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Hi everyone, my name is Victoria Inch and I’m a PhD researcher with the Gender and Critical Psychology Group at the University of Auckland, New Zealand. My presentation today draws on my ongoing doctoral research that looks at teenagers understandings of (hetero)sexuality. In this study, I explore the conceptualisations of sexuality held by young people in Aotearoa/New Zealand, paying particular respect to the discourses of gender and sexuality that are evident in these understandings and in the various sites that inform them.

The study as a whole consists of interviews with teenagers themselves as well as with professionals working in the areas of sexuality education and health. It also involves a critique of some of the sexuality educational resources that are currently being used in Aotearoa/New Zealand, with a particular focus on the ways in which gender roles and norms are prescribed through these texts. Today I’ll be drawing on data from the twenty focus group interviews (see Frith, 2000; Wilkinson, 1998) that I’ve conducted over the past two years with male and female secondary school students. These interviews were semi-structured, in that I had a list of interview topics and associated questions to direct the discussion, but I also encouraged the participants to discuss those issues relating to sex and sexuality that were of the most interest to them. Because of this, the discussions turned out to be quite informal and a lot of fun; as you can imagine, 16 and 17 year olds are quite receptive to talking about themselves and their opinions, especially when you’re inviting their views about the often taboo subject of sex! In all, a total of 68 young men and women took part in a group interview; both mixed-sex and single-sex groups were held, with most people opting to participate in the latter. Each of the interviews were taped and subsequently fully transcribed, at which time I allocated pseudonyms to all the participants.

One thing that became of interest to me when I started to read through the transcripts of these group interviews was the various ways in which the teens discussed the concept of sexual desire, both their own and other peoples. As alluded to in the title of my talk, normative societal understandings of teenagers represent them as being very interested in sex, both in terms of thinking about and engaging in sexual acts (or at least wanting to). However, girls and boys are differentially positioned within this discourse. We understand young men to be completely preoccupied with sex – how to do it, how to get it, where to get it; indeed, this is the most typical way that we conceptualise the interests of boys this age. In comparison, the central concern of young women is most typically represented as being to establish and maintain a relationship, with sex itself being a secondary interest, if an interest at all. 

Now, it’s not my intention to ‘answer’ the question of whether teenaged boys are in fact horny all the time, and I fear anyone expecting to come along to this talk and learn the definitive truth on this matter will go away feeling extremely disillusioned. The study as a whole is grounded within a feminist poststructuralist framework of research and analysis (see Weedon, 1987). For those of you unfamiliar with the theory, it contends that all knowledge is produced through language and the various systems of meanings that we have available to us in a given place and time to make sense of our experience; hence, the theory disputes any notion of a single ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ (Gavey, 1989). Accordingly, language is not treated as a transparent medium that is merely reflective our experience, but as active and constitutive; it is through language that our sense of reality is produced. The theory also rejects the notion of an essential 'true' identity or 'self' that is unique to and located within each of us. Rather, we are each 'subjects' whose various understandings and experiences are multiple, often contradictory, and continually changing. 

In accordance with this position, participants' accounts, such as those I’m going to present today, are not considered representative of any underlying 'truth' or essential meaning. Instead, I’m interested in looking at how the language and discourses employed by the teens produce particular explanations and meanings of sexual desire. To explore this, I utilise discourse analysis (see Gavey, 1989; Hollway, 1984). This approach affords a great deal of importance to the influence that discourses – or ways of understanding – have over our lived experience; they’re understood to shape how we think about things, how we talk about them, what we see as our choices. Feminist discourse analysis in particular aims to investigate dominant discourses in order to highlight and challenge the ways in which they represent (or misrepresent) men and women (Potts, 2002) One particularly dominant discourse of sexuality provides a framework for this analysis: the discourse of male sex drive. 
In the early ‘80’s, based on her own PhD research with heterosexual couples, Wendy Hollway (1989) identified three main discourses of sexuality, each of which define heterosex in different ways. The one I’m interested in today, the male sex drive discourse, is arguably the most pervasive and hence most well-known. It defines men as being biologically driven by the need to seek out and have sex; such an understanding obviously rests on an essentialist view of sexuality and sexual behaviour. Male sexual desire is represented within this discourse as an unstoppable and insatiable force, as eloquently illustrated by this quote from a participant of Hollway’s original research: “I want to fuck, I need to fuck, I’ve always wanted and needed to fuck” (1989, pgs. 54-55).

Within this discourse, women’s sexuality is also seen to be biologically driven; however, unlike men, it is not the need for sex per se which is the motivating factor. Instead, women’s sexuality is understood to be governed by a need to reproduce. As such, an autonomous female desire for sex is absent from this understanding. Women are instead driven, either consciously or subconsciously, by the biology of their reproductive systems.

An extract from the discussion of a group of three boys that I interviewed quite early on in the project provides a particularly powerful illustration of the male sex drive discourse at work. When discussing whether it was to be expected that one partner of a heterosexual couple may want sex to occur more often than the other, the group decided:

Luke:
Yeah. The guy.

Vickie:
What makes you think that?

Luke:
‘Cos guys main purpose, biologically, is to impregnate the woman.

Kane:
Yeah, could, it could be like a guy can impregnate lots of women (Vickie: Mmm hmm), like, everyday, but a woman can’t reproduce every day, they can only do it, you know, every ten months. So they’ve got less of a need for it all the time.

Bryce:
Good point.

Luke:
Plus it’s like, they have more, I mean, I don’t want to assume anything, from what I know, it’s like, different times of the month they [women] feel different. So I’d say maybe, one time in the month, one day.

Kane:
Yeah, hormone levels.

Luke:
Whereas guys it’s one hour of each day. (general laughter)

Bryce:
‘Cos guys are constantly thinking about sex. That’s just true. I know that much.

In this account, the differing physiology of the two bodies in question is understood to produce quite different sexual needs. Whilst hormones act to enable men’s sexual desire so that they are ready for sex to occur on a daily basis, a woman’s need for sex is restricted and regulated according to her reproductive capacities. Within this model, there is no space for female desire or enjoyment of sex for sex’s sake. The objective of the encounter for both partners is not to derive pleasure, but to conceive; however, the act of conception itself is somewhat unfairly gendered in that the male partner must achieve orgasm, and thus derive at least physical pleasure, for it to occur. Such climactic enjoyment is not necessary for the female partner.

As illustrated in the above extract, hormonal status was typically used by the teens to explain the origins of a persons sexual desire. Young men were theorised to experience “surges” and “rushes” of hormones that ‘caused’ a fixation on sexual activity. The hormone usually held responsible for these rushes was testosterone, undeniably a hormone that we associate more readily with men, and indeed there was no conceptualisation of women experiencing similar hormonal urges for sexual activity. 

In other accounts, the biological basis of men’s sexual desire was further propounded through it’s equation with instinctual needs such as eating and sleeping. 
Tara: 
It’s like, you know, they’re hungry or something and they need a feed.

Tamsin: 
Yeah, I mean- (general laughter)

Rebecca: 
“I’m hungry!”

Tamsin: 
It’s true, it’s like if you haven’t eaten or slept in a couple of hours. It’s just the same, I suppose.

Tara: 
For them, sort of. It’s like this, you know, instinctual . . . instinctive thing.

Conceptualising the male heterosexual drive in this way – as an instinct that, just like the need for food or sleep, must be met in order for a person to survive – has obvious, quite oppressive implications for young women. Operating within this discourse, a young woman who refuses to meet her male partners sexual needs is, in effect, denying him a basic human right or form of sustenance. A good girlfriend, therefore, is one who always says yes. For young men, this understanding works to remove personal responsibility for one’s sexual actions through the connotation that if sex drive is biologically programmed, then it is out of one’s control. Indeed, this view was endorsed on several occasions; guys, I was told time and time again, just can’t help themselves.

While on the surface, the male sex drive discourse may appear liberating for men – in that it permits them to engage in a lot of sexual activity – an interesting paradox unfolded as the teens in the study discussed the consequences for young men who do not fulfil the requirements of the discourse; that is, boys who were seen to abstain from sexual activity or not want to engage in it.  Explained Zak: 
If a guy says no . . . . people might think they’re weird. ‘Cos people tend to think that guys are always keen for it. If they say no, they might be-, people might think they’re queer or something like that. 

Positioning oneself within the male sex drive discourse is thus a way to ascertain and assert one’s heterosexuality and hence, given the frequent equation of the two, one’s masculinity. As Zak explains, there’s no space within the discourse to allow young men to refuse sex and still maintain an identity as a masculine, (hetero)sexual partner. This conceptualisation also raises obvious challenges for young men who experience unwanted or coercive sexual activity, as according to this discourse, there’s no such thing; a ‘normal’ guy is always ready and willing for sex to occur.

Given the constraints that these representations of male sexual drive place on both young men and women, I became interested in looking for other understandings that offered teenagers more choice about if, how, when and with whom they expressed themselves sexually. Dominant models of understanding, such as the male sex drive discourse, often remain unchallenged because of their apparent ‘natural’, common-sense status (Gavey,1989); the fact that everyone knows that’s just the way it is can make it very hard to argue for other possibilities. Given the conviction with which so many of the participants were endorsing the principles of the male sex drive discourse – for example, that boys were naturally more sexually driven than girls; that these differences in desire were biological certainties; that boys were in fact horny all the time – I wasn’t overly expectant that voices of dissension would be raised. I found, however, that throughout all of the groups discussions, it was being challenged and rejected. Often, these challenges took the form of single statements made in disagreement to fellow group participants – one that came up commonly from the young women in the study was “Geez, girls get horny too!” or a variation on that theme – but sometimes, a debate would develop around these challenges, as in the following exchange:
Tamsin:
Women can get by without sex more than men can.

Tara:
/How, how,/ how can you say a guy needs, needs sex more than-

Tamsin:
/Because-/

Rebecca:
Nobody needs sex, it’s just a matter of how much you want it. Every person varies, whether you’re female (Tara: Mmm.) or male.

Here, Tamsin’s opening statement is offered as a matter-of-fact truth; it’s not mitigated in anyway by being presented as her opinion or supposition. However, both Tara and Rebecca are quick to challenge this assumption, with Tara beginning to speak before Tamsin has even finished her statement. Later in the extract, Rebecca and Tara work together to silence Tamsin’s views, clearly distancing themselves from her and letting her know they don’t agree. This extract also demonstrates the fluctuation in understandings that all of the groups demonstrated at different points; this group is the same one that at an earlier point in their two hour discussion had theorised male sexuality as an instinctive need, just like eating or sleeping. This oscillation in views demonstrates that no one discourse is particularly powerful in shaping the ideas of these teens. Instead, they’re drawing from a range of different, sometimes quite conflicting, understandings to make sense of their own experiences and ideas.

Somewhat surprisingly, given the risks associated with occupying a position outside of the dominant discourse – in this case, being labelled weird or having your heterosexuality called into question -  the young men in the study were highly resistant to claiming an identity that fit within the male sex drive model. While it was often drawn upon to make sense of others experience, or of the actions of men as a group, very seldom did the boys actively employ the discourse to describe their own experience. For example, when describing the physical feelings he associates with wanting sex,  Matthew, a 16 year old boy, explains:

Matthew:
It’s not a physical feeling, your mind says that you want to. 

Vickie:
But it’s not a physical feeling, did you say?

Matthew:
Yeah, it’s not that you physically have to go out and-, you know, it’s not ‘cos you’re really, really horny, it’s ‘cos you want to.

Here, Matthew describes his sex drive not as a biological necessity, but as a conscious choice he makes to engage in sexual activity. By locating his sense of desire in his mind instead of describing it as a physical need, Matthew positions himself outside of the male sex drive discourse; indeed, he’s actively rejecting it through his assertion that for him, sexual desire is not experienced as an animalistic urge. Later in the discussion, Matthew and his groupmates went on to further renounce the prescriptions of the male sex drive discourse, saying:

Damien:
[Boys and girls are] both just as much into sex, both just as much into the relationship, (Matthew: /Mmm./) it’s just the stereotype goes one way for each group.

Matthew:
They’ll be individuals at each end, like they’ll be guys that only want, like, the relationship, lovey-dovey stuff and they’ll be guys that only want the sex but (Rob: /Yeah, the two extremes./) most guys are in the middle.

And later on in the discussion:

Rob:
It’s a bit immature really, if you ask me.

Vickie:
What’s a bit immature?

Rob:
Being just after it for sex. That means you can’t really handle a good relationship.

Matthew:
It’s like, sex isn’t just the thing you go for, it’s like, you want someone who’s like, into the same things as you and like you can connect with, emotionally and stuff like that as well.

Damien: 
It comes back to this thing that sex is the bonus rather than the goal.

Rob:
(laughing) Sort of like the conversion after the try.

Damien:
Yeah, that’s the one!

In this account, Matthew, Rob and Damien challenge a key assumption of the male sex drive discourse by stating that while sex may be desirable within a relationship, it isn’t the sole reason for pursuing one. Their focus instead is on the spiritual connection between the two people involved, with sex being an added bonus on top of this. This framework, arguably one that we associate more readily and stereotypically with young women, was used on several occasions by the young men in the study to explain their own experiences of sexual relationships. Boys who were seen to be in it just for the sex were represented as shallow and immature, the type of guy that no boy would want to be seen as and no girl would want to be seen with. 

Something that I found particularly interesting is the type of teenagers that were engaging in discussions like this. As you can probably tell by the reference to sport in this account, Rob and his friends were boys that, to all outward appearances, fit perfectly into models of traditional masculinity. All were quite physically mature for their age, they all played rugby which, as you probably know, is considered somewhat of a national religion for New Zealand men, and all three of them had either had sexual relationships with girls in the past or where currently in one. Yet, as we see in this account, these traditionally masculine Kiwi blokes weren’t articulating traditionally masculine views. This leads me to speculate that the obvious, readily apparent masculinity of these boys may allow them to occupy a place outside of the traditional discourse without fear of ridicule or rejection. These boys were also, by their own definition, in the popular group at school, so this social standing may also serve to protect them from censure should they choose to challenge the existing orthodoxy. In further support of this theory, the groups that most strongly endorsed traditional models of sexuality such as the male sex drive discourse defined themselves as not popular, and had had limited romantic involvements with the ‘opposite sex’. This included the group of Luke, Kane and Bryce who you might remember offered the extract with which I opened this analysis; this was undoubtedly the strongest endorsement of the male sex drive discourse that I heard throughout any of the group discussions. In that extract, the boys aren’t relating personal experience; men and women are being spoken of as groups of people, and the boys don’t position themselves within the account by using I or we. Participants such as these aren’t speaking from experience, but are instead drawing on the most readily accessible understandings available to them, offering me the kind of societal by-word about sexual desire. This is indicative of the pervasiveness of the male sex drive discourse in that it remains the dominant model of understanding for participants to draw upon despite it not being descriptive of their own experience.

Apart from my interest in this material for it’s analytical potential, I’m also excited about the possibilities it introduces for conceptualising sexual desire in ways that are less reliant on traditional, oppressive discourses. Like many dominant discourses of heterosex, the male sex drive discourse reproduces gender inequalities in sexual expression, privileging male sexuality at the expense of the female experience. I’m not denying that there are physical differences between the genders in the ways we experience and express our sexual desire. What I am suggesting is that the ways in which we explain and make sense of these physical differences typically result in the empowerment of only one partner in the heterosexual relationship – the man. I am interested in developing space for both young men and young women to explore their sexuality in safe and mutually empowering ways.

2002 marks the first year that sexuality education is mandatory in all New Zealand schools; up until now, while a curriculum has existed to guide it’s teaching, it hasn’t been enforced. The new curriculum and associated resources that have been developed to usher in this new age have as their foundation a social constructionist view of sexuality. Because of this, it is my hope that models that are based on purely essentialist principles, such as the male sex drive discourse, will gradually lose their authority to more socio-ecological perspectives that acknowledge the social dimensions of all of our sexualities. The critical awareness and flexibility in views demonstrated by the young people in the material that I’ve presented to you today demonstrates that there is room for such understandings to develop and gain acceptance within teenagers conceptualisations of sexual desire, at least. Thank you very much.
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