltz of poor sex-
ual communication. She can’t bring herself to speak up.
She hopes that he will figure it out, but he doesn’t. He
assumes that she will tell him if there’s a problem, but
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she doesn’t. Perhaps unconsciously, she’s putting him
through a mind-reading test, and the poor guy flunks.
The problem festers under the surface, producing
resentment and frustration. In this case (as in many oth-
ers), lack of communication kills the relationship.

If a man can’t ask in a nice way what the problem is
with sex in the morning, and if his lover can’t ask him to
do something as simple as brush his teeth, shave, and
take off those damn socks, how much more difficult is it
going to be for them to talk about some truly intimate
sexual concerns—for example, touching her clitoris a lit-
tle differently? But this is the state of communication
between many, many lovers. Given the deep roots of our
sexual reticence, it’s really hard to talk openly.

One short-term solution for couples who are having
difficulty putting their thoughts into words is to use an
indirect approach to sharing sexual likes and dislikes. In
The Good Orgasm Guide, British sexologist Kate Taylor
has these suggestions:

• Respond audibly (not necessarily with words) to
things that your lover does that are pleasurable and
fun; this provides encouragement for him or her to
continue. (In the case of the spurned morning
lover, this might consist of complimenting him on
his freshly shaved face, sweet-smelling breath, and
lovely naked feet when they make love in the early
evening. Hint, hint.)
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• Extinguish things your lover does that are not
working for you by not responding. (Of course if
something is painful, uncomfortable, or degrading,
you need to speak up.)

• In asking your lover what he or she likes, give
either/or choices the way your eye doctor does
when zeroing in on the correct prescription for a
new pair of glasses: Which do you like better, this
way (demonstrate), or this way (demonstrate)? It’s
a lot easier to express a preference between two
options than to ask for something directly.

• If you’re having difficulty pleasing your partner,
ask him or her to take you by the hand and show
you nonverbally.

These are starting points. They can help get the flow
of honest feedback going between lovers, and can serve
as bridges to the ultimate goal—being able to come
right out and say it. The key is listening to feedback,
communicating honestly, and keeping your eyes on the
prize: genuine, mutual satisfaction for both partners by
the end of each lovemaking session.

★

Does sex make love better? Does love make sex better?
Yes! What’s technique got to do with it? Plenty. Being
in love is where it all begins, and the interaction of all
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three sides of love—intimacy, commitment, and sexual
passion—is what fuels a deep and lasting love relation-
ship. But if a couple does not have a good approach to
making love with mutual satisfaction (i.e., both having
orgasms), their love will not reach its full potential.
And if they are stuck with a technique that consistently
frustrates one partner, their love (no matter how deep)
will suffer. Orgasms matter. It’s hardwired. 

The point needs to be made once again: making love
in a way that deeply pleases both partners is not easy or
obvious; it doesn’t come naturally to the vast majority of
people. Learning sexual techniques with a capital “T”
helps people cut to the chase earlier in their relation-
ships. There’s a lot more to long-term happiness than
good sex, but basic sexual technique is deeply entwined
with lasting love.
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As lovers segue from the hotly passionate courtship
stage into a more companionate long-term relationship,
it’s only natural for them to worry about their sex
lives—with thoughts like: there used to be a lot of fire-
works, but now sex is getting boring; we used to make
love practically every day, but now we’re so busy that it’s
happening less often; sex used to last for hours, but with
the kids around, we can’t find the time—and quite
often we’re just not in the
mood. Couples who are
no longer hitting youth-
ful performance targets
for sexual variety, fre-
quency, duration, and
spontaneity may fret that
the magic is gone and
their love affair is on the
slippery slope to doom. 

Keeping Passion Alive in
Long-Term Relationships

Chapter Eight

Couples who no longer have
as much sexual variety,

frequency, duration, and
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This could be true, for any number of reasons. But the
problem might also be that the couple has unrealistic
expectations about sex—that it must be different every
time, happen every single day, last for hours, and always
be triggered by spontaneous passion. This chapter
points toward a more realistic set of expectations in each
of these areas, and also to the critical importance of hav-
ing a viable route to mutual satisfaction—one that is
comfortable and acceptable for both partners, is easy to
use, and keeps working over the years.

The Issue of Boredom
Why do some couples get bored with sex after a few
months while others continue to enjoy making love
throughout their adult lives? The conventional wisdom
is that the way to stave off sexual boredom is variety—
that “great sex” consists of different positions, different
techniques, different routines, different times of day,
different venues, different toys and devices, different
perfumes, different condom colors—and different
lovers. Much of contemporary sex material caters to this
view, constantly feeding people new ideas on how to
add to the sexual menu. Why else would all those
women’s magazines tout a sex article on the cover of
every single issue? 

Variety-oriented sex advice focuses almost exclu-
sively on foreplay. That’s understandable, since there are
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endless permutations to the positions and possibilities
of this part of lovemaking. The whole body is an eroge-
nous zone, and if a couple has the time, the imagina-
tion, and the stamina, foreplay can be new and
interesting practically forever. Most sex advice spends
little if any time on the way in which couples have their
orgasms—because, as we
saw in earlier chapters,
there are relatively few
effective approaches to
this part of lovemaking. 

But is variety during
foreplay really the key to
avoiding sexual boredom?
Two people can make
love in an outrageous
number of ways and still
grow weary of each other sexually. This can happen if
they’ve fallen out of love, been betrayed, or suffer from
other problems, but it can also happen to couples who
are in love and really want to make the relationship
work. Could it be that another variable is more impor-
tant to the staying power of a sexual relationship? 

This is an empirical question; we could find the
answer by doing really thorough, honest, confidential
interviews with couples for whom lovemaking has
and hasn’t stood the test of time. Unfortunately, sex
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literature is not particularly helpful in this important
area—probably because researchers haven’t been ask-
ing the right questions. More about that in Chapter 9.

While we wait for better research, though, we can
speculate about what truly keeps passion alive. Here’s a
theory; it’s unproven, but it poses an intriguing alterna-
tive to the idea that variety is everything.

In the early stages of a romantic relationship lovers
are full of passion and excitement and often experi-
ment with lots of different positions and approaches
and explore their likes and dislikes. As they get to know
each other better they tend to settle into a routine—
certain preliminaries and a specific way of reaching (or
not reaching) orgasms—with occasional variations.
This is a crucial point in a sexual relationship. Are both
partners having satisfying orgasms (not necessarily
simultaneous) when they make love? If a couple’s rou-
tine leaves one partner sexually unsatisfied (and it’s
almost always the woman), there is trouble ahead.
These lovers may confide in their friends that sex has
become “boring,” but boredom is not the real issue.
The nub of the matter is a lack of deep satisfaction for
the woman, which robs lovemaking of mutuality and
depth—and may affect her partner’s level of satisfac-
tion as well; men may be more sensitive to the subtle
dynamics of sex than we suppose.

Without the deep satisfaction of mutual orgasms,
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there’s a tendency to focus on sexual behaviors that by
themselves can seem repetitive and even tiresome. It is
boring to go through the same routine week after
week if it doesn’t culminate in good mutual orgasms.
The hypothesis here is that if we interviewed couples
who have become “bored” with sex and asked the
right questions, we would find that they do not have
a good technique for mutual orgasms. We would pre-
dict that such couples would become increasingly dis-
satisfied with their sex life and either accept that (and
have a sexless marriage), use other means to gain sat-
isfaction (perhaps masturbation), or look for new
partners to try to recre-
ate the “sheer excite-
ment” phase that they
remember so fondly.

Conversely, if we
interviewed couples
who have been gen-
uinely happy with their
sex life for several years,
our prediction would be that at some point they dis-
covered a good sexual finale and continued to use it
(perhaps with variations) over time. 

But doesn’t using the same mutual-orgasm approach
get monotonous? Strangely enough, it doesn’t. People
don’t get tired of having orgasms together any more
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than they get tired of eating good food. The analogy
with food works on a number of levels. 

• Our appetite for food and for sex are basic drives
that build up over time. When we’ve had a fine
meal or a good orgasm, we feel mellow and satis-
fied and our drives are temporarily slaked. 

• Both types of hunger are influenced by quality:
when food or lovemaking is mediocre, our appetite
goes down; when the meal or the sex is good, our
appetite increases. 

• If we’re extremely hungry or haven’t had sex in a
long time, we are less fussy about the finer points
of cuisine and lovemaking. 

• With both food and sex, we can have too much of
a good thing: with food we feel sick to our stom-
achs; with sex, we get exhausted and sore. In both
cases, our appetite disappears, and we have no
desire to eat or make love for a period of time. But
the basic drives are still there, and before long,
they’re back.

But the food/sex analogy breaks down in one area.
Although we can get great enjoyment in the course of
eating and making love, what truly quenches our sexual
appetite and leaves a sense of deep gratification and
closeness is not all the foreplay; it’s the orgasms. The
kissing, hugging, different positions, techniques, toys,
etc., can be great fun, sharpen the palate and heighten
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sexual arousal, and even boost the eventual level of grat-
ification—but unlike the courses of a good meal (which
are the meal), foreplay activities are a means to an end;
it’s the orgasmic finale that really hits the spot. The
quality of this final stage of lovemaking is what delivers
the lasting physical and emotional payoff. Getting that
part right is the key—a point that sex books and videos
rarely emphasize.

Another reason that using the same mutual-orgasm
technique can be satisfying year after year is that the
feelings lovers experience from orgasms can change
from session to session. One of the remarkable things
about sex is the potential for great variety within the
same technique. Lovemaking in which a couple uses a
single mutual-orgasm approach can be hot and lustful,
sweet and gentle, loud and raunchy, whispery and quiet,
and everything in between. Subtle differences in mood,
time of month, level of
arousal, positions, pres-
sure, and timing can pro-
duce quite different
feelings and climaxes. So
within the context of one
successful approach to
mutual orgasms, there
can be great variety over
the years.
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How do lovers know if they have found a good
mutual-orgasm technique? There are several ways to tell:

• First, does it deliver a satisfying climax to both
partners during a lovemaking session? 

• Second, is it acceptable and comfortable for
both partners?

• Third, does it still work on a Friday night when
both partners are pretty weary? (Let’s face it: most
couples with children have limited options for pri-
vate lovemaking time, most of which are times
when they’re not fresh and well-rested.)

• Finally, does it continue to work for both partners
over the years? 

These questions may be the best indicators available
to loving couples as their relationship moves through
the years. If they are honest with each other, they will
know the answer to the first and second questions quite
early on. They’ll get the answer to the third question as
life gets busier and they’re more exhausted on weekends,
and the answer to the fourth will become apparent after
a few years. If they’re always “too tired” for sex on Fri-
day night and sex is becoming “boring,” it’s a sure sign
that the couple needs to go back to questions one and
two and find a different route to mutual orgasms that
really works for both of them.

The bottom line: Sexual boredom can happen—but
it doesn’t have to. People can get bored with specific
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foreplay techniques, but they never get tired of having
orgasms. Novelty can be an aphrodisiac in the short
run, but it’s not a good long-term strategy. Sexual wis-
dom lies in getting into a groove with a good sexual
finale technique. Couples who do this aren’t in a rut;
they’re on a roll. 

The Issue of Frequency
After the intensely romantic opening months of a rela-
tionship, how often lovemaking takes place can become
a troublesome issue. In the film Annie Hall, there’s a
scene in which Alvie Singer (played by Woody Allen)
and his lover, Annie Hall (Diane Keaton), are shown in
split-screen talking to their therapists:

His psychiatrist: “How often do you sleep together?”
Alvie: “Hardly ever, maybe three times a week.”
Her psychiatrist: “Do you have sex often?”
Annie: “Constantly, I’d say three times a week.”
This scene is funny because it plays on the stereotype

of men being sexually insatiable and women shying away
from sex. But if Alvie and Annie were a real couple and
we were their therapists, we might find that her wish to
have intercourse less often stems from her impatience
and frustration at not getting any real satisfaction with
her klutzy lover, and we might find that his desire for
more sex is because, yes, he’s a horny guy, but also
because he is picking up on her unhappiness and naively
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thinks that more sex will make it better. 
It may also be that Alvie likes multiple orgasms and

Annie doesn’t. There’s a lot of individual variation in this
area: for about 90 percent of couples, one intense orgasm
is all they need and they’re off to dreamland. For others,
several orgasms are possible, with a time-out between each
inning. And some women are able to have multiple rapid-
fire orgasms within the same at-bat. These innate differ-
ences can cause sexual incompatibility if a man and
woman are at opposite ends of the spectrum. Some cou-
ples are successful at talking through or working around
such differences. Other couples may reluctantly conclude

that they are just not sex-
ually compatible. 

But most lovers (90
percent, if surveys are to
be believed) are in the
same ballpark in terms of
their level of sexual ath-
leticism, so the statistical
odds of compatibility on
this dimension are high.

For the vast majority of lovers, the key is the quality, not
the quantity, of their lovemaking—and here, once again,
the most important thing is having an approach to mutual
orgasms that works for both partners. Most couples settle
into a routine of having intercourse one to three times per
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week. If the couple’s orgasm technique is working well,
this may be enough to satisfy both partners’ latent lust.
If a couple doesn’t have a good technique, frequency may
loom large in their minds (as it did, perhaps, for Alvie
and Annie)—but frequency is not the real problem.

The one-to-three times a week average puts sex into
perspective: a man and woman who make love with that
frequency (assuming about 30 minutes per session) are
spending six-tenths of one percent of their total time on
sex, which means they are spending 99.4 percent of their
lives doing other things. This may not seem like very
much time for sex (young lovers are at it a lot more than
that!), but for married people with full lives, or for older
couples whose bodies are slowing down a little, it may be
just about enough to satisfy their biological and emotional
needs—provided they have satisfying mutual orgasms. In
fact, having a lot more sex than this can take the edge off
enjoyment. A couple might make love every day on a
romantic vacation, but the expectation that sex should
happen on a daily basis every single week, month after
month is a killer. No matter how good the orgasm tech-
nique is, this will make sex into a chore. Many people find
that orgasms are more powerful after a few days of absti-
nence; built-up libido makes lovemaking that much more
satisfying when it occurs. 

What about times when sex is impossible? Any
number of reasons can conspire to keep a couple from
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making love as frequently as they would like: exhaustion,
illness, menstruation, urinary-tract infections, the final
stages of pregnancy, a new baby, children waking up with
nightmares, ups and downs in the relationship, worries at
work, travel, and other intrusions on the routine. It’s at
times like these that there is the greatest temptation to
stray. But the emotional and health risks of infidelity are
enormous, as many have learned to their sorrow. Tem-
porary abstinence or masturbation look far better when
a couple is in a sexless dry spell. 

The Issue of Duration
When newly infatuated lovers engage in sexual “outer-
course” (touching but no penetration), sex can last all
night. This may be because both are full of fresh passion,
find the novelty of a new partner highly arousing, or
haven’t yet worked out an approach that brings about
mutual orgasms and sends them into dreamland. When
couples graduate to intercourse, the amount of lovemak-
ing time usually decreases, and as people become better
acquainted with each other’s sexual responses, sex
becomes more “efficient,” to the point where it can take
less than half an hour. 

This can be good and bad: it’s good if a couple can
have satisfying sex despite being tuckered out or not
having much private time; it’s bad if those sessions are
perfunctory, loveless, and ungratifying. So the issue is not

166 T h e  G r e a t  S e x  S e c r e t

        



the quantity of time but the quality of lovemaking. We
tend to assume that the less time a session lasts, the less
enjoyment there is, and there’s something to that: longer
foreplay (within reason) extends the pleasure and
enhances the quality of orgasms, and people’s most mem-
orable bouts of lovemaking tend to be extended trysts in
idyllic vacation spots with absolutely no time pressure.
But sex on normal weekends (or times that can be cap-
tured during the week) doesn’t have to be a perfunctory
quickie. Once again, the key is having a good technique
for mutual orgasms. For couples who have found one,
even a brief roll in the hay can be deeply satisfying for
both partners.

Married couples whose
children sleep in nearby
bedrooms have another
challenge—keeping the
sexual noise level down.
Back when they were
teenagers, most people felt
the need to be fairly hush-
hush about masturbation.
The same was probably true when they were young lovers
conducting early, furtive liaisons within earshot of parents,
siblings, or college roommates. But when they found
more private spots, their lovemaking became more vocal
and expressive.
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waiting for a long time. Better
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The noises people make during sex are intensely per-
sonal (another reason for suppressing them); as trust
grows between lovers, inhibitions fade and expressions
of pleasure and ecstasy tend to become an important
way of expressing love. But when children overhear
their parents’ sexual noises, they are often confused
(“Daddy, why are you hurting Mommy?”). As a result,
most couples with children stifle their full-throated
expressions of enjoyment for a number of years—and
appreciate those occasions when they have the apart-
ment or house to themselves or are ensconced in a hotel
room with good thick walls. 

A final worry couples have about duration is that sex
will literally shrivel up when they are in their sixties and
seventies—the age-old afflictions of vaginal dryness and
erectile dysfunction. Isn’t it ironic that early in our sex
lives, the opposite is true: young women have a surfeit
of vaginal lubrication (often leaving a wet spot in bed)
and young men have too darn many erections (some-
times at embarrassing moments) and tend to ejaculate
too quickly during intercourse. 

The good news for aging lovers is that there’s now a
much greater comfort level talking about these formerly
taboo subjects; we have a better handle on the factors
affecting sexual health (smoking, exercise, and obesity,
among others); and there are effective medications for
erection problems (Viagra and others) and excellent
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vaginal lubricants. The best news is that our sex organs
continue to function throughout life: men can continue
to have orgasms into their eighties and nineties, and
women have been assured by Natalie Angier that “your
clitoris will always be there for you.” Most couples who
stay healthy, use the available remedies, and keep the
lines of communication open can continue to have a
robust sex life right through their senior years.

Being in the Mood
In the passionate opening months of a romantic rela-
tionship, lovers are interested in having sex pretty much
any time, and spontaneity is the name of the game. A
wink, a raised eyebrow, or a secret phrase is all that’s
needed for them to tumble into bed. But as couples get
more immersed in work, kids, hobbies, community,
etc., there’s less free-floating libido, and the times when
each partner is in the mood for sex become less fre-
quent—and are less often in synch. 

The factors that influence being in the mood are
many and varied. A romantic candlelit dinner can make
two hearts go pitter-pat. Erotic movies, music, books,
and works of art often get the juices flowing. An
enforced period of abstinence can turn the temperature
up. Some women are more lustful at certain points in
their menstrual cycle. And there are times when lustful
thoughts arise for no apparent reason. The problem is
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that for busy people, these sexualized moments don’t
always occur at the most opportune times, and the
moments when both partners are in the mood within
the same one-hour period may be few and far between.

But this doesn’t mean that a couple’s sex life has to be
put on hold until those rare occasions when both sets of
loins are stirring simultaneously. In fact, the belief that
both partners must be spontaneously in the mood for sex
to happen can cause major problems in a relationship. A
couple can wait for weeks for the planets to align; during
that time, one partner may make several sexual overtures
and have the unpleasant and deflating experience of
being rebuffed (“Not tonight…”). This can lead the
spurned partner to retaliate in kind when the now-eager
partner finally proposes sex (“Sorry, but my back is
killing me.”). A dynamic like this can create strong
resentment and ripple into other parts of the relationship.

The problem here is the underlying assumption that
the only good sex is spontaneous sex. It’s simply not
true. Just because sex isn’t happening at the drop of a
hat doesn’t mean that the magic in the relationship is
gone. In the words of Michele Weiner Davis in The Sex-
Starved Marriage, “waiting for the urge to strike is
pointless; better to bash ahead and hope for the best.”

The euphemism “in the mood” may also be part of
the problem. When we say we are in the mood, we
mean that we are mildly (or highly) aroused. But if we
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say we are not in the mood, it sounds like our mental
state can’t be changed for a while (until we are in the
mood)—whereas if we say that we are not aroused right
now, there’s the possibility that we are arousable. One of
the great things about human sexuality is that, with the
right stimuli (mental or physical), most people can go
from zero (thinking of other things with no libido in
sight) to 60 (aroused and hot to trot) in a matter of
minutes. 

But when, oh when, can that happen in the over-
scheduled, stressed-out life of a busy couple? Natalie
Angier reports on a sophisticated statistical study that
sheds some light on this question:

If you plot the incidence of intercourse among couples,
you’ll see an amazing statistical high point, and it’s called
the weekend—not because people necessarily feel sexy
each Sunday, but because people have sex when it’s con-
venient, when they’re not exhausted by work, and when
they have the whole day to toy with. A hormone may lead
you to water, but it can’t make you drink.

However, the advice to forge ahead and just do it is
not enough. When people are not spontaneously in the
mood, what will motivate them to go about getting
themselves aroused? The key is knowing that there is a
real sexual payoff for both partners at the other end of
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making love—and that means having a technique that
virtually guarantees real physical and psychological sat-
isfaction. If lovers have one and know that they will
almost certainly wind up having good orgasms together,
they are more likely to get the ball rolling, even if they
are tired and preoccupied. Conversely, if one or both
partners are unhappy with their lovemaking tech-
nique—if there usually isn’t an orgasmic payoff for at
least one lover—then sex will seem like too much trou-
ble and there will always be reasons for one or both
partners to call it a night. Good sex involves giving
pleasure, to be sure, but it’s also about getting satisfac-
tion, and if that’s not happening, sex inexorably fades
over the years.

The hypothesis that was advanced in Chapter 1 was
that the absence of good mutual orgasms (rather than
exhaustion or job stress or male-female power struggles)
is the root cause of a lot of marital abstinence. Here’s the
reverse of that hypothesis: a really satisfying sex life can
be part of a positive feedback loop that smoothes out
the daily tensions of life and reduces stress from other
sources. If this is true, good sex will make a man be
more likely to remember to put the toilet seat down and
pick up his socks. And helpfulness around the house
could in turn result in less resentment about everyday
omissions and grease the skids for more and better sex.
It’s been said that there’s nothing sexier these days than
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a man who takes out the trash without being asked. It
seems plausible that this kind of good will between
partners can contribute measurably to a willingness to
go ahead and get themselves “in the mood.”

Fine. But at a very practical level, how and when is the
process of getting “in the mood” going to happen? Some
busy couples have found that the best strategy is having a
tacit agreement that certain times of the week are set
aside for making love—times when they are least likely to
be interrupted, have a fair amount of stored-up libido,
and don’t have to worry about an alarm clock waking
them up six hours later (sounds a lot like Friday and Sat-
urday night and Sunday morning). At the appointed
hour they get the ball rolling—with kissing being the
leading favorite because, as Emma Taylor and Lorelei
Sharkey so nicely put it, “the kiss is the most compact,
powerful, diverse, complex, practically perfect sexual act
ever invented.” One thing leads to another, and with any
luck, they both get in the mood and… (fadeout).

Returning to the gustatory analogy, we may not be
actively hungry when we walk into the restaurant, but
it’s dinner time, our stomachs are empty, and when we
smell the food cooking (or feel our tongues intertwin-
ing), our appetite is suddenly back. For healthy people
who have not had an orgasm all week, sexual urges that
seemed to be deeply submerged can come to the surface
quite quickly. 

K e e p i n g  Pa s s i o n  A l i v e  i n  L o n g - Te r m  R e l a t i o n s h i p s 173

        



People who have default times for lovemaking every
week are not forcing themselves to do something they
don’t want to do; they’re just taking steps to ease them-

selves out of a pre-
dictably asexual mood
and do something
they really want to do
but wouldn’t do if
they waited for a
spontaneous urge to
arise. Thanks to their
ever-present libido,
most people are arous-
able pretty much any

time—but because of their busy lives and many preoc-
cupations, they need a little push to get going.

Making intercourse a regular routine doesn’t mean
that it has be routine. Couples who find an approach
that consistently gives deep mutual gratification don’t
get tired of sex, and they almost always make it a cher-
ished part of each week (or month) no matter how busy
or tired they are (and actively look forward to those
times in the parts of their lives that really are routine).
They may not be very passionate when they get into
bed, and they may not have the time, the energy, or the
privacy for an extended session with the full a la carte
menu of foreplay. But if they know that in all likelihood
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they will both have deeply satisfying orgasms together,
they are likely to initiate sex and will end up being glad
they did. They’re not making love because they need to;
they’re doing it because they love each other, know it
will end well, and deeply want to. Occasional variations
in the routine (making love in the morning during a
blizzard, or after lunch on a lazy summer’s day, or at
some other zany time when the spirit moves) add vari-
ety and spice to the mix, but the ending is the same—a
glow of mutual satisfaction and deepened feelings of
intimacy and commitment. 

So it’s not necessary to wait around for the right
mood to strike both partners at the same time—the
right time of month, the moonlight, the stars aligned,
that certain sparkle in her eyes. By establishing regular
sexual times, having a sure-fire route to mutual satisfac-
tion, continuing to experiment with variations, and
always being honest and open about what they’re feel-
ing, lovers can keep romance cruising through the years,
turning that “eighteen-mile rut” into a freeway of love
(thank you, Aretha Franklin).
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Chapter 6 described three ways to make love with
mutual satisfaction. Chapter 7 argued that sexual tech-
niques with a capital “T” are an integral part of success-
ful love relationships. And Chapter 8 made the case for
the importance of effective techniques to keeping pas-
sion alive in long-term love relationships. If all this is
true, it would certainly appear that today’s lovers, in
contrast to those who lived in the sexual dark ages
described in the earlier chapters, have an open road
before them as their sexual relationships develop. 

Unfortunately, it’s not that simple. Our society still
has significant obstacles to balanced and reciprocal love-
making, among them: disempowered women; poor
communication; men not getting it; hang-ups about
masturbation; resistance to “outercourse”; a glut of sex-
ual information; and incomplete sex research. Let’s look
at each of these challenges—and the ways couples
might work to overcome them. 

Finding Our Way to 
Sexual Happiness

Chapter Nine

        



1. Disempowered women. The reason for a great
deal of sexual unhappiness is that men tend to be
dominant (and sometimes domineering) in romantic
relationships, which means that women are often
dependent and needy. Too often women don’t feel
confident and sure-footed when faced with the dual
challenge of setting sexual limits with their partners
and being assertive about their own sexual desires.
The gains that Western women have made in the eco-
nomic and political realms—as well as the much
greater seriousness with which law enforcement and
school officials now treat charges of sexual miscon-
duct—can be the foundation for greater sexual can-
dor, equality, and happiness. Progress is made
whenever girls and women are on an a level playing
field with their romantic and sexual partners and use
their increased power to assert their right to an equal
share of sexual satisfaction. In the past, this would
have been unthinkable; now it should be within any
woman’s grasp.

2. Poor communication. Three factors combine to
keep most people tongue-tied when it comes to talk-
ing about sex: most of us are brought up in ways that
make us shy and uncomfortable about sex; most
lovers know that their partners’ sexual self-concepts
are fragile, so they tread lightly when it comes to shar-
ing any thoughts that might be seen as negative; and
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there are all kinds of myths about what is supposed to
happen in bed, leading many to fear that if they don’t
conform to those expectations, they’re not normal. All
this leads people to keep their mouths shut when it
comes to sharing truly intimate sexual feelings. When
lovers don’t communicate honestly and openly in bed,
it’s very difficult to overcome the built-in “geography”
challenges when making love. 

This is a pity, because
sex improves dramatically
when both partners—
especially the woman—
speak up candidly and
specifically about sexual
likes and dislikes right at
the beginning of an inti-
mate relationship. There
are no absolutes in bed;
what’s fun for one person may be too raunchy for
another; what’s arousing for one may seem degrading
for the other; what feels like good robust sex for one
may be too rough for the other. Sex gets better when both
partners are comfortable talking about it, listen to each
other, and use feedback to become a sensitive and skillful
lover for the person they are with. Sex is better when both
lovers are honest about what they prefer sexually, and at
the same time don’t limit themselves to what has given

Fi n d i n g  O u r  Wa y  t o  S e x u a l  H a p p i n e s s 179

Perhaps the location of the
clitoris isn’t a problem after

all. It allows sensitive,
thoughtful lovers to attain

mutual satisfaction virtually
every time they make love.

        



them pleasure in the past—when they can say what
they don’t like and still be open to new approaches.
Sex is better when lovers explore and experiment
across the full range of (safe) approaches and tech-
niques, find those that work best for them, and
remain open to spontaneous departures and new
approaches over time. None of this can happen unless
lovers communicate well, and that will happen only
when parents and school sex education programs do a
better job helping young people develop a basic com-
fort level talking about sex. That comes from prac-
tice—talking openly and matter-of-factly about the
whole subject.

3. Men not getting it. Unfortunately, a good many
twenty-first-century men are continuing the eons-old
tradition of selfish, inconsiderate, one-sided lovemak-
ing. All too often, their cluelessness is aided and abet-
ted by women who don’t speak up in bed—but let’s
not make excuses for men. Information is readily
available on the true source of female sexual satisfac-
tion—and the fact that penetration almost never pro-
duces a female orgasm. These insights can be the
beginning of an ongoing sexual conversation between
lovers. The burden should not be on women to do all
the asking, explaining, teaching, limit-setting, and
faking. To be sure, there are other issues that need to
be addressed—the whole Mars-Venus chasm, men’s
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difficulty talking about their feelings and taking the
plunge into truly intimate relationships, and their
perennial problems with commitment. But these deeper
issues should no longer be played out against a back-
drop of clueless, one-sided sex.

4. Hang-ups about masturbation. Our society’s con-
tinuing nervousness and negativism on the subject of
self-pleasuring doesn’t make things easier for
teenagers—or for adults. We are asking a great deal of
adolescents when we lecture them to avoid risky sex-
ual behaviors as they traverse the dangerous waters
between the emergence of their sexual appetites
(around twelve to thirteen years old) and the age
when intercourse is considered appropriate (Late
teens? College? Early twenties? Marriage?). Kids
almost never hear the important message that mastur-
bation is a safe, healthy sexual outlet during adoles-
cence—and at other times in life when two-person
sex is not an option. Masturbation is also excellent
preparation for mutual enjoyment down the road—
especially for young women, for whom orgasms are
not going to happen automatically during intercourse
the way they do for men. In most relationships, a
woman will need to give her partner some quite spe-
cific guidance if she is to have any chance of true sat-
isfaction during lovemaking. It will be difficult for
her to show him the way unless she has experienced
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orgasms on her own and unless both partners have
developed an accepting, matter-of-fact attitude
toward masturbation (hey, almost everyone does it;
what’s the problem?).

The problem is that parents find it almost impossi-
ble to talk to their kids about masturbation and most
sex-education programs in schools and virtually all arti-
cles and books about teenage sexuality are extraordinar-
ily gun-shy on the subject. The forced resignation of
Surgeon General Jocelyn Elders in 1994 for suggesting
that masturbation should be treated more forthrightly
in schools was a huge setback (and not a shining
moment for her boss, Bill Clinton, who probably
should have been doing a little more masturbating him-
self ). Many people seemed to be unable to grasp the dif-
ference between teaching about masturbation and
giving masturbation lessons. 

Some religious teaching still clings to prohibitions
against masturbation, and some of the old myths are
still with us in the form of teasing and off-color
humor: it causes pimples and warts, it makes hairs
grow on your palms, it will make you go blind, and it
will turn you into a werewolf! The subtext of a lot of
this is that masturbation is for losers—a message that
has confused and messed up countless people over the
years. 

Where will teenagers hear a more positive message?
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Must every new genera-
tion deal with uncer-
tainty and even shame
when succumbing to
almost unstoppable nat-
ural urges? What would
it take for us to normalize
masturbation and take it
off the shame map? Well,
it would be helpful if young people heard the following
messages from their elders: masturbation is by far the
safest way to release the sexual energy that naturally
bubbles up in every healthy person; masturbation is an
intensely private and personal choice; and no one
should feel ashamed to masturbate (or feel ashamed if
they don’t).

5. Resistance to “outercourse.” The risk of pregnancy,
HIV/AIDS, and other sexual infections means that
any kind of sexual penetration (vaginal, oral, and
anal), even with condoms, is risky for couples who
don’t know and really trust each other. Mutual
fondling without penetration (“On me, not in me.”)
is less complicated, more tilted toward female pleas-
ure, and safer (as long as semen is not ejaculated near
the vulva). But some of the hard-core abstinence mes-
sages being given to teenagers these days proscribe
any sexual contact. This is foolish. Young people have
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powerful sexual urges starting at puberty, and total
suppression of sexual activity for eight to ten years is nei-
ther sensible nor realistic. 

Dealing with sex and love during this long in-
between period is a central challenge of adolescence,
and kids need more realistic and supportive advice than
they’re getting now. There is a lot to be said for absti-
nence during the teen years—but abstinence should be
defined in a way that says safe outercourse is okay (and
masturbation, too). In the early stages of a love relation-
ship, outercourse can help lovers (especially teenagers)
safely explore their sexuality, learn how each others’
bodies work, and prepare for more mutually satisfying
intercourse down the road. The only cautionary note is
that couples who engage in outercourse need to have
the maturity and self-control to resist the strong urge to
pass “go” and proceed to penetration. The perennial
scenario has been that the male wants increasingly inti-
mate sex and the female has all the responsibility for
saying no. In more power-equal relationships, lovers
might move beyond this tiresome dynamic, agree in
advance on their sexual limits (first base? second base?
third base? no penetration), and then have lots of inti-
mate fun within them.

6. A glut of sexual information and incomplete sex
research. There’s tons of information about sex out
there—a mind-boggling array of not-very-helpful
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advice, enthusiastic endorsements for the one best tech-
nique, academic tomes, lectures, TV shows, sex thera-
pists, erotica, and pornography. But virtually all of this
material avoids a truly honest examination of the sexual
asymmetries between men and women; steers couples
up one blind alley after another by suggesting that vari-
ety, bizarre practices, a bigger penis, toys, and other
paraphernalia are the way to attain sexual bliss; and
gives lovers very little guidance finding a mutual orgasm
technique that works for them. Who has the time to
wade through all this material and separate the thimble
full of wheat from the truckloads of chaff? And how
many couples have the sexual comfort level and the fab-
ulous communication skills to solve the built-in geogra-
phy problems on their own? There is a crying need for
literature and research that is more helpful to couples as
they try to cut to the chase in all the sex information
around them and grapple with the very real challenges
they face in bed. 

A Consumer Guide to Mutual Satisfaction
Taken together, these six barriers are a veritable moat
between lovers and the enchanted castle of sexual hap-
piness. It’s really difficult to level the male-female power
balance, improve people’s comfort level talking about
sex, help men overcome their cluelessness, liberalize
attitudes about masturbation and “outercourse,” and
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improve sex research and advice literature. A couple
might be able to make progress on the first five—but
good, impartial information about sex is something that
has to come from the outside. 

A worthwhile goal in the years ahead might be a
Consumer Reports-type guide to making love. If such a
guide made use of improved research and critically
analyzed all the sexual approaches that have been dis-
covered over the years, it could empower women,
serve as a conversation-starter for sexually tongue-tied
partners, help men get it, and put our society’s hang-
ups about masturbation and “outercourse” in perspec-
tive. 

What would it take to produce this kind of love-
making guide? First, we would need to get better
information on successful and unsuccessful sexual
practices by asking couples a few pointed questions
about how they have dealt with their bodies’ sexual
asymmetries. It’s interesting that Alfred Kinsey’s
famous questionnaire had 347 questions and never
once used the word “clitoris.” Shere Hite’s question-
naire asked the right questions, but buried them in
scores of others, obscuring her breakthrough findings
in a mass of detail. So brevity and focus are key con-
siderations. With any questionnaire, there would also
have to be an ironclad guarantee of confidentiality to
raise the chances that people would tell the whole
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truth. Answering questions online seems to be the
best way to raise the
odds. 

Here are ideas for a
questionnaire that could
generate the data needed
to draw more authorita-
tive conclusions about
what works and doesn’t
work over time:

Questions for women only:
Do you have an orgasm when you make love? 
If so, when does it happen: before penetration, while

your partner’s penis is in your vagina, or after he with-
draws?

If you do have an orgasm during any part of love-
making (before, during, or after penetration), how do
you reach orgasm?

Is this your ideal technique for having an orgasm
during lovemaking? If not, what is?

Questions for men only:
At what point during lovemaking does your partner

reach orgasm (if at all): before penetration, while your
penis is in her vagina, or after you withdraw?

If your partner reaches orgasm during any part of
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lovemaking, what specifically brings it about? 
Is this your ideal technique? If not, what is?

Questions for both men and women:
How happy or unhappy (sexually) are you with your

partner now? 
To what do you attribute your level of happiness or

unhappiness?
How would you describe your level of sexual satisfac-

tion after making love?
Your partner’s?
In roughly what percent of lovemaking sessions do

both you and your partner have an orgasm (or more
than one orgasm) at some point during the session?

Have you ever faked an orgasm? If so, what made
this seem necessary?

If you use a particular technique to reach orgasm,
how long have you been using it?

How did you and your partner discover this technique?
Is it effective, comfortable, and acceptable for both

you and your partner?
Do both you and your partner find it easy to use?
Has it stood the test of time (i.e., continued to be

mutually satisfying for five or more years)?
Have you used other techniques for reaching mutual

orgasms? For how long?
How often do you make love? Which days of the
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week and what time of day?
How long does an average lovemaking session last?
How do you and your partner decide when to initi-

ate sex?
Have you and your partner ever discussed a sexual

problem or concern and resolved it?
If not, what do you feel are the barriers to good com-

munication about sex?
Have you ever felt bored with your sex life? If so,

what made you feel this way?
What is the role of masturbation in your life now?

What was it in earlier years?
Do you, in all candor, prefer masturbation to inter-

course? Why or why not?
If you could be granted any wish, what would you

change in your sex life?
Drawing on answers to these questions, the authors

of a consumer guide on lovemaking could critically ana-
lyze all sexual practices and evaluate each mutual-
orgasm technique based on four criteria: 

• Does it give an orgasm to the man and the woman
during lovemaking?

• Is it fairly easy to use?
• Is it pleasing and comfortable for both partners?
• Does it stand the test of time?
An authoritative consumer guide to lovemaking

based on questions like these is years away, but it’s pos-
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sible to rough out a very preliminary draft from the
fragmentary and anecdotal evidence that’s available
now. Based on the four criteria, the basic approaches to
intercourse that are available today could be grouped
into three categories:

1. Unacceptable—the woman does not have an
orgasm:
• Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am
• The woman fakes her orgasms

2. Caveat emptor—these “no-hands” techniques are
effective for some couples but challenging for
many others:
• Clitoral-hood technique
• Clitoral bumping technique
• Coital Alignment Technique (CAT)
• Hayden technique (the tip of the penis stimu-

lating the clitoris)
• Riskins’ triggering techniques
• Clitoral stimulation using sexual attachments 

3. Recommended—reliable and quite easy to use:
• Separate orgasms, with the woman’s climax

before or after penetration from manual, oral, or
other stimulation

• Simultaneous with the woman stimulating her
clitoris during intercourse

• Simultaneous with the man stimulating the
woman’s clitoris during intercourse
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It’s obvious why the first category deserves a negative
rating. There is something deeply unfair about sex that
is one-sided, and couples are going to be a lot happier if
they move away from lovemaking approaches that leave
the woman sexually frustrated. When a man and
woman make love in a way that’s unfulfilling for one
partner—virtually always the woman—their sex life
tends to wane and become vulnerable to work/life
stresses, exhaustion, or arguments. Sex that isn’t deliver-
ing psychological rewards and a physical payoff to both
partners tends to dry up and die.

All the approaches in the second category are
attempts to bring the woman to orgasm during inter-
course without directly touching the clitoris, and they
reportedly work for some couples. But all these tech-
niques are challenging in terms of body positions, tim-
ing, and pacing, and there are serious questions about
how well they work for most couples over time. Only
after much better research is conducted will we know if
any of them deserve to be moved up to the recom-
mended category. 

The third category contains three approaches that
are much more straightforward and can work reliably
for almost all couples—provided they are willing to put
aside the penetration-produces-female-orgasm myth
and move beyond standard-issue intercourse. It’s impos-
sible to rank-order these approaches because couples
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tend to have a strong personal preference for one or the
other. There is no one best way.

If couples had this kind of consumer guide, most
could totally bypass the frustrating (but all too common)

choices in the first cate-
gory. Having access to a
comprehensive list of
techniques in the second
and third categories
would help couples avoid
stumbling around in the
dark and wasting time
going up the same blind

alleys as their parents and grandparents and great-grand-
parents before them. It’s fun for lovers to be sexually
spontaneous and inventive, but each generation should-
n’t have to reinvent the whole array of sexual choices.

Given a full menu of options, a couple could explore
and find the approach or approaches they liked best.
This trial-and-error process is vital, because people don’t
always know what they want, and an approach that does
not tap into authentic personal preferences and doesn’t
satisfy both partners will not stand the test of time. For
example, if the woman likes the Hite approach and the
man is intensely uncomfortable with it, they should
keep looking until they find a better one—or face the
fact that they are not sexually compatible, which is a
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conclusion best reached after six months of exploration
rather than after six years of poor communication and
avoidance. Of course, tastes and preferences can change,
and variety is a good thing, so couples should be willing
to keep going back to the menu and keep making new
selections as time goes by. 

A Design Error?
Let’s return to a question posed in Chapter 1: is the
placement of the clitoris a design flaw, a slip-up in evo-
lution that makes it far too difficult for humans to have
intercourse in ways that please both partners? 

There’s certainly no escaping the fact that the geog-
raphy of men’s and women’s bodies makes mutually sat-
isfying sex a challenge. If we could redesign the human
body, would we want to move the clitoris somewhere
else? One of the women quoted in The Hite Report
thought so: “Sex in the best of all possible worlds? My
clitoris would be in my vagina, for Christ’s sake, so I
could come when I fuck!” 

But would this work? Sure, the woman’s clitoris
would be stimulated by her partner’s penis during inter-
course, but there would still be a problem with pacing
and timing. The man’s thrusting movements would
stimulate the penis and clitoris at the same time and at
the same pace, so for lovers to have orgasms together,
their timetables would have to be exactly synchronized.
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If the man was ahead of his partner on the road to
orgasm, he wouldn’t be able to slow down his own stim-
ulation without slowing down his partner’s, so he would
probably end up coming first and leave the woman
hanging. An inside-the-vagina clitoris would also make
it impossible for the woman to stimulate herself during
intercourse. And of course this location for the clitoris
would be highly vulnerable to damage during childbirth.

So the fact that the clitoris is a short distance away
from the vagina may not be such a bad design after all.
It opens up the possibility of simultaneous orgasms for
those who like them, since the man—or the woman—
can stimulate the clitoris during intercourse. 

But taking advantage of this design is neither
instinctual nor obvious—and Mother Nature has not
provided an instruction manual. Evolution built into
the female body the potential for orgasms, but not a
simple, straightforward mechanism for making them
happen during intercourse. Only couples who have
excellent sexual rapport and a power-equal relationship
can turn the location of the clitoris to their advantage.
Through most of human history, this potential has
rarely been fulfilled; most of the time, our basic
anatomy has skewed sexual intercourse toward male
pleasure and female frustration, leaving countless couples
without a deep sexual connection. 

The question is whether that can change today. We
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have a much better understanding of how men’s and
women’s bodies work; there’s an increasingly equal divi-
sion of power between men and women; and sexual com-
munication is improving. But can we reprogram the
deeply engrained “Wham,
Bam, Thank-You,
Ma’am” default setting?
Can we make a virtue of
the seemingly random
way our bodies are
designed? Is sexual happi-
ness possible for more
than a few lucky couples? 

Sex and Love
Answering these ques-
tions really matters. Sex, even though it takes up only a
small fraction of our lives, is at the very center of a long-
term love relationship—and of our self-esteem, confi-
dence, health, and enjoyment of life. Mutually
satisfying sex can bring a couple to new levels of pleas-
ure and happiness. Sex in which both lovers have
orgasms promotes monogamy because people who are
deeply satisfied with intercourse keep coming back for
more. This kind of sex helps people bond and get
through the troubles of life. It is the fuel that keeps love
burning through the years. It can’t save a bad relation-
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ship, but for people who really care about one another,
it deepens and enriches their love. Great sex truly makes
life worth living. 

How can we find our way to sexual happiness? It all
boils down to the advice a mother might give her
daughter as she embarks on her sexual odyssey: “Learn
what you like and tell him, honey.” Or the advice a
father might give his son at the same point in life: “Pay
attention. Be patient. No one way solves all. And if she’s
not happy, you soon won’t be either.”
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