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EXPLODED VIEWS

E THINK OF THE MODERN WOMAN
AS SEXUALLY LIBERATED – if anything,
we’re told we’re oversexed. Yet a striking
number of women are dissatisfied with their
sex lives. Over half of women report having a sexual complaint, whether that’s lack of desire or difficulty reaching
orgasm. But this issue doesn’t get much press; the urge is to
ignore or medicalize it (witness the quest for ‘pink Viagra’).
If so many ordinary women suffer from sexual frustration,
then perhaps the problem isn’t one that can be addressed
by a pharmaceutical fix – or isn’t even a problem. Maybe we
need to get hot and bothered about a broader cultural cure:
a reorienting of our current male-focused approach to sex
and pleasure, and a rethinking of what’s ‘normal.’ / Using a
blend of reportage, interview and first-person reflection,
journalist Sarah Barmak explores the cutting-edge science
and grassroots cultural trends that are getting us closer
to truth of women’s sexuality. CLOSER reveals how women
are reshaping their sexuality today in wild, irrepressible
ways: nude meetings, how-to apps, trans-friendly porn,
therapeutic vulva massage, hour-long orgasms and public
clit-rubbing demonstrations – and redefining female sexuality on its own terms.

ISBN 978 1 55245 323 0

w w w.chbook s.com
$14.95 cdn | $13.95 us

SARAH BARMAK

CLOSER

NOTES FROM THE ORGASMIC
FRONTIER OF FEMALE SEXUALITY

SARAH BARMAK

CLOSER
NOTES FROM THE ORGASMIC
FRONTIER OF FEMALE SEXUALITY
COACH HOUSE BOOKS, TORONTO

copyright © Sarah Barmak, 2016
ﬁrst edition

Published with the generous assistance of the Canada Council for the
Arts and the Ontario Arts Council. Coach House Books also gratefully
acknowledges the support of the Government of Canada and the Government of Ontario.

LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES CANADA CATALOGUING IN PUBLICATION
Barmak, Sarah, author
Closer : notes from the orgasmic frontier of female sexuality / Sarah
Barmak.
(Exploded views)
Issued in print and electronic formats.
ISBN 978-1-77056-440-4 (PDF).
1. Female orgasm. 2. Women--Sexual behavior. 3. Sexual excitement.
4. Sex (Psychology). 5. Sex (Biology). 6. Libido. I. Title. II. Series: Explodedviews

HQ 29.B 36 2016

306.7082

C 2016-902855-0

Closer is available as a print book: ISBN 978-1-55245-323-0
Purchase of the print version of this book entitles you to a free digital
copy. To claim your ebook of this title, please email sales@chbooks.com
with proof of purchase or visit chbooks.com/digital. (Coach House Books
reserves the right to terminate the free download offer at any time.)

To Jeff

Well you see like a woman has a few things going for her, not
very many but she has a few things going for her and one of
them is uh, dare I mention it, a clit-clitoris and uh, whooo, a
clitoris, yes. And what happens is that this old, this old clitoris
of hers, it starts to thumpin. It starts to thumpin and it starts to
humpin, and it starts to throbbin and it starts to sobbin, and
this old !%6* %4*& %*?&:! $;//1 WHOOOOO! Well what
happens is that you lie there and you get sort of helpless see,
and like you get, it’s kinda freeze it’s kinda like a coke freeze if
you know what I’m talkin about. Okay so you get this freeze
and like you feel kind of helpless and you’re lying there and it’s
like this little tiny part of you starts to scream this really really
ﬁne, exquisite, high pitched scream and it’s, it’s like a wire, it’s
kind of like a wire that leads out into the sun that you ﬁnd yourself
being ﬂung along arbitrarily and you don’t mind in the least,
you know you just go whoo-oo, you just go up there and um,
it’s good sheet, yeh coming is good sheet.
– ‘Georgiana,’ interviewed by A.S.A. Harrison in Twenty-Two
Women Talk Frankly about Their Orgasms
(Coach House Press, 1974)
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Fear of Pleasure
In a sex-obsessed culture, not all of us feel at home.

There was something mysterious the matter with me, something
that could not be put right like bad breath or over-looked like
pimples, and everybody knew it, and I knew it; I had known it
all along.
– Alice Munro, ‘Red Dress’

he ladies trickle, slowly and tentatively, into the sex shop.
Rather than turning right through the main door toward
the sales ﬂoor’s hot-pink vibrators and tattooed staff, they
keep left, climbing a narrow staircase into a little carpeted
attic. They shake rainwater off their umbrellas and ﬁnd seats
in the circle of chairs, scooting around each other and
mumbling excuse mes and sorrys. They look shyly at their laps,
poke at their phones. One ﬂoor above the array of silicone
toys promising advanced pleasure to the adventurous, these
ﬁfteen or so women aged twenty to sixty are here on a much
braver quest: to learn how to have an orgasm. For nearly all,
it will be their ﬁrst one.
In contrast to the riotous main ﬂoor of Good For Her,
Toronto’s sex store built for women, the quiet attic is solemn,
its lights soft. The ﬁve-hour workshop, held on a drizzly Sunday
morning in April, isn’t meant for drop-ins. Participants have
planned many weeks in advance, driving in from surrounding
suburbs, leaving kids with grandparents or husbands.
The store’s founder, Carlyle Jansen, stands, tall and selfcontained. ‘This is probably the ﬁrst time you’ve been around
people who understand you,’ she says softly. She asks everyone
to say their name, a little about why they’re here and, lastly,
to share something they have recently learned.
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The room is quiet. Someone clears her throat.
‘Hi, I’m Sherry. I’ve never had an orgasm,’ begins one
woman, with a mix of reluctance and relief. ‘Um … and I’m
learning to salsa dance.’
‘Thank you, Sherry,’ says Jansen.
‘My name’s Maya,’ says a young woman (names and identifying details of participants have been changed). ‘I’ve never
had an orgasm. Growing up I never masturbated or anything.
I didn’t ﬁnd it pleasurable. I just felt really like, why am I
doing this? Anyway. And juicing’s my new thing.’
Like alcoholics at an aa meeting, they each make their
admission. There is Denise, who says apologetically that she’s
‘from the suburbs.’ She laughs, then blurts out a story. ‘I was
sexually molested by my cousin when I was seven. Messed
up, right? I only lost my virginity when I was twenty-eight. I
faked it.’ Tears well up in her eyes.
The women are married, divorced, single. They’re all
straight – except, perhaps, for one who keeps asking how
she’d know if she was a lesbian. Dressed in sensible sweaters
and jeans, they cross their ankles under their chairs. Most
seem as though they have deliberately avoided the topic of
whether they’re satisﬁed with their sex lives until now.
‘I’m forty-seven,’ says a woman named Jill. ‘Three weeks
ago I went on OkCupid. And I made out with a bartender. I
thought my vagina was dead. When I talked to this guy, my
vagina started tingling.’ Laughter ripples around the room. ‘I’m
like, what is that? It’s never happened in my life. And it’s kind
of scary because I don’t want –’ Jill’s voice cracks. ‘I don’t want
to be addicted to this guy. I don’t want him to have that kind
of power.’
‘You won’t,’ says Jansen, gently. ‘It’s your power.’
‘I’m married,’ says one woman. ‘We have a really loving
marriage now, but for a while we had a pretty bad sex life. I
remember after my son was born they didn’t stitch me up
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properly so it was very, very painful. And it didn’t matter to
my husband, so I had to have sex a lot …’
‘I was molested by my cousin when I was about thirteen,’
says a participant named Kathleen. ‘I don’t think I knew I had
a vagina until I was an undergrad. I thought I was frigid. And
I don’t know if it’s because of what happened to me as a child
or not, but I’ve never been – like, I can get myself to a precipice,
but I can never … right?’
‘Yeah, uh-huh,’ says someone.
‘Like it becomes too intense, and I can’t,’ says another.
‘Anybody feel like they get stuck on that edge, that
precipice?’ asks Jansen. There are muttered yeses.
‘I feel it’s that my body might be ready to, but I’m not,’
oﬀers one woman.
‘Anybody ever have the experience, you’re having sex but
you’re just there, you’re not noticing what’s going on?’ asks
Jansen. ‘You’re not feeling what’s going on down there when
you’re in your head thinking about “Am I going to have an
orgasm? Am I not? Am I wet enough? Do I look sexy?”’
‘And those noises,’ oﬀers Jill. ‘When you’re self-conscious,
you’re like, “Oh, that sounds weird.” How do you stop thinking? How do you stop thinking?’
‘It was my birthday last week,’ says a woman named
Michelle. ‘I’m ﬁfty-six. I don’t want to be single anymore. And
I think I use this as an excuse. Because you can have relationships even though you don’t have orgasms, right? But I can’t.
Or I’ve set up that block for myself, right?’
‘I ﬁnally want to have a real orgasm. I think I deserve that.
That’s why I’m here.’
‘For me there’s a lot of shame wrapped up in this topic.’
‘I’m excited and I’m also terriﬁed.’
‘I’ve spent my whole life running the other way. And I’m
ready to stop doing that.’
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‘I signed up for this course, okay?’ says Denise, wiping
tears off her cheeks. ‘I drove here. I’m proud of myself. This is
all very scary for me.’
‘Can anyone else relate?’ asks Jansen. There are murmured
yeses.
The women in the room don’t come from especially repressive households. For the most part, they hail from Toronto,
Etobicoke, Guelph – in a province governed by a lesbian premier,
surely among the most progressive places in the world for girls
to grow up. Some have suﬀered trauma and molestation, but
not all. What they share is a secret. This special thing that is
supposed to happen in the bodies of ‘normal’ women – ideally
in a shower of stars and rainbows and wow – refuses to happen,
and they don’t know why. Some can’t touch themselves. Some
won’t let anyone perform oral sex on them because they think
their privates are ‘weird’ and ‘dirty.’ A couple of them have
‘gotten there’ – but only if their partners aren’t in the room.
There is no pill they can take, no doctor they can see. The
secret compounds with age: the older they get, the more some
ﬁgure they should just let the whole thing go. To some, too, it
feels self-indulgent to even complain about such a thing. What’s
an orgasm, anyway? Just a momentary pop that disappears as
soon as it’s begun. It’s not a real problem. Yet all these busy,
seemingly practical women are here.
‘I am afraid to have an orgasm,’ says Denise. She leans
forward, her bangs hanging over reddened eyes. ‘I’m afraid of
losing control … I think I’ve come close, maybe. But I stop
myself, because I’m afraid.’
‘Yup. Anybody else?’ asks Jansen.
Hands go up around the room.
A half-century ago, the story goes, there was a sexual revolution. Skirts got shorter, rock ’n’ roll got louder and sexuality
was freed from its chains. We could pinpoint the exact moment,
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if we like, to 1956, when Elvis Presley caused a ruckus by gyrating his pelvis on black-and-white television: his hip-thrusting
was so dangerous that the cameramen on The Ed Sullivan Show
were instructed to ﬁlm him from the waist up. Or maybe the
revolution really happened in the sixties, when the birth-control
pill was approved in the U.S. (and eventually Canada), permanently disentangling the act of intercourse from its most
common hazard – pregnancy. In theory, it freed millions of
women to do the thing men had always felt free to do.
From that decade onward, human sexuality was set loose
to do its freaky, funky thing. Freudian psychology and the
collective hormones of young baby boomers combined to liberate sex from the repressive jail it had been held in throughout
history. It was all Ursula Andress in a wet bikini on the beach
and copies of Playboy in the dentist’s oﬃce and Alfred Kinsey
and Woody Allen telling us everything about which we were
once, but no longer, afraid to ask.
Cut to a couple generations later, and our modern world is
pure sex. Images of graphic coupling (or tripleting, or quintupling) are instantly available at the touch of a smartphone. The
average music video has more high-deﬁnition close-ups of glistening, naked glutes than porn had in the seventies. Indeed,
porn has become our mainstream aesthetic. Our ideal body is
one that is sculpted, tanned and hairless – ready for nudity at
a moment’s notice, as if a tripod, some Klieg lights and a mustachioed director are always lurking around the next corner. In
other words, the world couldn’t get any more liberated than it
already is, and if it could, one wouldn’t want it to.
Reality, however, is more complicated. Although we appear
liberated on the surface – our clothing, our language and our
media are more explicit than ever before – many of us feel
overwhelmed, struggling to make space for our individual
sexuality among so many idealized images. And if the person
you ask is a woman, it may not be clear what the sexual revolution did for her.
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A striking number of women today have a sexual
complaint. Over half report some kind of diﬃculty with sex,
according to Britain’s 2013 National Survey of Sexual Attitudes
and Lifestyles, and more than one in ten are distressed about
their sex life. Up to 40 percent of women aged sixteen to fortyfour say they lack motivation to have sex. Dyspareunia, persistent pain during vaginal penetration, aﬀects 8 percent of
women, particularly those under thirty-ﬁve. The 2013 survey
also found 16 percent of women complained of anorgasmia,
the diﬃculty with or inability to orgasm, and 12 percent said
they just don’t enjoy sex. Many more women have never
climaxed, or aren’t sure – about 16 percent of women aged
twenty-eight or younger, in fact. Amid the mainstream
women’s magazines spurring us on to Bigger! Longer! and
Multiples!, it’s an issue that must feel invisible.
Most striking is the so-called ‘orgasm gap’: a mere 57 percent
of women aged eighteen to forty usually climax during sex
with a male partner, while their partners come 95 percent of
the time, according to a 2015 Cosmopolitan survey of over 2,300
women, conducted by Anna Breslaw and others. Keep in mind
that these numbers come from cultures we think of as relatively
sexually liberated – Canada, the U.S. and Great Britain.
In other words, a lot of ordinary women have a bad time
in bed. But because we’ve avoided studying women’s sexuality
for so long, we don’t have much of an understanding of why
this is. Despite the rise of sexuality studies in the sixties and
seventies and the eruption of new research on men’s sexual
issues following the 1998 U.S. Food and Drug Administration
approval of sildenaﬁl (Viagra) to treat erectile dysfunction,
comparatively little research has been done into women’s sexuality (and even less has addressed the experiences of gay and
trans men and women). A 2006 search of the U.S. National
Library of Medicine found it held 14,000 publications on male
sexual disorders, but only 5,000 on those aﬀecting women,
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according to the book The Science of Orgasm. That’s almost
three times as many studies of male sexual problems than of
those experienced by women, even though many experts characterize women’s sexuality as more complex.
Drug companies have been eyeing the ranks of unfulﬁlled
women as a potential marketer’s bonanza. For years, a race
has been on to develop a miracle treatment for women’s sexual
ills – a pill, cream, injection or even surgery that could give
women the ability to feel urgent desire or to have bigger, more
satisfying climaxes on demand. Dissatisfaction has made some
women desperate for medical solutions. Some even risk painful
and dangerous procedures such as clitoral-hood surgery, where
tissue is cut away to increase sensitivity, as well as to try and
emulate the neat, tidy genitalia seen in porn – a designer vulva.
At stake in this medical push are untold proﬁts: annual sales
of Viagra stand at around us$2 billion. Its main developer,
Dr. Simon Campbell, got a knighthood in 2014 for services
rendered to science and mankind.
Despite nearly two decades of searching for a ‘pink Viagra,’
however, drug companies have failed. Women’s sexual systems
have proven reluctant to being jump-started by drugs. This is
partly due to the greater complexity of women’s anatomical
and nervous systems. But there is also the inconvenient fact
that sexuality in women tends to involve our whole selves, not
just our anatomy. How does one synthesize the intoxicating
state of mind-body excitement so key to female arousal, or the
feeling of safety and trust that is often essential for it? The
answer is beyond the scope of pharmacology. The only medication approved so far for the treatment of low desire in women,
ﬂibanserin (brand name Addyi) in 2015, is controversial. Doctors
and researchers have criticized it as ineﬀective – women who
took it had just one more ‘sexually satisfying event’ per month
than those on a placebo – and even dangerous, with a risk of
side eﬀects such as low blood pressure and fainting. Vancouver
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sex therapist David McKenzie worries the drug will result in
yet higher expectations on women. ‘[It] puts more pressure
now on women, probably from male partners, to step up to
the plate,’ he told the Globe and Mail. Alongside drugs, a cottage
industry of technology to artiﬁcially turbo-charge female sexuality has sprung up in recent years, including wired Kegel exerciser gadgets women can insert in their vaginas to gather data
about the tightness of their vaginal walls (Still too loose – better
do another hundred squeezes!), and the ‘G-shot,’ an injection
that purports to boost G-spot sensation.
Something is off about this picture. Being dysfunctional is
so common that it’s the new normal. If women are as likely to
have some kind of complaint as they are of being ‘functional,’
do we need to rewrite our deﬁnition of ‘functional’? What if
female sexuality is not the problem – what if our idea of
‘normal’ is the problem?
‘I demand that I climax.’ In 2015, rapper Nicki Minaj made headlines when she told Cosmopolitan that women should demand
pleasure. ‘I have a friend who’s never had an orgasm in her life.
In her life! That hurts my heart. It’s cuckoo to me.’ She says she
and her friends ‘always have orgasm interventions where we,
like, show her how to do stuff. We’ll straddle each other, saying,
“You gotta get on him like that and do it like this.”’
She and comedian Amy Schumer must be comparing notes.
‘Make sure he knows that you’re entitled to an orgasm,’ said
Schumer in an interview with Glamour one month later, just
one of several times she’s brought female pleasure to the fore.
‘I like to say it. I’ll be like, “Hey, there are two people here,”’
Schumer continued. ‘I’ll be like, “Oh my God, have you met
my clit?” Don’t be self-conscious.’ These appearances of the
clitoris in mainstream media helped get 2015 declared the ‘year
of the female orgasm’ by news site Mic.

16 | C L O S E R

There’s a reason two of the biggest female entertainers in
America are speaking up about female pleasure, and it’s not
to shock. It’s because they know ordinary women are speaking
more and more like this already.
And they aren’t just talking amongst themselves.
Surrounded by images of sex, yet starved of concrete information, driven by a desire for alternatives to pills or superﬁcial
sex tips, women are seeking out facts, experimenting with a
wider range of activities and, in the process, transforming their
relationship to their sexuality. Medicalizing sexual issues can
often make women feel worse – being labelled ‘abnormal’ isn’t
exactly a recipe for feeling sexy. This interest is propelling sales
of a crop of female-focused sex guides, such as Emily Nagoski’s
Come As You Are, Ian Kerner’s She Comes First and Allison
Moon’s queer- and trans-friendly Girl Sex 101. Diverse women
– therapists, mothers, neuroscientists and orgasmic cult
members – are all asking, in their own ways, whether the
complexity of female sexuality is a quality worth celebrating
rather than a dysfunction to be cured.
As a journalist, I wanted to look at the myriad cultural
undercurrents that are challenging old beliefs about women’s
sexuality, even as stereotypes persist and reappear in other
ways. I was curious about why female sexuality seems more
on the radar now than ever – yet it often seems no closer to
being well understood. I can’t remember when I ﬁrst encountered the idea that female sexuality was a big mystery – that
men have simple, straightforward equipment, but women have
tricky puzzles, ﬂeshy Rubik’s cubes. I seem to have always
been aware of it. But I found it underscored by a popular New
York Times Magazine psychology story in 2009, ‘What Do
Women Want?’ that I wore out with rereading, its unsettling
question – famously posed by Freud to one of his female
patients – embedding itself in my head like a burr in a sweater.
What do we want? I explored this question with women from
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varied backgrounds, and it became clear that they wanted to
know the answer, too. They gave me clues: read this sex book,
talk to this therapist, go to this meetup, take this tantra course.
So I did. I gradually uncovered networks of sex-loving women
answering that question for themselves in highly individual
ways. This little book is the result.
Closer delves into the cutting-edge science of sex that’s
being done in fmri (functional magnetic resonance imaging)
machines and in labs, where we’ll meet researchers striving to
understand the matrix of female sexuality as a whole – the
complex nerves, hormones, neurotransmitters, neural circuitry,
emotions, cultural pressures and expectations that all
contribute to arousal, satiety and well-being – among them a
Canadian psychologist who is pioneering mindfulness meditation as a sexual treatment. We’ll also explore the adventurous
ways some women are redeﬁning their sexuality, whether by
attending live demonstrations of orgasm at Burning Man or
seeking unconventional therapists who use sensual touch to
heal trauma. Inspired by the sex-positive women’s movements
of the 1970s and buoyed by the current popularity of yoga
and holistic health, these subcultural rustlings are slowly
surfacing from underground to mainstream.
This is the art and craft of women’s sexuality, as opposed
to the science. It is weird, wonderful and at times bizarre. This
book oﬀers a brief tour through this juicy, exciting frontier.
I was motivated to write this book by a paradox. Sex is one of
the greatest things about being alive. As science journalist Zoe
Cormier writes, human sexuality is unique on the planet: biologists believe we likely experience more pleasure from the
dance of mating than any other organism. For most animals,
copulation is nasty, brutish and short. Humans make love for
fun, self-expression and emotional closeness – and we can do
it for hours. The human woman possesses a clitoris and the
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ability to have multiple orgasms. You’d think that for ladies,
life ought to be a party. But it hasn’t worked out that way.
Sex remains a polarizing topic in the Western world, and
it’s especially conﬂicted when it comes to women. Women are
still shamed for expressing their sexuality, whether it’s former
cnn host Piers Morgan using his Twitter platform to denounce
reality star Kim Kardashian for sharing her latest Instagram
nude, or authorities’ habit of blaming sexual assault on victims.
(When a Toronto police oﬃcer told a roomful of students at
York University that to protect themselves from rapists,
‘women should avoid dressing like sluts,’ he inadvertently
sparked the worldwide SlutWalk movement in 2011, with
women taking to the streets in ﬁshnets and lingerie.) At the
same time, women are pressured to be sexually attractive and
orgasmic. But the omnipresence of homogeneously hypersexualized images in our daily lives has become far more
oppressive than liberating.
In the vacuum left by an inadequate sex education that
focuses more on preventing pregnancy and stds than on pleasure, a new generation is coming of age learning about sex
from a skewed source: porn, in which women go from zero to
hardcore penetration in all oriﬁces without a hint of foreplay.
The app Tinder is transforming dating into a hyper-accelerated
game, where men compete to hook up with as many women
as possible. In a 2015 Vanity Fair story by Nancy Jo Sales,
young women who have used the app said it seems to remove
incentives for guys to try please them in bed, since they can
always move on to a new match.
‘What’s a real orgasm like?’ lamented one young woman.
‘I wouldn’t know.’
‘It’s a contest to see who cares less, and guys win a lot at
caring less,’ said another.
Women climax twice as often in committed relationships
as they do in one-night stands, according to a study presented
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in 2013 by Justin R. Garcia, assistant professor of gender studies
at the Kinsey Institute at Indiana University and Binghamton
University. This isn’t a plea for monogamous values – many
women like no-strings sex as much as men. Rather, it is recognition of the fact that women are simply more likely to come
if their partners care about their pleasure and participants feel
comfortable communicating about what they want, which
seems less common in hookups. Some men questioned in the
study actually said they worried less about their partners’
pleasure if the sex was casual.
‘We have to conclude … that the Western sexual revolution
sucks,’ declared Naomi Wolf in her provocative 2012 manifesto
Vagina: A New Biography. ‘It has not worked well enough for
women.’
It’s not clear that our amped-up sexual culture serves men
very well, either. You won’t hear this from the commercials,
but about half of men who are prescribed Viagra stop the
treatment, most within three months, according to a 2012
study led by psychologist Ana Carvalheira. Some men are
making open declarations about kicking their porn habit
because it is ruining real sex; Ran Gavrieli’s 2013 ted talk,
‘Why I Stopped Watching Porn,’ in which he opens up about
the way hardcore porn warped his fantasies, has nearly 12
million views.1
There may well be a kinder, gentler side to men’s sexuality
that is being erased in this culture. A male friend of mine has
trouble climaxing unless he feels deeply comfortable with a
woman, which could take months of dating – but you can bet
he doesn’t talk about it much in a society that rewards men
for racking up one-night stands. Most intriguing of all are the
young men ﬂocking to join OneTaste, an organization that
promotes ‘orgasmic meditation,’ or om – a sex practice that
focuses on women’s pleasure. Men stay clothed and stroke
women’s genitals with a ﬁnger for ﬁfteen minutes, and the
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encounter ends there. The practice is thought to increase
connection and sensation for both partners, and it’s erupting
in popularity as a kind of ‘slow sex’ – the answer to slow food.
This book isn’t arguing against pornography. It’s certainly
not saying men’s sexuality is inherently bad or harmful, or
that women are from Venus and thus have diﬀerent needs
than men, who are from Mars. Gender and sexual diﬀerence
is not a female/male binary at all, but a wide, protean spectrum, and the word woman can refer equally to cisgender,
intersex, genderqueer and transgender women, all representing
varied shades of experience. The struggle of cis women – who
identify with the gender assigned to them at birth, in contrast
to transgender – to blow open and redeﬁne sexuality on their
own terms is strongest when they amplify the voices of women
who are most marginalized, especially trans women. Meanwhile, teens represent an emerging freedom from gender norms
the rest of the world hasn’t begun to imagine; according to a
2016 study by market research ﬁrm J. Walter Thompson Intelligence, 78 percent of U.S. teens aged thirteen to twenty said
gender doesn’t deﬁne a person as much as it used to. If this
book tends to fall back on referring to women and men as
two options in a binary set, that is only to enable me to look
at ways women’s needs and desires speciﬁcally diﬀer from
men’s – diﬀerences that have been erased and viliﬁed for thousands of years – and not, hopefully, to re-entrench them.
I titled this book Closer after a hard-to-describe moment that
may be intimately familiar to human beings with a clitoris.
It’s the knotty point during sex when you realize an orgasm is
just over the horizon, just within your reach. It’s as if you’ve
climbed to the top of a rollercoaster, but you’re stuck in midair without plummeting over the edge, like a naked, sweaty
Wile E. Coyote. It is a tense, often infuriating moment. You
may be anxious about taking too long, about wasting your
21

partner’s time. ‘I’m getting closer,’ you say hopefully. The more
worry builds about reaching that goal, however, the more
likely it is that the orgasm will deﬂate and vanish. According
to the 2015 Cosmopolitan survey, 50 percent of women know
this well – they almost get there, but can’t.
That may sound like a strange rationale for naming a book,
and it is. But ‘closer’ also refers to the way we are ﬁnally, tentatively approaching deep realizations about the female body,
and about the ability of sexuality to develop closeness – to
yourself, your partners, your fellow humans.
I’m not writing this book as a sex guide, or to help women
have bigger, longer or multiple orgasms. There are many ﬁne
and helpful books on those subjects, and it’s been a distinct
pleasure to read them in the course of my research. They are
listed in my Works Cited and Suggested Reading at the back
of this book, and I encourage readers to help themselves to
the riches therein. Instead, this book is meant simply as a
taste, a provocation, food for further thought. Women are
reshaping their sexuality today in wild, irrepressible ways,
whether through conscious pornography, group masturbation
or redeﬁning the word orgasm itself, and, in a world that pressures girls to ﬁt in, this unselfconscious weirdness is a gift.
One could ask whether all this groping for ecstasy is any
more than hedonistic pleasure-seeking. Is any of it relevant to
the big picture of women’s lives, considering wage and other
inequalities – doesn’t the burden of demanding work and
childcare kill much of the time we have left for sex anyway? I
hope to show that the search for sexual equality is integral to
the greater discussion taking place about women’s rights. It
intersects with well-being, self-determination and consent.
However, it’s important to note that this short book doesn’t
in any way pretend to be a comprehensive look at female sexuality all over the globe in 2016; because of research constraints,
it’s limited to women in what we might think of as the secular
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West, particularly North America. That doesn’t mean women
aren’t ﬁnding intriguing ways to push sexual boundaries
around the world, where women’s rights are threatened or
nonexistent2 – just that it wouldn’t be my place to pronounce
on them here.
At the Good For Her workshop in Toronto, more than one
woman confessed they were seized with fear when they tried
to orgasm. But how could anyone be afraid of pleasure? Isn’t
it the opposite – not coming – that’s supposed to be intolerable?
It’s been said that for women, sex is never an isolated act.
Sexuality tends to aﬀect and be aﬀected by the rest of life.
‘Pleasure is all of you,’ writes Emily Nagoski, a process that
results from the interaction of stress, memory, body image,
nervous system, trust and even the smells in the room. That’s
what makes medicating it nearly impossible. If pleasure scares
us, it’s a sign we may want to heed rather than plow past. It
may be a feature rather than a bug. Being exquisitely vulnerable while another person is witnessing your rolled-back
zombie eyes and animal grunts can feel risky. If sex is worth
it, writes author Mikaya Heart, it’s because ‘letting go of what
other people think is the single most important thing you can
do to improve the quality of your life in general and your sex
life in particular.’
The women at the workshop spent ﬁve diﬃcult hours
learning their anatomy, hearing that what was between their
legs wasn’t disgusting. They learned how to ask for what they
wanted in bed, laughed and confronted deep-seated fears.
The most powerful thing they learned as they listened to each
other was that other women were just like them. They were
normal after all.
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2
A History of Forgetting
How centuries of ignorance of the female anatomy is still wreaking
havoc on women’s health today – and how one woman
fought back.

The discovery that she is castrated is a turning-point in a
girl’s growth.
– Sigmund Freud, ‘Femininity,’ New Introductory
Lectures on Psycho-Analysis (1933)

anessa lay back on her family doctor’s examination table
and, quickly and eﬃciently, began to masturbate with one
hand. Her other hand was busy holding her cellphone, aiming
its camera down between her legs. She checked the picture,
making sure she was in frame. Her doctor was just outside
the room, waiting for Vanessa to ﬁnish.
Vanessa wasn’t getting herself off under the bracing lights
of an exam room for kicks. She was doing it to prove to her
doctor that a controversial part of her anatomy existed. She
was going to provide video evidence of a woman ejaculating.
That may sound unnecessary to anyone who’s seen much
porn, where expelling anywhere from a few drops to a full
cup of liquid – or ‘squirting’ – during or just after an orgasm is
currently one of the most in-demand fetish acts a woman can
perform on camera. But despite all the squirting videos ﬂooding the market, Vanessa’s doctor had never heard of it. ‘Female
ejaculation’ wasn’t in her medical textbooks. Vanessa would
have to produce proof. Her pelvic health, and her sanity,
depended on it.
A Toronto writer and ﬁlmmaker in her early thirties,
Vanessa had been suﬀering from mysterious pelvic symptoms
for three years. She had begun to feel pain after sex. Yeast
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infections recurred over and over. She was plagued by other
aﬄictions she couldn’t explain: depression, anxiety, skin problems, weight gain. And there was a strange ache ﬂaring up in
what she called ‘the spot’ – it seemed near both her vagina
and bladder.
Alongside the vaginal wall runs the urethra, the tube that
carries urine from the bladder down and out of the body.
Found below the clitoris and above the vagina, a tiny urethral
opening expels urine – and in some women, roughly around
when they have an orgasm, the same opening involuntarily
drips, spurts or streams a diﬀerent kind of ﬂuid. It has long
been a source of anguish to women terriﬁed that they simply
were wetting the bed during sex. But it tends to be odourless
and either clear or milky white, and tests have shown it has a
unique composition; a 2015 study led by gynecologist Samuel
Salama at a hospital in Le Chesnay, France, found the ﬂuid
typically contains prostatic-speciﬁc antigen, an enzyme also
produced by the male prostate gland. This is ‘true’ female ejaculate. The liquid women squirt is sometimes only ejaculate,
but most often it’s mixed with urine. Either way, some women
who squirt regularly say it’s satisfying in a way a regular ‘dry’
orgasm isn’t. Theories abound on whether the reﬂex helps
cleanse the urethra of bacteria after sex, but it has mostly
been the preserve of curious bladder specialists and murky to
almost everyone else, even though some assert that nearly all
women have the ability to squirt.
Normally, Vanessa ejaculated every time she had sex. But
now, as that ache grew, it was getting harder to come, and
harder to ejaculate. She’d feel uncomfortably full of ﬂuid.
When she did come, there was more pain. It felt, she says,
like ‘pleasure gone wrong.’ If she did squirt, the ﬂuid smelled
diﬀerent. Sometimes she would cry after sex from the cramping, unsure of what was happening inside her body, why one
of the things she loved now hurt. She saw doctor after doctor,
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but when she told them her symptoms, they didn’t know
what female ejaculation was.
‘They kept telling me, “Nothing’s wrong with you.”’
In 2009, two French gynecologists named Pierre Foldès and
Odile Buisson used a sonogram to create a 3-D map of the
female pleasure centres. Hoping to shed light on the stillcontroversial ‘G spot,’ they scanned ﬁve volunteers with a vaginal probe, having the participants squeeze their muscles and
creating sonographic images of the clitoris in motion. The
images produced by their study show the full, expansive clitoral
structure: its external nub, called the glans, giving way to its
long legs or wings, called crura, and the bulbs, which straddle
the vaginal canal like a wishbone.
Sorry – what? Legs and bulbs? Yes, we’re still talking about
the clitoris. The clit isn’t just the small, sensitive pea at the top
of the vulva, the rubbery nub it’s normally billed as. Like an
iceberg, the full clitoral structure lies mostly below the skin’s
surface, inside the body. In comparison to the head (glans)
that’s visible and touchable outside the body, the Real Clitoris
is expansive, containing about as much erectile tissue as a
penis. Illustrations of it resemble a swan, with arched neck,
spread wings and bulbous lower body. When I saw an illustration of the clitoris’s true shape for the ﬁrst time I felt like a
blind man ﬁnally seeing a whole elephant when all he’d ever
known was the tip of its trunk.
What these bulbs and legs told the world was: Hey, the clit
is a literally bigger deal than we thought! For women who have
reached climax by massaging just their outer labia, their pubic
mound or even areas inside their vagina that aren’t the G spot,
the concept that there’s a lot more responsive tissue down
there than previously advertised makes a lot of sense.
In one way, this ‘discovery’ was one giant leap for
womankind. In another, however, the fact that this seemingly
27

basic bit of anatomy was still being elucidated so recently was
an unsettling reminder of how little eﬀort society has made to
understand women’s body parts when the parts in question
aren’t crucial for making babies. As biologists and feminists
alike have pointed out, the clitoris, packed with over eight
thousand nerve endings, is likely the only human organ whose
sole purpose is pleasure – unlike the penis, which is responsible
for procreation and urination as well. None of this jives with
Western, Christian views of proper womanhood, and that’s
reﬂected in the science. Leonardo da Vinci was lovingly sketching cross-sections of male genital anatomy back in 1493, but
we haven’t focused nearly as much on female anatomy. To put
it another way, the mapping of the entire human genome was
completed in 2003, years before we got around to doing a
detailed ultrasound on the ordinary human clit.
But don’t listen to me. Here’s Dr. Foldès, who has
performed surgery to restore sensation to over three thousand
victims of female genital mutilation, quoted by New York’s
Museum of Sex: ‘The medical literature tells us the truth about
our contempt for women. For three centuries, there are thousands of references to penile surgery, nothing on the clitoris,
except for some cancers or dermatology – and nothing to
restore its sensitivity. The very existence of an organ of pleasure
is denied, medically.’ A 2005 report by urologist Helen O’Connell in the American Urological Association’s Journal of Urology
said the anatomy of the clitoris has ‘been dominated by social
factors … Some recent anatomy textbooks omit a description
of the clitoris. By comparison, pages are devoted to penile
anatomy … The clitoris is a structure about which few
diagrams and minimal description are provided, potentially
impacting its preservation during surgery.’
Ignorance isn’t the whole story, however. Over millennia,
we have produced a wealth of knowledge about women’s sexuality; the problem is that we’re very good at ignoring it. Although
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the full clitoral structure – whose dense connections to the
urethra and uterus have led some experts to see it as part of an
even larger whole, the clitourethrovaginal (cuv) complex – was
mapped via ultrasound in 2009, it was described in detail over
a decade before, in a 1998 paper by O’Connell and her three coauthors in The Journal of Urology. In fact, detailed illustrations
of internal clitoral structures appeared much earlier, in German
anatomist Georg Ludwig Kobelt’s classic cadaver-dissection
work, The Male and Female Organs of Sexual Arousal in Man
and Some Other Mammals … back in 1844.
Yes, 1844 was more up-to-date on the Real Clitoris than,
say, 1995. Sadly, even after so many separate ‘discoveries,’ the
Real Clitoris isn’t known to many, although a rising number
of new studies mentioning it and the cuv since 2009 are
sparking more (if always bewildered) reports in the media.
The essence of this centuries-long disagreement about
female sexuality can be expressed in a question: is the vulva a
thing or is it an absence? Is what lies between women’s legs an
organ, with emphasis on what protrudes: the clitoris, the
labia, the eight thousand nerve endings, flesh? Or is it a void,
a vessel, an opening, an oriﬁce, a place that exists to be ﬁlled
by something else? Through history, the latter view has been
accompanied by violence and the erasure of women’s sexual
desire in favour of men’s. The former has typically gone hand
in hand with a view of women as sexually independent agents
who experience desire, pleasure and power.
History has regularly produced remarkable insights into
women’s sexuality: awareness of the clitoris’s role in pleasure,
the female orgasm, even female ejaculation. But, whether
accidentally or wilfully, we’ve then omitted or erased this
information from the canon. We’ve hidden the richness and
power of it for so long that even women have come to regard
their own bodies as enemy territory – weird, marine, mucosal
and alien. There have been repeated cycles of forgetting and

29

rediscovering, as Naomi Wolf observes in Vagina, where she
presents a sweeping chronology of the decline of the vulva
and vagina: from millennia of being worshipped as sacred by
prehistoric civilizations, to being downgraded by the classical
Greeks, to being hated as profane in monotheistic societies
centred on a father god.
In other words, women’s sexuality began by being celebrated, then was feared as too potent, before being downplayed and denied in the scientiﬁc era. The eﬀorts that so
many women (and men) are making today to understand
female sexuality are not just discovery – they’re attempts at
recovery and resuscitation.
A brief look at this rise and fall (and rise, and fall) inspired
by Wolf will help shed light on how we got to where we are
now – a time when dramatic medical advances are helping us
live decades longer, and yet a medical concern like Vanessa’s
can go misdiagnosed for over a year because it involved a part
of her that, to her doctors, didn’t exist.
Early humankind revered the vulva. This was both mystical
and eminently reasonable, considering human life was mysterious and the vagina was its source. (Just so we’re all clear,
vulva refers to the external female genitalia, and includes the
inner and outer labia, the head of the clitoris and the introitus,
or entrance, to the vagina. The vagina refers only to the internal
canal that leads to the uterus.)
Early humans carved vulval clefts into rocks. Ancient
goddesses such as Astarte and Aphrodite weren’t simply prayed
to for fertility, but, as Wolf points out, explicitly worshipped
for their eroticism. The Sumerians, who lived ﬁve thousand
years ago in what is now Iraq, worshipped the vulva of the
goddess Inanna as ‘a boat of heaven,’ according to one hymn.
The fertility of the earth was linked to sexuality: agricultural
furrows were considered vulval, and lettuce was compared to
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the goddess’s pubic hair. A Sumerian song depicts Inanna as
being straight-up delighted with her vag:
When she leaned against the apple tree, her vulva was
wondrous to behold.
Rejoicing at her wondrous vulva, the young woman Inanna
applauded herself.

Female desire was thought in ancient Greece to be stronger
than men’s. The female orgasm and ejaculation were described
by the ancient Roman physician Galen, who recommended
single women masturbate for their health. Hippocrates referred
to the clitoris as ‘columella,’ or ‘small pillar.’ The word clitoris
itself comes from kleitoris, the Greek word for clitoris, which
is thought to stem from kleis, the word for key, or possibly
from kleitorizein, which means to touch or tickle. Even
Judaism, with its view of menstrual blood as unclean, acknowledges the female orgasm in the Talmud, the text that is the
basis of Jewish law. It teaches that husbands should delay
ejaculation ‘in order that the wife may emit her seed ﬁrst’; it
was thought this would ensure the conception of a male child.
Misogynist in aim, yet ironically lady-pleasing in eﬀect. (A
sage named Rabbi Kattina boasts at the end of the relevant
passage, ‘I could make all my children males!’ Oy gevalt.)
A civilization with an even more liberal view of female
sexuality was medieval, cosmopolitan Arab society. Avicenna,
the great medieval Persian philosopher and medical authority,
wrote about the clitoris and named it al bathara, meaning
‘penis.’ Late tenth- or early eleventh-century Baghdad – the
epicentre of the Islamic Golden Age – saw the publication of a
tome called The Encyclopedia of Pleasure by one Ali ibn Nasr
al-Katib. With forty-three chapters detailing many permutations of sex – homosexual, bisexual, heterosexual – and featuring buckets of lusty women, it would have been inconceivable
over in dour Dark Age Western Europe at the time, and would
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be risqué even today. One tale of the extremes of unrestrained
female desire went thus:
Hubba al Madaniyyah, for instance, said that one day she went
out of the bath accompanied by a boy who had a puppy. It so
happened that the puppy, seeing her vulva and vaginal lips,
went between her legs and began to lick her organ. She
lowered her body to give the animal a better chance of performing its job. However, when she had reached an orgasm, she
fell down heavily upon it and could not raise herself until the
helpless animal had died from heavy pressure.3

Even that is tame, however, when compared to the intense
worship of the female sex that formed part of early tantric
practice in South Asia. While ‘tantric sex’ means something
completely diﬀerent in its current, trendy incarnation in the
West, its early rituals, chronicled 1,300 years ago, involved the
oﬀering of male sexual emissions (semen) to all-powerful,
sometimes frightening goddesses or yoginis, and the consumption of female sexual excretions (known as yonitattva or
dravyam) – even menstrual blood – by male adepts. The yonitattva or ‘vulval essence’ was supplied by female adepts who
embodied the goddesses in rituals.
The practice helped deﬁne tantra, according to research
by David Gordon White, professor of comparative religion at
the University of California, Santa Barbara. In later tantric
traditions, devotees performed ritual sex with the goal of
reaching higher, expanded states of consciousness through
orgasm – which is roughly the form in which the (rather scandalized) British colonists ﬁrst heard about it, and how it eventually reached California and the tanned New Age set. But in
early, ‘hardcore’ tantra, vaginal wetness was the royal road to
God, and oral sex was a great way to produce it. This latemedieval Tamil poem, the Kamapanacastiram,4 is a step-bystep cunnilingus how-to:
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Like a worshipper who circumambulates the shrine
pass your tongue over her yoni
round around from left to right,
moving in ever narrowing circles
till you reach the very centre. […]
Taking the protruding, throbbing jewel of her yoni
gently, gently between your teeth and tongue,
suck it like a suckling feeding at the breast;
it will rise and glisten, stand up from its sheath.
It will swell like a large ruby.

At a certain point, however, the party was over for the
vulva. For diﬀerent reasons in many diﬀerent world cultures,
the tides of power turned against women in general, and
women’s sexuality in particular.
For example, things went south for women pretty quickly
in the early Christian Church. Many of Jesus’s ﬁrst followers
despised the body, especially the female reproductive system,
comparing the womb and vulva to a ‘sewer’ (cloaca in Latin).
They hated it so much that authors such as Tertullian wrote
entirely serious treatises in the second-century ce on whether
the Son of God could really have emerged from Mary’s physical
body, along with the ‘impure’ afterbirth, and been subjected
to the indignity of being breastfed by a human woman. They
ended up admitting he had when they couldn’t come up with
an alternative. Although not all early Christians felt this way,
disgust with women and sex proved tenacious.
By the thirteenth century, Thomas Aquinas, a saint and
key philosopher of Christianity, summed things up neatly:
‘Woman is defective and misbegotten.’
The Scientiﬁc Revolution in Europe and the revelatory
discoveries of human anatomy challenged continued ignorance
of the female body. Some, like Italian anatomist and surgeon
Realdo Colombo, were plainly awed by its inner workings.
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Colombo claimed he discovered the clitoris in 1559, describing
it as ‘pre-eminently the seat of a woman’s delight’ and theorizing that it was central to women’s ability to conceive. ‘[If] it
is permissible to give names to things discovered by me, it
should be called the love or sweetness of Venus.’ He even
observed female ejaculation: ‘if you rub it vigorously with a
penis, or touch it even with a little ﬁnger, semen swifter than
air ﬂies this way and that on account of the pleasure, even
with them [women] unwilling.’ Sadly, the ‘discovery’ of the
clitoris didn’t require a consenting subject. Anatomist Gabriele
Falloppio (after whom the Fallopian tubes were named) also
claimed to have discovered the clit a few years before.
But some of science’s brightest minds were outraged at
the idea of a female organ of pleasure. Flemish-born anatomist
Andreas Vesalius, the genius renowned as the father of the
entire ﬁeld of anatomy, wrote to Falloppio: ‘You can hardly
ascribe this new and useless part, as if it were an organ, to
healthy women,’ and declared it must be a pathological structure found on hermaphrodites. It was thought by his contemporaries that larger clitorises might lead women to use them
for penetrative sex with other women. This explanation, that
the clitoris was a pseudo-phallic birth defect, alternated in
sixteenth-century culture with the notion that its growth was
caused by deviant women touching and rubbing their genitals.
Suddenly, the folk practice of discouraging girls from touching
themselves had scientiﬁc justiﬁcation – it could make you grow
a tiny phallus! As Naomi Wolf writes, the clitoris has been
getting discovered, lost and rediscovered ever since.
It has also been getting amputated ever since. Clitorises
naturally vary widely in size (from ﬁve to thirty-ﬁve millimetres
in length and up to ten millimetres in width, according to
one 2005 study), but early modern Europe saw large ones as
a sure sign of hermaphroditism or lesbianism – and as a risk
to the marriageability of young women. Doctors performed
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clitoridectomies – female genital mutilation, in other words –
on girls and women whose organs were deemed too large. In
a legal case from the 1560s (recounted in The Body in Parts:
Fantasies of Corporeality in Early Modern Europe), a French
judge annulled a marriage at a husband’s request after his
wife refused to have her one- to two-inch clitoris removed.
The practice continued well into the Victorian era, when it
was performed to discourage masturbation in girls. While we
may look on, horriﬁed, at female genital mutilation as practiced today in African and Arab societies, we’d do well to
remember that until fairly recently, it was part of the repertoire
of Western medicine.
The mid-seventeenth century saw the rise of medical
language, including a word doctors could use when referring
to the external female genitalia: pudendum, still a part of
medical terminology for the vulva today. Like most medical
terms, it is borrowed from Latin: pudenda (membra), ‘(parts)
to be ashamed of,’ from pudere, ‘to be ashamed.’ By the Victorian 1800s, sexual impulses in women were actively discouraged. When it came to sex, the job of a respectable wife was
passive acquiescence; anything beyond that could be labelled
nymphomania.
Here, colonial racism provided sexism with a convenient
prop: the sexualized bodies of African slaves – depicted in
European pseudo-scientiﬁc tracts as having larger buttocks,
longer labia and more ravenous sexual appetites – were used
as a counterpoint to the ideal of retiring, pure, asexual white
womanhood. This did much to deﬁne the white female ideal
by caricaturing what it was not. In 1810, a South African
woman named Saartjie Baartman was brought to London,
England, where she was exhibited, like a zoo animal, as the
‘Hottentot Venus,’ advertised as a strange attraction for her
‘exotic’ body: her large buttocks and what was rumoured to
be her elongated inner labia. It’s a perfect example of how
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