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Issues of the Flesh 

By Lynn Darling 

Sex sparks ecstasy, madness, poetry 
and more silliness than the human 
animal should have to bear, but these 
were not the main topics o.f concern 
at the 13th National Sex Institute 
sponsored by the American Associa
tion of Sex Educators, Counselors and 
Therapists. 

They were in town, in fact, for five 
days to discuss weighty issues, to 
address the theme of "Challenges to 
Sexology in the '80s: Forward and 
Backward"; to avoid double entendre 
whenever possible, and to take their 
topic very seriously. 

All of this they accomplished, while 
taking comfort in the fact that theirs 
was a subject not likely to lose its re
levance even in this flighty age of 
trends and cults and ideologies with 
lives as long as a mayfly's. As one 
conference participant put it, "The 
thing about sex is, it does have sur 
vival value as far as the species is con· 
cerned.." _, 

"My hands were so wet, my body 
was trembling, I just had to lie there 
and let my body recover." This i• 
Nancy Friday talking about the ordeal 
of writing "My Secret Garden," her 
book about women's sexual fantasies. 
Those difficulties, however, were. 
nothing compared to what it was like 

· in he tes k men' 
ual fantasies. 

"I never felt like a bad woman writ
ing about women's fantasies," she said 
in a speech to the assembled partici
pants. "But doing men's fantasies, I 
felt [ike it was dirty. It was bizarre! I 
couldn't understand it!" said Friday, 
who was much given to talking in ital
ics and exclamation points. 

All in all, it was a nostalgic sort of 
speech, the kind of call to the sexual 
barricades delivered in the same tone 
that used to be heard from the steps of 
freshly seized university buildings. Fri• 
day exhorted the women to stop making 
their love so conditional, thereby con
fusing their poor male partners. 

Like any group of professionals, the 
members of AASECT have developed 
their own patois with which to con
verse and to seal their solidarity. 
There is lots of talk about SAR's (sex
ual attitude restructuring), MO girls 
(multiple orgasm) and M an,d J (Mas
ters and Johnson). Relationships are 
to be "open, loving, joyous and car
ing" or any combination thereof. 
There are no third-rate romances in 
sex-therapy talk. Low-rent rendezvous 
are out, out, out. Not to mention gig
gles, blushes or any suggestion this is 
not very serious business. Which of 
course it is. 

Sample sex hi~tory (short form) on 
display: "How do you feel about being 
a woman (man)? How do you feel 
about the opposite sex? How do you 
feel about your body? How do you 
feel that your partner feels about 
your body?" 

Walking down the hall with statu
esque grace is Ariadne Kane, who is 
dressed in a black velvet suit with a 
straight skirt, high heels, gold ear
rings, impeccable hair and makeup 
and who is, at second glance, a man. 
Not a transvestite; the word is consid
ered pejorative. Ariadne Kane is a 
cross-dresser, a sex educator who spe
cializes in "issues of gender." Married 
eight years, living outside of Boston, 
Kane's main interest is his annual 
Fantasia Fair, "a unique opportunity 
to explore the practical aspects of 
cross-dressing and its attendant alter
native-gender life styles." At the con
!erenc~, however, his main interes~ is 

sue than confront it, I ane said. ' 
his point I fccl·.more and more li 
'm neither a man nor a woman. I'm 
reature from outer space. Som 
imcs, it can get very spaced out:!] 

Some of the most interesting con
versation took place outside of the 
formal · o . s the subject of 
"Homo exualltf of Copin g with 
Stress., butned brightly within ~he 
walls of the P1·e~idenTial .Ballroom of 
the Capitol ilton, ou side in the 
hall two conferees were locked in 
great debate. 

"This woman," said a young woman 
from behind her horn-rimmed glasses, 
"told me that she has fewer orgasms 
and is getting more out of sex. Now 
how do you explain that? I just can't 
buy it." 

"Oh, I can see -where it might be 
possible," said her companion. "This 
society has gotten so orgasm-obsessed, 
it's outrageous.'' 

"Of course, you would say that, you'
re probably still into Masters and 
Johnson," the first woman said indig
nantiy. "Oh, God, I get so worked up 
about this." 

In between panels, Patricia Shille 
looking comfortable and dowager-lik1 
in. sensible shoes and a cardiga1 
sweater, was noting the changes, a 
befits the founder of a 13-year-old 01 

ganization, and counting the three 
piece suits. "Lots more of them thi: 
year," she said. "It used to be that ev 
eryone wore blue jeans and ope1 
shifts and sat on the floor." 

The issues were changing with th1 
clothes styles, it seemed. There wa 
the growing threat that sex educator1 
were facing from fundamentalist reli 
gious groups and right-wing polit! 
cians, and there was a different focu 
in the kind of problems that parent 
were bringing to sex therapists 
"There are fewer people coming i1 
and saying 'I don't have orgasms,' ' 
Shiller said. "There is more emphasi 
on working with the aged and th1 
physically disabled." 

The trend has also turned awai 
.from sexual acrobatics as the majo1 
:ingredient of a happy sex life, Shille 
said. "People used to think that bein1 
a sexual athlete or bed-hopping o. 
whatever would make sex better. Bu 
basically, human beings want int, 
macy and trust within a relationshir 
not just different positions." 
· Still, what with all the variations 01 

the basic theme that have flowerec 
over the last decade or two, Shille: 
said that she was the one with "thi 
alternate life style. I've been marrie< 
38 years to the same man and lived i1 

the same house for 30 years," she saic 
"I'm really a minority.'' 

The big news at this year's confet 
ence was the possibility that ther1 

m1g ac ua y e sue a p enomen 1 
as female ejaculation. "If it's true, i 
would have revolutionary implica 
tions, said William R. Stayton. 

Stayton is a mild, unassuming se: 
ounselor who is also a Baptist docto 

of theology. He wears an air of sue 
total 1J.nflappability that he gives th 
impression you couldn't disconcex 
him even if you walked into his offic 
and announced your determination t 
have a joyous, open, caring relatioi 
ship with an oil derrick. 

Stayton says there have definite! 
been shifts in the kinds of problem 
he's been seeing these days. "There· 
a lot o.f cases of inhibited sexual dE 
sire," he says. "A lot more of that, ur 
believable.'' The principal victims ar 
parently are men who, having becom 
understandably confused over whc 
role they are supposed to assume in 
relationship these days, have hung 
permanent out-to-lunch sign on thei 
libidos. 

"The other thing I'm finding is b' 
sexual married couples, I must hav 
had a dozen cases in the last year. 
help integrate two int . 1 
used to be if a man had a ciµi · 

desire he would end he m 
Now h ' , h v·1 b l"t;' ·c 
real Bl'C!I d' wn 
types. We've gone through 
evolution. Fifteen years ago, w 
talked about sexual perversion. Te 
years ago, it was variation, and no 
we refer to erotic minorities." 
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No, no, no, said the sex educators a 
the dutch-treat cocktail party ·that 
preceded the four-hour mm· festival. 
One does not get the least bit excited 
watching Lhese movies. The festiv11I · 
would include all manner of more-or
less, usually more, explicit films deal
ing with everything from "a brief but 
delightful one person sexual inter
lude. No voice overlay; just music and 
sounds of excitation" (aka female mas-. 
turbation), to the trials of puberty. 
H's all very ,clinical, really. After all, 
as l\1ary Beth Yakoubian observed 
with just the right degree of cool 
detachment, "After you've seen a mil
lion masturbation movies, you're sim
ply trying to find out if a better one's 
been made." 

This point of view simply did not 
ring true with Jeffrey E. Cosnow, an
thropologist. "You have all these 
highly educated types sitting around 
watching these movies and taking 
notes, and this woman comes on the 
screE:n with these phenomenally 
sized .. .'' Cosnow was momentarily 
at a loss for words. "Anyway, I don't 
understand why I was the only one 
there saying 'Wow!'" 

sion about the difference between sex 
and sexuality and getting in touch 
with one's feelings, but Cosnow was 
unconvinced. "You people talk about 
feelings a lot and getting in touch 
with them but there's a very stric 
definition of what that means. I think 
there's a lot of denial going on here," 
he concluded rather ominously. 

The movies began, movies on les
bianism, on romance a~d ·sex and mar
riage, and no one giggled and no one· 
sighed. They were all good citizens in 
the country of desire, but in the dark 
there was no way to know if anyone 
managed a fleeting smile in homage 
to the iron of it all. I. 
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