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Foreplay

Sex. Almost everyone does it, but almost no one wants to talk about. It is quite the paradox when
you consider how vital sex is to human life. Not only is it the act that propels our species forward,
but it is also a way to bond with a romantic partner, a way to relieve the stress of daily life, not to
mention an enjoyable way to pass the time. Of course, sex is not fun and games all of the time. For
some people, sex can be a constant source of anxiety and insecurity, an awkward and embarrassing
topic of discussion, not to mention a potential pathway to disease and death. Sex thus has both a
light side and a dark side, and each deserves to be acknowledged.

The goal of this book is to give you a better understanding of the ins and outs of sex from a
psychological perspective. There are many excellent books out there already that tackle this topic
from a largely biological standpoint, and you could certainly learn a lot from reading those texts.
However, most of those books give short shrift to the roles that psychology and the social and
cultural context play in shaping human sexual behavior. I have used many of these books in previ-
ous courses [ have taught and have found that students who were majoring in psychology or who
took the course because it was advertised as Psychology of Human Sexuality were largely unsatis-
fied. In fact, the first few times I taught this class, my end-of-semester evaluations looked pretty
similar: students commented on how much they loved and enjoyed the course, but wanted to
know, “Where’s the psychology?” Because I was unable to find a book that truly met the needs and
desires of my students, I decided to write this one.

Of course, this book will not focus on psychology to the total exclusion of other factors, because
that would ultimately do a disservice to readers by providing an utterly imbalanced perspective.
I have therefore sought to put psychology front and center throughout, but also to give due con-
sideration to biological, evolutionary, and sociocultural influences on sexuality where relevant.
As some of you may recognize, this book mirrors the biopsychosocial perspective adopted in most
health psychology textbooks.

When it comes to teaching a sexuality course, my philosphy is to be sex-positive. 1 have heard
people define sex-positive in many different ways, but my personal definition involves: (1) adopting
comprehensive and inclusive definitions of gender and sexual orientation, (2) rejecting narrow
definitions about what constitutes sex (e.g., the view that only vaginal intercourse “counts”),
(3) giving due consideration to the potential positive and negative consequences of being sexually
active, (4) providing students with the information and tools they need to optimize their sexual



Foreplay xiii

health and to make healthy decisions, (5) promoting healthy and respectful sexual and romantic
relationships, (6) recognizing that monogamy and marriage are not universal relationship goals
and ideals, (7) understanding that not everyone is a sexual being and that a lack of sexual desire is
not inherently dysfunctional, and (8) respecting people who have different views about sex. I kept
this philosophy in mind when writing this book with the goal of making it as inclusive and respect-
ful as possible for a diverse audience.

After reading this book, my hope is that you will have a better understanding of and apprecia-
tion for the amazing complexity of human sexuality, as well as the incredible variation that exists
in sexual perspectives and behaviors. The ultimate goal is to enhance your psychological training
and for you to be able to think and communicate about sex at a much deeper level in your everyday
life, in both casual conversations and interactions with sexual and/or romantic partners.

Now let’s talk about sex.
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The ancient Greeks and Romans believed in gods and goddesses devoted to love
and sex, such as Aphrodite.

Flamingos are just one of many animal species in which same-sex sexual behavior
has been observed.

Sigmund Freud.

Pairing dirty talk or other stimuli with sexual activity may lead those stimuli to
become sexually arousing in and of themselves.

There is no reliable evidence that therapies designed to change patients’

sexual orientation actually work.

Both adolescents and adults imitate the activities they see depicted in sexually
explicit material.

Sensation seekers tend to engage in activities that bring more thrills and
excitement.

Evolutionary theory posits that heterosexual men are attracted to women whose
bodies are shaped like an hourglass and who have long, silky hair because these
are signs of good health and fertility.

The biopsychosocial model as applied to sexual health.

Alfred Kinsey.

A mercury-in-rubber penile strain gauge.

An early generation vaginal photoplethysmograph.

fMRI.

Although there may be a correlation between the stork population and the rate
of human births, it would be erroneous to conclude that storks are responsible
for delivering babies. Correlations do not imply cause-and-effect.

Laud Humphries studied men who have sex with men in public restrooms.

Was it ethically appropriate for Humphries to deceive the men about his true
identity and intentions?

At the beginning of any study on sex and sexuality, participants must be informed
of their rights, the nature of the research, and the potential risks involved.

In recent history, the penis has largely been seen as vulgar and makes infrequent
appearances even in artistic depictions of the male body.
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persons.

The male reproductive system.

Penis size is one of men’s biggest body concerns. Some men pursue dangerous
and untested treatments with the hope of enhancing the size of their genitals.
The appearance of the vulva can vary widely.

Some of the structures of the vulva, including the labia, clitoral hood,
and introitus.

The female reproductive system.

Anatomy of the female breast.

Female dolls often have extreme and unrealistic bodily proportions, some
of which would be nearly impossible to obtain in real life.

Research has found that breast self-exams are not as effective as doctors

once believed. Thus, they are not a substitute for consulting with a physician.

The structures of the limbic system.

Physical touch is perhaps the strongest sexual sense.

Men have long been thought to be more visually stimulated than women,
but recent research suggests that this may not be the case.

Other people’s scents can turn us oft or on; however, we may not always
consciously recognize when this is happening.

Being on the pill can potentially impact the amount of money a woman
can make from exotic dancing.

Why do female humans and animals vocalize more during sexual activity
than their male counterparts?

Testosterone replacement is sometimes used as a treatment for low libido
in both men and women.

Oxytocin (often referred to as the “cuddle drug”) facilitates sexual and
romantic bonding, but it may also play a role in generating sexual arousal.
Opysters are just one of many foods that have been thought to be

an aphrodisiac.

Chaz Bono is a female-to-male transsexual.

Prenatal hormone exposure is theorized to alter brain structures that
contribute to both our gender identity and sexual orientation.

World running champion Caster Semenya

Can you guess the sex of this child?

Teachers’ expectations for their students’ performance can influence
academic achievement and later career interest in gender-stereotypic ways.
The physical environments that surround us as children cue us in as to
what our interests and activities “should” be.

The most popular and iconic female characters in television and film, such
as Snow White, tend to perpetuate stereotypical notions of how women
are “supposed” to be.

There are a lot of misconceptions about transvestites and transsexuals.
This stems at least in part from inconsistent and misleading media portrayals.
Drag queens are men who dress up as women for show.

Are men inherently more aggressive than women, or does society just
promote and accept male aggression more than female aggression?
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Kinsey’s famous sexual orientation rating scale places sexuality on a continuum,
which allows for varying degrees of heterosexuality and homosexuality

(Kinsey et al., 1948).

The ratio of the second to fourth digit on the hand has been shown to predict
sexual orientation in numerous studies.

The Exotic Becomes Erotic theory incorporates biological and environmental
influences on sexual orientation (Bem, 1996).

Childhood gender nonconformity is one of the strongest predictors of adult
homosexuality.

Research has found that women demonstrate signs of sexual arousal in response
to a wider range of pornography than men.

Can our eyes reveal our sexual orientation? Research indicates that our pupils
dilate in response to imagery that we find sexually arousing.

Overt displays of homophobia are common in many parts of the world.
Several prominent politicians, including former United States Senator

Larry Craig, have been embroiled in gay sex scandals despite voting in favor

of legislation restricting gay rights.

Despite a continued high prevalence of sexual prejudice, gay, lesbian,

and bisexual persons have more ability today to live openly and freely

than ever before.

Sexual orientation does not affect one’s ability to develop and maintain

a long-term, loving relationship

Psychologists have found that we form impressions of other people’s
attractiveness and personality in a matter of seconds.

Inducing positive affect is one of the keys to generating attraction.

Internet dating companies often attempt to match people based solely on
measures of similarity.

In the Dutton and Aron (1976) study, men who walked across a high and shaky
suspension bridge misattributed their arousal to the attractive research assistant
instead of the nature of the situation.

Viewing pornography or other popular media featuring highly attractive people
can produce a contrast effect in which the attractiveness of the average person
is distorted.

Heterosexual men tend to rate women with long hair and a low waist-to-hip ratio

as optimally attractive.

Schmitt and colleagues’ (2003) research demonstrated a consistent sex difference
in the number of sexual partners desired across many different cultures.

When men and women imagine offers of casual sex from celebrities like

Zac Efron and Mila Kunis, there is no sex difference in likelihood of accepting
the offer.

The traditional sex difference in selectivity disappears when women approached
men instead of the reverse.

Single people are typically viewed and treated quite negatively in modern

society.

Friends with benefits frequently try to maintain an intimate and sexual
relationship without developing romantic feelings. '

Passionate love is characterized by high levels of sexual desire and activity.
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Companionate love reflects a deep emotional connection that tends to be enduring.
Robert Sternberg (1988) theorizes that the “triangle” of love is composed

of passion, intimacy, and commitment,

Making comparisons to couples that appear to be worse off (e.g., couples

who fight all of the time) can make you feel better about your own relationship.
The degree to which same-sex relationships are socially accepted varies
substantially across cultures.

An infinity symbol encased within a heart is often used to symbolize
polyamory, or the idea that it is possible to love multiple persons simultaneously.
In collectivistic cultures such as India, the practice of arranged marriage

is common: the needs of the family and community are given greater weight
than the needs of the individual.

Communicating about sex appears to enhance sexual satisfaction.

For couples in good relationships, having sex can relieve feelings of stress.
Couples that violate societal or cultural expectations are subject to

stigmatization, which may end up hurting the health of the couple

members and their relationship.

Infidelity is one of the biggest causes of relationship turmoil, breakup,

and divorce.

Sexual fantasies are very common in both men and women and serve a number
of different purposes.

The content of men'’s and women’s sexual fantasies differs, and often in a way
that is consistent with gender role stereotypes.

Sizes, and shapes, and colors, oh my!

John Harvey Kellogg.

For some individuals, kissing is one of the most pleasurable sexual activities
there is.

Touch can be a sensual experience even if it is not focused on the genitals
Despite the widespread stereotype of “lesbian bed death,” many female same-sex
couples lead very active and satisfying sex lives.

Contrary to popular belief, kissing on the mouth is the most frequently reported
sexual behavior among men who have sex with men.

Frequent sex increases the growth rate of neurons in rats. Are creatures that
have more frequent sex smarter?

When our self-control resources are low, we may become more susceptible

to cheating on a romantic partner.

Sex education courses often contain insufficient and, in some cases, inaccurate
information about sex and sexuality.

Talking to kids about sex can be an awkward and embarrassing experience

for some parents, but it is important to not let that stop the conversation.
Fertility awareness methods utilize a variety of techniques to advise women of
their fertile periods, during which time they will either abstain from sex or use
barriers.

Female condoms are less well-known and utilized than male condoms; however,
both are desirable in that they provide at least some protection from STIs.
Combined hormonal methods of contraception come in a variety of forms and
dosages to meet women’s needs, such as the contraceptive patch.
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