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My current research project is rather ordinary. This is, of course, a risky admission, given 

that as a PhD candidate I feel compelled and am, in fact, required to present my research in 

the best possible light. The intellectual marketability of my research, and thus my academic 

success, rests on my ability to sell and promote my research as something that is creative, 

compelling, innovative and, if I am particularly lucky, something extra-ordinary. Yet, the 

truth is my research is actually rather ordinary. The goal of my research is, in fact, to 

rediscover the ordinary, to explore the unquestioned normalcy of the ordinary. The irony is 

that within the intellectual world, in order to successfully rediscover and explore the 

ordinary, it is necessary to make the ordinary a little less ordinary.  

 

The aim of my current research project is to explore the ways in which heterosexuality is 

conceptualised within the representations and imagery of contemporary and popular sex 

advice literature. The primary aim of my research is to investigate the role of popular sex 

advice discourse in promoting and reproducing a particular conceptualisation of human 

sexuality: one that is both normative and regulatory in function. Most specifically, I wish to 

explore the extent to which popular sex advice discourse may be implicated in the re-

production and maintenance of gendered power relations through the promotion of 

‘regulatory ideals’, which are intimately tied to traditional and popular beliefs and 

assumptions surrounding what is considered to be ‘normal’ and ‘appropriate’ heterosexual 

sexual practice.  
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Conventional wisdom has typically conceptualised heterosexuality in terms of attraction to 

difference, and it is gender that is the marker of that difference (Hollway 1996; Jeffreys 

1996; Richardson 1996). Indeed, as a number of feminist theorists have stressed, 

heterosexuality, as it has been traditionally constructed and represented, depends for its 

meaning on gender divisions (Hollway 1996; Jackson 1996; Jeffreys 1996; Richardson 1996). 

Gender difference is constituted through very powerful normative conceptualisations of 

what it means to be masculine or feminine1 (Holland, Ramazanoglu, Sharpe, & Thompson 

1996; Weeks, Holland & Waites 2003). A number of theorists have spoken at length about 

the eroticisation of sexual difference and the conceptualisation of heterosexuality in terms 

of masculine/dominance and feminine/submissiveness (Segal 1983; Jeffreys 1996; 

Richardson 1996; Smart 1996; Duncombe & Matsden 1996; Weeks, Holland & Waits 2003). 

Sheila Jeffreys states: 

 

Gender dynamically empowers heterosexuality, provides its most powerful 

pleasures through the sexuality of eroticised dominance and submission ... 

Masculinity and femininity, the genders of dominance and submission, are 

eroticised to create the sexuality of male supremacy which I call 

heterosexual desire. (1996, pp.  74 & 75) 

 

Gender is hierarchically organised. Masculinity and male sexuality are presented as the 

unspoken but assumed norm (Hamblin 1983; Richardson 1996; Jeffreys 1996; Segal 1999 

Dunne 2003; Jackson 2003; Weeks, Holland & Waites 2003; Tiefer 2004), a norm which is 

founded on male sexual needs, rights and performance (Pateman 1988; Miriam 2007). 

Referred to by Wendy Hollway (2001, p. 273) as ‘the male sexual drive discourse’, the 

privileging of male sexuality within heterosexuality has resulted in what Stevi Jackson (1984) 

refers to as ‘compulsory coitus’ or ‘the coital imperative’, whereby coitus is considered as 

the primary, central and obligatory sexual activity of heterosexual couples. Angela Hamblin 

(1983) has termed this cluster of presuppositions ‘the heterosexual ritual’, and argues that 
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gendered heterosexuality is framed within a very specific conceptualisation of correct or 

appropriate heterosexual practice, namely coitus. Hamblin states: 

 

The heterosexual ritual ... operates on a continuum which begins with male 

definitions of what constitutes ‘normal’ sex ... Within the terms of the 

heterosexual ritual only penetration followed by penile thrusting and 

ejaculation is defined as ‘real’ or ‘normal’ sex ... This definition of what 

constitutes ‘real’ or ‘normal’ sex creates the expectations from which 

actual sexual behaviour follows. (1983, p. 108) 

 

According to Catharine Mackinnon (1989, p. 129), heterosexual meaning is made specifically 

and primarily in the ‘interest of male sexuality’. In agreement with this, Kathy Miriam 

(2007), drawing on the work of both Mackinnon (1989) and Carole Pateman (1988), has 

outlined a pivotal consequence of the privileging of masculine sexuality within heterosexual 

sexual practice. Miriam argues that: ‘heterosexuality – considered as a hegemony – is a 

process through which masculinist sexuality constitutes itself as men’s right to have sexual 

access to women’ (2007, p. 215). 

 

My current research project aims to interrogate the ways in which popular sex advice 

discourse, despite the gains of feminism, may still be implicated in the production and 

(re)production of gendered power relations, through the representation and promotion of a 

‘heterosexual ideal’. This ideal relies on and supports tacit and pre-existing assumptions and 

beliefs that promote the privileging of male sexuality and protects and perpetuates male 

sexual right. In focusing on these key areas of interest, a primary focal point of my research 

is to examine the way in which these culturally dominant sex and gender norms are 

regarded as ‘common sense’ or taken-for-granted ‘knowledge’. They are, in fact, rarely 

questioned within Western culture, having acquired a sense of self-evident reality (Tunariu 

& Reavey 2003). The overriding argument of my research is that despite decades of  
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theoretical challenge (particularly through feminist theorising and activism) and quite 

significant social change, these traditionally dominant beliefs and representations 

surrounding heterosexual sexuality remain deeply entrenched within contemporary 

Western thought. They remain within the representations and imagery throughout popular 

culture and the media and, importantly, within the popular imagination. They ‘appear’ 

ordinary.  

 

This paper will consider the efficacy of drawing upon post-modern theory within the context 

of my research. Despite the current trend toward post-modern theorising within feminist 

analyses surrounding the normative and regulatory ‘nature’ of heterosexuality, I aim to 

argue that there is a need retain the critical edge of earlier feminist analyses surrounding 

gender hierarchy and the privileging of male sexuality within heterosexual sexual practices 

(see Hollway 1996; Jackson 1996; Jeffreys 1996; Richardson 1996; Segal 1999). In doing so, I 

will argue that there is a need within the current theoretical climate to re-theorise a radical 

feminist framework. I am well aware that this particular position has become increasingly 

‘unfashionable’ within academic discourse in recent years. The influence of post-modern 

theory in regards to analyses surrounding sexuality and gender has changed the face of 

feminist theorising. To a significant degree, there appears to be an assumption within 

academic circles that an analysis of ‘sexuality’ or ‘gender’ that does not draw extensively, if 

not exclusively from post-modern theories is intellectually inferior, vulgar, or worse still— 

redundant. However, I believe the post-modern concern with undermining the dualistic and 

categorical nature of gender, while theoretically legitimate, has effectively obscured the 

primary and pivotal component of gender analysis, feminist theory and activism—that is, 

the subordination of women by men, and thus effectively pulls the rug out from under any 

critical analysis of the gendered nature of popular representations and imagery and the 

material reality of the continuing pervasiveness of ‘male sex right’ within Western culture. 

As Kathy Miriam (2007, p. 211) succinctly states, and with which I agree:  
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Normative heterosexuality is crucial for the maintenance of female 

subordination ... we cannot fully understand heterosexist bigotry, or the 

heterosexual norm, without (re) theorising the connection between 

heteronormativity and male supremacy.  

 

During the second wave of feminism there was what is now described as a somewhat 

utopian vision of revolutionary change for women. It was a time when many women 

actually believed that feminism had the capacity to define and inhabit social and political 

change.  One of the greatest strengths of the second wave of feminism was the recognition 

and proclamation that ‘the personal is political’ (Kitzinger 1996; Gerhard 1996; Scutt 1996). 

Personified within Betty Friedan’s landmark The Feminine Mystique (1965) and Kate 

Millett’s Sexual Politics (1971), the political analysis of private life stressed the importance 

of women’s personal experiences, ‘aspects that had previously been seen as purely 

“personal” ... were shaped by, and influential upon, their broader social context’ (Scutt 

1996, p. 102).  Through consciousness-raising sessions, demonstrations, publications and 

research, feminists stressed the importance of women’s personal lives in connecting theory 

to politics and research to action (Barry 1996; Gillis & Munford 2004; Kitzinger & Wilkinson 

1993; Richardson 1996a). During this period, feminists sought radical social change, and 

while feminist theorists and activists often disagreed on the way and means through which 

change could or should be achieved, they did agree that  

 

women’s oppression was systemic and that the sexism women were 

experiencing in their personal lives had a political significance beyond their 

own doors’. (Maglin & Perrry 1996, p. xiv)2 

 

At the heart of the second wave of feminism was the politicisation of sexuality and women’s 

sexual freedom. Within their ground-breaking analyses both Friedan (1965) and Millett 

(1971) insisted that ideas and assumptions surrounding female sexuality were ‘central to  
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formulating the parameters of women’s social identity’ (Gerhard 1996, p. 37). In linking the  

social woman to the sexual woman, these authors helped launch ‘a widespread movement 

organized around gender inequality’ (Gerhard 1996, p. 39).  

 

The 1970s and 80s saw feminist theorists extending upon these initial analyses. For 

example, Anne Koedt’s (1970) ‘The myth of the vaginal orgasm’ questioned the primacy and 

privileging of sexual intercourse within heterosexual relationships and offered women the 

possibility of discovering a sexuality ‘outside’ of prevailing norms. Furthermore, and 

significantly, Adrienne Rich’s (1984) groundbreaking ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and 

Lesbian Existence’ questioned the innateness of women’s heterosexuality and stressed that, 

‘heterosexuality is presumed as a “sexual preference” of “most women”’ (1983, p.633), and 

importantly that:     

 

The assumption that ‘most women are innately heterosexual’ stands as a 

theoretical and political stumbling block for many women...to acknowledge 

that for women heterosexuality may not be a ‘preference’ at all but 

something that has had to be imposed, managed, organized, 

propagandized, and maintained by force, is an immense step to take if you 

consider yourself freely and ‘innately’ heterosexual. (1983, p. 648)  

 

 During this period, feminists insisted that there was a direct link between women’s sexual 

freedom and women’s personal and social experience of discrimination, sexual violence and 

marginalisation. What had previously been considered as private—women’s sexual lives— 

was quintessentially political. Feminists questioned the everyday sexual experiences of 

women—they questioned what was for many women, the ordinary. Importantly, during this 

time, ‘gender’ and ‘sexuality’ were pivotal categories of analysis and critique, through which 

there was a possibility of ‘change, self-determination, even liberation’ (Barry 1996, p. 188).   

 

The feminism of the second wave successfully challenged and, in many respects,  
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overturned a deeply entrenched as well as a socially and culturally sanctioned web of 

gendered power relations and male privilege. However, many women found that their 

history, culture and experiences were ignored within the prevailing critiques of gender and 

sexuality. Specifically, there was a deep concern with feminist theoretical approaches which 

centred on and assumed a universalised ‘white women’s experience’, particularly ‘white 

middle-class heterosexual women’ (Farley Tucker 1985; Hooks 1981, 1989, 1990; Lorde 

1984; Omolade 1985). Throughout this period tensions increased and multiplied: 

 

Conflicts between radical and socialist feminists, between middle-class and 

working-class feminists, between black feminists and white feminists, and 

between heterosexual and lesbian feminists, were played out in local 

organisations, at conferences and through the editorial boards. (Howie & 

Tauchert 2004, p.41) 

 

Debate between feminists on the meaning of sexual freedom for women raged on a number 

of fronts. In addition to the acrimonious battle between radical lesbian feminists (Jeffreys 

1993; Kitzinger & Wilkinson 1993) and heterosexual feminists (Hollway 1993; Segal 1984), 

the mid-1970s saw the emergence of feminist critiques surrounding sexual violence and 

marginalisation, and the rise of ‘cultural feminism’, denoted by the anti-pornography 

movement. Many cultural feminists offered a vision of an authentic female sexuality, far 

removed and decidedly unlike male sexuality; the focus shifted from pleasure for pleasure’s 

sake, to connection, intimacy and communication. However, this vision was not shared by 

all. In the early 1980s, sex radicals and anti-censorship feminists mobilised to reclaim the 

radical possibilities of sexual expression, agency and pleasure. This division came to be 

known as ‘the sex wars’.3  These conflicts divided the feminist movement and ultimately 

caused a rift from which it never fully recovered. Since that time, ‘one cannot talk of a 

coherent “feminism” but, at best, of different “feminisms”’ (Winter 2000, p. 106).  

 

The aforementioned is quite obviously a somewhat truncated historical account of second- 
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wave feminist theory and practice. However, it is within this ‘splintering’ of feminism, and in  

my attempt to situate my research within these tensions, that I have encountered 

difficulties in, if not resistance to, developing an analysis of heterosexuality that is grounded 

within a radical feminist framework. This splintering of feminism into multiple and 

conflicting positions ultimately resulted in a turn from the practical and political side of 

feminism, as a great deal of feminist energy has been concerned primarily with critiquing 

feminist theory itself. As a consequence, in terms of theorising about sexuality and 

heterosexuality in particular, there currently appears to be within feminist theory, as 

Martha Nussbaum (1999, p. 43) succinctly states, a ‘dangerous quietism’. This interrogation 

of feminist theory, and the endless critiques surrounding the efficacy of the differing 

feminist standpoints, has resulted in what Bronwyn Winter (2000, p. 106) has described as a 

kind of ‘non-position’, a reluctance to define feminism, whereby the necessity to consider 

each and every possible perspective has created an environment of ‘depressingly knee-jerk 

essays rejecting out-of-hand the speculations of a given literary or theoretical work simply 

because it neglects to discuss x’ (Gubar 1998, p. 890). Yet, as Susan Bordo states:  

 

Certainly, feminist scholarship will benefit from more local, historically 

specific study and from theoretical projects that analyse the relations of 

diverse axes of identity. Too often, however ... this focus has translated to 

the coercive, mechanical requirement that all enlightened feminist projects 

attend to ‘the intersection of race, class, and gender’ ... In any case, just 

how many axes can one include and still preserve analytical focus or 

argument. (1993, p. 222) 

 

This privileging of ‘difference’ within feminist theorising is most strongly articulated within 

the, now well established, turn to post-modern theory. Post-modern theory has changed  

 

 

the face of feminist theorising and has evolved largely in response to claims that earlier  
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feminist analyses were guilty of essentialism and universalism. The belief was that:  

 

Feminist theory had to be able to recognise not only one location, but also 

multiple locations, acknowledge the universalising tendencies within 

feminist thought, and account for the fact that it subsumed individuals 

under general concepts’. (Brook 1999, p. 44)  

 

These are justifiable claims, and ones that feminist theorists should continue to consider 

within their theorising. Furthermore, the value of post-modern theory in terms of its focus 

on destabilising the significance of socio-structural determinism in favour of a more 

nuanced approach and its focus on an increased capacity for agency does indeed provide 

insights that are compatible with feminist theory. However, the focus of post-modern 

theory on disruption, change, and increasing agency, while theoretically legitimate and 

insightful, often results in a tendency to emphasise difference, diversity and change and to 

underestimate the significant sources of continuity. Most notably, within the context of this 

research project, the continuing intransigence of gendered power relations both within 

contemporary, mainstream popular thought and within everyday heterosexual 

relationships. The impact of this focus on diversity and change through the use of post-

modern theory within feminist theorising cannot be underestimated. Within the current 

academic climate, you are hard pressed to find a feminist analysis, particularly on sexuality 

and/or gender that does not include a post-modern thought or consideration. In many 

circles, any attempt to ignore this popular trend is tantamount to academic suicide 

(Curthoys 1997). Jean Curthoys suggests that in relying on ‘the assurance of the superiority 

of the later “feminism of difference”’ ... earlier feminist analyses ‘appear to function as a 

kind of theoretical “Other” ... the purpose of which is to reveal the superiority of another set 

of ideas’ (1997, p. 4).  As Ailbhe Smyth (1996, p. 175) succinctly states: ‘the fact, 

increasingly, is that some do post-modern theory (or versions thereof) and others do  

 

something less, not quite comme il faut’. Given the existing claims surrounding the  
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universalism and essentialism of theories that centre on white middle class heterosexual 

women’s experience, within this climate it has become increasingly difficult and 

theoretically questionable for white middle class heterosexual feminists to critique 

heterosexuality and or gender from a radical feminist perspective. The difficulties associated 

with this are exacerbated within a research project of this type, in which the focus is popular 

sex advice literature aimed primarily at heterosexual couples. 

 

While it is essential that feminist theorists are committed to the recognition of the material 

and cultural differences between and among women, a number of feminist theorists have 

questioned the wisdom of ‘intellectual progression’, through the recognition of diversity and 

multiplicity, at the expense of women’s possible collectivity, and political, cultural and social 

change. As Kathleen Barry (1996, p. 191) has stated: ‘when difference is our first recognition 

of each other it becomes the primary basis of separating women from each other’. In 

fetishisising difference, post-modern approaches exclude the possibility of mutual 

recognition among women, the strength that comes from ‘community with diversity’, and 

essentially the source of the transformative possibility of feminism itself.  

 

In terms of my own research project, the aim is to look at the types of information that men 

and women receive in popular and contemporary sex advice texts, regarding sexuality, 

sexual relationships and practices. A focal point is the type of advice given, within these 

texts, surrounding how a couple can ‘improve’ their sexual relationship, or address any 

perceived sexual ‘difficulties’ that they may be experiencing. The aim of this research 

project is to (re)claim the critical edge of second-wave feminism’s radical feminist approach. 

It aims to make visible and to explore the extent to which contemporary sex advice texts 

may continue to represent and/or reflect the taken-for-granted nature of traditional beliefs 

and assumptions surrounding heterosexuality and the gendered power relations that are 

intrinsic to these assumptions and beliefs. In doing so, this project aims to show that in  
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order to continue challenging gendered power relations within the context of contemporary 

heterosexual relationships, it is pivotal to retain a radical feminist critique, both in terms of 

the theoretical necessity of addressing gender and power within heterosexual relationships 

and, just as importantly, to (re)claim a collective community for heterosexual women; a 

social and political platform from which heterosexual woman may continue to question and 

re-negotiate within their sexual relationships. The overwhelming need to continue doing so 

is best illustrated with a couple of concrete examples of popular sex advice texts.  

 

In an article in The Bulletin (2007), trained sex therapist Bettina Arndt discusses the now 

rather iconic concern regarding the sexual gulf between men and women in terms of 

everyday sexual desire—the age old ‘not tonight dear I have a head-ache’. What concerns 

me is that the advice now being hailed as new and radical is, in fact, rather ordinary. That is, 

it promotes, in no small way, the privileging of masculine sexuality and may well, in fact, 

support the notion of male sex right within heterosexual relationships. To make her point 

Arndt draws on The Sex Starved Marriage (2003), a recent publication by Michele Weiner-

Davis. In this best seller, the author stresses that complacency in regards to a couple’s 

sexual relationship might well cost them their marriage, and suggests that the solution to 

what Arndt (2007, p. 1) describes as ‘a universal epidemic of women not wanting to have 

sex’ is to ‘just do it’, whether you want to or not. The belief is that once you get under way 

you will end up enjoying it. Weiner-Davis (2003) suggests that there really is no point in 

concerning yourself with why you do not want to have sex, that there will always be reasons 

why women are not interested, and knowing why is not going to increase your desire in any 

case. However, having sex when you do not want to, apparently will increase it. In complete 

agreement, Arndt (2007, p. 2) states that ‘the assumption that women need to want sex to 

enjoy it has been a really damaging idea that has wreaked havoc in relationships for the past 

40 years’, and that the solution largely requires a ‘radical’ rethink on the part of women. It is 

disturbing that this radical rethink that Arndt suggests, which essentially involves a complete  
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negation of the right for women to say ‘no’, a right that featured strongly within the sexual  

politics of the second wave, appears to sidestep the celebration of the capacity to say  

‘yes’ to enjoyable and fulfilling sexual practices which followed, and finally and ironically, 

promotes a ‘mandate’ to saying ‘yes’, even if a woman wants to say no. This, I believe, is 

essentially what we had to begin with in the mid-20th century.  

 

In a similar vein is the recently published Babyproofing Your Marriage: How To Laugh More, 

Argue Less, and Communicate Better As Your Family Grows (2007), by Cathy O’Neill, Julia 

Stone and Stacie Cockrell. This publication offers advice on how couples can negotiate their 

sexual relationship following the birth of a child, once again commenting on the gulf 

between men and women’s sexual needs. These authors offer suggestions on how women 

can ‘satisfy their husband’s sexual needs even when they don’t want to’. Like Arndt, their 

advice is, ‘just do it’. They helpfully offer what they term, the ‘Five Minute Fix’ (2007, p. 

142), which is essentially a humorous euphemism for oral sex. While described in a 

somewhat perfunctory way, these authors manage to hail the performance of this task as an 

absolute marriage saviour; you do not even have to speak and, importantly, your body does 

not have to be ‘invaded’ (2007, p. 137).   

 

These publications are mainstream, popular texts. Further, as mentioned, Weiner-Davis’ 

contribution was a bestseller, and the popularity of Babyproofing Your Marriage has 

spawned a website (Babyproofing Your Marriage 2008), full of advice and suggestions on 

how to negotiate ‘married’ life following the birth of a child. What is notable about each of 

these examples is: the utter weight of importance that is placed on the consistency and 

regularity of sexuality within the heterosexual relationship; the responsibility of women to 

fulfil this expectation; and the non-negotiable necessity of their male partner’s continued 

access to their bodies, despite any personal reservations or concerns. As mentioned  

previously, this research project aims to interrogate the ways in which contemporary sex 

advice discourse may still be implicated in the production and (re)production of gendered  
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power relations, through the representation and promotion of a ‘heterosexual ideal’.  

Notably, this ideal supports the privileging of male sexuality and protects and perpetuates 

male sexual right within heterosexual relationships. In terms of considering the efficacy of 

incorporating post-modern theorising within a research project of this type, there are a 

number of pivotal concerns that require attention and these aspects shall now be 

considered.  

 

As discussed earlier, a great many women and men still identify strongly with very 

traditional notions surrounding gendered identity, sexuality, heterosexuality and sexual 

practices. The contemporary academic concern with undermining the dualistic and 

categorical nature of gender, together with the promotion of textual play with multiple and 

indeterminate gender identities, not only obscures the primary and pivotal component of 

gender analysis, feminist theory and activism, namely the subordination of women by men, 

it ignores the material reality that within contemporary Western culture ‘real men’ and ‘real 

women’ live and negotiate their sexual relationships within prevailing gendered power 

relations.  

 

Furthermore, the turn to theory that many feminist theorists insisted was necessary if 

feminism was to progress intellectually, might well have progressed well beyond the 

experience of many women within the mainstream. Within the context of my current 

research, a focal point is the interrelationship between ‘expert’ advice and the taken-for-

granted acceptance of folklore beliefs and assumptions surrounding sexuality within the 

popular consciousness. The aim is to expose and explore this interconnection, and to make 

visible the gendered nature of these beliefs and assumptions in the hope that in some 

capacity these insights might well provide an alternative framework through which women 

can rethink their own personal experiences in relation to these discourses. If the goal of 

feminist research is to reach ‘real’ women and effect ‘real’ change, how effective is it to 

produce theory that is too ‘impractical, remote, radical, or theoretical for everyday use?’  
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(Dent 1995, p. 70). As Suzanna Danuta Walters (1995, p. 150-151) states, and it is worth 

quoting at length: 

 

Cultural criticism, more than any other method of critical thought, must 

struggle to make itself known. For if the image so often mystifies and 

degrades us, our criticism of that same image should not – must not – 

participate in further mystification. If the point of cultural analysis is to 

demystify, to make available alternative and oppositional readings of 

cultural objects that often appear transparent to us in their simplicity and 

innocuousness, then it hardly serves our purpose to regale ourselves with 

endless speculations on the floating signifier and musings on the 

impossibility of reading. If we want to reveal the ideological agendas that 

are often inscribed in a cultural text, then to use language and analysis that 

are deeply inaccessible and severely laden with jargon only further 

removes that cultural text from the comprehension and control of those 

consumers for whom the agendas are intended.  

 

A great many heterosexual women are attempting to negotiate mutually satisfying and 

egalitarian sexual relationships with their male partners, and many are turning to popular 

sex advice discourse in order to assist them in their endeavours. As such, it is critically 

important that feminist theory continues to critique and challenge the prevailing sex and 

gender norms which retain such a pivotal and intransigent place within contemporary and 

popular mainstream representations. Most importantly, it is crucial to do so in way that 

women can understand. In turning to theory the post-modern feminist has turned away 

from a generation of women who no longer have a coherent, accessible and, not to 

mention, socially legitimate public language with which to directly and explicitly question  

what is, for many heterosexual women, the ‘ordinary’. That is, as Ellen Willis (1996, p. 47) 

stresses: 
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The stubborn cultural assumption that men have the right to define the 

sexual norms women must conform to; men’s resistance to acknowledging 

or accommodating women’s demands for changes in those norms; the 

corollary assumption that men’s view of what goes on between men and 

women is reality, while contrary views expressed by women are 

oversensitive, dishonest, vindictive, or crazy; men’s frequent predatory and 

manipulative behaviour in pursuing sex and disregard of women’s signals 

that their attention is unwanted; men’s reluctance to accept women’s 

presence in the public world as workers, citizens, even mere pedestrians, 

rather than as objects of their sexual assessment or desire.  

 

From a theoretical standpoint, post-modern feminist thought has certainly liberated an 

abundance of exciting and compelling philosophical and cultural considerations, but just as 

we should be wary of finding oppression behind every door we open, we should be equally 

cautious in equating dazzling theories and mystifying intellectualism with practical sexual 

freedom.  

 

As feminist theorists, should we not be committed to effecting change in women’s lives? 

Are we then not obligated to address real life issues, for real life women? If, as feminist 

theorists, we wish to continue questioning, challenging and disrupting the continuing 

dominance of male sexual privilege and male sex right within Western culture, it is vital that 

we address compulsory heterosexuality as it is manifested within, and impacts upon, not 

only sexual minorities, but in the everyday material reality and practices of heterosexual 

women. In doing so, it is crucial to retain the notion of gendered power relations as a pivotal 

consideration within our analyses. Most importantly, it is crucial that women are given the 

opportunity to locate their concerns surrounding their experiences of sexuality within a field 

that recognises and exposes gendered power relations.  
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Notes 
 
                                                             

1. For the purpose of this research project, I refer here to the clearly demarcated sex and 
gender categories of ‘conventional wisdom’. I do so with full acknowledgment of 
‘alternate’ or ‘oppositional’ sex and gender categories and/or identities (lesbian, gay, 
queer, bisexual, transvestite, transsexual, transgender).  

2.  Key class and race critiques will be discussed shortly. 
3.  Conflict between these factions broke out at the “The Scholar and the Feminist” 

conference on female sexuality held at Barnard College in 1982 and led to the publication 
of Pleasure and Danger: exploring female sexuality (Vance 1984).  


