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ABSTRACT 

 Drawing on Nancy Tuana’s epistemologies of ignorance, this thesis explores the ways in which 

ignorance surrounding the clitoris is socially and systemically constructed, and how people with 

clitorises resist this gendered ignorance. The researcher conducted interviews with nine women and 

trans people about their sexual body, knowledge of the clitoris and their relationship with their own 

clitoris. During the in-depth follow-ups, participants were shown an anatomical model of the clitoris and 

a Cliteracy art mural by Conceptual Artist Sophia Wallace. After all the interviews were transcribed, a 

thematic analysis was conducted. The findings suggest that ignorance—in the forms of erasure, 

misrepresentation and dismissiveness—is prevalent in society and participants’ lived experiences. Few 

knew about the full size and anatomy of the clitoris and those who did learned this information from 

feminist, sexual education sources online. Participants demonstrated that what they know is primarily 

from active, self-initiated learning. Most participants indicated that learning about the clitoris is 

important for experiencing sexual pleasure, which is evident when examining the ways they sought to 

overcome barriers to learning. While the relationship between pleasure and the clitoris is complex, most 

participants stated that the organ was central to their experience of pleasure, especially orgasm. 

Notably, most participants were queer, and many participants expressed the belief that queer people 

are likely to be more knowledgeable than others about the clitoris. The data is contextualized with 

explorations of predominant discourses within social spaces such as schools, media and the healthcare 

system, focusing on aspects like language, school curricula and visual diagrams. The power dynamics 

and gendered processes behind what is known, and, importantly, what is not known, are explored. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl holds the honest recordings of a Jewish girl’s daily life in 

hiding during the Holocaust. The diary, published in 1947, is known for being her exact wording, which—

for the most part—is true. However, it was not until 1995 that the full unabridged version of her diary 

was published. The difference between the two is that the second version included sections that her 

father, who typed up her diary and got it published, originally excluded, including Anne exploring her 

genitals in front of a mirror, and the discovery, description, and identification of her clitoris (Frank 1995; 

O’Toole 2013). While her father chose to include many other intimately personal details that made him 

uncomfortable, such as Anne’s negative thoughts about her parents, her father excluded Anne’s 

exploration of her sexual body (Watson 2016). This resulted in the erasure of the clitoris’s name and 

existence in a book that has been read by millions worldwide, an absence that impeded the 

normalization of self-discovery and a sexual organ that often goes unnamed. The purposeful erasure of 

the clitoris in the publishing of Anne Frank’s diary is an example of just one way that the clitoris is 

continually, actively ignored throughout society. 

The clitoris consists of multiple parts both internal and external, has more nerve endings than 

the penis, is much larger than commonly perceived, and is often the most significant source of 

embodied pleasurable sensations for people with clitorises (Pauls 2015; Tuana 2004; Stiritz 2008; Di 

Marino and Lepidi 2014; Bronselaer et al. 2013). This more comprehensive, feminist representation of 

the clitoris is ignored; it is erased, misrepresented, and dismissed. Throughout this thesis, I demonstrate 

the ways in which this ignorance is constructed and perpetuated by patriarchal social systems where 

women’s bodies are constructed as solely meant for reproduction and men’s sexual pleasure.  

My research explores the following: How does the systemic public ignorance about the clitoris 

affect an individual’s knowledge and experience of their own clitoris? Throughout this exploration, I also 
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ask what participants know about the clitoris, their relationship with their clitoris, when they learned 

about it (and if this process is still ongoing), how the clitoris is ignored and what the relationships are 

between an individual’s knowledge of the clitoris and their sexual pleasure. In my exploration of these 

questions, I outline the complicated relationships between the clitoris and sexual pleasure, explaining 

the physiological significance of the clitoris’s nerve endings and how it is the only part of the human 

body that is solely for pleasure (Tuana 2004; Stiritz 2008). I also explore the public discourses of the 

clitoris, the discourses that are missing, and, importantly, the gendered power dynamics behind them.  

Michelle Fine and Sara McClelland articulate a paradox in regards to female desire in 

contemporary society: “A caricature of desire itself is now displayed loudly as it remains simultaneously 

silent” (2006: 300). American Conceptual Artist Sophia Wallace also speaks to how this paradox pertains 

to knowledge of the clitoris, in discussing the meaning behind her art series called Cliteracy: “Cliteracy 

explores a paradox; the global obsession with sexualizing female bodies in a world that is illiterate when 

it comes to female sexuality” (Wallace 2012). I demonstrate how a lack of feminist discourse affects 

individuals’ learning of clitoris-related knowledge—both what they know and how much they know. I 

argue that everyone, though I focus here on people with clitorises, needs to be cliterate. That is, people 

should hold adequate knowledge of both the clitoris itself and an understanding of the political context 

of the clitoris—I explore this concept of cliteracy throughout my research. Although an aspect of this 

research seeks to explore the degree to which people are cliterate, the focus is on how they reached 

said level of cliteracy in order to provide insights on how more people can become cliterate. 

After defining some key terms, my thesis outlines the existing literature on anatomical, historical 

and contemporary representations of the clitoris, people’s knowledge of the clitoris and girlhood 

studies. Next, I outline my frameworks of intersectional feminism and the epistemologies of ignorance. 

Then, I outline my methods and methodologies, followed by a discussion of my thematic analysis of the 

interviews I conducted with people with clitorises. I analyze their experiences of sexual pleasure, what 
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they know about their clitorises, how they demonstrated ignorance, the learning processes that resist 

this, and finally, how participants’ intersecting identities shaped their experiences. 

The underlying motivation behind my research endeavor is my belief that women and trans 

people have the right to know about their bodies, including the knowledge needed to experience the 

sexual pleasure of which their bodies are capable. As Deborah Tolman articulates in Dilemmas of Desire, 

“To ‘know’ one’s own body means to have knowledge about it and also the ability to feel the feelings in 

it, to have access to the range of physical sensations that course through one’s body” (2002: 20-21). 

Gender equity can never be achieved if men’s sexual pleasure remains paramount; people are not 

taught about the clitoris and people with clitorises are not encouraged to teach themselves about the 

ways they can experience pleasure. While the importance of the clitoris for sexual pleasure varies for 

each person, we cannot ignore learning about the only part of the body that exists solely to produce 

pleasurable sensations. I assert that people need knowledge in order to experience sexual pleasure 

(such as knowledge about one’s body), and this not only can lead to empowerment, but it is also a form 

of agency and resistance. In “Cultural Cliteracy: Exposing the Contexts of Women's Not Coming,” Susan 

Ekberg Stiritz states, “In culturally cliterate environments, a woman defines sex according to her own 

values, desires, and pleasures. She becomes not only her own sexual person, but the protagonist of her 

own life” (266). 

Wallace resists the gendered ignorance of the clitoris through the many components of her 

ongoing art series. Wallace’s work, which was the catalyst to my own research, includes a mural called 

the 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy, an enormous anatomically accurate sculpture called Άδάμας which 

means ‘Unconquerable,’ The Clit Rodeo which was an event where people could ride a clitoris in the 

form of a mechanical bull-like object, Intervention which constitutes eye glasses that allow the wearer to 

look through a cut out the shape of the clitoris, and many more incredibly powerful, meaningful works. 
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Wallace’s art is not only mentioned throughout my thesis, it is actually embedded into my method as I 

discuss it with interview participants. 

In addition to reflecting on existing literature, the heart of my research is talking to people with 

clitorises about their clitoris. The stories they shared with me about their knowledge and experiences 

are invaluable and provide much insight into the gendered ignorance and complicated power dynamics 

people with clitorises must navigate in order to know, experience and appreciate their clitoris. Ken 

Plummer (1995) states, “Sexual stories ooze through the political stream … power is not a simple 

attribute or a capacity, but a flow of negotiations and shifting outcomes … Sexual stories flow through 

this power. The power to tell a story, or indeed not to tell a story, under the conditions of one’s own 

choosing, is part of the political process” (qtd. in Tolman: 48). To this I say, by simply talking aloud about 

their clitorises, the participants in my research embody power—the power to know, the power to relish, 

and the power to resist. 

DEFINING KEY CONCEPTS 
Before going further, I define some key terms I will be using throughout this thesis. As Esther 

Newton and Shirley Walton state, “We need a more precise vocabulary that takes us out of Victorian 

romanticism in sexual matters and toward a new understanding of women's sexual diversity and 

possibility […] [W]hen old friends misunderstand one another, how can we overcome ignorance and 

dissension to build a strong diverse feminist movement?” (1984: 250). 

Clitoris  
 The clitoris consists of multiple parts that have more than one name but for our purposes, the 

clitoris consists of the glans, hood, body, crura and bulbs (Pauls 2015; Tuana 2004; Stiritz 2008; Di 

Marino and Lepidi 2014). The glans, which has 8000 nerve endings (double that of the head of a penis), 

is external and covered by the clitoral hood (Pauls 2015; Tuana 2004; Stiritz 2008; Di Marino and Lepidi 

2014). The glans surmounts the body (or shaft) which is partially external but then extends beneath the 
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vulva (Tuana 2004). There are two internal crura (or corpora cavernosa) that are attached to the body 

which are 37 millimeters long and 9 millimeters wide (Di Marino and Lepidi 2014). There are also two 

vestibular bulbs attached to the clitoral body, which swell when aroused (Pauls 2015; Di Marino and 

Lepidi 2014).  The entire average length of the organ is 9 centimeters to 11 centimeters, despite many 

anatomical texts stating it is only six millimeters (Pauls 2015; Di Marino and Lepidi 2014).  

Different sources have different definitions and conceptualizations of the clitoris and even among 

anatomists and scholars, there are variations. I use the above feminist descriptions of the complex sex 

organ, which many scholars and experts can agree on. Finally, in a society that has constructed a gender 

and ‘biological’ sex binary and that promotes the idea that the clitoris and the penis are opposite and 

binary organs, the spectrum and diversity of genitals are ignored. While my research on the clitoris 

cannot fully transcend this, it acknowledges immense diversity in genitals, including the clitoris. The 

anatomical definition provided above is only the averaged findings. 

People with clitorises 
  In research that focuses so closely on gender and the body, it is easy to use terms such as 

“female anatomy,” “female pleasure,” or “women’s health.” However, these terms ignore that both sex 

and gender are social constructs (Lugones 2007) that erase transgender, non-binary, intersex and 

gender diverse people.1 Further, Oyèrónkẹ ́Oyěwùmí illustrates in The Invention of Women that not only 

are sex and gender socially constructed, they are Western social categories that have been falsely 

universalized (1997: 9).2 In a research project that seeks to resist systemic erasure, it is especially 

important to challenge these dominant (colonial) ideologies, and language is one way to do so. 

                                                           
1 Hereafter, the term “trans” will be used to concisely encapsulate the many gender identities that constitute a 
gender different than that which is assigned at birth. This includes, but is certainly not limited to, those who are 
transgender, non-binary, Two-Spirit, gender non-conforming and agender.  
2 Understanding that biological sex is constructed as binary is important in understanding that intersex people, 
those whose bodies to not conform with strictly male or female characteristics, may have a variation of a clitoris. 
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Whenever applicable, I mitigate exclusionary harm by using “anatomy assigned female at birth” and 

“people with clitorises.”  

Unfortunately, most of the feminist literature I draw from uses cissexist terms, which is 

indicative of the magnitude of the erasure of trans people. Further, nearly all of the language that 

participants I interviewed used is cisnormative, except for the trans participant who used the term 

‘people with clitorises,’ so when referring to their thoughts and ideas, my language may also reflect this 

cisnormativity. Despite this, wherever possible, I use less gendered terms like “people with clitorises.” 

Notably though, despite being the ‘objective,’ anatomical term, the word “clitoris” is still gendered. 

Because the gender binary is so interwoven with the biological sex binary, a clitoris is still perceived in 

society as being associated with (cis)women. For this reason, a completely gender neutral or non-

cisnormative term cannot be used. It is worth noting that the gender-neutral trans participant I 

interviewed used the term “dick” to describe their clitoris but preferred that I use “the anatomical term: 

clitoris.” It is unclear the reason as to why they preferred the term ‘dick,’ but it may have to do with the 

socially gendered connotations, as ‘dick’ is often used in reference to the penis, the organ associated 

with men and masculinity. Regardless, for the aforementioned reasons, ‘people with clitorises’ is a more 

inclusive—and thus, feminist—term. 

Cliteracy 
The term ‘cliteracy’ has become more popular in non-academic circles due to the art project 

that sparked my passion for this work years ago, but it is still a niche term that is rarely seen in academic 

research. As described on her website, Wallace’s ongoing art series Cliteracy combats “the problem of 

global ILLCLITERACY, a salient allegory into the bigger problem of a female body, both cis and trans 

female, constructed with false information and a greater goal of control” (Wallace 2012). I define the 

term ‘cliteracy’ as holding adequate knowledge of both the clitoris itself and an understanding of the 

social and political context surrounding the clitoris. This context is articulated by Stiritz: “‘Cultural 
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cliteracy’ denotes what an adequately educated person should know about the clitoris, which is that it is 

a culturally despised body part because it is an obdurate reminder of women's independence and power 

and supports women's liberation” (2008: 244). In the case of my research, when participants share how 

they believe the clitoris is portrayed in society, or what they believe people in society know about the 

clitoris, their cliteracy increases.  

Knowledge 
 Knowledge is characterized by information, understandings or insights that have been learned. 

The knowledge one holds can be more theoretical in nature, such as being aware of one’s internal 

reproductive sex organs, or more empirical, such as touching one’s body and knowing what the senses 

and the mind interpret. Feminist epistemologists emphasize the importance of recognizing that all 

knowledge is situated (Haraway 1988; Doucet and Mauthner 2006). This means that people’s knowledge 

and learning processes are shaped by their lived experiences, influenced by their intersecting identity 

within society. Similarly, an interpretative approach suggests that positivist standards of ‘facts’ and 

‘truth’ should be challenged, as due to countless situated knowledges, there are multiple truths (Doucet 

and Mauthner 2006). This also means that the knowledge participants communicate having at the time 

of the interview is just one truth of many, and then it is interpreted by researchers who hold their own 

situated knowledge: “Our account is just one ‘story’ among an infinite number of possible stories” 

(Mauthner and Doucet 2003: 423). The plurality does not diminish the value of the knowledge, it simply 

speaks to the diversity and wealth of other knowledge that also exists. Due to the complexities of the 

gendered social world, as Lorraine Code states, “Knowing is a political activity” (2014a: 149). It is in this 

political context that I will examine what people know and how they have come to know it, as I assert 

cliteracy is what Nancy Tuana calls “liberatory knowledge” (2006: 2). 
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Learning 
Learning is the process of acquiring knowledge through experience, self-initiated study or being 

taught, whether it be consciously or subconsciously. In the contexts of this paper, learning includes 

socialization processes and how they have shaped participants’ knowledge, which some are aware of, 

and others are not but they reveal to me that they have indeed learned through a variety of socialization 

processes. People learn in a multitude of ways, often simultaneously. In some cases, participants have 

sought out the knowledge themselves and in other instances, people have actively tried to teach them, 

and in others still, participants have learned from many different factors over time and it can be difficult 

or impossible to determine where certain knowledge was acquired. As George Seimens states, “Learning 

is a process that occurs within nebulous environments of shifting core elements – not entirely under the 

control of the individual” (2004: 4). While participants provide much insight on how they acquired 

certain knowledge, it is important to acknowledge that they also learned through ‘nebulous,’ indistinct 

environments through society over the course of their lives. Despite this inevitable ambiguity and 

complexity, speculations about participants’ experiences can be made by examining societal dynamics 

and phenomena, such as systemic gendered processes. 

Sexual Bodies 
 Participants demonstrate that there are many conceptualizations of what defines a ‘sexual 

body.’ For some, ‘sexual body’ can mean that it is the aspects or parts of their body that are most 

involved during sexual experiences, such as genitals and other erogenous zones. A sexual body can also 

be thought of as a sexualized body, that is, as an individual’s body that is systemically sexualized such as 

breasts. Further still, a sexual body can be thought of as synonymous with a sexually attractive body, 

whether it is deemed sexy from their own perspective, another individual’s perspective, or whether 

their body aligns with societal sexual ideals.  
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While this myriad of understandings of the term ‘sexual bodies’ will be explored when 

discussing participants’ perspectives, this thesis will define a sexual body as a vessel for sexual 

subjectivity. Drawing from Tolman, sexual subjectivity is defined as “a person’s experience of herself as a 

sexual being, who feels entitled to sexual pleasure and sexual safety, who makes active sexual choices, 

and who has an identity as a sexual being. Sexual desire is at the heart of sexual subjectivity” (2002: 5-6). 

By extension, someone’s sexual body is simply the embodiment of their sexual desire, pleasure and 

autonomy. By defining sexual body in this way, it echoes a position that Tolman states is at the root of 

her research: “Girls live and grow up in bodies that are capable of strong sexual feelings, bodies that are 

connected to minds and hearts that hold meanings through which they make sense of and perceive their 

bodies” (2002: 19). 

Sexual Experiences 
 As I will delve into while discussing my findings in Chapter 4, during interviews, terms like ‘sex,’ 

‘sexual acts,’ ‘partnered sex’ and ‘masturbation’ were used in indistinct ways. The fact that each 

participant defines ‘sex’ differently aligns with research that demonstrates that people have diverse 

understandings of what constitutes sex, sexual intercourse, sexual activity and abstinence (Horowitz and 

Bedford 2017; Peterson and Meuhlenhard 2007; Pitts 2001). During the interviews, when trying to 

differentiate between some different sexual experiences, I used the terms ‘masturbation’ and 

‘partnered sex.’ One participant challenged my wording choice by sharing that she was not sure how to 

answer since she and her partner would each masturbate over video chat while apart and referred to 

this as “partnered/individual masturbation.” Therefore, for my thesis, the term ‘sexual experiences’ will 

be used to encapsulate all consensual, overtly, consciously sexual experiences either by themselves or 

with partners. While it can be said that many experiences in society are sexual, such as attending sex 

education classes, in this context ‘sexual experiences’ refers only to consensual sexual acts that fall 
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under a broad, colloquial conceptualization of ‘sexual activity.’ ‘Sexual experiences’ are distinct from 

sexual violence, which I define as sexual experiences without consent.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

Sexual Pleasure 
  Participants have diverse conceptualizations of sexual pleasure which will be illustrated in depth 

in my findings sections. Thus, sexual pleasure hereafter is defined broadly as any experiences, feelings or 

sensations that participants deem as positive or pleasurable. By simply defining sexual pleasure as how 

each participant defines it, participants’ experiences remain as authentically represented as possible. It 

is important not to invalidate anyone’s experience of sexual pleasure or deem some kinds of pleasure as 

more valuable than others. Creating a hierarchy of one kind of pleasure as inferior to others contradicts 

feminist thought: “Women will not be freed by flattening sexual experiences in the name of equality” 

(Newton and Walton 1984: 250).  

It is worth noting that aiming to distinguish between physical, social and other kinds of sexual 

pleasure is a Western way of thinking. The focus on distinguishing between different kinds of sexual 

pleasure and the conceptualization of the clitoris as being central to physical sexual pleasure, rests on 

the Western divide of body, mind and spirit, unlike approaches embedded in other cultures and beliefs 

among people from other geo-political locations. For instance, in “Latina Health Activist-Healers Bridging 

Body and Spirit” (2008), Irene Lara illustrates how women from different areas in the Global South 

believe that sexual pleasure is holistic and the physical, social and emotional aspects cannot be 

distinguished. Because I cannot transcend these Western—and thus, colonial—conceptualizations, 

acknowledging my white settler standpoint is vital. 
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CHAPTER 2 

CLITERATURE REVIEW 
 

“Denied medically, demonized culturally, and excised by knife or omission by society.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 
 

This research would not be possible without the wealth of rigorous, powerful literature that 

informs it. I draw from many areas throughout my research, but there are five main bodies of scholarly 

work that I rely on most heavily: representations of the clitoris, clitoral knowledge, girlhood studies, 

intersectional feminism, and the epistemologies of ignorance.  

Representations 
Examining historical and contemporary Western representations of the clitoris provides insights 

into sexuality and cliteracy. For this history, I draw quite heavily on Stiritz’s historical account of the 

clitoris, as it recognizes the role of patriarchal power dynamics in biological representations. Stiritz goes 

back to Before Common Era times to reveal telling representations about how the clitoris was shunned 

and deemed a body part indicative of women’s inferiority. In Classical Athens, for instance, Aristotle said 

that women’s bodies were men’s bodies “mutilated” in the womb, which illustrates a culture that 

“positioned the clitoris as a body part of embarrassing insignificance” (251). 

Fast forwarding to the 15th century, Stiritz documents how the clitoris was, quite literally, 

demonized. In 1486, in Malleus Maleficarum, a prominent guide for finding witches, the clitoris was 

negatively framed as it was called the “‘devil’s teat’ through which the devil sucked out his victim's soul” 

(251). This means that the clitoris was deployed as one of the tools used to justify the murder of 

hundreds of thousands of women during the witch hunt era. It does not take much critical thinking to 

ponder how this portrayal could negatively influence what people know, feel and experience in respect 

to their clitoris. While representations of the clitoris changed over the centuries, many cross-historical 

examples illustrate how even when the clitoris was not deemed inferior or evil, it still was often 
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shrouded in patriarchal beliefs and portrayals. For example, at some points in history, even when female 

pleasure was deemed important, this was due to its supposed connection to conception in that sexual 

desire was mandatory in order for conception to occur (Laqueur 1990). This belief meant that the clitoris 

was valued primarily in the context of reproduction. 

 In 1850, the vibrator was invented by medical professionals as a device to release women’s 

tension or ‘hysteria,’ framing sexual desire as an ailment. Masturbation was diagnosed as 

nymphomania, and sometimes was treated with clitoridectomies, the excision of the clitoris. Freud also 

dubbed the clitoris as ‘inferior’ to the vagina by framing clitoral pleasure as immature and enjoying 

vaginal stimulation as an admirable sign of growth. These pertinent examples of the sexist history 

around understandings of the clitoris illustrate the social constructions of women as overly emotional 

and as having genitals that are meant for pleasing men and reproduction, both indicative of the 

patriarchal politics surrounding the clitoris. Stiritz’s account of the clitoris includes comparisons across 

different cultures. Some of these examples complicate this patriarchal focus. For instance, she provides 

an example of how in the Southern Cook Islands, it is the norm for women to have three orgasms a day 

and women teach men how to stimulate their clitoris, which men take pride in learning about and in 

pleasuring women (248). In contrast, many cultures participate in female genital cutting, which can 

involve a partial or complete clitoridectomy.3  

A prominent, contemporary way that our sexual bodies are portrayed in society is through sex 

education, so it is important to examine current curricula. In 2015, Ontario legislated a new Health and 

Physical Education Curriculum, an update from the 1998 version that negatively centred sexual choices 

                                                           
3 Many, including feminists from within cultures that commonly practise FGC, deem female genital cutting (FGC), 

often called female genital mutilation, an act of misogyny and the epitome of the erasure of the clitoris (Aginam 
2009; Werunga et al. 2016). As a white settler residing in the Western world, I do not seek to focus on critiquing 
this complicated practise while my own culture performed physical clitoridectomies until relatively recently, 
currently commits clitoridectomies in a different way (Stiritz 2008; Waskul et al. 2007), and tolerates the physical 
sexualized and gendered violence that is still rampant in my culture.  
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around fear and shame (Connell 2005). While in Doug Ford’s first week as Premier in 2018 he repealed 

the 2015 update to the version created 20 years earlier, below I analyze the 2015 version. In the 

harmful, anti-choice, queer and transphobic 1998 version, which is current at the time of publishing this 

thesis, the clitoris, names of genitals, bodily autonomy and pleasure are completely absent. The 2015 

version of the curriculum was significantly more progressive and beneficial to students, though it can 

certainly be critiqued. 

Ontario’s 2015 curriculum largely erases the clitoris, even though fortunately the curriculum 

does mention masturbation, pleasure, and the importance of knowing the names of body parts. An 

example of its noticeable absence is when the curriculum calls for children in Grade 1 to be taught the 

anatomical terms for their genitals—the listed examples include penis, testicles, vagina and vulva. I 

assert that the vagina is named and the clitoris is not due to its significance for pleasing men and for 

reproduction. While I will not broadly review the erasure in the curriculum, I will outline how the clitoris 

is grossly misrepresented in the one instance it is mentioned in the curriculum, as it is represented solely 

in a reproductive context. 

This sole mention of the clitoris in the entire 244-page document is in a Grade 5 learning 

objective about reproduction and puberty. The curriculum states that students must be able to “identify 

the parts of the reproductive system, and describe how the body changes during puberty” (Government 

of Ontario: 156). The corresponding teacher’s prompt states, “Female body parts that mature and 

develop as a part of puberty include the vagina, cervix, uterus, fallopian tubes, ovaries, endometrium, 

and clitoris. Male body parts that mature and develop during puberty include the penis (with or without 

the foreskin), scrotum, urethra, testicles, prostate gland, seminal vesicles, and vas deferens. These 

changes occur as people become capable of reproduction” (156). All of the “female body parts” in this 

list, except for the clitoris, are significant for reproduction. Furthermore, other body parts that 

significantly change during puberty, such as breasts, are not listed.  This suggests that the clitoris being 
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named on this list is not in reference to the latter part of the learning objective based on bodily changes 

during puberty, which means the clitoris is named in reference to learning “parts of the reproduction 

system.” As Lisa J. Moore and Adele E. Clarke emphasize, “Labels hold power: whether the area of the 

body where the clitoris lies is labeled genital, sexual, or reproductive anatomy, or some combination 

thereof, is highly consequential” (1995: 96). These representations are explored further in my analysis 

section on ignorance through misrepresentation. 

It is also essential to examine how clitoral anatomy itself is represented. When people are asked 

to draw female sex organs, they quite easily sketch the vagina, ovaries, uterus, and fallopian tubes, but 

the clitoris is rarely included (Tuana 2004). Even when it is included, it usually is reduced to a small dot 

on a diagram (ibid). My thesis relies heavily on the feminist literature on the physiology of the clitoris 

and its significance, which asserts that the clitoris is much more than a small nub of flesh. In “Power and 

Desire: The Embodiment of Female Sexuality,” Janet Holland et al. state, “The material body and its 

social construction are entwined in complex and contradictory ways which are extremely difficult to 

disentangle in practice” (1994: 22). In other words, understandings of the material body are dramatically 

shaped through the social world. Thus, it is important to explore feminist anatomical interpretations of 

the material sex organ. As outlined in my aforementioned definition of the clitoris, I draw from feminist 

anatomists who have documented that the clitoris is up to 11 centimeters long on average, with 

multiple components, many of which extend deep within the body (Pauls 2015; Tuana 2004; Stiritz 

2008; Di Marino and Lepidi 2014). Figuratively, the glans—which most people think is the entire organ—

is just the tip of the iceberg. 

 In summary, my research is informed by literature on the representations of the clitoris 

including, both historical and current, patriarchal representations, such as how it is portrayed in a 

reproductive context in the 2015 Ontario school curriculum. My research is also informed by complex 

representations of the organ in feminist anatomical literature. Tuana (2004) states that there are two 
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main lessons to be learned from what feminist anatomists have documented. Firstly, if people view the 

clitoris as worthwhile to explore, they will discover much more than a small nub, and secondly, for those 

who do not want to see the clitoris as valuable, “The veil of ignorance is not so easily lifted” (2004: 219). 

Clitoral Knowledge 
I draw heavily from the little research that discusses levels of cliteracy. In “The Incidental 

Orgasm: The Presence of Clitoral Knowledge and the Absence of Orgasm for Women,” Wade et al. share 

their quantitative findings about what women know about the clitoris and how this affects their 

experiences of orgasm. They found that: “The most frequently cited sources of clitoral knowledge 

(school and friends) were associated with the least amount of [accurate] knowledge. The source most 

likely to correlate with clitoral knowledge (self-exploration) was among the most rarely cited” (2005: 

117). Wade et al. found that being cliterate greatly improved the frequency of orgasm during 

masturbation, but not partnered sex. They situated this in gendered contexts, asserting that the 

prioritization of male pleasure contributes to why women’s orgasms are pleasurable, but “incidental.” 

In “Women and Their Clitoris: Personal Discovery, Signification, and Use,” Waskul et al. assert 

that knowing that the clitoris is a normal part of female genitalia is important in making sense of that 

part of our bodies. By learning the name of the sex organ, people are able to understand its symbolic 

meaning. Thus, Waskul et al. argue that not knowing the name of the clitoris affects how we 

conceptualize that part of our body. However, they draw from Simmel (1950) in saying that our body is 

our “first property” and they state, “Somatic experience is reflexive and meaningful even in the absence 

of significant symbols” (2007: 152). Waskul et al.’s article is explored throughout my analysis of 

gendered ignorance, especially when discussing erasure through language and visual erasure. Their 

interviews that ask participants about their self-discovery of their clitorises also provide insight into the 

learning processes and self-initiated learning that my participants described. 
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Some other literature outlines the capabilities of the clitoris with respect to pleasure, 

emphasizing the significance behind knowing about the clitoris and how to stimulate it; it is not ‘just’ 

about experiencing physical sexual pleasure, it can be very empowering knowledge for some. In Come as 

You Are, Emily Nagoski states, “Find a mirror (or use the self-portrait camera on your phone) and 

actually look at your clitoris. Knowing where the clitoris is, is important, but knowing where your clitoris 

is, is power” (2015: 41). Stiritz and Tolman echo this reference to power by asserting that someone’s 

knowledge about their sexual body allows them to exercise sexual subjectivity, which epitomizes sexual 

freedom and liberation. Nichole Edwards (2016) asserts the same and also demonstrates in her research 

that women’s most valuable sexual knowledge comes from sex-positive, feminist sources. These works 

on clitoral and sexual knowledge demonstrate what exists in the literature about people’s levels of 

cliteracy, as well as demonstrates that cliteracy is important in people’s lives. 

Girlhood Studies 
Another area of feminist literature that is important for my thesis is girlhood studies as it 

provides insights into the social world of girls and their sexuality. While all of my interview participants 

are adults, much of the conversations discuss their youth and the social learning processes they 

navigated, whether they are conscious of them now or not. In my research, I have relied heavily on 

Tolman’s Dilemmas of Desire because it applies girlhood studies directly to girls’ sexual stories and 

experiences, learned through many qualitative interviews. Tolman states that talking to individuals 

illustrates wider, systemic issues: "Their personal stories serve to refract the larger societal denial of and 

ambivalence about female sexuality" (49). Her book explores how some girls lack a conscious sense of 

their own desire due to the systemic erasure that creates what Fine calls “the missing discourse of 

desire” (1988: 29). Because of the social processes girls experience and learn from over their formative 

years, they often are not taught to acknowledge or listen to their sexual feelings, but instead replace 

somatic sensations or urges with emotion alone. Despite this missing discourse of desire, research 
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demonstrates that desire is indeed present—girls and women experience sexual desire in their everyday 

lives, including while at school (Fields 2016). Louisa Allen (2013) conducted an interesting auto-

photographic study on the presence of desire in schools to directly challenge the erasure of desire in 

school curricula. Allen asked girls in high school to take photos of “how they learnt about sexuality at 

school” (300). Through what they photographed and how they described their photos to her, it was 

undoubtedly clear to Allen that girls experience sexual desire in everyday life. 

I also draw from research that outlines what society constructs as ideal girlhood. Commonly, a 

“successful” girl is assumed to be sexually chaste, well-behaved, quiet, smart, confident and hard 

working (Pomerantz and Raby 2017; Wilkins 2017). These ideals are not attainable for everyone, 

however, as they depend on social location. For instance, Pomerantz and Raby suggest that class affects 

how easily a girl is able to be or identify as smart and successful, as they interviewed 57 girls who self-

identified as ‘smart girls,’ many of whom were disproportionately middle or middle-to-upper class 

(2017). Notably, these smart girls were also predominantly white. Tolman discusses how childhood 

innocence is denied to black girls but assumed for white girls. She states, “[While] pregnant urban girls 

of colour were never even eligible for the category of ‘good’ or ‘normal,’ these white girls lost their 

privilege to occupy it” (2002: 167). As this quote hints at, race and class are inextricably connected. 

Further, Wilkins found that girls want to be labelled ‘secure,’ a status that was most often achieved by 

upper class girls, and they labelled working class girls as ‘insecure’ for being more interested in sexuality 

and romance than upper class pursuits like extra curricular activities and grades (2017). This 

intersectionality, discussed further below, is explored throughout my thesis. 

 A significant aspect of girlhood studies is not just outlining the stereotypes, norms and barriers 

for girls, but also how to challenge these and to envision better realities for girls. For example, Sandrina 

De Finney (2014) outlines how Indigenous girlhood is constructed as filled with brokenness and trauma, 

but we must resist this through presencing and reflecting the ways in which Indigenous girls resist 
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colonialism through everyday actions like getting together to share space to strategize, laugh or dream: 

“This diversity brings to light other conceptualizations of trauma and place with which we can engage to 

enact a praxis of girlhood that challenges feminist analyses of structural barriers which leave little room 

for honoring girls’ everyday engagements with hope, desire, humor, and possibility” (11). De Finney’s 

analysis, of reframing Indigenous girlhood in a way that takes into account the systemic barriers they 

face while also acknowledging and showcasing their power and resistance to decolonize their lives, 

aligns with one of the key goals of my thesis. In other words, exploring resistance to the ignorance of the 

clitoris is just as important as outlining systemic barriers to becoming cliterate. Whether it is conscious 

or not, and however small their actions may be, how girls resist matters. Tolman articulates one of the 

arguments I make throughout my thesis: 

It is crucial that we not leave girls alone to engage in this difficult and necessary resistance. It is 
our job to make it possible for girls to gain such a perspective on their sexuality. We need to 
carve safe spaces in which girls will be able to talk with each other and with adult women about 
their experiences with, and their questions, thoughts, fears, expectations, and hopes about, 
their own sexuality. We need to take responsibility for joining girls in making their sexual 
revolution (190). 

It is essential that we do not conceptualize the resistance to ignorance as each individual person’s 

responsibility—we must tackle the systemic issues that have shaped individuals’ ignorance. Part of 

supporting women and trans people of all ages is acknowledging that the systemic oppression they face 

is not their fault, nor is it their own battle to fight. 

Intersectional Feminism 
Intersectional feminism is central to my theoretical framework because this area of literature 

highlights the complexities of people’s intersectional identities and experiences. As Chandra Talpade 

Mohanty demonstrates throughout Under Western Eyes, we cannot generalize women’s experience as a 

homogenous, universal category of ‘women’ without situating their oppression in their specific social 

contexts (1991: 56). An intersectional framework means it is imperative that race, gender, sexuality and 

other aspects of someone’s identity are not analyzed entirely separately, as they are indistinguishably 
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connected (Crenshaw 2002). This can mean an entire re-conceptualization of how someone might think 

about identities. For instance, using phrases like ‘women and racial minorities’ is problematic as it 

suggests that women cannot also simultaneously be racial minorities (Bowleg 2008). Lisa Bowleg also 

emphasizes the importance of ensuring that just because all aspects of an identity are connected, one 

aspect should not be subsumed by another. An example of this is that a lesbian’s gender identity of 

being a woman is equally as important and should not be ignored because she is a lesbian.  

All of these interwoven axes of identity constitute social hierarchies that sediment privilege for 

some, while oppressing others. These inequities result in different experiences in comparison to those 

who embody dominant societal ideals and identities. Being cognizant of these multiple and complex  

layers is essential in attempting to understand the experiences of my participants. As I will explore 

further in my discussion of participants’ identities, while I cannot know about the experiences that 

participants did not share with me, their social locations can suggest questions and lines of investigation 

for further research. For instance, while racialized participants did not overtly share experiences of 

racism, it is extremely likely that their lives have been shaped by racial inequity, which shaped the 

experiences they did share. While here I am speaking of intersectional feminism in general, throughout 

my thesis I draw from scholars who relate intersectional feminism more closely to sexuality, knowledge 

and bodies. 

Situated knowledge is also central to my intersectional framework. If we understand 

intersectionality to mean that someone’s experiences are greatly affected by their complex social 

identities, then what follows is that due to their identity and experience, they see the world from a 

particular perspective. By actively aiming to be conscious of their perspectives, people are better able to 

acknowledge that their truths and beliefs stem from their social location. In the contexts of this thesis, I 

must be diligent in reflecting on how my own knowledge is situated as I am participating in the co-

production of knowledge, as well as being cognizant of participants’ standpoints as they share their 
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stories with me. This intersectionality is important to keep in mind throughout all stages of my research 

because the aim of this work is to challenge ignorance as a tool to maintain oppression. If my research 

does not actively employ an intersectional framework, it could default to focusing on white, able-

bodied, cisgender, heterosexual settler women, which clearly would marginalize and oppress many 

people with clitorises. The ways in which intersectional feminism and reflexivity are embedded into my 

research become clearer when I outline my methodologies. 

Epistemologies of Ignorance 
Knowledge itself is at the core of my research endeavor. But more specifically than simply what 

it is people know, I seek to explore the processes by which they have learned what they know and by 

extension, the processes that inhibited their learning and resulted in what they do not know. Tuana 

states: 

If we are to fully understand the complex practices of knowledge production and the variety of 
features that account for why something is known, we must also understand the practices that 
account for not knowing, that is, for our lack of knowledge about a phenomena or, in some 
cases, an account of the practices that resulted in a group unlearning what was once a realm of 
knowledge. In other words, those who would strive to understand how we know must also 
develop epistemologies of ignorance (2004: 194-5). 

Before delving more deeply into epistemologies of ignorance, as in any discussions of knowledge, it is 

important to analyze the power hierarchies that interrogate its production and dissemination, and to 

challenge the idea of a singular, objective truth. My research draws on feminist epistemologists who 

recognize how knowledge is situated (Haraway 1988; Doucet and Mauthner 2006). Some feminist 

epistemologists assert that those who are marginalized hold more knowledge than those at the centre. 

Code states, “People who live at a distance from the social– epistemological centre are epistemically 

privileged in the sense that, simply in order to survive, they must know the structures and implications 

of lives at the centre more accurately than those at the [sic] situated at the centre” (2014b: 13). In the 

context of this research, this principle that marginalization can foster insight could mean that having a 



 

21 
 

clitoris may increase the likelihood that one can see the gendered implications of constructed ignorance 

around the clitoris, in comparison to those without the organ.  

While there are multiple epistemologies of ignorance, due to the gendered nature of this 

knowledge project, I am focusing on an epistemology of ignorance that is overtly feminist. Feminist 

epistemologies of ignorance provide a framework for how we can think about the oppressive nature of 

illcliteracy, and in turn, the liberatory nature of cliteracy. As previously described in my definition of the 

clitoris, there are multiple definitions and conceptualizations of the material body part of the clitoris, 

which demonstrates how social processes shape reality. It is without question that gender inequity in 

society affects these knowledge production and consumption processes, which means that we must 

seek to deconstruct these knowledge processes to try and strip away as much sexism and androcentrism 

as possible. Code states that we must try to “[remove]the blinkers that inhibit a clear view of the 

unnaturalness of the entrenched patriarchal order in knowledge, as elsewhere in gendered social–

political–epistemological power–knowledge structures” (2014b: 13-4). The epistemological endeavor of 

this thesis is to strive towards knowledge and truths that are equitable and liberating, instead of being 

‘blinded’ by the knowledge the patriarchal system constructs. 

In the context of gendered ignorance, ignorance is much more than simply not knowing: 

“Ignorance is frequently constructed and actively preserved, and is linked to issues of cognitive 

authority, doubt, trust, silencing, and uncertainty” (Tuana 2004). It is the study of this ignorance, the 

epistemologies of ignorance, that provide a theoretical framework for this research. Epistemologies of 

ignorance have been applied to a range of issues. Charles Mills and Shannon Sullivan also discuss its 

application to race and state. Sullivan states, “[White ignorance] helps produce and secure a white-

dominated world that is comfortable for, and flattering to, white people” (2014: 595). In the context of 

race, it becomes clear that hierarchies of power allow certain people to benefit from ignorance—white 

people seek to maintain the status quo of systemic racism, as they benefit from the discrimination of 
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racialized people. This maintenance of power can also be applied to the patriarchal production of 

knowledge surrounding gendered bodies.  

In “Coming to an Understanding: Orgasm and the Epistemologies of Ignorance,” Tuana applies 

the epistemologies of ignorance directly to female sexual pleasure, focusing on orgasm and the clitoris. 

Tuana outlines how knowledge creators and meaning makers actively ignore the clitoris. She provides 

strong evidence behind this claim such as illustrations of health diagrams where the sex organ is simply 

not present or glossed over in comparison to male sex organs or female reproductive organs.  The 

details of her analysis are thoroughly explored in relation to my findings further on in this thesis, but for 

now I must emphasize how closely her objective aligns with my own: “My goal is to understand what 

‘we’ do and do not know about women’s orgasms, and why. My ‘we’s include scientific communities, 

both feminist and nonfeminist, and the common knowledges of everyday folk, both feminist and 

nonfeminist” (2004).  This statement alludes to how individual knowledge is a part of the knowledge 

systems in which we are embedded. Moreover, while our objectives may seem different because she 

focuses on the orgasm and I focus on the clitoris, at the core of both our research projects is the 

experience and knowledge of sexual pleasure for people with clitorises. Tuana begins her analysis by 

emphasizing how indicative illcliteracy is of ignorance: “What we do and do not know about women’s 

genitalia is a case study of the politics of ignorance” (ibid). In essence, Tuana’s theoretical research that 

applies the epistemologies of ignorance to the clitoris provides the foundation for my empirical 

research. As mentioned above, she is interested in learning “the common knowledges of everyday folk,” 

which is precisely why I conducted interviews on the matter. Essentially, my research bridges the gap in 

knowledge between theoretical work on the epistemologies of ignorance and the clitoris and the 

empirical research on women’s sexual bodies and their sexual pleasure. 

In another article by Tuana I lean on heavily throughout this project, “The Speculum of 

Ignorance: The Women’s Health Movement and Epistemologies of Ignorance,” she outlines a taxonomy 
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of ignorance (2006). The kinds of ignorance Tuana outlines are the following: disinterest, current 

knowledge blocking other knowledge, systemically cultivated ignorance, willful ignorance, ignorance 

produced by the construction of epistemically disadvantaged identities, and loving ignorance. She 

states, “While any such taxonomy will fall short of reflecting the complexity of actual practice, it 

provides a form of clarity that can be helpful in a field that has itself been largely ignored due to the 

theories of knowledge that have been made to be dominant” (2006). Tuana describes various kinds of 

ignorance that are illustrated in a myriad of ways throughout my thesis. In order to be able to discuss 

them in relation to my findings, I will now briefly summarize each.  

Disinterest 
Tuana characterizes one type of ignorance as “knowing that we do not know and not caring to 

know.” In other words, someone is aware of their lack of knowledge but have no reason to want to learn 

more because the potential information is not connected to their interests. Tuana provides an example 

of how science, a historically male-dominated field, ignores the possibility of researching and creating a 

male hormonal contraceptive. With the potential negative side effects and the fact that it is already the 

norm for women to endure them, male scientists and their funders are not interested in learning about 

male hormonal contraceptive pills. In my view, this example also aligns with willful ignorance, which is 

discussed below. 

Current knowledge blocks other knowledge  
Tuana describes this type of ignorance by stating “We don’t even know that we do not know.” In 

this case, one’s current knowledge prevents them from realizing that there is more to know. This 

‘knowledge’ that blocks other knowledge can take the form of interests, beliefs, paradigms or theories. 

The lack of knowledge about the anatomical structures of the clitoris strongly exemplifies this type of 

ignorance. Tuana delves into how society’s current understanding of the clitoris as a small dot blocks the 

feminist knowledge of its complex anatomical structure; I will address this more fully in Chapter 4. 
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Systemically cultivated ignorance 
“They do not want us to know” exemplifies systemically cultivated ignorance, a type of 

ignorance central to this thesis. In this context, ignorance is an active, purposeful tactic for maintaining 

oppression. As Charles Mills articulates, “Imagine an ignorance militant, aggressive, not to be 

intimidated, an ignorance that is active, dynamic, that refuses to go quietly—not at all confined to the 

illiterate and uneducated but propagated at the highest levels of the land, indeed presenting itself 

unblushingly as knowledge” (Mills 2007: 13). This quote is indicative of how more than one type of 

ignorance can overlap. Mills discusses ignorance that is propagated systemically throughout all aspects 

of society, which aligns well with “systemically cultivated ignorance.” However, Mills also acknowledges 

how this ignorance results in what is considered to simply be knowledge. This idea ties in closely with 

the previously mentioned type of ignorance because this systemically constructed knowledge that is 

accepted as truthful inhibits others from questioning it or trying to seek out other knowledge. They, 

meaning the people or communities who benefit from systems of power, do not want us to seek out 

knowledge other than what is constructed for us. Systemically cultivated ignorance will be connected to 

illcliteracy in that the carefully constructed misrepresentation and erasure of the clitoris perpetuates the 

inequitable, patriarchal systems that oppress of women and trans people’s bodies. 

Willful ignorance 
Tuana describes those who are willfully ignorant as “They do not know and they don’t want to 

know.” She articulates that “willful ignorance is a systematic process of self-deception, a willful embrace 

of ignorance that infects those who are in positions of privilege, an active ignoring of the oppression of 

others and one’s role in that exploitation” (2006: 9). Willful ignorance is distinct from disinterested 

ignorance because with willful ignorance, they are purposefully seeking to ignore whereas disinterested 

ignorance is characterized by indifference. Willful ignorance can also be applied to race, in that 

“systematic racism is not a simple ‘not knowing,’ but rather an achievement that must be managed” 

(Tuana 2006). Maintaining a colonial white supremacy involves settlers and/or white people willfully 
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ignoring the violent harm we continue to cause racialized and/or Indigenous peoples (Razack 2016; 

Amadahy and Lawrence 2009; De Finney et al. 2011; Park 2012; Ware 2014; Tuck and Yang 2012; Taylor 

2016; Hage 2000; Stoler 2002). An example of willful ignorance in the context of my research would be 

men purposefully choosing to ignore learning about clitorises and women and trans people’s sexual 

bodies and pleasures, in order to objectify and use their bodies for their own pleasure. Mark J. Blechner 

has postulated that men’s jealousy of women’s experiences of pleasure, such as the ability to have 

multiple orgasms, could be a source for willful ignorance. He states that men may “envy this capacity of 

women, and so they make that organ small and insignificant or erase it from the textbooks entirely” 

(2017: 194). 

Ignorance produced by the construction of epistemically disadvantaged identities 
This type of ignorance is more about who holds the knowledge than the knowledge itself. Tuana 

outlines how the knowledge that some people or communities hold is not deemed true, credible or 

valuable, and thus, they are deemed “not knowers” (13). An example of this is how for racialized people, 

Indigenous communities and/or people from geo-political locations other than the West, their 

knowledge and their ways of knowing are often not valued (Kovach 2009; Tuhiwai Smith 2012). Tuana 

also provides an example of how the testimony of survivors of sexual violence is often deemed not 

credible, which renders survivors epistemically disadvantaged because they are constructed as not 

knowing their own lived experiences. This type of ignorance connects to my research in various ways. 

For one, it is evident that my location of being a white settler in an institution that practices Western 

ways of knowledge-making puts my thesis in the epistemic centre. That being said, as a queer woman, it 

is possible that the knowledge on sexual pleasure that I am co-creating with my participants could be 

ignored as being too dangerously radical, too queer, too biased or not credible enough to be deemed 

valuable and reliable academic research. Further, to avoid perpetuating this type of ignorance myself, 
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during analysis of my participants’ social locations and lived experiences, I must actively think of them all 

as valued knowers. 

Loving ignorance 
“Accepting that we cannot know” constitutes loving ignorance, which, unlike the other types of 

ignorance, is unavoidable. There is simply information and knowledge that is impossible for certain 

people to know, due to their perspective. An example of being lovingly ignorant is that I recognize that 

as a white woman, it is impossible for me to ever know or understand the perspective of a racialized 

person. Tuana states, “Our differences, the differences between white or Angla women and women of 

color are something to be approached with a sense of humility and a sense of wonder. Loving ignorance 

is thus a recognition that there are modalities of being that exceed our own and cannot be fully 

comprehended” (2006: 16). This is pertinent both for thinking through how my standpoint is different 

than each participant’s, and also that while speaking to issues of race, ability, class and any other axes of 

which I am privileged, I must accept my ignorance and listen to those who know.  

CHAPTER 3 

METHODS AND METHODOLOGIES 
Sandra Harding distinguishes between methods and methodologies by describing methods as 

“techniques for gathering evidence” and methodology as “a theory and analysis of how research does or 

should proceed” (Harding 1987: 2–3). It is essential that both my methods and methodologies are as 

feminist as possible, including supporting gender equity and aligning with feminist principles such as 

valuing women and trans’ people’s diverse experiences and knowledge. Women’s sexual experiences 

are so nuanced and contextualized that using a qualitative method to best represent their accounts of 

their lived realities is imperative. Because empirical research on what people with clitorises know about 

this sex organ is largely unexplored, I use an inductive method because as Virginia Braun and Victoria 

Clarke state, “Inductive approaches are particularly useful when exploring new terrain” (2017: 298). This 
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means instead of taking a more deductive approach by testing a theory, my research is open-ended and 

exploratory, which is why I conduct a thematic analysis instead of a content analysis, as categories are 

not pre-determined (Ezzy 2002). While I do employ an inductive approach to my data analysis, my 

approach was not as inductive as using grounded theory would be, as before collecting my data, I did 

have an epistemological frame. 

In “Feminist Methodologies and Epistemology,” Andrea Doucet and Natasha S. Mauthner draw 

on Harding in stating that “Women’s lives are the ‘places from which to start off knowledge projects’” 

(2006: 37).  While there are many methods that could be used to explore the lives of women and trans 

people, Tolman found, both through her empirical research and her literature review, that participants 

often feel uncomfortable discussing their sexuality in a group setting, that participants trust the 

researcher’s confidentiality but not their peers’, and that many surveys cannot often effectively collect 

nuanced information about sexual experiences or narratives (Tolman 2002: 33). In-depth interviews 

mitigate much of these issues and allow for the interviewer and interviewee to co-construct knowledge 

(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012; Tolman 2002). Thus, I conducted in-depth interviews to allow the 

participants to be more in control, have more trust, and be able to shape their own narratives. To this 

end, I explored my research question by conducting one-on-one qualitative interviews with people with 

clitorises and who live in Southern Ontario. This choice is also informed by qualitative studies such as 

Petula Sik Ying Ho and Adolf Ka Tat Tsang’s “Beyond the vagina-clitoris debate: From naming the genitals 

to reclaiming the women’s body” (2005). Conducted in Hong Kong, the researchers interviewed young 

women about their sexuality. There are two purposes of their research: 

First, to bring to the open women’s suppressed and hidden sexual articulations and narratives 
by (re)presenting the women themselves as agents, speakers, authors and creators of their 
sexual worlds, and second, to examine the various ways women communicate their personal 
experience of negotiating their sexual identity and bodily relationships within a particular 
context of social regulation and control of women’s sexuality (524). 
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This study provides insights on what talking to young women about their sexual bodies is like, 

and the methodological challenges and how to potentially mitigate them. Further, Tolman’s many 

interviews provide similar insights on how to conduct interviews with young women about their 

sexuality and sexual bodies, and analyze them in an intersectional feminist way that listens to the 

nuances of their stories. There is great value in reading about women telling their own stories, and how 

researchers can facilitate that. For these reasons, these researchers’ work informs my own methods and 

methodologies.  

My Standpoint 
Both my epistemological and methodological frames align closely with intersectional feminism. 

It is essential to outline my standpoint and any motivations for my research of which I am conscious, as 

feminist methodology requires the researcher to be reflexive throughout the entire process (Mauthner 

and Doucet 2003). While it is impossible to account for all of my biases, beliefs and experiences that 

have affected my own perspective, I will outline how I have been actively trying to reflect on them. First 

and foremost, I am an able-bodied, upper class, white settler citizen who is cisgender, so I hold an 

immense amount of privilege and I must listen to those who are marginalized when they choose to 

speak about their experiences. By keeping in my mind that my privileges shape how I see the world, my 

analysis of race, ability, gender and other intersections will lean on the knowledges from people—both 

participants and scholars—with diverse identities. While I am discussing my privilege, I should discuss 

how I recognize that due to my social location, my knowledge is unjustifiably valued more so than many 

others.’ The fact that people from more epistemically marginalized locations are not deemed as 

knowledgeable reiterates the importance of acknowledging that the knowledge I am producing in this 

thesis is just one perspective of countless others.  

Along with my many privileges, I also experience oppression in some ways.  As a queer woman, I 

experience discrimination based on my orientation and my gender, and these identities provide me with 
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experiences that give me knowledge that those without these identities can never fully understand. In 

other words, as a queer woman, I may be better able to see and critique elements of the 

heteropatriarchy, and I may be able to understand my participants to a better degree, especially those 

who are queer and/or women.  

As an intersectional feminist, it is imperative that I expand my knowledge of other people’s life 

experiences and explore the ways in which layers of oppression exist and manifest. I continue to do this 

by studying intersectional feminist work written by diverse authors, such as those working in anti-racist 

feminisms, Indigenous feminisms and queer theory. I continue to attend events and listen to people 

with diverse lived experiences to ensure that my feminism is not solely theoretical. I have also reflected 

on my social location by seeking to hold myself accountable in my conversations in academia and daily 

life, and by aiming to be conscious of my standpoint while analyzing the data. Acknowledging here that I 

cannot transcend the perspective I have due to my social location is part of the reflexive process. 

 I have now shone some light on my social location, which is one aspect of my standpoint. In 

addition to this, I must reflect on my own sexual body, sexual experiences, and sexual knowledge. As 

Tolman articulates, “To ‘be there’ for girls, we have to be willing to consider our own experiences with 

sexual feelings. That is, we have to be prepared to delve into our own psychological remedies for living 

in our female bodies, textured by race, class, religion, and ability, within a patriarchal society” (2002: 

200). In this case, I needed to reflect on my own knowledge of the clitoris, where, when and how I 

learned about it, and my own relationship with my sexual body and my clitoris, just as participants were 

asked to. To facilitate this self-reflection, I formally answered my interview questions, over the months 

before I began conducting interviews. Unlike participants, I had the advantage of time, so I read the sex 

education book my mother gave me while I was in elementary school, asked my parents about age 

estimations and details for certain events that I vaguely recall, and sought to reflect on my memories 

that likely influenced my current beliefs. Of course, this included reflecting on my body, sexuality, sexual 
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experiences and sex education processes, but it also meant reflecting on aspects of my life such as 

family dynamics, relationships with peers, media consumption and broader still, my autonomy and to 

what degree I have been “a protagonist in my own life” (Stiritz 2008). Tolman articulates the value in my 

answering of these questions myself when she reflects on her own process:  

Knowing my own responses also increased my ability to know my own feelings and to consider 
whether they were providing additional information about a girl’s words or getting in the way of 
my ability to hear what she was saying to me; by staying attuned to my own feelings, I increased 
the possibility of hearing what the girls were telling me about their experience and not having 
my own experience supplant their words (2002: 214). 

Lastly, since first conceptualizing the objectives and bare skeleton of this research, I have been 

more conscious of my beliefs, passions and biases. While for the past couple of years I have been more 

critical of any thoughts I have that are oppressive or harmful, I recently have been able to try to critique 

myself by applying academic theories, as though I am a researcher analyzing myself as a participant. 

Imagining what a researcher would say while analyzing me has provided insight into the importance of 

being cognisant of the countless nuances and contexts participants embody and endure while navigating 

this social world. In conclusion, reflecting on my social location, my lived experiences, and myself as a 

mock participant has allowed me to be more aware of my standpoint while interviewing and analyzing, 

so I can listen to participants’ perspectives better. This has shaped my methods of data collection and 

data analysis, which I will now outline. 

Data Collection 
I will now provide a brief skeleton of my methods of data collection. Then I will share details of 

each method and methodological decision. I began by advertising my study with posters that recruited 

adults with clitorises to talk about their sexual bodies. Then, I conducted interviews with nine people, 

asking about their relationship with their sexual bodies, including asking open-ended questions about 

what they know about the clitoris. Following these preliminary interviews that were, on average, 25-

minutes long, five people were re-interviewed, for about one hour each, about their knowledge of their 
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clitoris, using a 3D-printed clitoris and an art mural on cliteracy as conversational props. Interviews were 

conducted over email, the phone or in-person, at each participant’s discretion. 

Recruitment 
  To recruit my participants, I created a simple poster, seen in Appendix A.1, with “Your sexual 

body” as the title. The eligibility information used language that sought to include cisgender women, 

transgender, gender non-conforming and Two-Spirit adults. The LGBTQ pride flag, trans pride flag and 

the accessibility symbol were displayed to communicate to my audience that their identities are 

welcome to be part of this research and I will try to be as accommodating as possible. This poster was 

distributed online and through print in the Brantford, Niagara and Kitchener-Waterloo communities. 

Since intersectionality is central to all aspects of my thesis, who I encourage to participant is vital. As 

Code states, it is essential for feminist epistemologists to “nurture inclusive knowledge-making” (2014b: 

22). To try and ensure people from marginalized social locations had the opportunity to have their 

voices heard, I distributed my promotional materials to diverse student and community groups, listed in 

Appendix A.3, and word of mouth through my personal and academic contacts. Upon receiving emails of 

interest, I responded with the consent form and answered any questions.  

The consent form outlines confidentiality, possible risks and benefits, time commitment and 

publication of results. The consent form was disseminated to participants at least two days prior to the 

interview in order to give them time to ask for any clarifications. At the beginning of the interview, I 

verbally reviewed the consent form and reminded them that they can withdraw consent at any time. For 

phone interviews, I received verbal consent. 

Participants’ social locations 

Overview 

Information about how participants identified in regards to their intersecting identity was asked 

at the end of each preliminary interview. Due to time constraints, these questions only asked 
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participants the labels they would use to describe their social location, not their complex experiences 

with each aspect of their identity or how the aspects intersect. It is important to think about these labels 

and identities as primarily socially constructed and while they shared a small portion of their 

experiences with discrimination and navigating their social world, these social locations are indicators of 

likelihoods of experiences (Bowleg 2008). For this reason, the analyses of their identities discuss possible 

processes and contexts that participants may be navigating but no claims about their realities are made. 

All of the social factors, except for relationship status and structure, were explicitly asked at the end of 

the preliminary interview. Relationship status and structure were brought up by early participants 

themselves, so to ensure consistency I began asking the rest of the participants about this as well.  

The chart below outlines the social factors that I deemed most important during the initial 

planning process and that came up in interviews. However, there are a plenitude of others that may 

have been beneficial to inquire about but in the interest of time and scope, were not. For instance, 

religion was mentioned a few times in interviews and each time was brought up in the context of 

stigma. It would be interesting to know which participants were raised in religious environments and 

who identifies as religious. Alas, as Code states in respect to situated knowledges, “It is no longer 

feasible to assume before the fact which aspects of situatedness will be significant for the production, 

evaluation and circulation of knowledge” (2014b: 10). Chart 1 below outlines the aggregate data of 

participants’ self-identified social locations and Chart 2 illustrates each de-identified participant. 

Chart 1: PARTICIPANTS’ INTERSECTING IDENTITIES 

Axis of 
Intersecting 
Identity 

 
Results 

Legal Status Citizen: 9 

Race White: 6 East Asian: 2 Caucasian 
Middle-
Eastern: 1 
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Class Lower: 3 Lower-Middle: 1 Middle: 2 Upper-Middle: 3 Upper: 0 

Disability No disability: 5 Mental Illness: 2 Mental 
Disability: 1 

Both mental disability and mental 
illness: 1 

Age 19-24 years old: 8 60 years old: 1 

Gender Cisgender Woman: 8 Transgender, Gender-Neutral: 1 

Sexuality 
Orientation 

Bisexual: 4 Heterosexual: 3 Lesbian: 1 Pansexual: 1 

Relationship  Monogamous 
relationship: 7 

Polyamourous and single: 1 Unknown*: 1 

*One participant’s relationship status appeared to be a current monogamous relationship but this 
was not confirmed. 

 

Chart 2: INDIVIDUAL PARTICIPANTS 

Pseudonym Description 

Bella Young, racialized Caucasian, upper-middle class, queer woman 

Britt Young, white, middle-class, queer woman  

Chris Young, white, working-class, heterosexual woman 

Danny Young, white, working-middle class, queer trans person  

Fran Young, white, upper-middle class, queer woman 

Jei Young, racialized, working class, heterosexual woman 

Kami Older, racialized, upper-middle class, queer woman 

Maggie Young, white, working-class, queer woman 

Penny Young, white, middle-class, heterosexual woman 

Note: In this chart, generalized language was used and some descriptors were excluded to ensure 
confidentiality.  

 

Self-identification has brought forth some interesting ambiguities, part of which stem from the 

specificity and narrow definitions labels bring. One participant who identified as heterosexual shared 

that she believes sexuality is a spectrum and spent a period in her life questioning her sexuality, which 

emphasizes the limitations of strict labels. This is also an example of how temporality comes into play 



 

34 
 

even for questions regarding social location as maybe she would identify differently in the past or the 

future. The following exchange with another participant, Bella, also exemplifies the ambiguities of self-

identification. 

KR: What is your race and/or ethnicity? 

B: Caucasian? The only reason I hesitate is because my parents are Syrian so we’re technically 

Middle Eastern, so I always get confused when people ask me that question [laughs]. So I’m like 

am I Caucasian? Am I Arab? Because I know that’s one of the things but I always put Caucasian. 

KR: Interesting, so your parents are fully Syrian but you don’t identify as Syrian though? 

B: I know I’m Syrian, but when people ask my ethnicity I’m always like ‘Caucasian????’ [laughs] 

KR: Interesting, yeah. Well however you identify! 

While some Syrians identify as Caucasian and being Caucasian can be different than being white though 

the two are often colloquially seen as synonymous, this participant did not seem certain about her 

identity or how to communicate it, as she herself used the word “confused.” While she is certain that 

she is Syrian, her wording of “when people ask” suggests that perhaps the ambiguity lies not in her own 

identity, but in how to communicate or present it to others. She stated, “My parents are Syrian so we’re 

technically Middle Eastern” and then said she identified as Caucasian when asked. She could identify her 

race as Caucasian and her ethnicity as Middle Eastern, but she may not see these two identities as able 

to merge, perhaps due to being white-passing, or perhaps because she is not close with Syrian culture 

but knows that “technically” due to her roots, her ethnicity is Middle Eastern. Regardless of what Bella 

meant or how she identified, it is clear that her racial, ethnic and cultural identity is more complex than 

simply the nationality of her parents. This demonstrates the complexities of social locations, self-

identification and the limitations of communicating them through simplistic labels. 

Another example of the limits of labels is in respect to ability. One participant identified as 

having an eating disorder and another had a pelvic pain disorder and in both cases they identified as 

having no disabilities. I will delve into what this reveals about how participants conceptualize disability 
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in my discussion on intersectionality in Chapter 4, but I mention it here to acknowledge that while asking 

participants about their social location provides some context to the interviews and the participants’ 

lives, it is grossly oversimplified. That being said, the social and demographic information gathered, 

displayed in the above chart, does provide some potential insights through the presences and absences 

in participants’ intersecting identities, which will now be explored. 

Presences and Absences in Participants’ Identities 

Race 

The largest absence, from the factors observed, is that there are no participants who are 

permanent residents, migrants or refugees. All participants are citizens, which comes with great 

privilege and can improve access to sex education (Salehi et al. 2010). Legal status, citizenship and 

nationality, and how they are constructed and regulated, are closely connected to race as these 

hierarchies seek to control and exclude certain bodies, particularly racialized people (Sharma 2015; 

Mamdani 2012). This brings us into the discussion of low representation of race, as two of nine 

participants identified as East Asian, one as a Caucasian from Syria, and the rest white. There are several 

reasons as to why more racialized people may not have responded to my recruitment efforts. For one, I 

did not specify on the poster anything about race. Telling one’s story is difficult enough for people of 

colour, even in spaces meant to be safe (Srivastava and Francis 2006), let alone an unknown situation. 

Racialized people who saw the posters did not know my race, ethnicity or politics, so they may have not 

felt safe or comfortable taking the risk that the research and/or researcher may be white and/or racist. 

In today’s society, while white women are allowed to be much more open sexually than in the past, 

racialized people do not have this same privilege. Women of colour can be judged or shamed for a 

sexual act and even non-sexual acts, other than simply existing as a woman of colour, can result in 

hypersexualization, much more than for white women.  
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An example of this disparity between how white and Black women are treated in regards to 

sexuality is seen in “Say Her Name: Resisting Police Brutality Against Black Women,” a report by 

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw and Andrea J. Ritchie. The report states that “Profiling of Black transgender 

women, along with Black non-transgender women for prostitution-related offenses is rampant, 

sometimes based on the mere presence or possession of a condom” (2015: 24). This reality 

demonstrates that while white women can possess a condom and likely be heralded for responsibly 

taking control of their sexuality and bodies and at worst be seen as deviant for being sexually active, 

Black women and trans people of colour doing the same harmless action are often perceived as being 

involved in sex work which then often results in incarceration and state violence. This example also 

alludes to another layer of gendered oppression for some people of colour: being trans. Trans people of 

colour, especially trans women, experience higher rates and more severe violence than cisgender 

women of colour (Dinno 2017). Thus, it is possible that no Black or Indigenous women wanted to 

participate in this research out of fear of negative consequences, informed by their own and their 

communities’ realities.  

A second reason that racialized women, trans and gender non-conforming people may not want 

to discuss their sexual body, which was what was advertised, may be due to the racist 

hypersexualization, objectification and disposability their bodies have experienced and/or the historical 

and contemporary contexts they must navigate. Racialized women and trans people have been enduring 

gendered violence at inconceivably-high rates for centuries. In fact, racialized gendered violence has 

been explicitly used as a strategy to systemically maintain white supremacy and settler colonialism. Hijin 

Park outlines this by showing how the raping of Black women and the raping of Indigenous women were 

both done in actively racist ways even though the rationale behind each case was different: “While slave 

owners raped black women to reproduce a slave population, the rape of indigenous women by white 
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settler men supported Blood Quantum laws in the United States and Indian Act laws in Canada aimed at 

eliminating the existence of indigenous peoples” (2012: 5).  

While the examples detailed above are historical ones, it is essential that racialized gendered 

violence is not only historicized because it still exists today (Stoler 2002; Park 2012), similar to how the 

lynching of Black people continues today in the form of police brutality (Taylor 2016). White entitlement 

to racialized bodies is ubiquitous, as Ghassan Hage demonstrates by outlining how “ethnics” become 

“people one can make decisions about: objects to be governed” (2000: 19). This foundation of 

objectification in general sets the stage for sexual objectification: white people feel entitled to physically 

and/or sexually touch or use racialized bodies. In “When your (Brown) body is a (white) wonderland,” 

Tressie McMillan Cottom illustrates how she is seen as a sexual object instead of a sexual subject worthy 

of human connection like white women (2013). McMillan Cottom shares how her racialized body is seen 

as hypersexual, and it is normal for her to be touched by white people without consent, across many 

different contexts, and by white people of all genders.  

Sherene Razack (2016) outlines what can be considered an extreme objectification: the 

gendered disposability of women of colour. Cindy Gladue, an Indigenous woman, was murdered by a 

white man in 2011 in Alberta. In the court case that followed, her pelvic tissue was dissected from her 

body and used in court to demonstrate the vaginal wound that caused her death. She was dehumanized 

and reduced to a body part and it is undeniable that her Indigeneity influenced this (Sayer 2015). 

Similarly, Sarah Baartman was a South African woman whose body was put on display as a spectacle in 

Europe in the 19th century. After her death, Baartman’s sexualized body parts were dissected and the 

‘specimens’ were later displayed in museums (Razack 2016: 288). Razack states that, “In Baartmann’s 

case, as with Gladue, the body parts in question reveal that race is inextricably linked to public 

sexualized objectification” (288). And, of course, race is connected to colonialism.  
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A disturbingly representative example of this objectification and disposability is the fact that 

during colonial massacres, body parts, especially sexualized ones, were cut off Indigenous bodies as a 

triumphant symbol of their murders (289). This extreme objectification is not an isolated incident—

Gladue is just one of countless Indigenous women and girls who have been sexually violated and then 

killed. As Razack states, “With more than 1,200 missing and murdered Indigenous women, there is a 

compelling reason to focus on the violence Barton inflicted on Gladue, understanding it as a part of a 

history of the sexual brutalization and attempted annihilation of Indigenous women” (290). This 

construction of Black and Indigenous women as sexual objects is one of the reasons they experience 

violence, and ultimately, are objectified to the point that they are seen as disposable. Because of this 

racialized context, discussions and research focusing on their sexual body may not only feel 

uncomfortable, invasive, or objectifying, but further, Black and Indigenous women and trans people of 

colour may not find their sexual bodies the route to their empowerment due to resisting the 

sexualization and objectification. 

A potential third reason for low racial diversity in my study is that no Indigenous women or Two-

Spirit people responded to the advertisement, perhaps in part because of the same racist contexts I just 

outlined, but also perhaps due to Indigenous communities’ continual trauma endured due to colonial 

researchers. In Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, Second Edition, Linda 

Tuhiwai Smith discusses how research by settlers harmed Indigenous people, whether it was inhumane 

medical trials being conducted on children in Residential Schools or white settler government officials 

invading Indigenous communities to conduct research to ‘help’ them govern their land. As Tuhiwai 

Smith states, “The instruments or technology of research were also instruments of knowledge and 

instruments for legitimating various colonial practices” (2012: 63). The intergenerational trauma 

Indigenous peoples have experienced, in part due to research, has resulted in a deep mistrust for many. 

Further still, the majority of recruitment channels were through universities, which are colonial 
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institutions residing on stolen Indigenous land. Even for people who saw the research advertisement 

online such as in the “Indigenous Solidarity Coalition @ Brock” Facebook group or at community 

organizations, the poster still states that the research is run through Brock University, which correctly 

suggests, at least to some degree, that the research methods will be colonial.  

In stark contrast to how race and Indigeneity affect women of colour, the race of white women 

may be a factor in contributing to their high response rate. A significant portion of the mainstream 

feminist movements over the last several decades has focused on white women and their needs 

surrounding sexual freedom, such as access to birth control and bodily autonomy free from abuse and 

victim-blaming. As part of white women’s fight for liberation, they/we have challenged the virginal, 

purity myth and constructions of their/our innocence, which are inherently tied to constructed racist 

ideals. The construction of white ideal womanhood as sexually pure stems from the premise that white 

women needed to be dissimilar, and superior, to women of colour who were seen as being hypersexual, 

a history that still persists today (Park 2012; Royster 1997; Valenti 2009). While the lack of 

intersectionality in many mainstream feminist movements is extremely problematic, it has won white 

women justice focused on their sexual bodies and the destigmatization of their sexualities. Therefore, it 

is possible that the white respondents have benefited from this movement and feel more comfortable 

than racialized people in terms of talking about their sexuality and sexual bodies. 

Class 

Class is relatively evenly distributed across my participants, although overall participants 

identified as more lower-middle than upper-middle.4 Again, self-identification for this question raised a 

lot of uncertainty. Even among those who identified with one class category, many hesitated. Kami 

                                                           
4 While I use the term ‘working class’ in my general socioeconomic discussions in order to describe their 
socioeconomic position without the negative connotation associated the word ‘lower,’ most participants used the 
term ‘lower class’ when describing their social location. Thus, ‘lower class’ is used when referring to their self-
identities. 
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addressed the complexities of temporality because she said she has been many classes over the course 

of her lifespan. While she is upper-middle class now, she has also been homeless, and has lived across a 

range of other class positions. The context she provides demonstrates that simply identifying as upper-

middle class in the present may not accurately encapsulate her class more generally, in this case, over 

time. Jei’s response illustrates a different conceptualization of class, and one that can be compared to 

Chris. Chris shared that her family has thought of themselves as middle-class but Chris has read about 

the “working class” in her university education and has since realized that her family fits into that. In 

contrast, Jei does not seem to think of class as a social or economic status that is indicative of a greater 

class system, but rather focuses on her individual income and how she spends it. When asked about her 

class, her response was: “Low class? I’m not poor, because I am stingy and try to save as much as 

possible… but I do earn $11.75/h at an ice cream shop and work 2 days a week.” Because of her initial 

self-identity, albeit hesitant, I considered Jei to be “low class.” Each participant’s class noted in the 

above chart uses their self-identification of which class they best align with. It is important to be 

cognizant of the class distribution of participants—there are more lower-class participants in this study 

than upper class. 

Disability 

Nearly half of participants identified as having a mental disability and/or mental illness. 

Disability is another aspect of someone’s identity that can affect one’s sexuality and sexual experiences. 

People with disabilities are often thought of as void of sexual desire or pleasure: “The disabled 

community is often stereotyped as asexual and individuals are often treated as children instead of 

consenting adults with sexual desires” (Sloane 2014: 454). Without question, the stereotype of people 

with disabilities as universally asexual is a discriminatory myth (McCann 2010). All people are sexual 

beings whether they have a disability or not, though disability can affect their experiences. For instance, 

drawing on Tobin Seiber, Heather Sloane shares, “Control over body can be very difficult when 
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negotiating medical culture and institutional settings that regularly practice sexual repression and 

restrict intimacy” (2014: 454). Further, Alex McClelland et al. (2012) found that queer and trans youth 

with intellectual disabilities may not be given the tools they need to practise safe sex and exercise their 

rights to bodily autonomy and sexual health, which demonstrates the realities of how sexuality and 

disability can intersect. While participants did not explicitly indicate how their disabilities may affect 

their sexual bodies, knowledge or experiences, it is important to be cognizant of how sex and disability 

are framed and experienced in the social world, which could have impacted who responded to my 

research. 

Age 

 With all but one of the research participants being between the ages of 19 and 24, most of my 

analysis will focus on this age category. The interview with one participant who is 60 years old provides 

a fascinating contrast because her perspective allows her to reflect on more of her life, including the 

stages that the other participants are currently experiencing. For instance, the older participant, Kami, is 

a survivor of sexual violence and she discusses how this affected her in her youth and young adult life. In 

a study of qualitative interview called “Older women and sexuality: Narratives of gender, age, and living 

environment,” Sarah Jen finds that many sexual factors can change over the course of their lives, such as 

comfort levels, knowledge, sexual orientation, desires, and experiences of pleasure (2017). 

 The low response rate for middle-aged or older participants may be due to the recruitment 

channels because many were connected to universities’ student bodies and groups, which have a 

younger demographic, or the social media channels because younger people are more active users. 

While efforts were made to reach other demographics in the community, much of my personal and 

professional networks exists on university campuses. 
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Gender 

 In one respect, the fact that eight of nine participants discussing their sexual body are women is 

beneficial because so often women are not provided with opportunities to unashamedly talk about their 

sexuality in comparison to men. However, since (cis)women and trans people were invited to participate 

in this research and only one participant is trans, there is a small representation of diverse genders in 

my research. One participant, Danny, uses the words ‘agender,’ ‘gender-neutral’ and ‘transgender’ to 

describe their gender and uses ‘they/them’ pronouns, while the other eight are cisgender women. This 

results in the findings largely focusing on the cisgender experience. 

Sexual Orientation 

With two-thirds of participants identifying as bisexual, pansexual or lesbian, there is a strong 

presence of queer individuals—queer being an encapsulating term for non-heterosexual identities, used 

hereafter. Even for the three participants who identified as heterosexual, two suggested that their 

identities are perhaps more complex. For instance, while Chris identified as heterosexual, she explained 

in her interview that to her, sexuality exists on a spectrum and she shared that she has spent time 

questioning her sexuality. Due to her body language, tone and wording throughout the interview, I 

interpreted Chris to be saying that while she identified as heterosexual, she was not 100 per cent 

heterosexual, she was simply closer on the spectrum to heterosexual than other labels used to describe 

sexual identities. For Jei, when asked about her sexuality, she responded with “Straight, so far anyway. 

I’m not against dating girls, but I’ve just never been romantically attracted to one.” This demonstrates 

that her sexuality is more complicated as she did not just answer “straight.” While she is currently in a 

heterosexual relationship, Jei is open to the idea of being with a woman in the future if she finds one she 

is romantically attracted to, and therefore, may be acknowledging that she might not be entirely 

heterosexual. For the queer participants, all of them stated their sexual orientation confidently and did 
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not share any other information at the time of that question, except for the lesbian participant who 

responded with “Lesbian, from the time I was 11.” 

While it is uncertain as to why a high number of queer people responded to this research, a few 

speculations can be made. For starters, the poster visuals distributed during recruitment depicted a 

pride and trans flag clearly in its corner. In addition, the inclusive language of “woman, transgender, 

gender non-conforming or Two-Spirit person” suggests an awareness and acceptance of diverse 

genders, which could be seen as extending to diverse sexualities.  Another factor relevant to this high 

response rate for queer people could be the distribution channels. Some posters were distributed 

specifically to queer communities, and many were distributed to openly queer-accepting organizations. 

Beyond these surmises regarding recruitment, though, is the possibility that queer people are 

more open, comfortable or accustomed to talking about their sexual body. Because queer people do not 

conform to our heteronormative society, their/our sexuality is often highlighted and discussed, whether 

they want it to be or not. Perhaps this has resulted in a high number of queer participants responding to 

this research callout—queer people’s sexuality is already put ‘on display,’ exemplified by the very 

phenomena of coming out or even holding hands in public. Having their sexuality so public can also 

mean their body is also publicly scrutinized. In fact, Rinaldi et al. found that queer women resisting 

sexual, heteronormative norms can be likened to resisting body ideals—celebration, reclamation and 

defiance are central to their relationship with their sexuality and bodies. It is possible that it is under 

these contexts that those who responded to the poster that was entitled “Your Sexual Body” were those 

who consciously own their sexual body just as they own their sexuality. Furthermore, it is common for 

queer culture to promote the acceptance of diverse bodies and sexualities.  

Another interesting point regarding the queerness of my research sample is that the highest 

representation of a particular sexual identity is bisexuality, with four of nine using this label to describe 
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their sexual orientation. Not only is the fact that there are more bisexual participants than heterosexual 

interesting, it is particularly fascinating that of all participants’ queer identities, being bisexual is most 

common. Whether it is “gay-straight alliances” in schools, the language surrounding the fight for same-

sex marriage, or discourses surrounding “gays and lesbians,” bisexuals are so often ignored in 

comparison to the monosexual orientations of being lesbian, gay or heterosexual (Scherrer 2013; Elia 

2014). Because of this rampant bi-erasure, one of the benefits of the social locations of the participants 

is that my thesis is an example of academic research being conducted with a high representation of 

bisexual people.  

 

Relationship Status and Structure 

It is worth highlighting that most participants were in monogamous relationships at the time of 

the interview. While this does not determine frequency or quality of sexual experiences, it does provide 

context. Some participants discuss sexual pleasure and sexual experiences by comparing whether the 

experience happens in a committed relationship versus casual hook-ups. Armstrong et al. (2012) find 

that women experience orgasms more often in relationships than they do in hook-ups, and also that 

there is a belief held by both men and women that women are not entitled to pleasure during hook-ups. 

Armstrong et al. reminds us to keep in mind that gendered processes manifest differently within 

relationships than outside of them. Moreover, participants’ backgrounds reflect multiple kinds of 

relationships—one participant is polyamorous, which means their relationship context when they are 

not single may affect their sexual experiences in a different way. In summary, relationship status and 

structure are other identity factors that may be relevant in my analysis. Now that I have illustrated the 

identities of the participants and potential rationales for who did and did not respond to the recruitment 

advertisements, I will now outline the methodical details for the preliminary interviews. 
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Preliminary Interviews 
As previously mentioned, two sets of interviews were conducted: preliminary interviews and in-

depth follow-ups. For the preliminary interviews, I provided the option of email, phone, video chat or in-

person interviews, and met them at a mutually agreeable location (on their university campus or at 

community cafes) to help ensure participants can properly access the interview in a way that suits their 

abilities, so that they are emotionally comfortable, and for ease of withdrawing consent at any point. 

After reviewing and signing the consent form, participants were asked to choose a pseudonym to ensure 

their identity remained confidential, even to my thesis committee. These semi-structured interviews 

began with asking about their sexual bodies, and then some general questions about what they know 

about their clitoris. I had questions prepared but I also asked other questions based on the participants’ 

responses. Not only did these preliminary interviews provide valuable information, they also served as 

an introduction, both for me to gauge the participants’ willingness to discuss the clitoris in-depth, and 

for them to be able to provide more informed consent on whether they wanted to talk to me again after 

meeting me and learning the nature of the questions. These first interviews were purposefully more 

generalized than focusing on the clitoris so that there was the possibility of participants having little 

knowledge of the clitoris. In other words, if my recruitment posters outlined discussions of the clitoris, it 

would be highly unlikely someone who knows hardly anything about the clitoris would reply to my 

advertisements. I then used their responses to gauge who would be most captivating to talk to more in-

depth, in the context of my theoretical frame.  

Ann Oakley states that “The goal of finding out about people through interviewing is ‘best 

achieved when the relationship of interviewer and interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the 

interviewer is prepared to invest his or her own personal identity in the relationship’” (Oakley 1981; qtd. 

in Doucet and Mauthner 2006: 39). However, I agree with Doucet and Mauthner in recognizing that 

there is always an inherent power hierarchy present between a researcher and their participants—
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though I aimed to reduce this power differential as much as possible. For instance, I dressed informally 

and met participants where they felt most comfortable. Seemingly small methodological details such as 

visual self-presentation are purposeful. 

At the end of the preliminary interviews, I asked participants about their social location. Not 

only did learning their social locations provide vital context for the in-depth interviews and analysis, but 

I also was able to take their intersecting identities into consideration while selecting which participants 

to follow-up with. In order to navigate the decision of who to speak with further, I reflected on their 

positionality, their responses, and whether the intellectual benefits would be greater than potential 

harm for a particular individual. One of the key aspects of feminist research is that it should aim to 

benefit women (Doucet and Mauthner 2006), and it should not come at the expense of others. Social 

locations were taken into consideration so that marginalized identities were given the opportunity to 

speak from their perspectives. However, a participant’s social location was not the sole factor in this 

decision. For instance, Danny was the only trans participant but it was not simply their gender identity 

that initiated a follow-up, it was their complex experience with their clitoris that was shaped by them 

accessing hormone replacement therapy and experiencing clitoral growth, as well as their enthusiasm to 

share many aspects of their life. Another factor examined in deciding who to follow up with was 

participants’ level of cliteracy. I followed up with participants who had a range of cliteracy levels, as far 

as I could estimate based on information provided during their first interviews. Another factor that was 

important in deciding who to follow up with was how personal the participants’ responses were. The 

participants who spoke more generally about society or a given topic, rather than focusing on their own 

experiences, were considered less ideal for follow-up interviews.  

Lastly, I should note that one participant who met all my criteria and also provided a racialized 

voice was not asked to be re-interviewed due to a potential concern about confidentiality. It became 

evident that this participant was acquainted with a member of my thesis committee and even though 
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she gave her informed consent for the preliminary interview, there were concerns that the more 

personal, in-depth questions might have been an issue for her and may have impeded her ability to 

respond openly. For these reasons, with her consent, her preliminary transcript was analyzed but she 

was not re-interviewed. 

Throughout these preliminary interviews, I had a resource sheet of relevant supports available 

to them in their area (LGBTQ+ support, sexual violence support, mental health resources, sex-positive 

public health resources both on- and off-campus) visible in case participants seemed particularly 

uncomfortable. At the end of the interview, I handed them the sheet and encouraged them to seek 

support if they so desired. While I can never know for sure if they felt distressed or emotional after the 

interviews, the feedback I did receive was that talking about these topics was a positive or neutral 

experience for them. 

Throughout the preliminary interviews, minimal field notes were taken. The only notes recorded 

at the time of the interview were observations that I knew would not be recorded by the voice recorder; 

Descriptions and timing of body language, hand gestures and facial expressions were noted. This not 

only included gestures like their hands estimating the size of the clitoris, but also more subtle 

expressions such as a furrowed brow or the breaking of eye contact, as all actions made during 

interviews can convey meanings. Once each preliminary interview was complete, I transcribed it—

careful to include every word that either myself or the participant said, and incorporated my field notes 

to document tone, silences or sounds made, noted within square brackets. As Tolman articulates, 

“pregnant pauses, uncontrollable giggles, or a sudden inarticulateness are part and parcel of the 

analysis” (2002: 39). After transcription was complete, follow-up interviews were set up, with the 

participants’ consent. 
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Follow-up Interviews 
For the five in-depth interviews, I began by checking in on how they felt after their preliminary 

interview, asking if there was anything they would like to share about the experience or about their life 

since the last interview. Then, unlike the preliminary interviews, I shared information about myself. Part 

of interpretive research is changing one’s method throughout the data collection process if, upon 

reflection, I believe a different method to be more effective or ethical (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). 

After observing that participants were unsure of how much to share in the preliminary interviews and 

there was a strong imbalance with respect to vulnerability, I decided to augment my method to make 

my participants more comfortable. Before asking them questions, I shared personal sexual information 

about myself, some of my politics such as being pro-choice, pro-sex work, and part of my identity, 

namely that I am queer and in a relationship with a woman.  

A concrete example of how this shaped the conversations that followed is illustrated in the case 

of Danny. In the preliminary interview with them, they expressed disinterest for masturbation by saying 

they tried it and “it just wasn’t for [them].” If I were to interpret that statement on its own, I might have 

hypothesized that this could be due to a myriad of reasons, perhaps a lack of diverse stimulation 

techniques, stigma preventing pleasurable experiences or low sexual desire. However, at the beginning 

of the follow-up interviews, after I shared information about myself to help participants’ level of comfort 

in disclosing information, Danny provided new insight about what may affect their disinterest in 

masturbation. One of the pieces that I shared was that I am an anti-sexual violence activist, and 

therefore, if they wanted to share any experiences with me then it is safe to disclose. Immediately after 

saying this, Danny said that they are a survivor of sexual violence and then later articulated that for a 

while the idea of experiencing pleasure did not only disinterest them, it disturbed them, as they 

associated pleasure with their past trauma. This example demonstrates my role in creating this 
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knowledge, as a decision I made and the words I spoke changed how I would later interpret Danny’s 

narrative surrounding masturbation.  

Different methods result in different stories. This example of information learned about Danny 

influencing my interpretation of previous statements illustrates the incomprehensible amount of 

information participants did not share during their interviews, illustrating how my discussions are based 

on a small representation of their reality. It is also possible that the information I shared hindered the 

interview by making participants feel less comfortable to share. For instance, regardless of whether 

abortion came up, if a participant was anti-choice, hearing that we disagree on such a polarizing issue 

could change how they perceive me and my research. However, because I intended to make women and 

trans people comfortable with discussing stigmatized topics, I reconcile the possible negative effects 

knowing that my sharing that I am pro-choice may have made any participants who have had an 

abortion (and thus likely experienced stigma and discrimination) more comfortable and validated. 

Besides clarification questions about their preliminary interview, the first questions I asked 

participants in the follow-up interviews were about sexual pleasure. Then, I asked participants what they 

knew about the clitoris and where they believe they learned that information. Next, I showed them an 

anatomically accurate 3D-printed clitoris, as seen in Appendix B.1, and asked them their general 

thoughts. I then asked them about how they thought the clitoris fit in relation to the rest of the vulva, 

and showed them an anatomical diagram accordingly, as seen in Appendix B.3. Lastly, I asked them how 

important the clitoris and cliteracy is to them, and what their thoughts were on Wallace’s 100 Natural 

Laws of Cliteracy—an art mural that discusses female sexual pleasure and the clitoris, as seen in 

Appendix B.2. This mural was particularly effective because it depicts 100 provocative phrases, which 

was beneficial for two reasons. Firstly, it was easy for participants to talk about at least some aspect of 

the art, as it mentions so many relevant yet distinct topics related to cliteracy. Secondly, asking an open 
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question about what they thought about the piece allowed for participants to choose what struck them 

to talk about, which has become an interesting part of the analysis. 

I conducted a third interview with one participant. This was because they mentioned that they 

are a sex worker and a survivor of sexual violence and did not seem to want to share more about that 

throughout the interview, but later through email correspondence expressed that they were open to 

talking about it and consented to another follow-up interview to discuss these particular topics. This 

interview was about 30 minutes, in addition to the one-hour follow-up and 25-minute preliminary 

interview. 

During the transcription process, while listening and reading the interviews, I wrote notes on my 

first reactions, thoughts, and feelings. This personal research diary (Vaismoradi et al. 2013) is referred to 

using different terms but as Walker et al. (2013) articulate, a research diary essentially “provides a place 

for a conscious form of self-monitoring” (42). In other words, explicitly identifying my perspective in this 

way served as a tangible way of being cognizant of my own standpoint while coding.  The diary was also 

valuable because data collection, transcription and analysis were spread out over several months and it 

was important to keep my observations in mind throughout the entire process.  

In some cases, the notes I recorded in my personal research diary were about my emotions. An 

example of this was in the case of a participant who suggested that she views feminism, or her 

conceptualization of the feminist movement, negatively and she also articulated some extremely explicit 

victim-blaming comments towards women who are assaulted. As someone who identifies as a feminist 

and is actively part of feminist movements, and as an anti-sexual violence activist who does public 

education seeking to end victim-blaming, these comments evoked visceral emotion for me. I recorded 

honest notes on my gut reaction, both how it made me feel and why I thought she may hold those 

beliefs. Not only did this allow for me to better remember, months later, what listening to the interview 
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evoked for me, but these recordings allowed me to more consciously own my thoughts and reflect on 

how they could affect my overall interpretation of this participant. 

Another method that was incorporated was member-checking. After transcription, I presented 

participants of the follow-up interviews with the opportunity to read over their transcript and provide 

clarifications or changes for any reason. Participants provided clarifications that aided me during 

analysis and edited some text to remove all potentially identifying information. While participants were 

given a list of questions days before their in-depth interviews, other questions were also asked based on 

the course of the conversation which participants did not have time to think about beforehand. In some 

cases, these unplanned questions involved thinking about their childhood or youthhood or past trauma, 

which can be a difficult and/or time-consuming process.  Thus, by providing participants with the 

opportunity to think about the questions and their responses for weeks and then allow for adjustments 

and additions, the final approved transcripts can be more accurate.  

Some positivist researchers may have concerns with this method because it allows for 

participants to shape their story and potentially deviate from the ‘objective truth.’ As more of an 

interpretive researcher, I recognize that in a social world with countless influences and multiple truths, 

the goal of these qualitative interviews is not to find each participant’s truth; it is to co-construct 

meaningful knowledge and explore some of their truths. While the main purpose of member-checking is 

often considered to be to validate and increase accuracy and credibility (Birt et al. 2016; Doyle 2007), 

this is not the primary reason for employing member-checking as part of my method. Member-checking 

recognizes that participants know themselves best: “The practice enacts the commitment to knowledge 

that takes into account situational actors’ own understandings of their experiences” (Schwartz-Shea and 

Yanow 2012: 106), and as previously noted, treating women and trans people as knowers is necessary if 

we want to achieve gender equity.  
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Member-checking was also employed in order to give participants as much power as possible 

over their stories, and to this end, is a feminist method. Sharing such personal information that is so 

stigmatized that some of it has never been articulated to anyone aloud, especially to an unfamiliar 

researcher, can be difficult. This level of potential discomfort can increase after the interview is 

complete, when participants mentally review what they shared and realize that they no longer have any 

control over what the researcher does with their stories. As lack of control over one’s sexuality and 

sexual body is extremely detrimental to women and trans people, it is important that my methods give 

women and trans people as much autonomy as possible. Positive feedback on member-checking was 

provided and in fact, one participant found the process particularly rewarding as she said it gave her 

peace of mind that her confidentiality was protected. Once the transcripts were complete and verified, I 

began analysis of the data. 

Thematic Analysis 
Thematic analyses can be conducted in many ways. A common thread between variations is that 

of coding, the systematic process by which themes are determined. As Douglas Ezzy articulates, “Coding 

is the process of disassembling and reassembling the data. Data are disassembled when they are broken 

apart into lines, paragraphs or sections. These fragments are then rearranged, through coding, to 

produce a new understanding that explores similarities, and differences, across a number of different 

cases” (2002: 94). Specific data analysis methods were planned based on methodological decisions and 

were adapted throughout. While interpretive researchers find value in flexibility and positivists can be 

wary of it causing inconsistency, either approach can be acceptable if each decision the researcher 

makes is justified (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012; Vaismoradi et al. 2013; Braun and Clarke 2006, 

2017). During data collection and analysis, it became clear that augmenting the methods from my 

original plan could make my research more ethical, effective and efficient. The methods and 

methodologies I employed will now be outlined. 
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The purpose of my initial reading of my transcripts was to familiarize myself with the data. 

During this initial read, I underlined key quotes that I felt were especially valuable and encapsulated 

important concepts or potential themes. This served as useful in visually demonstrating what I 

automatically deemed most significant. Next, the coding process began. As Braun and Clarke articulate, 

“Codes are the building blocks for themes, (larger) patterns of meaning, underpinned by a central 

organizing concept - a shared core idea. Themes provide a framework for organizing and reporting the 

researcher’s analytic observations” (2017). During the second read, following Ezzy (2002) I open coded 

the transcripts. This involved first determining the unit of analysis. In order to do this, I bracketed words 

that I believed communicated one idea. These ‘meaning units’ could be a word, phrase, sentence, 

paragraph or section. Once the meaning unit was bracketed, I recorded an open code in the right 

margin. These open codes were more descriptive than analytical. These open codes served as an initial 

categorization to see what themes, ideas, topics or feelings arose for participants and how often. These 

codes also allowed for me to become more familiar with the data and be able to locate themes 

throughout the transcripts later. Throughout this open coding process, some codes overlapped, so some 

open codes were noted within others, marked with differently shaped brackets. 

The third reading of the transcripts was to conduct axial coding. As Ezzy describes it, “The aim of 

axial coding is to integrate codes around the axes of central categories” (2002: 91). In other words, open 

codes are more descriptive, while the axial codes are more abstract, as they connect relevant open 

codes with broader ideas. This second set of codes was marked using differently shaped brackets around 

each meaning unit, with its corresponding code in the left margin. These codes were determined by 

thinking through how the open codes connect to my theoretical frame of the epistemologies of 

ignorance and by making connections between meaning units across all interviews. During this third 

reading, I recorded separate notes of possible codes that were even broader than the axial codes.  I also 

used this third reading and its accompanying notes to create a thematic map, which Vaismoradi et al. 
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describe as a “visual presentation of themes, codes, and their relationships, involving a detailed account 

and description of each theme, their criteria, exemplars and counter examples, and other similar details. 

As one part of data analysis, it helps with reviewing themes and achieving the aim of identifying 

coherent but distinctive themes” (2013: 403). By having each theme and code on a separate piece of 

paper, I was able to constantly move them around and thus change how they were connected. I 

continually re-organized, re-labelled, merged and divided the open codes, axial codes and underlying 

themes until I felt that they represented the themes of the data that were most relevant for my 

research and were most important to the participants. Once I had these codes confirmed, I created a 

Codebook of underlying themes that outlines what constitutes each code and examples of each.  

Once the Codebook was completed, I did a fourth reading of the transcripts to sort all axial 

codes under major underlying themes. I concluded my transcript analysis by doing a fifth reading to 

confirm the coding and tweak any wording if needed. It was during this fifth reading that I reviewed my 

personal research diary as well. Reviewing these notes allowed for me to reflect on how my own 

perspective has influenced my interpretations of the data and the coding process, and gauge whether 

any codes should change. Part of this reflection process was to try to avoid projecting my own 

hypotheses and beliefs onto the data and replacing the participants’ perspective with my own or 

manipulating the data to represent something that it most likely does not. As Ezzy states, “Careful 

coding allows the researcher to move beyond pre-existing theory to ‘hear’ new interpretations and 

understandings present in the data” (2002: 94). 

Due to space limitations, some underlying themes were not explored. As Braun and Clarke state, 

“The aim of [thematic analysis] is not simply to summarize the data content, but to identify, and 

interpret, key, but not necessarily all, features of the data, guided by the research question” (2017: 297). 

In other words, while numerous themes emerged that are certainly valuable and provide much insight 

on gender, sexuality, knowledge, and other fields, some of these themes cannot be explored within the 
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parameters of this thesis. For instance, a recurring theme throughout the interviews is that many 

participants seem to feel as though their thoughts, feelings or experiences are outside of the norm. This 

comparing of self to others and believing that they are abnormal is fascinating and worth exploring 

elsewhere, but due to this theme being less pertinent to the focus of my thesis, this theme was noted in 

my thematic map but was later excluded from the Codebook and analysis. 

CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The Ambiguous Relationships Between the Clitoris and Sexual Pleasure 
 

“All bodies are entitled to experience the pleasure they are capable of.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 

 

  To begin my analysis, I present one of the main themes in my research: participants’ 

conceptualizations and experiences of sexual pleasure, and how this relates to the clitoris. After 

exploring sexual pleasure in the literature, I outline the physical and interpersonal aspects—the two 

main characteristics that participants shared—of sexual pleasure and discuss how they interweave and 

overlap. Then, I explore the gendered processes in society that ignore women’s sexual pleasure. Next, I 

more explicitly discuss how important the clitoris is for participants’ sexual pleasure. I conclude this 

section by focusing on masturbation and the insights discussions about it provide in relation to the 

ambiguous relationships between the clitoris and sexual pleasure. 

Sexual Pleasure 
Before we begin exploring knowledge of the clitoris, it is important to discuss the complexities 

of sexual pleasure more broadly, as it is one of the underlying themes of this entire knowledge project. 

As mentioned during key definitions, sexual pleasure is conceptualized in many ways (Sloane 2014; 

Pascoal et al. 2014), and its physicality and embodiment are a point of contention. Before I present my 
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findings, I explore fascinating scholarly work that discusses these diverse conceptualizations. As 

previously noted, the clitoris has over 8000 nerve endings (Di Marino and Lepidi 2014; Tuana 2004). In 

Di Marino and Lepidi’s “Anatomic Study of the Clitoris & the Bulbo-Clitoral Organ,” a 160-page-long 

comprehensive description and analysis of the anatomy of the clitoris, the authors conclude: 

Overall, our entire study demonstrates, once again, the extraordinary complexity and 
abundance of sensory receptors in the clitoris, the exceptional richness of this organ in nerve 
terminations and the incredible density of genital corpuscles over a very small surface. The 
clitoris is the most elaborate sensory organ of the female body. It is provided with “specific 
tactile sensitivity receptors”, which are highly specialised, in connection with the sexual 
function. With its invaluable sensors, the clitoris has only one function: the reception of pleasure 
stimuli for a single purpose: to generate sexual excitation in women in all types of contexts 
(masturbation, foreplay, sexual intercourse) (93). 

Because of its physiological sensory abilities, the anatomy of the clitoris demonstrates that it is an organ 

that exists for pleasure.  

Another example of the physiology of sexual pleasure is that in utero, fetuses have a sexual 

response system before they have a reproductive system—their bodies can become aroused due to 

stimulus (Calderone 1984). While some scholars lean on reasons like these to define sexual pleasure as 

solely physical, some go as far as arguing that the clitoris is the only means of achieving sexual pleasure 

for those who have one. Ann Koedt asserts in her classic “The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm” (1970) that 

the significance of the vagina is a heteropatriarchal construct and clitoral pleasure is the route to 

women’s liberation, and thus, the clitoris cannot be ignored. Koedt’s account states that she believes 

the clitoris is being systemically ignored due to the constructed myth that the vagina brings women 

pleasure, when according to her, it only brings men pleasure.  While I believe her account to be too 

absolute, her analysis of the gendered dynamics on the emphasis on vaginal pleasure is useful. Following 

her logic, rather than subscribing to this limiting, heteronormative, myth that sex is vaginal-penile 

intercourse, queer participants’ broader conceptualization and experience of sex that involves the 

clitoris could be one of the reasons that they were more cliterate. 
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With the physiology of the clitoris being a plethora of nerve endings that can result in 

pleasurable somatic sensations and the gendered ignorance around the organ, one can see how a 

feminist advocating for women’s pleasure could conclude that the clitoris is the only way to achieve 

pleasure. However, as Muriel Dimen articulates: “The clitoral orgasm became public knowledge because 

feminism made it so. But then the clitoral orgasm became the only politically correct orgasm to have, 

consequently foreshortening exploration and, at best, confusing, at worst, marginalizing those who had 

a different experience” (1984: 146). Essentially, some argue that emphasizing the importance of the 

clitoris too much can create a problematic hierarchy and cause more harm than good because it 

excludes other forms of pleasure. 

For these reasons, some call for sexual pleasure to be defined much more broadly, asserting 

that it should not be limited to physical sexual pleasure or be associated with certain body parts or 

genitals. For example, Sloane argues we should “consider a sexual pleasure that includes emotional, 

psychic and physical fulfillment and how this conception of sexual pleasure might serve to open up 

political potential for many who are limited by a hetero-normative understanding of sexual pleasure as 

merely physical" (2014: 454). Defining sexual pleasure in such a way validates many diverse experiences, 

including the sexual experiences people with disabilities and/or queer people who have sex that is not 

penile-vaginal penetration. While opening up conceptions of sexual pleasure is conducive to a more 

inclusive discussion, we must not demean those who find sexual pleasure to be “merely physical,” as 

Sloane states. In fact, there are people, both heterosexual and queer, who define sexual pleasure as 

strictly physical, and this can be, whether consciously or subconsciously, a way to resist gendered 

expectations of women enjoying the emotional aspects of sexual experiences more than the physical.  

 Navigating being critical of participants’ experiences in the context of a gendered society while 

not invalidating or marginalizing their lived experiences is a tension that I have found very present 

throughout my research. I want to both accept participants’ accounts of their experiences of sexual 
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pleasure, while also being critical of how the clitoris does or does not figure into their pleasure. I 

navigate this tension by situating their experiences within broader gendered contexts that may be 

relevant and discuss these potential social processes, without making any absolute claims about 

participants’ experiences that they did not share with me. Now that I have briefly summarized the 

ambiguity of sexual pleasure and emphasized the importance of not creating a hierarchy of experiences, 

I can delve into the findings from my interviews. 

Through thematic analysis, I observed two main characteristics of sexual pleasure emerging. 

One aspect of sexual pleasure is that it can be physical and somatic, and another is that it can be 

interpersonal and social. Undoubtedly, these two characteristics and experiences of sexual pleasure 

interweave and can be inseparable. Participants were asked direct questions about how they define and 

experience sexual pleasure. My observations were derived from their responses, as well as how I 

interpreted the other information they shared with me throughout the interviews, including information 

seemingly less related to sexual pleasure. I will now outline these two characteristics of sexual pleasure 

and discuss their nuances and contexts, and how they overlap, merge, and shift. 

The Physicality of Sexual Pleasure 

 Many participants cited sensations in the physical body as being central to sexual pleasure. For 

some participants, these sensations could be derived from anywhere on the body when stimulated, such 

as their thigh, for some they stem from their sex organs only, and then for others the pleasurable 

sensations are derived solely from their clitoris. Most of the participants expressed that their clitoris was 

important to their sexual pleasure, especially in respect to orgasms. I will soon discuss how participants’ 

clitorises related to sexual pleasure for them, but I first explore their physical sexual pleasure more 

generally. 

For participants, physical sexual pleasure takes many forms and occurs to varying degrees. Some 

participants described the physical sensations of sexual pleasure using words like “relief,” “feeling 
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good,” “warmness,” “satisfaction” and “pressure release.” As Danny articulated, “In masturbation, I’m 

sort of just racing to get to the orgasm. Like if I orgasm, I’m done and it’s out of the way, it’s just sort of 

a pressure release system.” The words “pressure release” reveal the degree to which for Danny, 

orgasms during masturbation are strictly physical. The term “satisfaction” is interesting because the 

word itself suggests that a goal, expectation or need is met. 

For some participants, orgasms epitomize sexual satisfaction. These participants expressed 

feeling negatively, such as feeling frustrated or disappointed, about an experience if they do not have an 

orgasm. For instance, Bella ensures that she has an orgasm during every sexual experience, and while on 

the job as a sex worker, she must orgasm first before working to please her client, otherwise she will not 

feel positively about the interaction afterwards. This is one of the ways that Bella embodies power and 

control during her sex work, which she stated is vital to her. For Chris, if she does not reach orgasm, 

which is rare for her, she feels quite “bummed out,” especially if it is during sex with her partner 

because “[with masturbation] I could try again in an hour whereas maybe I don’t want to go through the 

full process with him again in an hour.” The fact that both options Chris posed for resolving a non-

climactic sexual experience involve trying to reach an orgasm again demonstrates that for her, climaxing 

is imperative in order to feel pleasured and satisfied. For nearly all participants, clitoral stimulation is 

essential to achieve orgasm. Thus, of these participants, for those who require orgasms to feel fully 

pleased, the clitoris is extraordinarily significant, though not everyone articulated it as such, which will 

be outlined when discussing the dismissal of the clitoris.  

While all participants experience orgasms, the importance of orgasms differs greatly from 

person to person depending on context. For all participants who regularly masturbate, which was all but 

one, orgasms are the sole purpose for masturbation, whereas sexual experiences with other people are 

pleasurable for reasons other than orgasm. Danny shared that they enjoy the sexual act of being with 

another person more than the act of masturbating, which affects the importance of orgasm: “During the 
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average sexual experience with a partner, I will usually orgasm two to three times, but the orgasm isn’t 

significantly better than the rest of the sexual activity when I’m with a partner. Whereas when I’m 

masturbating, sexual activity is boring, it’s a chore, and the orgasm is the only thing that matters. It’s 

miles ahead.” For all participants who masturbate, the sole purpose of the sexual act is to achieve 

orgasm. 

Britt provided another example of how the context of the sexual experience affects the 

importance of orgasms and physical pleasure. For her, orgasms are more important in casual hook-ups 

than in committed relationships, because the purpose of her hook-up is to address her sexual desire, not 

to form intimate or emotional bonds with others. As Britt shared, “If it’s with someone that I have a 

random hook up with, I think [orgasms are] way more important because I’m only seeking pleasure out 

of the interaction.” Some other participants also feel that orgasms are less central to their sexual 

pleasure when with longer term partners in comparison to casual hook-ups. 

Two participants explicitly critiqued the societal perception that orgasms are synonymous with 

pleasure. In fact, they both used the same wording—that orgasms are not “the be-all and end-all” for 

everyone. Penny stated that it is problematic to perpetuate the idea that the orgasm is the epitome of 

sex: “[An orgasm] could be little, it could be long, it could be skyrocketing, it could be just ‘Oh, that kind 

of felt good,’ but it isn’t the only thing that gives you pleasure. It’s not the be-all end-all of having a 

sexual experience.” Penny also said she believes this emphasis on orgasms stems from how men’s 

orgasms and ejaculation are portrayed in pornography as the pinnacle of pleasure. The other participant 

who stated that orgasms should not be seen as “the be-all and end-all” was Chris. After I said, “Orgasms 

are important for you” in response to what she shared, she responded: “Yes, and I feel like they 

shouldn’t be—I’ve read some stuff that says like y’know maybe orgasms shouldn’t be the be-all end-all 

of pleasure.” It is unfortunate that feminist literature and discourse that has aimed to complicate 

women’s sexual pleasure in order to validate experiences other than orgasm have resulted in Chris 
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feeling negatively about how important orgasms are to her. This emphasizes how vital it is to validate 

each person’s experience, including those who define and experience pleasure as solely physical and/or 

orgasmic. 

In discussions that link sexual pleasure to physical phenomena, it is worth nothing that physical 

phenomena do not necessarily align with pleasure. This nonconcordance is relevant because even some 

of the participants who said they need physical sensations to feel satisfied found that the same physical 

phenomena could sometimes occur without any connection to pleasure at all. For instance, there are 

two clear examples of participants who had experienced orgasms that brought no sexual pleasure. Chris 

had orgasms in the gym due to excessive abdomen exercise, which she found “uncomfortable” due to 

being in a public space, and contrasted these with “proper orgasms” that occur during pleasurable 

sexual experiences. Another instance of nonconcordance is in the case of Danny who found physically 

‘pleasurable’ stimulation and orgasms to actually be very displeasing, due to associating them with past 

experiences of sexual violence. Danny stated that “feeling pleasure was associated with such traumatic 

memories that I didn’t want to… Like the idea of orgasming to me was so horrific because it was so tied 

with pain.” Danny’s use of the word “pleasure” in the context of sexual violence indicates a distinction 

between the same physical sensations that are and are not pleasurable. 

Lastly, while this discussion of participants’ sentiments and experiences about physical pleasure 

has essentially been a discussion of orgasms, which reflects what they shared in the interviews, I 

conclude this discussion of physical sexual pleasure by noting that some participants mentioned 

experiences of physical sexual pleasure that are not centred around orgasm, they are simply not 

discussed as much throughout the interviews. Bella shared that for her, “touch” brings her pleasure, and 

“not just so much my boobs [laughs] but like my thighs and things like that, y’know?” This sentiment 

illustrates that Bella finds being touched in areas that are not thought of as erogenous zones 

pleasurable, though she needs clitoral stimulation and an orgasm to feel fully pleasured. In addition to 
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the physical pleasure derived from being touched on her thighs, some pleasure could also be derived 

from the element of intimacy. Thinking about to what degree Bella enjoying her thighs being touched 

may have to do with intimacy, appreciation and emotion brings us to the other main characteristic of 

sexual pleasure: the social. 

Beyond Physical Pleasure: The Interpersonal 

Throughout analysis, it became clear to me that participants also experience sexual pleasure 

that is not predominantly physical, but is derived from feeling or being close to someone, romantic 

feelings, or emotional connection. Due to the fact that these kinds of non-physical sexually pleasurable 

sentiments only occur for participants when they are being sexual with others, this theme is summarized 

as the interpersonal characteristic of sexual pleasure. This relational sexual pleasure is essential to many 

participants and for some it is more important than physical pleasure.  

For two participants in particular, interpersonal sexual pleasure is of utmost importance. Britt 

shared that she is unable to experience pleasure through masturbation despite trying various methods. 

She said that without someone else there, it feels too “forced.” Thus, for Britt, the interpersonal 

component is mandatory for her experiencing sexual pleasure. Jei repeatedly brought up the 

importance of the social aspect of pleasure throughout her interviews, sometimes directly comparing 

interpersonal pleasure to physical pleasure. Jei stated that interpersonal pleasure is more “satisfying” to 

her than orgasms: “I can always achieve orgasm by myself but it’s not as satisfying. Even though I don’t 

always orgasm with him, I just enjoy being with him a lot more.” Along the same lines, after reading 100 

Natural Laws of Cliteracy, depicted in Appendix B.2, Jei critiqued its emphasis on physical sexual 

pleasure. The heart of her critique is that “The general message of those statements almost assumes 

that the significance of the clitoris/orgasms is more important than enjoying the whole sexual act with 

another person.” For participants, the characteristics of sexual pleasure as physical and interpersonal 

undoubtedly interweave and overlap, often occurring simultaneously. Tolman states,  
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Sexuality is about emotions, intersubjectivity, and feeling close to another person, as well as 
feeling alive in your body. The girls who told me their stories included their embodied sexual 
feelings but also connected their powerful physical feelings to intense emotionally feelings. In 
speaking about sexual desire, some of them told stories that revealed their urge to resist the 
split of intimacy and sexuality that pervades our society (2002: 206). 

It is essential that these two characteristics of sexual pleasure are not seen as dichotomous. The physical 

and social cannot be entirely distinct, and the depth of how they interweave and merge is apparent 

throughout the interviews. For instance, Maggie finds “enjoying each others’ bodies” pleasurable, which 

suggests that the social experience is central, but is also rooted in their physical beings.  

Another way these two themes merge is when some participants shared that they needed some 

level of emotional relationship before they were able to feel physical pleasure with another person. For 

Jei, in order to feel sexual desire for someone and experience physical sexual pleasure with them, she 

must “emotionally love them.” For Britt, though she does have some casual hook-ups to achieve 

pleasure, when asked about her experiences with sexual pleasure, she brought up the social aspect of 

her partner needing to understand her, the emotional aspect of their relationship, and the importance 

of her partner knowing what she likes sexually, presumably physically: “I think with my current partner 

[my sexual pleasure] is really good. He understands me and is aware of what I like and we also have a 

strong emotional connection.” It is evident that the connection between people during sexual 

experiences can be physical, social and emotional in various ways. It is worth nothing though that while 

there are many more aspects to healthy and pleasurable sexual experiences than physical pleasure, as 

Jei emphasized throughout her interview, the physical sensations that many women and trans people in 

society feel are often ignored or conflated with emotional, social or psychological feelings. Examining 

this gendered process, and others, provide a deeper context for our discussion of sexual pleasure. 

The Gendered Processes of Ignoring Women’s Sexual Pleasure 

Within the frame of this thesis, I argue that gendered ignorance is rampant in society’s 

discussions of women’s sexual pleasure. As Tolman states, “We have effectively desexualized girls’ 
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sexuality, substituting the desire for relationship and emotional connection for sexual feelings in their 

bodies” (2002: 5). There is a dominant ideology that women have low sexual desire and any sex they do 

enjoy is only due to romance, which stems from the gender stereotypes of women as overly emotional 

beings who need to please men instead of be pleased. It is well-documented that there is a missing 

discourse of women’s desire throughout nearly all aspects of society (Fine and McClelland 2006; Allen 

2013; Tolman 2002). Not only is the discourse of desire missing in current formal sex education and 

school curricula (Fine and McClelland 2006; Connell 2005; Allen 2013; Oliver et al. 2013), but it has also 

been absent in significant milestones of sexology (Nagoski 2015: 45). Ignoring women’s desire and 

women’s pleasure go hand in hand. 

This disregard for female desire can be compared with the prioritization of male desire and 

pleasure in society. This prioritizing of men’s pleasure also appeared in my interviews, in explicit and 

implicit ways. In response to being asked how important orgasms are to her sexual pleasure, Britt said, 

“Sometimes I would rather see my partner pleased and less focus on me.” Because in contrast, her next 

sentence discussed how her hook-ups are solely for pleasure, it seems fair to connect this statement 

with wanting to please her partner with emotion. While I cannot gauge what her emotions and 

motivations are behind why she wants to focus on pleasuring her partner, it is possible that her 

emotions may be influenced by the construction that a woman’s role in a relationship is to pleasure her 

man or that his sexual desire is stronger than hers, and thus, she could want to prioritize his pleasure 

over hers.  Similarly, Maggie reiterated several times that she receives sexual pleasure from pleasing her 

partner and when prompted to clarify, Maggie said that this sexual pleasure is indeed physical. Maggie 

finds it acceptable not to climax with her partner but would feel “frustrated” if she did not climax when 

masturbating. It is possible that the social conflation between emotional connection and somatic sexual 

pleasure that Tolman discusses is a factor in why Maggie finds pleasuring her partner physically 

pleasurable. This could be connected to a phenomenon that Chris mentioned learning about through 
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reading Peggy Orenstein’s work: that some women aim to please their partner, so if they do so, they feel 

satisfied in completing their goal. Chris articulated, “When a woman sets the bar of sexual pleasure as 

he’s finishing and he enjoyed it and that’s your bar for your sexual pleasure, and you meet that bar 

every time, you’re going to say that you’re pleased!”  

Notably though, it is not just Maggie’s responses to questions about sexual pleasure and 

orgasms that lead me to believe there may be gendered processes at play—it is also the fact she 

subscribes to many other gendered sexual myths. At multiple points throughout the interview, Maggie 

suggested that she and other women are objects—objects of sexual desire for men, and objects which 

can be justifiably physically assaulted by men. It may be factors like this that influence my perception 

that her physical sexual pleasure may be conflated with feelings of sexual objectivity and gendered 

obligations to please men, a complex, prevalent phenomenon in society:  

Female socialization tends to position women in the role of having to accommodate others, 
sometimes at the expense of their own sense of entitlement (Williams 2005). […] The weight of 
social expectations can make it difficult for women to take a position of agency and 
assertiveness (Tolman 2001). Female socialization, combined with the subordinating effect of 
abuse, can make it difficult for women to articulate their own sexual desires (Davison and 
Huntington 2010). 

Before more deeply exploring subscriptions and resistance to gendered sexual expectations, I 

must describe what I consider to constitute resistance to these expectations since resistance can be 

conceptualized in many ways and while some scholars assert that the resistance must be conscious, 

political and purposeful, others suggest that resistance is determined by a researcher’s interpretation 

(Raby 2005b). In my case, I recognize that it is my interpretation of the data in the context of my 

theoretical frame that results in my deeming certain instances as resisting dominant ideologies or 

norms. While some examples I provide demonstrate explicit consciousness and intent, there are many 

other instances of resistance to gendered sexual expectations throughout my research that are not 

directly articulated as resistance by participants. Since being resistant can be considered empowering, it 
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may not serve participants to expect articulate consciousness in order to be given the credit of being 

resistant (Raby 2005b). While much of my following discussion happens to centralize conscious 

resistance, more subtle acts of resistance are explored in the analysis section of how participants 

learned about the clitoris. 

Participants demonstrated that they subscribe to and resist sexual objectification in a multitude 

of ways. As mentioned above, sexual objectification certainly comes into play, which many participants 

communicated that they experience. Evidence of sexual objectification can be seen in anything from 

their struggles with self-esteem due to needing to confirm to sexualized body ideals, to experiencing 

sexual violence. Fran stated that all women experience sexual objectification just based off the fact that 

they are women. She consciously resists this though, by doing things like wearing clothing to 

deemphasize sexualized parts of her body in order to not “remind” herself that she is a woman who 

must navigate a patriarchal world. She said she tells herself, “‘No, I’m not on display for anyone. I’m not 

always there for sexual consumption by men and society at large.’ I don’t have to like… My butt doesn’t 

have to be lifted when I’m at work! Y’know? [we both laugh] I just exist—it’s there to carry me around 

and get my work done.” Such resistance of sexual objectification takes many forms. For Bella, during her 

sex work she chooses to use her body as a “piece of machinery.” She detaches from the interaction, 

thinking of her body as a tool at her job—an object, but an object that she owns and controls. This 

choice, in addition to the fact that Bella ensures she has an orgasm before the client does, exhibits 

power, autonomy, and resistance to objectification. Regardless of how they resist it, and whether they 

are conscious of their resistance, those who resist sexual objectification embody sexual subjectivity 

which allows them to be agents of desire.  

All participants demonstrated that they experience strong sexual desires, and some were aware 

that this in itself resists gender norms. For example, Jei brought up the frequency of sex and her desire: 

“Personally it seems like a complete myth that guys are the only ones into sex, because we have gone 
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through at least 8 or 9 boxes of condoms since last October, since the relationship began, and I initiate 

sex as much as he does.” Many participants discussed needing to fulfil sexual urges, and many pursue 

and experience sex, and masturbate, regularly. 

Focusing on heterosexual interactions for a moment, let us discuss further the gendered 

processes that may affect a woman’s experience of being pleasured by her male partner. Firstly, there is 

a difference between performing pleasure and experiencing pleasure. If someone acts as though they 

are experiencing pleasure in order to appear sexually appealing, or enhance their partner’s sexual 

confidence, then their performance of pleasure is not actually about their own personal sexual pleasure. 

Many studies show that women often fake their orgasms when with men, due to wanting to fulfill their 

idea of an ideal sexual woman, please them out of their love for them, to avoid conflict, to appear more 

sexually appealing, or due to other sentiments and reasons related to their relationship with their male 

partner (Fahs and Swank 2016). Danny provided a concrete example of how performing pleasure for 

their partner can be more important than actually experiencing pleasure. They shared that they have 

been pressured to try and squirt for their male partners, because they perceived squirting as a 

vindication of their sexual prowess, even though Danny did not want to, which illustrates these partners 

were objectifying Danny to some degree.  

Chris provided a similar story and shared how she resists the idea of performing pleasure for 

men’s pleasure. One of the first things that Chris stated when asked what she knew about her clitoris 

focused directly on her autonomy over her body. She said, “I guess that it’s mine and it’s nobody else’s.” 

After this statement, she explained why this was particularly important to her. She described a sexual 

experience in or around Grade 10 when a man who was six years older than her performed oral and 

“tried” fingering her, and the language she used to describe this experience illustrates that she did not 

desire the interactions. She said she remembers him “doing things to [her]” and wanting her to show 

that she was feeling pleasure. She described the experience as neither “good” nor “bad,” she simply did 
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not feel any pleasure at all. This anecdote of her absence of sexual desire and pleasure in a scenario 

where her partner wanted to stimulate her more than Chris herself wanted to be stimulated 

emphasized to Chris that her clitoris is for her to experience pleasure, not for her to facilitate a 

performance of pleasure to please her partners. Distinguishing between performance and experience 

seeks to establish the degree to which a sexual experience embodies sexual subjectivity versus 

objectivity. 

Now that I have outlined the gendered processes of performing pleasure, I will examine the 

motivation behind why a man may want to please his partner. As Danny queried, “Is his motivation to 

pleasure his partner or is it to sort of vindicate himself?” They then stated: 

I’ve definitely had partners who have put a lot of pressure on me to squirt and put a lot of 
pressure on me to let them make me squirt. Like a lot of men feel the need to fully satisfy their 
partners which for some reason looks like squirting. So they’ve spent a great deal of time 
experimenting with my body to get this to happen, when I haven’t even really wanted it to 
happen. So it was more about what they could gain from it, rather than what I could gain from 
it. The focus is very much on a man’s ability to make someone squirt, rather than actually the 
pleasure of making someone squirt. 

This anecdote demonstrates how the idea of sexual prowess, men’s sexual desires, and masculinity can 

all override their partner’s desires, pleasures, and boundaries. In fact, Carole S. Vance discusses whether 

focusing on making women orgasm is really about liberation or control—the level of success and 

masculinity being marked succinctly by him asking “Did you come?” (1984).  Further, one of the main 

reasons women fake orgasms during sexual experiences with men is to demonstrate that their partner is 

sexually skilled (Fahs and Swank 2016). For Chris, her male partner responds negatively to the idea of 

her using a toy to masturbate, which bothered her as she stated it is problematic, especially since her 

partner does indeed regularly please her during sexual experiences. She stated, “I think sort of that my 

pleasure is becoming more about your masculinity—that you can’t sexually please me, which you can! I 

don’t want to have to like stroke his ego.” Similarly, when Maggie shared that she is the only person 

who can stimulate her clitoris to orgasm, she added, “Obviously that makes it kind of irritating for him.” 
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It is this dynamic that lies in triumphing masculinity and dominating women’s pleasure that may 

contribute to the ignorance of the clitoris—men could fear that their penis is not what provides women 

pleasure. Di Marino and Lepidi allude to this when they state, “The clitoris, ignored by most people, is 

thought by the remaining minority to be a small uninteresting protrusion or something that, according 

to some sexologists, ‘scares them’ when they learn that it can, all by itself, give sexual pleasure to 

women and that it has an unlimited capacity to provide pleasure” (2014: xii). 

The Connection Between the Clitoris and Sexual Pleasure 
All participants were aware that the clitoris is a pleasure organ. The fact that many participants 

find physical sensations integral to their sexual pleasure demonstrates the importance of the clitoris, as 

this body part has the physiological capabilities of providing these sensations when stimulated. As Tuana 

frankly states, “Anyone who pays attention knows well the importance of the clitoris in female sexual 

pleasure” (2006: 7).  

For some participants, their clitoris is central to their experiences of sexual pleasure, which 

aligns with other research (Bronselaer et al. 2013). When asked what she knows about the clitoris, Kami 

said, “Your clitoris is SO much more important than your vagina, in my opinion,” and went on to discuss 

its pleasure-giving capabilities. For Fran, because she has a pelvic pain disorder that makes penetration 

painful, she experiences more pleasure from her clitoris than vagina: “So I kind of feel like my vagina is 

kind of take it or leave it, but my clitoris, y’know, she’s always been there for me!” A few other 

participants also shared that clitoral stimulation is the only thing that allows them to orgasm, which is 

mandatory for some. By extension, for some participants, their clitoris is essential to their experience of 

sexual pleasure. Interestingly, after discussing the anatomy of the clitoris and being shown the image in 

Appendix B.3 that illustrates how the clitoris vestibular bulbs and crura fit around the vaginal opening, 

Danny shared that even the pleasure they get from vaginal stimulation is derived from the internal 

aspects of the clitoris. They stated, “I’m just speaking from experience here, but like the only place I 
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experience vaginal pleasure is like the opening of it, never ever deeper in. Like if you hit my cervix, I’m 

going to hit you [laughs]. How dare you! Whereas all of the pleasure is at the opening, where that 

[points to the clitoris 3D-model] would be.” The fact that even vaginal stimulation could actually be 

bringing clitoral pleasure may exemplify a form of gendered ignorance—perhaps all pleasure is derived 

from the clitoral tissue in the vulva due to its immense number of nerve endings, which would deepen 

the severity of erasure. 

As with everything illustrated in this thesis, context matters. For some participants, the 

importance of the clitoris for physical sexual pleasure differs between masturbation and partnered 

sexual experiences. For all participants who masturbate, clitoral stimulation is important during 

masturbation, and for many it is the only body part that can bring them pleasure. When there is another 

person in the sexual experience, though, it is not as central. For instance, Bella stated that the only way 

she can feel sexual pleasure during masturbation is to stimulate her clitoris, whereas during sex with 

partners, it’s a whole-body experience, though the clitoris needs to be stimulated as well, but did not 

say her clitoris was very important when explicitly asked. Danny also articulates, “[Clitoral stimulation] is 

very important. I can only orgasm through clitoral stimulation. It’s less important for just enjoying sexual 

activity without the orgasm. Like I enjoy, when I’m with partners, I’ll enjoy like more vaginal stimulation 

because I’m having fun with another person, whereas if I’m just trying to orgasm, I need clitoral 

stimulation.” Another participant, Jei, expressed that their clitoris is “not very significant anymore ever 

since I have sex with my partner more than masturbation,” though she said she still “uses” her clitoris 

“3-4 times a week, so I guess that’s still a lot.” This dubbing the clitoris as unimportant while also saying 

that they stimulate it often will be explored further in this chapter, in the context of gendered 

ignorance.  
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A Lens on Masturbation 
All participants communicated that masturbation or self-sex brings only physical sexual 

pleasure. Not one participant revealed any information that suggested that masturbation meant 

anything more to them than feeling the desire to have an orgasm. For sexual experiences with others, 

some participants shared that the act itself is enjoyable, the experience gives them confidence or 

empowers them, but none of these positive feelings were ever attributed to masturbation, either 

explicitly or implicitly. This contrasts Pei and Ho’s interviews of 40 Chinese women, as they found that 

the women they talked to masturbate as a way to love themselves, to improve sexual intimacy in 

relationships, and to stay faithful to their partner or remain a virgin (2009). 

While the participants did not provide any information, through verbal or body language, to 

suggest that masturbation is pleasurable for non-physical reasons, this does not necessarily reflect their 

reality. Gordon and Snyder assert that masturbation is one of the most common human behaviours that 

people do not discuss (1986). Masturbation is often heavily stigmatized, more so than sexual 

experiences with partners (Kaestle and Allen 2011; Waskul et al. 2007) in the Western world and 

elsewhere. The stigmatization of masturbation is also a tremendously gendered process, as men and 

masculine people masturbating is far more normalized (Kaestle and Allen 2011). Further, it is worthwhile 

to note since some participants are religious or were raised in an environment of organized religion that 

religion has also been found to increase stigma surrounding masturbation (Sümer 2014). Pei and Ho 

found that nearly half of their participants would openly discuss masturbation in general but would not 

relate it to themselves directly. This aligns with how Chris feels: “I’m not embarrassed in a comfortable 

environment to talk about masturbation. But I find that if I do talk about it, I’m more comfortable talking 

about masturbation from like a very objective, like if we talk about it in a school environment. But any 

time it gets like raunchy or you talk about it personally, then I get uncomfortable.”  
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For the participants who said that have talked about masturbation, they all said that 

conversations were quite limited and comedic. The fact that comedy needs to be used as a strategy to 

be able to talk about masturbation demonstrates the extent to which it is stigmatized, even among close 

friends. Masturbation was not discussed at all with family, except for Kami, whose parents openly 

discussed sexuality. Some mentioned that they were more comfortable talking to their partner about it 

than their friends. The stigmatization of masturbation may be the reason why when asked about sexual 

experiences in general, nearly all participants automatically talked about sex with others. In other 

words, even though our discussions, such as talking about sexual pleasure, involved masturbation for 

participants, they did not bring it up until explicitly asked about it. Again, this is particularly meaningful 

as nearly all participants revealed that they masturbate on a regular basis. Since stimulating their clitoris 

is how they achieve orgasm during masturbation, any hesitation in claiming their clitoris as significant 

may stem from stigma around masturbation. 

By exploring participants diverse conceptualizations and experiences of sexual pleasure, it is 

evident that the clitoris is important—more for some than others—which makes the endeavor of 

exploring its ignorance worthwhile. Further, this discussion of the relationship between the clitoris and 

sexual pleasure has also provoked some queries to be explored in the ignorance section of my thesis, as 

a few participants stated that their clitoris is important for sexual pleasure, and that sexual pleasure is 

important to them, but yet when asked if their clitoris was important to them, they more or less said no. 

This section has also illustrated the nuances of people navigating their sexual bodies in a social world, let 

alone communicating their complex stories to a researcher. 

Participants’ Level of Cliteracy 
 

“The clitoris is not a button, it is an iceberg.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 
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Seeking to determine participants’ depth and breadth of their clitoral knowledge involves 

exploring five factors: the self-discovery of their clitoris, their understanding of its purpose, their 

knowledge on its anatomy and location, how it can be stimulated, and, lastly, its social and political 

contexts. While I lack the space here to delve into each of these areas for each participant, I am able to 

summarize key findings and provide particularly notable examples. Because research talking to people 

about their clitorises is limited, this section seeks to document participants’ knowledge, experiences and 

beliefs surrounding their clitoris and the clitoris in general. I recognize the degree to which one is 

cliterate is affected by a plethora of factors that could not all be examined within the confines of these 

interviews. Overall, I found that some participants were cliterate in some ways while simultaneously 

illcliterate in others.  

Self-Discovery 
Exploring their own body was one of the most significant ways that participants learned about 

their clitoris. Participants’ discovery of their clitoris occurred across a range of ages—from childhood to 

late teenage years but what all participants did have in common was that they discovered their clitoris 

at a different time than they learned the word clitoris or were able to identify what that part of their 

body was. For most participants, their discovery of the body part happened years before learning the 

term and then if they were one of the few who were aware that there is an internal aspect of the 

clitoris, this information was not learned until even more years later. Waskul et al. call this gap a 

“symbolic purgatory,” and like my research, all participants in their study “reported a significant gap 

between the carnal discovery of their clitoris and full acquisition of the symbolic knowledge that the 

clitoris is a standard part of female genitalia” (2007: 152). This lack of language to explain one’s own 

body demonstrates the magnitude of erasure, and exemplifies what Waskul et al. call a “symbolic 

clitoridectomy” (ibid). 
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A few participants reflected on their lack of knowledge about their clitoris, and their sexual 

bodies more generally, when they were younger. Danny shared that because they saw their male peers 

peeing standing up, they thought that their clitoris was simply a small penis, which led them to believe 

that they peed out of their clitoris. Danny also shared that they discovered their vagina after their 

clitoris—not until the age of 13. While Danny discovered their clitoris because they could see it and the 

clitoral hood by looking at the front of their body, learning about their internal sex organs, in a much 

more theoretical way in class, did not resonate with them because the parts were portrayed as ‘female’ 

body parts and they were trans. Further, after Chris shared that she did not know about her clitoris until 

her late teenage years, she also talked about how she did not know her urethra and her vaginal opening 

were two separate holes until Grade 8: “And I was like ‘How did I not know this??’ Because I was like 

‘I’ve been wearing tampons since Grade 5 and I pee when I have a tampon in, so obviously there’s two 

different holes but how come I didn’t know that?’ [laughs].”  These anecdotes of lack of knowledge of 

their sexual bodies illustrate two themes discussed in this thesis. Firstly, they demonstrate the 

constructed ignorance and stigma around our bodies, specifically women and trans bodies, as these 

participants were not taught about their sexual bodies by any aspect of society. Secondly, these stories 

of lack of knowledge illustrate how participants learned about their bodies on their own through the 

power of self-exploration. In other words, participants’ experiences of self-discovery resisted gendered 

ignorance about their sexual bodies. 

Purpose 
As previously mentioned, the importance of the clitoris for sexual pleasure varies from 

participant to participant. However, what all participants agreed on was that the only purpose of the 

clitoris is to provide pleasure. For some, when prompted to share what they know about the clitoris, the 

first thing they said was that it brings pleasure. This can be viewed as a more informed, empowering 

response than first stating that it is small. A few went into more detail after stating its purpose is 
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pleasure, saying that it has double the nerve endings of the penis or that it is the only organ on the 

human body that exists solely for pleasure. Penny articulated a fascinating paradox when she said, “So I 

think generally in society what they know about it is that it’s meant for pleasure but I don’t think it’s the 

main thing people think about when it comes to pleasure.” This is largely representative of interviews 

with participants because throughout the conversations, they said that the clitoris is certainly associated 

with pleasure, but pleasure is not necessarily associated with the clitoris. 

Anatomy and location 
All five participants who did in-depth interviews were explicitly asked to describe the clitoris and 

to estimate its size before they were shown the anatomically accurate model of a clitoris. Then, they 

were asked their thoughts on the anatomy of the model and how it would fit in relation to the rest of 

the genitals and groin. For those who only did the preliminary interviews, anatomy was not always 

asked about specifically, but through various discussions, it was brought up to some degree. When 

comparing the few participants who expressed a general interest with those with a general disinterest in 

human anatomy, their level of anatomical cliteracy was not noticeably different. Three participants 

shared that they were aware that there are internal components of the clitoris, though one of these 

participants was still shocked to see the model of the clitoris because they had not seen it in a long time 

and had forgotten its shape. Because most participants were unfamiliar or were completely unaware of 

the internal aspects of the clitoris, they believed the clitoris to be vastly smaller than it is. When asked 

about its size, most used words like “small” or illustrated about one or two centimeters with their 

fingers. 

Some participants knew very little of the anatomy of the clitoris. Chris used the words “‘sort of 

like this abyss, black hole, or unknown” to reference her vulva at one point, indicating the degree to 

which she is uninformed, unfamiliar with or disconnected from her own genitals. Fran was the 

participant who demonstrated the most knowledge of the clitoris. When first asked what she knew 
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about the clitoris, she said, “It is, as far as I understand, it is purely for sexual pleasure. It has the head at 

the top of the vulva but then within the body it has multiple arms that go down into the groin area and 

around the vagina [used hands to accurately communicate this as well]. It’s erectile tissue, so it swells 

with blood during sexual arousal.” Fran first mentioned that the purpose is solely for sexual pleasure 

and then discussed the multiple components of the clitoris, using the terms vulva and vagina accurately. 

This statement also demonstrated her knowledge of the placement of the clitoris. 

Many participants communicated that the location and placement of the whole clitoris was a 

gap in their knowledge. Most participants could not conceptualize what other aspects of the vulva the 

clitoris attaches to or where it “begins and ends.” After being shown the 3D-model and being told that it 

represents the entire clitoris to scale, Chris still did not understand the actual size of the clitoris. She 

pointed to the glans and shaft and asked for clarification if that part of the model constituted the 

clitoris, which she still thought was larger than she originally perceived the clitoris to be. After I 

reiterated that the entire model, approximately 10 centimeters in length, was the clitoris, she was 

shocked. At this point, she could also make sense of the placement, understanding that the vestibular 

bulbs encase the vaginal opening. Chris described this moment of learning the anatomy and size of the 

clitoris as an “epiphany” and when she saw the Cliteracy law that said that the anatomy of the clitoris 

was discovered in 1998 by Dr. Helen O’Connell, she indignantly wondered why she did not know this 

information sooner. For Maggie and Jei, although they were surprised to see the shape of the clitoris 

because it was unfamiliar, it made sense to them to see that clitorises extend into the body. Jei stated, 

“It would be weird if they weren’t that size to connect to anything.” Once I showed participants the 

diagram of how the clitoris relates to the rest of the vulva, seen in Appendix B.3, they were mostly able 

to understand it, though some mentioned it was “complicated.” 

Some participants emphasized that one’s knowledge of their anatomy directly affects their 

sexual experiences. For Danny, while they did not know about the full anatomy of the clitoris, they read 
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online sex guides from a feminist source. They said that their anatomical knowledge improved their first 

sexual experiences: “I’m glad I read the guides because it definitely improved my knowledge of anatomy 

and sort of what to expect.” Chris brought up how, in hindsight, she wished she knew more: “When I 

think about it, I think if I had known more about my sex organs earlier on, communication would have 

been better. There’s no doubt.” 

Stimulation 
Many participants stated that they know how to stimulate their clitoris best, or in some cases, 

are the only ones able to stimulate it pleasurably. For Maggie, she is the only person who can stimulate 

her clitoris in order to climax, despite her partners trying. She credited this to knowing her body best 

and having many years of practise. A few participants expressed that they believe they already know 

how to stimulate their clitoris best and that their technique to achieve pleasure likely will not change in 

the future, which is one reason that participants do not find porn very informative—while they see 

different techniques, they already know how to masturbate and achieve pleasure in the best way for 

themselves. Knowing how to experience pleasure and being comfortable doing so can also affect one’s 

cliteracy level. For Britt, she said being more comfortable sexually allows her to be more comfortable 

with her clitoris. In other words, knowledge gained about sexuality in general can enhance one’s 

cliteracy. 

This point brings up an important discussion about self-stimulation and partnered sexual 

experiences, and what constitutes ‘sex.’ Some participants demonstrated that they think of sex as 

strictly penile-vaginal penetration. Penny said that this idea of sex is perpetuated by heteronormative 

porn that is made for the male gaze, that consists of penetration and ejaculation—and clitoral 

stimulation is seen only as foreplay to the main event of vaginal penetration. Other participants agreed 

with this, as they said a Cliteracy law to this effect resonated with them. Maggie’s language at one point 

illustrated that she sees some sexual acts as distinct from true sexual intercourse. This was evident, for 
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instance, when she said, “Sex. Or sexual acts, it doesn’t have to be sex itself.” In contrast, some 

participants resist the gendered sexual construction of sex as penile-vaginal intercourse by validating 

and including other sexual experiences as sex. Some participants’ use the term sex to describe a wide 

array of sexual acts between partners or themselves. For instance, Danny and Fran said that they have 

sex with themselves—by using the term “sex” to describe solo sexual experiences, they resist the idea 

that partnered sex is superior and that they need someone else to have pleasurable, real sex. 

How participants conceptualize ‘sex’ affects their cliteracy. Danny said that lack of knowledge is 

why many people engage in penile-vaginal intercourse that ignores the clitoris. In regards to their past 

partnered sexual experiences that focused solely on stimulating their vagina and not their clitoris, Danny 

said, “I think they just didn’t know.” Fran also emphasized the importance of knowledge in resisting 

gendered sexual norms around sex:  

I mean, I just think it’s important women do know the full extent of how their sexual organs 
work, especially in regards to sexual pleasure because like the kind of ‘sexual zeitgeist’ of the 
culture I guess you’d call it is that [idea that] Part A goes into Slot B and that’s what sex is. And 
that’s, if it’s a male and female, like that’s great for the male but not necessarily as great for the 
female. And if women can kind of take back some of the pleasure in the bedroom I think that’s 
important. 

Broadening their conceptualizations of sex is one of the reasons that queer participants credited their 

sexuality with making them more cliterate, as I will later explore more thoroughly. Chris’s way of 

resisting the gendered sexual expectation of what society outlines should feel good to her is identifying 

and communicating to her partner that the reason she enjoys penile-vaginal intercourse is not because 

he is hitting a certain, deep angle and stimulating her G-Spot like he has told her he aims to do. Chris 

experiences pleasure from penetrative intercourse from her partner’s stubble near his groin rubbing 

against her clitoris. Essentially, Chris resists the expectation that penile-vaginal penetration is the 

epitome of female pleasure by enjoying clitoral stimulation during her sexual experiences with her 

partner, and telling her partner so. 
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Social and Political Contexts 
 As previously mentioned, Stiritz’ definition of cliteracy, which I echo here, includes knowledge of 

wider social, cultural and political contexts outside of one’s knowledge of their clitoris and their 

individual experiences. I am able to gain insights on participants’ beliefs by not only listening for 

statements that make explicit claims about the broader contexts of female sexual pleasure and the 

clitoris but also by closely analyzing their language in other statements to see more implicit meanings. 

For example, Penny stated, “I think unless you’re exposed to the idea of female pleasure, it’s basically 

like intercourse, that’s it. Here’s your finale, this the end of the story, this is what you’re meant to do 

and you’re supposed to like it.” While Penny explicitly challenged the limited definition of penile-vaginal 

intercourse, her wording of needing to be “exposed to the idea of female pleasure” (emphasis added) 

illustrates that she believes female sexual pleasure is not just unrecognized and undervalued, it is 

cloaked. That which must be uncovered, is covered—in this case, by systems that shroud the radical, 

threatening idea that women and trans people can, and do, experience pleasure without the presence 

or assistance of men. Penny connects this societal obscurity of female sexual pleasure to the clitoris by 

sharing that she believes most people consider the clitoris a “mythical” thing that they do not know or 

understand. This portion of the interview with Penny demonstrates that she understands that although 

she is knowledgeable and does not ignore her own clitoris or its anatomy, the clitoris is ignored 

throughout society. 

Further, Chris connected not being taught about the clitoris in sex education with female sexual 

pleasure not being considered important in society: “This is all about female—to me this comes down to 

pleasure. Females being sexual, men knowing how to please women, and women knowing how to 

please themselves or direct the men, and I don’t know why sexual pleasure isn’t valued, right? Why 

isn’t… like there are so many benefits I don’t even know where to start.” Chris said that she has read 

about girls and women not knowing about their anatomy and sexual bodies, and she finds that “sad,” 
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and wishes that she knew more herself. By not wanting to be one of the people she has read about—

someone who does not know about their sexual anatomy—Chris demonstrated that she wants to resist 

societal gendered ignorance. Similarly, whether participants subscribe to or resist other gendered sexual 

expectations and norms mentioned throughout my thesis, such as the objectification of women and the 

disregard for female sexual pleasure, also affect their level of cliteracy. 

Several other participants emphasized that knowledge about the clitoris is important—or in 

Chris’s words, “invaluable”—and needs to be more widespread. The majority stated that most people in 

society do not know much about the clitoris but this knowledge is vital.  Danny made a direct connection 

between someone’s knowledge of the clitoris and their health: “Y’know, if you don’t know enough 

about the clitoris, you’re going to have bad sex, and if you have bad sex, it’s going to be detrimental to 

your health—both your physical and your emotional health.” This stance on the broader context of the 

meaning surrounding the clitoris illustrates a high level of cliteracy. 

Not only did participants discuss missing discourses surrounding the clitoris and its erasure and 

dismissal, some also mentioned that it is present, but it is portrayed negatively. A prime example of this 

is that Chris said she believes that female genitals are always the “butt end” of a joke. In fact, she shared 

that the very first time she heard the term clitoris was when her peer in Grade 12 used the term in a 

conversation that used the word cunt, which is originally a word for female genitals but is often 

colloquially used in derogatory ways. While Chris does not remember the exact way the clitoris was 

mentioned in that conversation, simply the fact that her introduction to the term was in such a negative 

context speaks volumes about how the clitoris is represented. Britt also revealed that she believes the 

clitoris is portrayed negatively in society when she said, “I think it would beneficial for young girls to see 

it in a more positive view.” The fact that this negative portrayal is brought up by participants aligns with 

its demonized history (Stiritz 2008). 
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In addition to beliefs about the portrayal of the clitoris in society as being absent or negative, a 

couple of participants held views that directly contradicted beliefs associated with cliteracy. For 

example, Maggie said that people without clitorises do not need to learn about the clitoris, except 

perhaps being taught that it exists. In a discussion of what youth should learn in sex education, she said, 

“Like maybe the boys don’t need to know about the clitoris specifically but they’ll need to know about a 

vagina. Just… what if they have kids? Just in case.” It is unclear what she meant here regarding children 

but perhaps she meant that men should know about the vagina for when their wife gives birth, or 

perhaps that men need to be able to teach their daughters about their vaginas. Regardless, Maggie 

placed the importance of reproduction ahead of pleasure, and supports and perpetuates the idea that 

the vagina is more important to men than the clitoris. In addition to this belief that people without 

clitorises do not need to know about it, beliefs that there is nothing to know about the clitoris, which I 

will explore in the ignorance section, also refute cliteracy. 

To summarize, I will highlight the key findings of participants’ cliteracy levels. Firstly, there was 

often a significant gap in time between when participants discovered their clitoris, and when they 

learned its name and its symbolic meaning. Secondly, all participants knew that the clitoris’s purpose is 

for pleasure, though not all said it was important to their pleasure. Thirdly, two thirds of participants 

were completely unaware of the size or internal elements of the clitoris, and even those who were most 

knowledgeable about its anatomy, still did not know the accurate names for its parts, which is even 

more telling when I later discuss this ignorance in comparison to participants’ thorough knowledge of 

the penis’s anatomy. Fourthly, many participants said clitoral stimulation was important for their 

pleasure and for many, it is essential to achieving orgasm. Lastly, there was a significant range in 

participants’ awareness of the gendered social and political contexts of the clitoris, and this level of 

broader awareness did not necessarily coincide with their clitoral knowledge in other areas. 
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Ignorance 
Interviews illustrated gendered ignorance surrounding the clitoris in diverse ways. In some 

cases, the participants themselves were ignorant, sometimes they spoke of other individuals or systems 

being ignorant, and sometimes they shared a combination of the two. This ignorance, both implicit and 

explicit, can be interpreted in countless ways, but after much reflection and re-organizing, I have 

categorized it into the following themes. Gendered ignorance in this thesis is divided into three main 

themes: erasure, misrepresentation and dismissiveness. Informed by Tuana’s taxonomy of ignorance, I 

have created these three categories of ignorance to best represent my findings. Erasure occurs when 

individuals and/or systems invisibilize the clitoris, rendering it non-existent and absent from discourse. 

This theme is divided into two subthemes: erasure via language and visual erasure. The second main 

theme is misrepresentation, which occurs when the clitoris is included and present in some way, but is 

systemically portrayed in an inaccurate or belittling way. The third theme of ignorance is dismissiveness, 

which is constituted by participants dismissing their clitoris in some way. 

Erasure 

Erasure of the clitoris via Language 

 

“I am the utterance of my name.” 

- Sophia Wallace, Over and Over and Over 

 

There is no question that because society is so heavily socially constructed, the words we create, 

assign and use hold much meaning, especially sexual words in a stigmatized world (Stiritz 2008). Some 

sources suggest the word clitoris stems from Greek or Latin words that mean key, tickle, ‘I close,’ a 

sweet-tasting water fountain, celebrate, a legendary daughter, and more (Di Marino and Lepidi 2014)—

words with positive connotations that have to do with pleasure or importance. Conversely, the word 

vagina is Latin for sheath for a sword, and unsurprisingly, the word gladius, the Latin word for sword, 

was often used to describe a penis (Shipley 1984: 421). These distinct etymological definitions are 
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indicative of past and present social constructions of the gendered ignorance around the clitoris. The 

word clitoris is associated with importance and power and the word vagina is reduced to existing solely 

as a reciprocal for the penis. These origins of these words are still relevant today. As Di Marino and 

Lepidi state, “In fact, due to a lack of genuine education, young men continue to have a frustrating and 

superficial understanding of the female genitalia such that, in their imagination, many of them still only 

think of it as a canal for penetration” (2014: xii).  

Words are used to erase the clitoris. As previously mentioned, Tuana demonstrates how 

labelling a diagram ‘female reproductive organs’ instead of ‘female sex organs’ is a way that the medical 

and health fields exclude the clitoris. Similarly, the word vulva is the term to encapsulate all the external 

genitals assigned female, including the clitoris, vagina, labia and mons pubis. However, colloquially, the 

term is rarely used, as the word vagina is often thought of as the main female sex organ, the female 

equivalent of the penis, or the word to describe a female’s entire nether regions. Using the term vagina 

as synonymous with vulva effectively erases all other parts except the vaginal canal. This focus on the 

vagina, which is only one part of the genitalia assigned female, is due to its relevance for reproduction 

and importance for pleasing the penis. This socially constructed language exemplifies one of the ways in 

which society systemically cultivates ignorance, which is one of Tuana’s types of ignorance.  

Notably, the two participants who knew of the internal aspects of the clitoris were the two who 

used the terms vulva and vagina accurately. However, most participants used the term vagina instead of 

vulva, despite my use of both the terms when appropriate. In some cases, the term vagina signified that 

they were discussing the vaginal canal itself and in others, they used the term to describe all their sex 

organs. Chris’s use of the term vagina explicitly demonstrates how words can erase the clitoris. Not only 

did she say the clitoris was “part of the vagina” when asked if she talked to her partner about her 

clitoris, she described how she and her boyfriend erase the clitoris with their words: “We just sort of call 

it the vagina.” Moreover, Chris used the word “vagina” to reference other parts of the vulva such as 
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calling the labia “vagina lips” even though labia also protect the clitoris and urethra. Finally, I assert that 

while using the term vulva technically includes the clitoris, it is also important to use the term clitoris 

itself. 

An interesting occurrence took place when Chris was reading through the 100 Natural Laws of 

Cliteracy, puzzling for a moment on the law that reads: “Half the world is born with a clitoris yet 

Western medicine categorically ignores it.” She pointed to this phrase and asked me, “What does it 

mean that western medicine categorically ignores it? Like you just call it the vagina?” Without any 

indications from me that I believed her use of the word vagina demonstrated gendered ignorance, Chris 

connected the ignorance named in the Cliteracy law with the use of the word vagina. Since before this 

interaction she had said that she referred to all her genitals as the vagina, perhaps she recognized that 

that was not accurate, perhaps due to my use of the word vulva, and it ignored the clitoris. 

Unfortunately, there are many instances where participants perpetuated, or made mention of 

others perpetuating, the erasure of the term clitoris. One example of this is an anecdote that Danny 

shared that illustrates how, as Wallace articulates, Western medicine categorically ignores the clitoris. 

Danny said that when they were navigating the process to receive testosterone hormone replacement 

therapy, the word clitoris was never mentioned by any health professionals or on any of the information 

or consent forms. This absence is particularly noticeable as clitoral growth is one of the main effects of 

taking testosterone and for some, including for Danny, a significant motivator for taking the hormone. 

On one of the documents given to Danny with a list of possible effects they could experience, “enlarged 

genitals” was listed. To this, Danny said, “My labia didn’t grow, my vagina didn’t grow, the only thing 

that grew is my clitoris” and then added, “The only thing that’s grown is the clitoris. Like why would they 

say ‘genitals’ when it’s just specifically ‘clitoris’?” To provide an answer to Danny’s question, I argue that 

the reason they did not use the word clitoris is due to gendered ignorance through the systemic erasure 

of a main pleasure organ, which exemplifies what Tuana calls ‘systemically cultivated ignorance.’ The 



 

85 
 

information Danny did learn about clitoral growth from testosterone came from their own active 

research online, created by trans people, not from the healthcare system or providers.  

Danny also shared other indicators of ignorance within this anecdote of accessing testosterone 

hormone replacement therapy. Ranges for estimated changes in voice and hair growth and “everything 

else” were provided to inform them of what to possibly expect, but no ranges were provided for breast 

or clitoral growth. This was particularly alarming for Danny as they were not sure if the clitoral growth 

they were experiencing was normal or healthy. Furthermore, Danny said that their providers made 

heterosexist and cissexist assumptions about their sex life, who they were having sex with, and their 

partner’s body, and failed to provide any information on contraception options or how testosterone 

could affect fertility. Danny was so convinced of their providers’ ignorance about sexuality and the 

clitoris that they even suggested that they may not be able to inform Danny of internal clitoral growth, 

even if they were asked to do so: “I’m going to go in there and bug them. I’m going to raise a bit of shit 

and be like ‘Soo when my clitoris grew, not my enlarged genitals, when my clitoris grew, did the internal 

parts of it grow??’ and then probably stump them, they might not know.” This ignorance that Danny 

experienced in the medical system exemplifies what Tuana outlines about the ignorance rampant in the 

dominant health systems, the ignorance the women’s health movement sought to resist (Tuana 2004, 

2006). 

The words we choose to name our genitals provide insights (Stiritz 2008); Words are so 

important to how we experience the world. In fact, Betty Dodson suggests that all women should say 

the names of their genitals aloud during sexual experiences, whatever their chosen names for them may 

be (Sik Ying Ho and Ka Tat Tsang 2005). Instead, genitals assigned female are often not named at all, 

especially when younger. There was a prominent moral panic in 2015 when the provincial government 

announced its new sex education curriculum would include teaching children in Grade 1 the anatomic 

names for their genitals, though the curriculum did not include the clitoris in their examples listed to be 
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taught (Do 2015; Government of Ontario 2015). Chris brought this up in her interview and challenged 

the moral panic, stating, “Like I don’t think there’s anything [wrong] with naming these parts in J.K. 

You’re not telling them go rub yourself until you have an orgasm [Karly laughs], you’re saying this is this. 

Right? You’re saying this exists.” I agree with Chris’s claim in that not saying the words contributes to 

denying its very existence. In a separate part of her interview, Chris said, “Peggy Orenstein was giving a 

TedTalk, she’s saying that you make something unmentionable when you don’t give it a name. And she 

was saying when we label girls’ body parts, we skip from the bellybutton to the legs, sort of like a 

Barbie.” This is an excellent example of Chris demonstrating her knowledge that the clitoris is erased in 

society, and knowing about the social and political contexts of the clitoris is a vital part of being cliterate. 

After discussing how genitals often go unnamed, Chris stated that her mother provided her with 

a non-technical name for her vulva or vagina (due to Chris’s conflation of the word vagina, it is unclear 

to what she was referring when she mentioned the word “vagina”): “[She provided] a nickname, like a 

little kid’s name. She called it a ‘Bippy.’” Upon closer inspection, this word strongly demonstrates 

gendered ignorance. According to Oxford Dictionaries, the word bippy became common in the 1960s, 

stating it was “popularized by the US television programme Rowan & Martin's Laugh-In, where it was 

used as a nonsense word with an air of innuendo but intentionally vague meaning,” often used to 

describe someone’s behind, similar to ass (2018). The fact that Chris’s mother named her vagina or 

vulva, or perhaps vaginas or vulvas in general, with an “intentionally vague” slightly sexual name 

exemplifies society’s reluctance to discuss sexual body parts, especially those that bring pleasure. This 

purposeful vagueness due to stigma contributes to the absence of the word clitoris in our vernacular. 

Examining the language used by participants when discussing genitals that are assigned male 

reiterates the magnitude of the erasure of the language surrounding the clitoris. Firstly, without ever 

being asked to discuss the penis, participants often brought it up, in various contexts. Throughout these 

conversations, participants’ language demonstrated the high degree to which they know the anatomy of 
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genitals assigned male. Participants named anatomical parts using words like “head,” “balls,” “scrotum,” 

“tip,” “frenulum,” “corona” and “foreskin.” Even Chris, who said she does not know much about human 

anatomy at all and who used terms like “vagina lips” and “where you pee out,” casually used the terms 

“scrotum,” “testicles,” “tip” and “shaft” in reference to male genitals. Furthermore, Fran, who knew the 

most about internal and external clitoral anatomy, used the word “head” when referencing the glans of 

the clitoris. The term “head” is not formally used to describe the anatomy of the glans of the clitoris or 

penis, but it is colloquially used to describe that of the penis. While I cannot be certain why Fran used 

the term, because the glans of the clitoris is not referenced often and likely does not have its own slang 

terms, it is likely that the use of the word “head” is in relation to the prevalence of the word to describe 

that of the penis. All of this is to say that comparing the anatomy of the clitoris using words related to 

the penis demonstrates that the terms of genitals assigned male are much more well-known. It is also 

worth noting that the seemingly ever-present comparison between the clitoris and the penis is in itself 

problematic, as the clitoris is an entirely different organ (Laqueur 1986), and its homology to the penis 

should not be needed to demonstrate its value. 

Visual Erasure 

 

“Though we cannot see the brain or heart we do not negate their vital function.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 

 

In addition to language, analyzing the lack of visual presence of the clitoris allows us to ‘see’ its 

erasure. As previously mentioned, Tuana outlines how some medical diagrams fully exclude the clitoris 

because it is irrelevant to reproduction. Letitia Meynell supports Tuana’s arguments but she takes them 

a step further by emphasizing and outlining the epistemology of pictorial representation (2008). She 

explains how visual hierarchies are created in drawings and discusses the power of these pictures and 

symbols. For instance, Meynell states that one of the main reasons the clitoris is excluded from many 
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visuals is that it is problematically deemed unimportant: “If the illustrator considers the clitoris 

unimportant and obfuscating, it is legitimate to leave it out” (13). Secondly, another possible reason is if 

the illustrator’s client deems it unimportant, as they are simply doing their job.  Thirdly, due to the 

realities of the work, illustrators lean on historical diagrams so as to not reinvent the wheel. These are 

the practical ways that gendered ignorance can infiltrate the process of the clitoris being visually 

represented.  

This systemic visual erasure is highly apparent by participants’ lack of familiarity with the shape 

of the clitoris. All participants, except for Fran, did not recognize the anatomical model of the clitoris, 

though later Danny said they have seen the shape before, they had just forgotten.  The fact that 

participants related the shape to other shapes they were familiar with demonstrates the degree to 

which the shape was unrecognizable. Participants said that the shape reminded them of: a “wishbone 

with balls,” a clothes’ “hanger” with “balls,” a “heart,” a “penguin” and, mentioned many times, a penis 

with testicles. The shape was so unfamiliar to participants that even after first being introduced to the 

3D-model, they would still express surprise or confusion at its shape later in the interview. 

For many participants, the only sexual anatomy they remembered learning during sex education 

classes was the parts of the body needed for reproduction. When I asked Danny if they remembered 

learning anything about the clitoris in class, they said, “No. I mean the whole process of the egg coming 

down the fallopian tube and connecting to the wall but I don’t remember them saying anything about 

the clitoris.” Meanwhile, participants were quick to point out that they learned plenty about male 

anatomy during sex education class. Danny and Maggie both brought up how if a wooden dildo is 

normal to bring into class as a teaching prop then there should be no reason a clitoris cannot be. 

However, the common reason phallic objects are used is to teach about condom use, not about 

pleasure. The discourses of desire and pleasure are largely absent in sex education and so it is more 

feasible for students to learn about other parts of the body in sex education class, even organs that are 
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not sex organs. Danny disdainfully shared that they do not remember the clitoris ever being present on 

the diagrams but the male diagrams they were shown had a great amount of detail, and showed organs 

that were not even sexual or reproductive. They stated, “Meanwhile, on the male sex organs diagram 

they’ll include the bladder. It’s like, you can show me where a dude’s bladder is but not where a clit is? 

[…] If they’re going to include the bladder they should include the clitoris, and like the full clitoris too, 

the full penguin.” Danny’s reference back to the symbol of the penguin again demonstrates that the 

extent to which the word clitoris is associated with the external portion only—they felt the need to 

clarify their reference was to the entire unfamiliar portions as well. 

Danny brought up another example of visual erasure when brought up everyday 

representations of genitals, such as in doodles or graffiti. They read aloud one of Wallace’s 100 Natural 

Laws of Cliteracy: 

D: ‘Society idealizes male genitals while teaching girls their genitals are grotesque shameful yet 

the nexus of their worth’ 

KR: What do you think of that? 

D: Yeah, I’m just thinking of middle school and stuff where guys would draw dicks on everything 

and you could never draw a vulva on anything. 

This comment is significant because Danny makes a connection between visual erasure of the vulva and 

the stigmatization and shame surrounding the appearance of genitals. Chris brought up doodles in 

textbooks as well, and Jei mentioned how teenagers “draw dicks everywhere” as a sign that the clitoris 

is “undervalued” and people are “undereducated,” as she interpreted Wallace’s laws to mean. These 

participants addressed what Wallace has noticed too—she resists the prominent drawings of penises 

and testicles everywhere by plastering the visual of the clitoris all around in the form of street art.  

One of the most significant implications of the visual erasure of the symbol and shape of the 

clitoris is that it allows for the myth of its oversimplified, miniscule size to be perpetuated. Many 

participants cited its small size as being a large contributing factor to why it is easy to ignore, not focus 
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on, or deem unimportant. Danny stated, “I think that having been on testosterone therapy and having 

an enlarged clitoris has definitely helped me in that people can’t ignore it anymore. […] They’d go 

straight for the vagina. But now, it’s more prevalent, more in your face.” This statement is an overt claim 

that if the clitoris was bigger, it would be ignored less. If size is a factor that contributes to people 

dismissing the clitoris, then the way it is portrayed visually is highly relevant. Systemically cultivated 

ignorance contributes to this visual erasure. 

As mentioned above, participants often compared the visual shape of the clitoris to a penis and 

testicles. The clitoris and the penis are homologous, meaning that the penis is the organ most 

anatomically comparable to the clitoris. In fact, Penny said that a sex educator once told her that the 

clitoris is a “mini-penis.” Jei also recognized the strong parallels between the two as she said, “It almost 

looks like a penis actually. Apart from the two side things that kind of droop, the glans is like the head of 

a penis and the bottom two parts are like the balls. It’s weird how alike our organs are.” While there is 

nothing wrong or inaccurate about comparing the penis and the clitoris, the ways in which this is done 

provides insights. For example, comparing the shape of the clitoris to the penis and testicles 

demonstrates how we are so much more likely to see genitals assigned male than genitals assigned 

female. Every participant hesitated when asked about the size of the average clitoris and some hardly 

offered an estimate. Chris did not even hazard a guess for its size but without hesitation said that the 

average penis is “five to seven inches erect.” Immediately after she rattled that factoid off so easily, she 

laughed and recognized the hypocrisy of knowing the average size of a penis but not of her own sex 

organ. 

The visual prominence of the penis is also clear if we think about how other objects are 

compared to the universal symbol of the penis, such as fruit being described as phallic, but the clitoris is 

so unfamiliar that people use other shapes to describe it. There is some recognition of the shape of the 

vulva in other objects, such as an oyster, but not as much as the penis, and no familiarity for the clitoris. 
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Maggie exemplifies this when she said that even out of a sexual or genital-related conversation, she 

would still relate the 3D-model shape to genitals assigned male: “I’m sure if you showed me [the 3D 

clitoris] [out of context], I’d have nooo idea… I’d still probably say it looks like a friggin’ set of balls.” 

While someone could argue that a reason for this inequity in familiarity is that a large portion of the 

shape of the clitoris is internal and the penis is larger and external, it is important to think about how 

other internal organs society values are well-known. In other words, if the brain, heart, lungs and kidney 

are universal symbols, what is the reason the clitoris is not? I would argue the constructs of stigma and 

ignorance have prevented the visual shape of the clitoris from being normalized or popularized.  

Misrepresentation 
In my cliterature review, I demonstrated that the portrayal of the clitoris in a strictly 

reproductive context in Ontario’s most progressive 2015 sex education curriculum exemplified society’s 

constructed ignorance of the clitoris. This misrepresentation of the clitoris as being relevant for 

reproduction is indicative of the construct that female sex organs are synonymous with female 

reproductive organs. As Tuana demonstrates in applying the epistemologies of ignorance to what we 

know about the clitoris, areas of society like education, science and the medical field ignore the clitoris 

by perpetuating the sexist gender role that women’s sexual bodies are designed solely for reproduction. 

Further, Meynell states that it is the job of those drawing the diagrams to make a visual that 

communicates certain things more clearly, and thus, the less important aspects are minimized in order 

to avoid confusion (2008). In other words, in order for a medical diagram to be made, a visual hierarchy 

must be created. If there are challenges to drawing an organ, such as having internal and external 

elements, illustrators can overcome them by using artistic tools like dotted lines—if they choose to 

prioritize that. Yet as Tuana and my participants demonstrated, the internal clitoris is usually deemed 

unimportant and so only the glans is drawn in many images, to this day. This results in what Tuana calls 

“systemically cultivated ignorance” (2006: 9).  
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Participants spoke of this misrepresentation of the clitoris when recalling their experiences of 

sex education in school in addition to the aforementioned erasure through sex ed. For the participants 

that said that the clitoris was mentioned in class, they all said that it was presented as a small dot on a 

diagram and it went unexplained. Even for the only participant who cited sex education class as one of 

the places they learned about the clitoris, she was only taught of its existence. After that, Fran explored 

her body and discovered her clitoris, and has since learned about the complex anatomy of the clitoris 

through feminist blogs online. 

Besides ignoring its internal anatomy and full size, the clitoris is misrepresented as being bonus 

information beyond the basics of sex education. Danny stated, “I feel like the reason that we don’t 

[learn about the clitoris beyond its existence] is because it is a purely pleasure organ, like it doesn’t have 

any other function so it’s just like ‘Oh we can skip over this, it’s not integral to your health.’ But it’s like, 

it kind of is.” Penny, who went to school for a degree in sexuality and has worked as a sex educator, 

explicitly characterized the clitoris as not being central to the basics of sex ed: “I only learned the basics, 

[my mother] never told me about the clit.” She later addressed the importance of discussing pleasure in 

sex education but said that often times, including in the sex ed organization she worked for, only “the 

basics” receive attention—presumably things like contraceptives and STI prevention. Service providers 

and sex educators must face the reality that they receive limited funding (van der Meulen et al. 2010), 

which could be one of the reasons pleasure is not deemed paramount. Erin Connell demonstrates that 

the lack of discussions surrounding pleasure tends to result in a focus on the possible negative 

consequences and ‘immorality’ of sex, a pattern she found in Ontario’s 1998, and thus, 2018, curriculum 

(2005).  

By conceptualizing pleasure as beyond the basics and less important than contraception or STIs, 

the clitoris is only represented as a little dot unworthy of further discussion in sex education. This 

misrepresentation and the largely missing discourse of desire in the 2015 curriculum (Fine 1988; Connell 
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2005; Oliver et al. 2013) are not the only mechanisms through which bodies are ignored in the context 

of schools. As Raby (2005a) demonstrates in discussing school rules, this erasure of young women’s 

sexuality is reproduced from the top-down using school policies such as strict dress codes and the 

banning of public displays of affection. This example of school policies strengthens my argument that 

the ignorance of a primary sexual pleasure organ is purposefully constructed to diminish women’s 

sexual subjectivity. 

Other than formal sex education class, mainstream, heterosexual pornography is another 

medium through which society misrepresents the clitoris. While the clitoris is present in some porn, 

participants stated that it does not accurately portray pleasurable stimulation techniques.  Several 

participants said this is because it focuses on male pleasure, and so therefore, stimulating the clitoris is 

secondary and less important than vaginal stimulation. Danny explained: 

D: [The clitoris] tends to be just stimulated in ways that, I don’t know, for me it would hurt or I 

wouldn’t feel anything at all. Seeing people just like slap it, [we both squirm and cringe] I don’t 

understand that. And then, the vigorous rubbing like it’s a scratch ticket or something. 

KR: [laughs while cringing] That is such a strong visual! 

D: That would be painful! And then you also see—sorry I also see—depictions of oral sex on the 

clitoris and it’s just like one lick every three to five seconds and it’s like… That’s not going to do 

anything! You have to be faster than that. 

The misrepresentation of the clitoris in anatomical diagrams, sex education and pornography 

exemplifies the type of ignorance Tuana describes as current knowledge blocking other knowledge. 

Many in society accept the construct of the clitoris as an external “little pink dot,” and the myths in porn 

about stimulation, which prevent people from seeking out the clitoris’s complexities.  

Dismissiveness 
This form of ignorance contrasts misrepresentation because it is at more of an individual level 

than systemic. Dismissiveness as a form of ignorance is characterized by a participant deeming the 

clitoris, either in general or their own, as insignificant, using their language implicitly or explicitly, or 
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their body language. A concrete example of a participant dismissing the clitoris was when I asked Jei the 

first general question about the clitoris in her follow-up interview, by asking “How do you feel talking 

about the clitoris in general, and your clitoris?” To which Jei replied: “I don’t think there’s much to talk 

about actually, it seems pretty unsignificant” [sic]. Even without being asked the importance of the 

clitoris, Jei deemed it unimportant and was unwilling to even discuss it.  

Another way that participants dismissed the clitoris was by asserting that there was not anything 

to know about it. I asked participants explicit, open-ended questions about what they know about it and 

if they would like to learn anything more. While most offered their current knowledge, expressed that 

what they learned about its anatomy during the interview was valuable, and some enthusiastically 

shared they want to learn more about it, a couple of participants said there is nothing to know about it. 

When I asked Jei what she knew about the clitoris in general, she replied, “I know relatively the same 

amount about other sexual organs/genitals compared to the clitoris since there really isn’t much to 

know about them all.” This oversimplification was partnered with Jei’s complete disinterest in learning 

about the clitoris. Disinterest is also one of Tuana’s types of ignorance. Jei expressed strong disinterest 

even after being shown the 3D-printed clitoris and discussing its little-known internal anatomy. This is in 

stark contrast to Danny’s strong curiosity to learn more—so curious that they enthusiastically expressed 

that they want to get digital imaging done of their own clitoris. Notably, despite Jei’s strong disinterest 

in saying that her clitoris is insignificant, she also shared that she “uses” her clitoris three to four times a 

week. While I believe some of what Jei discussed can be characterized as disinterest, I believe her 

repeated refusal to acknowledge the possibility that the clitoris could be important, her own clitoris is 

important to her, or that there may be more to know about it, demonstrates willful ignorance, a type of 

ignorance Tuana describes as “They don’t know and they don’t want to know.” 

For Maggie, before being shown the 3D clitoris, she expressed that there was nothing more for 

her to learn about the clitoris because she knows her own intimately: “So far all I know is mine. And so 
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I’m pretty sure I’ve reached my limits with that.” Unlike Jei, Maggie does not dismiss her own clitoris, 

but she does state that there is nothing more to learn about her clitoris, and that she hasn’t learned 

anything new about it since she learned to stimulate it when she was young. This sentiment is a more 

implicit way of dismissing the clitoris as it oversimplifies its complexities (anatomical, social, etc.). This 

oversimplification indicates, at least in what they revealed during the interviews, that some participants 

did not even know that they did not know. 

One way that participants communicated dismissiveness was in the descriptors they used when 

asked about the clitoris, which closely connects with what has been said above about the importance of 

language. Some characterized the clitoris as “akin to a skintag,” “just a flap,” or “a little pink dot.” Some 

dismissive descriptions were used to explain how participants currently describe the clitoris and some 

were used when participants shared how they had previously thought about it. For instance, Danny 

stated how they once thought their clitoris was “absolutely nothing”: “It was small and out of the way. 

Like it was very small, a couple millimeters, absolutely nothing. So prior to testosterone most of my 

sexual activity just revolved around the vagina […] Like, I didn’t really give a shit about my clit prior to 

testosterone, so if someone wasn’t giving it attention, I didn’t really care.” This statement reflects the 

degree to which some participants embodied and perpetuated, whether in the past or present, 

ignorance. However, participants also resisted this ignorance, both consciously and unconsciously. 

When women and trans people are submitted to systems that seek to oppress their autonomy, 

knowledge and bodies, many of us resist. In this case, in order to resist, we must learn. 

Learning Processes 
 

“Imagine if boys were taught only about their testicles without reference to the penis.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 
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Now that I have discussed pervasive gendered ignorance, I must explore the processes by which 

people learn this ignorance and how they resist this ignorance through learning. While sex education is 

often thought of as occurring inside classrooms, in reality, people often learn in digital spaces, from 

entertainment, families, peers or through more subtle socialization processes (Garcia and Fields 2017). 

This section outlines both how participants learned what they know and the gaps in what they learned. 

By analyzing these individuals’ stories, we can learn from the systems they have navigated throughout 

their lives and how these systems have shaped their cliteracy level. During my coding process, there 

were numerous ways to categorize the subthemes of learning processes. After many shifts—more than 

in the other analyses sections—I determined the subthemes that I believe most closely align with 

participants’ stories in the context of my theoretical frame of the epistemology of ignorance. The first 

subtheme of learning is active learning, which occurs when the process of learning is quite overt and 

definitive—the most obvious being sex education in a classroom. Active learning can be divided into two 

main categories: being taught by others versus being self-taught. The second subtheme is organic 

learning, which occurs in less distinct ways, often over time—this kind of learning is often harder for 

participants to put their finger on. Organic learning can be divided into two main categories: conscious 

learning and subliminal learning. After outlining these learning processes, I discuss barriers to learning: 

the idea that sex is natural, stigma, the idea that masturbation is less valuable than partnered sexual 

experiences, and abuse.  

In a conversation around how she learned about the clitoris, Chris identified that she learned 

bits and pieces over time, in ways that span active and organic learning. She said, “I think it’s like a 

process of gathering information. So maybe just hearing people use the term, whether it’s in movies, 

with friends, a little bit from school, whether that was high school, grade 10 science maybe, or books my 

mom bought me, a little bit from Cosmo, a little bit from porn. I think it’s like all these different factors.” 

Chris’s statement illustrates some of the many ways people can learn about the clitoris over the course 
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of their lives. In a knowledge project that seeks to resist ignorance through the dissemination of cliterate 

knowledge, it is worthwhile to explore how participants learned about their clitoris. 

Active Learning 
Active learning is when participants learn through overt, contained, purposeful teaching and 

learning experiences. The ways that participants have engaged in active learning were the ways that 

they predominantly identified when asked how they learned about the clitoris and their sexual body. 

Distinguishing between what participants were taught by others and what they learned themselves is 

not about the source of information, it is more about the motivation behind the learning or, in other 

words, who initiated the experience of active learning. This distinction reveals that participants gained 

the most cliteracy on their own accord. 

Taught by others 

This category of active learning occurred when participants were purposefully taught 

information by others. A prime example of this is through sex education classes in school. Participants all 

commented on sex education class, usually as the first thing they mentioned when asked about how 

they learned, suggesting that this is the most prominent way society thinks of learning about sexuality. 

Participants mentioned classes spanning from elementary to secondary to post-secondary education. 

Most participants reported not learning much valuable information from elementary or secondary 

school other than about their reproductive organs—some did not even remember the clitoris being 

mentioned at all, and if it was, it was just the name labelled on a misrepresentative diagram.  Fran was 

the only participant who found these classes valuable in respect to the clitoris. In Grade 6, she learned 

its name and shortly thereafter discovered her clitoris. Thus, she was taught the term, but she found her 

clitoris on her own, at least partially due to learning about its existence in sex education class. A couple 

of other participants said that school was not useful for gaining cliteracy until university. These 

participants learned about the clitoris in a more critical and informed way during some gender and 
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sexuality courses that they elected to take. This is an example of self-initiated learning merging with 

being taught by others because they learned this material in courses that they actively pursued.  

In addition to school, the other main kind of active learning through being taught by others was 

learning from parents. As Garcia and Fields state, “Parent-child communication is one of the most 

recognised sites of sexuality education outside the classroom” (2017: 476). A few participants said they 

learned in some ways from their parents, while others said that sex and the sexual body were extremely 

taboo or simply not addressed at home. Kami learned a great deal from her parents, in a significantly 

positive way. Kami painted a picture for me of what her sex-positive, inclusive sex education at home 

looked like: 

We climbed in bed with them in the morning, we were talking about sex when we were 7-8 
years old, in general terms like ‘When you grow up you’re going to find somebody that’s going 
to love you, you’re going to love them and it could be a boy, it could be a girl. Like my mom was 
very open, and you’re going to want them to be a part of your body and you’re going to want 
them to go inside your body’—it started off slowly and then she explained more and more. She 
was a great sex educator, I’ll say. Far better than schools. 

Kami also said that she learned about her clitoris from her parents first as well. Notably, Kami was 

taught by her family in both active and organic ways. As illustrated above, her parents purposefully 

taught her about sex and her sexual body, but she also learned about her sexual body in organic ways 

such as through the normalization of nudity in her home. It is important to note that Kami was the only 

one who said she learned about sexuality from her family in organic ways over time, whereas all other 

instances parents were mentioned, the parents were actively trying to educate their children about sex. 

Unfortunately, this positive experience at home was not shared by other participants. However, 

two other participants did learn about sexuality from books that their mothers gave them, and the 

books could not be more different. Penny’s mother gave her Harlequin novels to read, and Chris’s 

mother gave her books such as the youth’s version of Our Bodies, Ourselves, the feminist classic book 

aimed at empowering girls and women with accurate, feminist knowledge about their bodies (Boston 
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Women’s Health Collective 1970). While much of what Penny learned from the Harlequin novels was 

over-exaggerated and unrealistic, in her opinion, she did learn about female desire and pleasure, and 

while the novels were heteronormative and emphasized penile-vaginal sex, they introduced her to the 

existence of other sex acts such as oral sex. Penny said they also mentioned what they referred to as the 

“clit.” Penny said most of her sex education in her youth came from these Harlequin novels. In contrast, 

Chris did not remember too much about what she learned from the feminist books she read—she 

admitted she does not know female anatomy well to this day, and she does not remember the clitoris 

being mentioned. However, Chris remembers the sex education books her mother gave her informing 

her about how she should use condoms for oral sex to protect herself against sexually transmitted 

infections—in her junior years at high school she went to the Catholic school nurse to ask for condoms 

(and was never given one); Chris believed the books her mother gave her informed her to try and take 

initiative to make this healthy, safe sexual decision at a young age. Despite the comprehensive, feminist 

goals of Our Bodies, Ourselves, Chris’s memory of the book aligns with the common occurrence of 

people learning more about protection against STIs and unplanned pregnancy than pleasure.  

Lastly, there was one participant who learned from LGBTQ groups throughout her youth, noting 

that the community-based ones were more valuable to her than the school-run ones. As I will further 

explore in my discussion of how queerness affects cliteracy, Fran learned significant lessons central to 

cliteracy from the queer community. In fact, she credited her level of cliteracy, which was the highest of 

all participants, to largely being due to the community-run LGBTQ groups. 

Self-taught 

The other category of active learning occurred when participants sought out information on 

their own accord in order to learn about their sexual bodies and their clitorises. This category consisted 

almost completely of participants accessing information online, through diverse websites. Participants 

mentioned search engines, blogs, ‘How-To’ guides, social media, mass media targeting women, and 
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mainstream pornography. Exploring these sources is important in understanding how their online, self-

initiated learning shaped their cliteracy. Danny frankly spoke to the significant influence of the internet: 

“If [Google] had told me, you know pat your head and rub your tummy while you ride someone’s dick, 

then that would have influenced what I expect sex to be.” This speaks to how essential it is for people to 

learn from healthy, accurate, inclusive sources. The content and intent behind seeking each of these 

sources out were diverse, which I will now outline. 

Participants shared that the content they learned from these online sources included 

information on what the clitoris looks like, its anatomy, sexual terms, and sexual topics more generally. 

Examining what content came from which source reiterates the importance of feminist knowledge. 

After asking more questions about which specific websites participants learned from, it became evident 

to me that the only places that participants learned about the full anatomy of the clitoris were feminist 

sources—participants identified them as feminist blogs after I asked how mainstream their sources 

were. I have since explored one of the blogs, the one that Danny named, and it is a comprehensive, 

inclusive, feminist sex education site. Such sites did not only provide accurate information on the 

complexity of the clitoris, they also defined sex broadly and emphasized bodily autonomy. Another 

informative source for Danny was their self-initiated research on hormone replacement therapy. It was 

through their research on the effects of testosterone that Danny learned the complexity of clitoral 

anatomy. They stated, “I definitely learned more about [clitorises’] physical structure. Like they actually 

have a shape and a form to them, they’re not just little blobs.” Based on the information that the sites 

were for trans people and illustrated complex anatomy, I estimate that these sources were based on 

feminist information and science, but I cannot be certain. That being said, all in all, feminist sources 

provided cliterate knowledge more than non-feminist, mainstream sources. 

Just as exploring the content of what they learned was telling, so is the intent. In some cases, 

participants were seeking out information on sexuality and sex and they stumbled upon information 
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about the clitoris. In other cases, participants sought out information on the clitoris specifically. One of 

these cases was when Danny wanted to research how testosterone hormones affect it, as mentioned 

above. A reason Jei searched for more information on the clitoris was because she learned a bit in sex 

education from a diagram, but not enough, so she wanted to know more. Maggie discussed that she 

learned from pornography, some of which was sought out and some was not. She said she learned 

about stimulation techniques and matched the word clitoris to the body part, in scenes where the man 

told the woman to “‘Rub your clit.’” But Maggie’s first experience of learning about the clitoris online did 

not have any intent behind it—a pornographic advertisement popped up on her screen.  

The only kind of self-initiated active learning that did not take place online was the physical self-

exploration of their bodies. This process of self-discovery was significant and happened at many 

different ages, sometimes before they knew what the organ was, sometimes after. Danny highlighted 

that the experiential learning component was pertinent for them, in comparison to theoretical, more 

distant information. They said, “I’ve actually interacted with it. I can see it, I can touch it, I can feel it, I 

can sort of—I’ve interacted with it, I’ve observed it. Whereas with my internal sex organs, I know they’re 

there but I just sort of trust what other people have told me about them, having never experienced 

anything myself.” Chris said that she believed if people with clitorises were on a desert island separated 

from society, they would know more about their clitorises while those still in mainstream society would 

learn more about the “horn diagram of ovulation.” I interpret this to mean that Chris believed that 

firstly, without societal influences, experiential learning would be more present than theoretical 

learning; secondly, that society focuses more on reproduction than pleasure; and thirdly, that to some 

degree, people learn about their own clitoris by discovering it themselves.  

In all these cases of active learning, participants were aware and able to identify what and when 

they were learning. Distinguishing between what people learn from others and on their own 

demonstrates that the knowledge that is most comprehensive and accurate has been learned through 
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their own exploration, curiosity and initiative. This speaks volumes in respect to resisting ignorance. All 

the instances mentioned above illustrate that women and trans people actively, consciously resist the 

systems that aim to oppress their minds and their bodies. I argue that simply ‘Googling’ what a clitoris 

looks like is not just an act of curiosity, it is an act of resistance against gendered ignorance. 

Organic Learning 
Organic learning occurs in far less contained, identifiable ways than active learning, and through 

experiences where the main intent is not necessarily to learn. Fran identified this form of learning by 

alluding to the fact that we internalize gender roles through organic learning. She said, “Sure, there’s sex 

ed but also a lot of the younger people learn through other parts of our culture, right? And a lot of that 

is just ‘the man enjoys it, the woman might just be putting up with it.’” 

Conscious learning 

Conscious learning occurred when participants were aware that information was being 

communicated to them and it affected their beliefs or knowledge in some way, but it was not a 

purposeful, definitive learning experience. In some cases, participants unintentionally learned by 

themselves. For instance, Danny discovered their vagina by accident one day while masturbating. 

Conscious, unintentional learning also occurred through the aforementioned online sources. This section 

primarily focuses, though, on participants learning about their sexualities, sexual bodies and clitorises 

through everyday interactions with people in their lives such as their peers, partners, abusers, and 

fellow survivors of sexual violence. A few participants said that they first heard the word clitoris from 

their peers—Chris and Bella recalled the specific moments they remembered learning the word. Chris 

was in a car on the way to a hockey arena when her peer said the words clitoris and cunt used in a 

derogatory way, as previously mentioned, and Bella was at a high school party when she heard her 

friend say it. Bella explained, “She was talking about this guy, and she hooked up with him and she was 
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talking about [giggles] how he was playing with her clit and I was like what’s that, and then I was like 

‘Ohhhhhh, that’s what that is!’ type of thing [we both laugh].”  

These two anecdotes illustrate how navigating social situations affect what and how people 

learn. For Bella, in that moment, she felt comfortable enough to ask what the word meant, and then she 

learned that the word described that body part. But for Chris, she did not feel comfortable asking, and 

she did not investigate what the word was afterwards, so she did not learn that the word connected to 

that body part. In fact, the way she eventually made the connection was through a process of 

elimination. She said, “I’m not sure how I eventually realized, like put that label to that. I think it was like 

sort of like narrowing down—you know what your vulva is, you know what your lips are, that sort of 

thing, narrowing it down.” The fact that Chris learned the connection between her body part and the 

term to symbolize it through the absence of information exemplifies how systemic erasure, in this case 

perpetuated by stigma among peers, affects individuals’ knowledge. Even after learning the word, Chris 

still lived in a “symbolic purgatory” (Waskul et al. 2007: 152). 

The participants who shared that they had experienced sexual violence all discussed that they 

learned from the abuse. Danny said that the abuse taught them to feel ashamed about their body. Kami 

shared that the sexual violence she experienced as a baby and a child greatly impacted her early sexual 

development, especially in respect to boundaries and autonomy, and she said she had a lot to 

“unlearn.” Both these participants’ experiences affected their knowledge of their sexual bodies, and 

Britt shared that her abusive experiences directly affected her knowledge of her own clitoris. In fact, the 

first time she discovered her clitoris was through her abusive sexual experiences. Regarding her clitoris 

before being abused, she said, “I didn’t know I even had one.”  

By highlighting that people learn over time in sometimes covert, organic, and social ways, it 

becomes clear how strongly ignorance is woven into many aspects of society. People have endless ways 



 

104 
 

to learn about sex and sexuality, yet there is still a lot unknown about the clitoris—as Penny articulated, 

the clitoris remains a “mythical” thing in society. This means that constructed, systemic ignorance has 

seeped into the fibers of our society that are difficult to identify and separate from one another.  

Further, there are certainly many layers to learning, beyond what I have tried to present clearly 

here. For instance, there were also examples of tertiary learning—learning from something through 

something else. Chris brought this up by saying that she knows her partner has learned a lot from porn, 

and she has learned a lot from her partner, so to what degree is her sexual knowledge indirectly from 

porn? This applies to other areas too, such as thinking about how the peers that participants learned 

from originally learned that information. Further still, by distinguishing between conscious and 

subliminal learning, it becomes clear that participants did not always identify the information and 

understandings they hold as knowledge or label the processes they acquired knowledge as ‘learning.’ 

Participants don’t always know how they know what they know. 

Subliminal Learning 

Subliminal learning occurred when participants were unaware that they were learning and 

internalizing information that in some way affected their knowledge or beliefs. Participants have likely 

learned subliminally through their interactions with their own bodies, their sexual experiences, media, 

and conversations in daily life. This type of learning can constitute the internalization of societal ideals, 

for example. Sometimes participants would reflect on past experiences where they were unaware of 

their learning but are now conscious of it. For example, Britt shared that during the time she was in an 

abusive relationship, she was unaware she was internalizing information about her sexuality, but after 

years of healing, can recognize this. Britt stated, “[My abuser’s] ideologies/ view of sex impacted such a 

pivotal stage in my life where I was figuring out my sexual identity.” In some other instances, 

participants were still unaware that they learned during some experiences or sources, such as 

pornography. When I asked participants who mentioned watching porn if they learned anything from it, 
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several of them said they did not, but then later revealed to me that they had, on a subliminal level. For 

instance, they said they did not learn anything related to the clitoris from porn, likely thinking of what it 

looks like or stimulation techniques, but then stated that they do not like porn since it focuses on male 

pleasure. This demonstrates that when asked about learning, they sometimes think of active learning 

and specific lessons instead of potentially internalizing messaging on prioritizing male pleasure, or at the 

very least, learning about what society values. Penny also brought subliminal learning from porn up by 

stating that in her experience in sex education, youth would state that they do not learn anything from 

porn because they know it is not real, but she believes they are learning things at a subliminal level. 

Barriers to Learning 
Throughout the interviews, participants discussed some barriers that can impede their ability to 

learn about their sexual bodies and become cliterate. The four main barriers I explore are the idea that 

sex is natural, stigma, the idea that masturbation is less valuable than partnered sex, and abuse. In some 

cases, participants reflected on barriers in their past that they have since overcome and in others, the 

barriers were still present in their lives. Some participants discussed, whether implicitly or explicitly, 

systemic barriers that amplified their ignorance, and some employed strategies to cope with or actively 

resist these barriers. In some cases, participants subscribed to these barriers due to the internalization 

of systemic gendered ignorance, but resistance was also prominent in their interviews and in their lives. 

Below is a discussion of each barrier, and whether participants subscribed to that barrier, coped with it 

and resisted it, as applicable. 

Sex as Natural 

Some participants alluded to this barrier being present when they were trying to learn about 

their sexual bodies, but nobody subscribed to the idea that sexuality is completely natural and 

therefore, does not need to be taught. Instead, they resisted the idea. Chris provided a concrete 

example that this myth was present in her youth when she shared how her mother assumed that Chris 
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would naturally explore what her vulva looked like. Chris stated, “She just sort of assumed that I would 

know I was supposed to use a mirror, put it between my legs, and look. She was like ‘Well, you use a 

mirror, like a hand mirror!’ [in a ‘that’s so obvious’ kind of way] [laughs].” Chris recognized that her 

mother wrongly assumed Chris would naturally know to do this without being taught. She stated: 

Perhaps society has an unrealistic expectation of what sex is supposed to be, that it’s supposed 
to be primal and natural, something you’re supposed to know. Whether that means you’re 
supposed to know your parts, or you’re supposed to know if someone’s enjoying sex. But I think 
this open, frank communication is important. I think sex is natural but it’s also social. 

This overt resistance to the idea that we do not need to learn about our sexual bodies reiterates the 

importance of learning and thus, demonstrates the degree to which gendered ignorance is harmful. 

Other participants resisted this idea in more covert ways too, such as Danny stating that they were glad 

that they studied how to have sex before experiencing it. They said, “I’m glad I read the guides because 

it definitely improved my knowledge of anatomy and sort of what to expect. Like when it happened, I 

was like okay this is sort of what I expected to happen. So it was awkward and clumsy because I didn’t 

have the practise but I still felt like I wasn’t completely clueless.” This statement suggests that Danny 

believes that having sex does not just come naturally to someone—in fact, it is “awkward and clumsy.” 

Because sexual knowledge does not come naturally, the importance of learning about our bodies and 

becoming cliterate is even more important. Drawing on Tuana, we cannot strive to learn if we do not 

know that we do not know. 

Stigma and other negative feelings towards sex 

Another barrier, which is enormous and pervades nearly everything discussed in this thesis, is 

stigma around sexuality and talking about sex. Participants discussed, both implicitly and explicitly, 

feeling guilt, shame, disgust and other negative feelings towards themselves or others, in sexual 

contexts. Participants also talked about how stigma was present in society in general, specifically 

mentioning religion, families, and schools. In a multitude of ways, participants shared that they have 

been subjected to stigma, they perpetuated stigma themselves, or they have internalized stigma. After 
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outlining how they subscribe to the stigmatization of sex, I will outline how they cope with and resist 

it—the latter being more politically informed than the former. 

Subscription 

The first strong example of a participant feeling the stigma of sex emerged before the interviews 

even began. One participant, Jei, stated that she could only do the interview if it was over email, stating 

that even a phone call ran the risk of her housemates overhearing, and during the email interview, she 

stated that she did not want anything sexual referred to in the body of the email, only in attached 

documents. This emphasis on confidentiality illustrates the degree to which she did not want the 

information she shared to be connected with her. Furthermore, throughout Maggie’s interviews, she 

strongly expressed negative attitudes towards genitals: uncircumcised penises disgust her, her response 

to a female artist making a large mould of her vulva into a kayak was “What the fuck is wrong with 

people? So weird,” and she was relieved when she saw the model of the clitoris was not a full vulva, as 

that would “[freak her] out,” though when I asked her later how she would feel if I showed her a model 

of a vulva, she said, “I wouldn’t be like scared or intimidated or anything.” Interestingly, although Fran 

said that talking about sex is not stigmatized in her circle of friends, she also said they do not talk about 

it because “It just doesn’t come up.” I assert that even though Fran does not recognize it, this absence is 

indicative of how stigmatized sex is—people do not bring it up, things just go unsaid.  

Coping 

One of the coping strategies participants either employed during interviews, or discussed 

employing in their lives, is comedy. Many participants’ response when I asked if they talk to people in 

their lives about sex was that they do, but most often it is just sexual jokes. These sexual jokes are 

sometimes the only way sex, especially masturbation, is brought up with certain people, whether it be 

with family or friends. For instance, Chris said, “When we do [talk about masturbation], it’s always a joke 
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or laugh when we’ve had too much wine and then it stops.” In addition to participants discussing how 

they use comedy to cope with stigma in their daily lives, they also used this coping mechanism during 

the interviews; laughs and giggles were common, sometimes visibly due to discomfort. In fact, at the 

beginning of their follow-up interview, I asked Danny how they felt after their preliminary interview 

weeks before. They said they did not remember much, except that they laughed at themselves after, 

thinking about what they told me. Perhaps Danny laughed at what they shared after feeling a great 

sense of vulnerability after reflecting on what they disclosed. However, since I do not know what Danny 

was laughing at, it is possible they were simply laughing at something like the fact that at one point they 

said the clitoris looked like a penguin. Regardless, comedy is often present in discussions of sexual 

topics, which often seeks to mask the discomfort people feel about the conversation at hand. 

Another way that participants navigate talking about sex is by distancing themselves from that 

which makes them uncomfortable. Maggie mentioned only talking about sex with her parents if it is 

about other people and not themselves. This participant also said she found it easier sharing with me 

than with her friends, as I am separate from her social circle. As I mentioned, Chris said that she can talk 

about masturbation in general but not when it is about themselves, and only with certain friends. 

Another way this distancing manifests is through euphemisms or avoiding saying certain words. For 

example, Britt used the term “videos or anything” when she brought up the topic of pornography. The 

aforementioned example that Chris’s mom named her vulva “Bippy,” a purposefully vague sexual word, 

is another example of using a euphemism to cope with the barrier of stigma. Chris’s mother also 

provided Chris with educational books about sex. While Chris’s mom giving her books may have been an 

attempt to challenge the barrier of stigma by teaching her sexual knowledge, she was unable to fully 

resist it by talking to her daughter about sex. Thus, fortunately Chris learned about sex from feminist 

books, but was simultaneously taught that sex is difficult to talk about. 

Resistance 
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Many participants recognized that sex is stigmatized, and some explicitly stated it should not be. 

For instance, when Chris told the story of how the words clitoris and cunt were used in a derogatory 

way, she problematized this by saying that female genitals should not be the “butt end of a joke.” A few 

participants discussed how they know that stigma is pervasive in society but because of their particular 

contexts, they have been able to resist this. Kami was brought up in a very sex positive home, Penny 

took sexuality classes in university, and Bella is a sex worker who is so open about her sexuality that she 

sometimes makes others uncomfortable because she forgets others are “awkward” about it. Beyond 

just talking about sexuality, by embodying sexual subjectivity and unashamedly making sexual decisions, 

participants are resisting stigma—they are refusing to internalize societal shame for their desires, 

pleasures, and actions. Lastly, by responding to my advertisement and voluntarily being asked questions 

about sexuality by a researcher they do not know, participants are undoubtedly resisting stigma. 

Masturbation less valued than partnered sex 

Because both research and my participants have illustrated that masturbation is a valuable way 

to learn about their bodies, the fact that masturbation is communicated as being less valuable than 

partnered sex is a barrier to learning. From what participants revealed during interviews, they do not 

enjoy masturbating as much as partnered sexual experiences, and they said that the only purpose of 

masturbation is to satisfy sexual urges—Danny went so far as to call it a “chore.” They also did not bring 

masturbation up when asked about sexual experiences. This is likely due to masturbation being too 

heavily stigmatized, combined with how our society conceptualizes sexual experiences as involving 

another person, which, as previously noted, participants demonstrated in how they answered questions 

about sexual experiences. While some resisted the stigma surrounding masturbation by explicitly saying 

it should be normalized or simply by just voluntarily sharing that they masturbate, no participants 

resisted the idea that masturbation is less valuable than partnered sex. Even though many held this 

view, many shared that they learned about their clitoris through touching themselves. By extension, the 
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perpetuation of the idea that solo-play is inferior to partnered sexual experiences could negatively affect 

people’s willingness to explore their bodies and to perceive exploring their body while alone as a 

valuable experience. 

Abuse 

Abuse is another barrier that some people must cope with or resist in order to learn about their 

sexual bodies. As previously mentioned, three of nine participants shared that they had experienced 

abuse, and they learned, albeit negatively, from those experiences. However, abuse can also inhibit 

learning. Danny shared how their experiences of being in an abusive relationship impeded their ability to 

learn. They said, “I think [the abusive period of my life] was a time when I should have been learning 

about my body, but I was very disconnected. […] I definitely was very disconnected from what was 

happening to my body and didn’t really learn about my body because of it.” 

Subscription 

Three participants shared that they had experienced sexual violence but these participants 

certainly do not perpetuate the barrier of abuse, but instead challenge it. However, one participant 

(who did not disclose violence) did perpetuate this barrier by supporting abuse. Maggie justified physical 

violence against a woman if she deserved it, providing an example of a woman on a TV show who she 

said was complaining too much about President Trump and called him “rude and gross and whatever” 

and said “[The woman on TV] was taking it a little out of hand, like taking the feminist to the next step 

sort of thing, like the crazy ones.”  A male character on the show slapped the female character and 

Maggie was annoyed that the woman said was going to press charges. Maggie said, “It’s like if he was to 

hit her, if he like totally beat the shit out of her and almost like killed her, it’s a little too extensive, but 

he just kind of slapped her, he didn’t take it overboard. So if she deserved it, and he didn’t take it further 

than it needed to go, then I don’t think she should be pulling the ‘I’m a female’ card.” This conversation 

demonstrated that Maggie has negative feelings towards feminism and she overtly perpetuates victim 
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blaming. Sadly, this was the one and only time that participants brought up the word feminism on their 

own accord. While Maggie’s views here are detrimental to women, it is possible that she or people close 

to her have experienced violence, perhaps more violent instances than “just” slapping. At one point 

during the discussion, she said, “It’s not right, but it’s never going to stop, so.” Her acceptance of living 

in a culture where gendered violence is the norm may be because of her own experiences. Nevertheless, 

Maggie accepts abusive behaviour, which is one of the barriers that inhibit equitable, sex-positive 

learning. 

Coping and Resistance 

 The survivors shared various ways that they coped after their abuse, and because these ways all 

involve working towards having healthy and safe sexual experiences, their coping with their abuse can 

simultaneously be seen as resisting the barrier of trauma that prevented them from learning in a 

positive way. Kami shared that one of the ways her trauma affected her was that it created a 

“hypersexuality.” She said, “Well, I was exchanging partners randomly because I didn’t understand 

myself. The partners were perfectly good partners, I threw them away because they did something to 

me—or did something—that I didn’t know how to say ‘No’ to.” Kami has spent decades of her life 

working to heal by talking to other survivors, reading self-help books and going to counselling in order to 

better understand her relationship with her body and re-establish her boundaries. These coping 

mechanisms were conscious ways Kami worked at to heal and reach a time when she could explore her 

body while respecting her limits. Discussing her present relationship with her body, she proudly stated, 

“I know my body quite well. Like its limits and things too, I mean in terms of sexuality, what I’m willing 

to do with my body and not do with my body.” This statement illustrates that Kami has been able to 

challenge the barrier that abuse placed on her, and learn about her sexual body despite it.  
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Another example of resisting how abusive experiences impeded their learning is simply the act 

of engaging in healthy, positive, consensual sexual experiences. Britt entered a healthy sexual 

relationship after her abusive one, and although during sex she sometimes gets triggered and has to 

stop, she continues to work through healing with a supportive sexual partner. Danny shared that the 

first time they were able to have a healthy partnered sexual experience was when the barrier against 

them learning about their body was lifted. They said, “My first actual, consensual sexual experiences 

was when I started to learn about my body in what I liked, what I disliked.” By choosing to engage in 

sexual experiences after trauma, Danny has been able to learn about their sexual body and overcome 

the barrier of abuse in respect to impeding knowledge and growth. 

Examining the active and organic learning processes that participants navigate and experience 

throughout their lives, and the barriers that inhibit them, provides insight into how gendered ignorance 

is perpetuated and resisted. Participants demonstrated that they learned more sex-positive, equitable, 

comprehensive clitoral knowledge from self-initiated active learning than being taught by others, and 

these sources they sought out were most informative and beneficial when feminist. Participants also 

illustrated that while they certainly learn in organic ways, sometimes they are not conscious of the ways 

in which their knowledge and beliefs are being shaped. Lastly, the ways participants cope with and resist 

the barriers to learning such as myths around sexuality, stigma and abuse, illustrate the nuanced ways 

that women and trans people challenge gendered ignorance in order to learn what they want and need 

to know about their bodies. 

Intersectionality: Presences and Absences in Discussions 
As outlined in the methods section, the social locations and identities of the participants must 

be discussed in order to recognize how their knowledge is situated. Beyond the identities of those who 

responded and participated, it is also essential to explore what social factors of their identities were 

discussed during the interviews. By asking open-ended questions, participants could choose what they 
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felt was relevant and valuable to add to the topics being discussed, and also what they felt comfortable 

sharing. In some cases, participants did name aspects or occurrences in their life that were not directly 

about the topic at hand, that they felt were relevant to answering the question. The openness of the 

conversation, and their increased comfort over the course of the interviews, seemed to allow for 

participants to share things from having an eating disorder, pelvic pain disorder or gender dysphoria to 

being a sex worker or survivor of sexual violence. While participants were never asked about these 

topics, they disclosed them to me when they felt they were relevant and it was safe to do so. Further, it 

is also telling to examine what they did not mention. However, it is important to note that while in the 

planning processes of the interviews, I should have realized that asking about specific aspects of their 

social locations would have provided me with more insight into how characteristics such as their racial 

identity and class status affect them. I was concerned about the length of the interviews so I decided 

one general question about their social location would suffice instead of asking about each aspect of 

their identity, but in hindsight, I should have overtly asked more. Despite my consciousness of knowing 

that all aspects of people’s lives influence them greatly, which is evident in my analyses, I believe my 

privileged position resulted in my neglecting to prioritize these questions in addition to some others. In 

the following section, I will explore the presences and absences in the content of the interviews in the 

context of intersecting identities. 

Race 
 Race was largely absent in the content of the interviews. As previously mentioned, participants 

were not asked about how each specific aspect of their identity affected their responses. However, with 

some participants, after asking them the questions about their social location, I explicitly asked them if 

they believed that any of the social factors I asked them about affected their responses. Nobody 

mentioned race as a factor that had shaped the reality they were sharing with me. This absence likely 

means something different for white people than it does for racialized people. My previous analysis of 
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race provides potential contexts for the lack of racialized participants. As I outlined earlier, how racism 

affects the body, experiences of racialized gendered violence and speaking with a white researcher, 

could affect what participants shared and did not share. As previously mentioned while outlining 

Tuana’s taxonomy of ignorance, I am lovingly ignorant to the experiences of people of colour—I know 

that I cannot know how it feels to be a person of colour. For that reason, while I am acknowledging here 

that race is largely absent in my interviews, it would be epistemically irresponsible to unreservedly 

insert meaning into racialized participants’ experiences. While I run the risk of perpetuating, or being 

perceived as perpetuating, the idea that white feminists must cite the work of women of colour for 

them to be seen as legitimate, or that I am simply using their work to legitimize my own status as an 

intersectional feminist (Ortega 2006), I believe I must acknowledge the absence of race as part of the 

conversation for racialized participants discussing their sexuality and hypothesize why this may be, 

informed by what scholars of colour have shared with me. 

Similarly, it is important to discuss the implicit presence of whiteness in this paper because 

whiteness should not be thought of only as a lack of race, as that would suggest whiteness is the norm 

and the standard. This may be one of the reasons white participants did not bring up race—they may 

have the privilege of not seeing race as relevant to their experiences. By extension, it important to delve 

into how white people’s experiences are shaped by their constructed whiteness. Because people of 

colour were historically seen as being animalistic and hypersexual (Park 2012; Royster 1997), which is a 

racist myth that still persists today (Crenshaw and Ritchie 2015; Stoler 2002), in order to create and 

maintain white supremacy, white settler women were, and still are, constructed to have sexual ideals 

that were inherently unlike women of colour. This white heteropatriarchal desire to be distinct from 

women of colour’s constructed womanhood resulted in the construction of the white purity myth. In 

The Purity Myth: How America's Obsession with Virginity is Hurting Young Women, Jessica Valenti states, 

“‘Virgin’ has really become a designation for a particular model of femininity and womanhood that 
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marginalizes anyone who doesn’t meet those very narrow standards” (2011). These standards of 

morality serve to control white women’s sexual bodies and undermine their autonomy (Valenti 2011; 

Tolman 2002). However, due to the racist ideas outlined earlier, it is impossible for women and trans 

people of colour to achieve purity, regardless of their behaviour or sexuality—"whiteness is an 

aspiration” (Hage 2000: 20). By extension, white participants who subscribe, even in some ways, to 

societal sexual ideals, have achieved the goal white supremacy has constructed for them. Even in a 

white woman participant’s conscious resistance of these sexual ideals, their whiteness is still relevant as 

they have the privilege of being given the default option of benefitting from the purity myth, while this 

option is not even available to people of colour. 

Lastly, it is important to address the fact that because of the aforementioned relations between 

race and sexuality, people of colour may not choose to challenge systems of oppression through gaining 

cliteracy. Sirma Bilge provides an example of white women and racialized women experiencing 

resistance differently—white women may find the reclamation of the word slut as empowering, but she 

states that many Black women do not.  Bilge states, “[Black women] don’t have the privilege to play on 

destructive representations burned in our collective minds, on our bodies and souls for generations” 

(Bilge 2012: 21). It is essential that white women being empowered by their knowledge of their sexual 

body is not considered superior to racialized people’s routes to empowerment or the realities of their 

relationships with their bodies. 

Class 
While class and sexuality are closely tied together (Razack 2016; Wilkins and Miller 2017; 

Seidman 2011), there are hardly any explicit connections to class throughout the interviews. The only 

mention of class was when Bella, who identified as upper-middle class, brought up Maslow’s hierarchy 

of needs and stated that she believes that “lower income class” people would focus on sex as a means 

for reproduction more than pleasure, since they need to fulfill their more basic needs of food, water and 
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shelter first. Other than this one statement that suggests sexual pleasure is a class privilege, class was 

not implicitly or explicitly mentioned by participants, though it undoubtedly shapes their experiences. 

For instance, Wilkins and Miller state that a lot of rhetoric around self-esteem, sexuality and success in 

girlhood promote middle-class ideals (2017). They suggest that participants’ understandings, 

perceptions and experiences surrounding sexuality can be greatly influenced by class, even if only 

through the different socialization processes that are tied to classist ideologies. 

Another way that socio-economic and social classes can affect people’s experiences navigating 

their sexual bodies and experiences is through the constructions that allow high-status women to be 

promiscuous, experiment and identify as ‘sluts,’ while lower status women are shamed for doing the 

same (Armstrong et al. 2014). While I did not see any clear themes across participants in regards to 

class, it is worth mentioning that the realities of working class participants, such as Maggie, who 

subscribed to and experienced significant stigma, could very well be due to their working class. In 

contrast, the more upper-class participants’ challenging of gendered sexual expectations may be 

facilitated by their privileged class. Thus, while participants did not reveal anything explicit in regards to 

how their class affects their sexuality, behaviour or knowledge, class is present in underlying ways.  

Disability 
 As mentioned when discussing participants’ identities, nearly half of participants identified as 

having a mental illness or disability. Despite this, disability was not often explicitly mentioned by 

participants, though it was certainly present in the content discussed. Britt, who identified as having a 

depression and anxiety disorder, discussed being triggered during sexual experiences because of her 

history of abuse. Danny also brought up how being a survivor of sexual violence affected their mental 

health and their sexual experiences, which may or may not be connected to them identifying as having a 

“mental disability.” Regardless of whether these two participants’ discussions were consciously 

connected to their mental illness or disability in their own minds, I draw a connection between their 
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sexual experiences and their mental health, which exemplifies how, in a broad understanding of the 

term, disability influences sexual experiences and vice versa. 

One participant also shared information that I perceive to be an indicator that her disability 

affected how she learned about her clitoris and sexuality. Britt said that she has a learning disability, 

though she did not mention it when discussing how she learned her sexual knowledge. When Britt 

shared that she had a learning disability when asked about her social location, she noted that she has an 

Individual Education Plan at school. It is possible that because she chose to share this formal aspect of 

her disability with me that she perceives it to have affected her learning in a formal school setting, which 

was not where she learned about her sexual body due to sex being highly stigmatized at her Christian 

schools. 

 One reason that participants who identified as having a mental disability or illness may not have 

brought it up throughout their interviews could be the paradigm of the mind-body binary. It is possible 

that because much of what they shared with me focused on their sexual body and their somatic 

experiences, they did not consciously connect it to their mental health. However, the mind and body (an 

inherently colonial divide) both come into play during sexual experiences. While it is known that, on 

average, those with mental illnesses rate their sex lives, sexual experiences and satisfaction lower than 

those without, the reasons for this are uncertain (Ӧstman 2014; Baggaley 2008; Bobes et al. 2003). One 

possible reason is that medications commonly prescribed for mental illnesses can lower libido (Davison 

and Huntington 2010; Bobes et al. 2003). Further, mental illness intersects with other aspects of one’s 

social location, such as class, because as Davison and Huntington outline, those with enduring mental 

illness often live in poverty due to limited employment opportunities. Drawing from Nayyar Javed and 

Nikki Gerrard’s “Reclaiming the meaning of self-esteem,” Davison and Huntington discuss how sexist 

gender roles can contribute to poorer mental health: “Conventional female roles that promote 
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appeasement and submissiveness can then function to suppress feelings and emotions, leading to a loss 

of self-awareness and depression” (2010: 246). 

 Another reason that participants may not have discussed their mental illnesses and disabilities 

could be due to stigma, and not knowing the degree to which I may be ableist or whether I have a 

disability. For participants who identified as having no disability, their absence of any discussions of their 

ability in their interviews is unsurprising. Just as white people are not cognizant of their privilege, able-

bodied people are often unaware of the ways their ability affects their life, as they benefit from an 

ableist society constructed for them. 

 Using the term ‘disability’ in this discussion is complex, and as mentioned earlier in my thesis, 

self-identification is not a simple process. Some participants did mention having disorders or conditions 

that they did not classify as disabilities. This exemplifies a few points. Firstly, these physical phenomena 

do not fit into participants’ definitions of disability (whereas perhaps for others they would). This 

suggests a diversity in conceptualizations of disability among participants. Secondly, if I asked 

participants a broader question about how aligned their bodies and minds are with society’s ideals and 

norms instead of whether they identify as having a disability, perhaps their responses would have been 

different. This contextualizes my discussion on disability with the fact that this limited discussion is much 

more nuanced than I was able to explore within the scope of my thesis. Thirdly, there is a possibility that 

other participants who identified as having no disabilities may have mental and/or physical disorders, 

conditions, illnesses, or experiences that could be relevant to the content discussed but simply were not 

shared in the short time period of discussion.  

 In conclusion, complexities of participants’ minds and bodies affect their knowledge and 

experiences with sexual pleasure and their clitoris (Sloane 2014). For example, Fran’s pelvic pain 

disorder directly enhanced her relationship with her clitoris and shaped her sexual experiences. This 
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aspect of participants’ lives, whether part of their intersecting identity or not, undoubtedly shapes their 

sexual knowledge and experiences, but it is one that my research did not managed capture in a 

significant way. 

Age 
Age was explicitly mentioned more than race, disability or class. In some cases, participants 

brought up their age, especially when discussing learning, which demonstrates that they deem age 

relevant in conversations around learning cliterate knowledge. At some points in the interviews, I also 

overtly asked participants about their age, most often when participants shared when they first learned 

about their clitoris or the word clitoris. As I previously mentioned in my discussion of ‘symbolic 

purgatory’ (Waskul et. al 2007: 152), the most compelling theme I found while examining participants’ 

mentions of age is that there were often a number of years between when participants discovered their 

clitoris and when they learned its anatomical name. For Bella, she discovered her clitoris when she was 

11, and knew it felt pleasurable when touched, but she did not learn the term until a high school party 

at 14 years old. In contrast, Danny learned the term when they were 11 or 12 years old, though they had 

already known that body part for an unspecified number of years, and then they learned of the clitoris’s 

complex internal anatomy when they were 15 years old. Another contrasting example is that of Chris, 

who received oral sex in her junior years at high school, did not discover her clitoris until some time 

afterwards, heard the word clitoris in Grade 12, and then connected the term and the body part—using 

a process of elimination—some time after that. These diverse examples illustrate the significant range in 

ages for these pivotal learning moments, though the key years of discovery seemed to be between 10 

and 13 years old. 

Beyond mentioning age in respect to temporality in their lives, participants also discussed an 

ageist myth that some subscribed to and some resisted. When a couple of participants mentioned age in 

relation to what they were talking about, they stated that they believe sexual pleasure is more 
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important to younger people than older adults. Bella, who was 19 years old, overtly stated this, 

acknowledging that “that’s just my opinion.” The following excerpt of Chris’s follow-up interview also 

demonstrates this idea: 

C: I sometimes wonder if [the importance of sexual pleasure] is tied to age, not necessarily 

generational but like feeling like ‘I’m 24, I’m young, I’m hot, I should be having sexual pleasure.’ 

KR: Okay, yeah, that makes a lot of sense. 

C: And I just wonder if I won’t be saying like ‘I’m 50, I’m hot, I should be having sexual pleasure.’ 

I hope I still have that view but I wonder if that’s sort of tied to age. 

This demonstrates that while Chris hoped that the importance of sexual pleasure would not decrease 

with age, she feared that it would. Further, her connection between age, sexual pleasure, and being 

“hot” reveals that she believed there is a societal norm that those who conform to societal ideals of 

sexual attractiveness should enjoy and experience sexual pleasure more. This is closely tied to age, as 

older adults, more specifically older women, are constructed as being less attractive and beautiful (Wolf 

1990). This belief that sexual pleasure is less important to older adults was held by these two 

participants, but was resisted by two others. 

Because nearly all participants were in the early years of their adulthood, it is particularly 

important to look to the one older participant to see her opinion and experience, though she clearly can 

only speak to her own experience, not on behalf of all women her age. For Kami, who was 60 years old, 

sexual pleasure was still important to her at her age, its meaning has just shifted over time. She shared 

that achieving orgasm and having penetrative sex are not as important to her as they were, but sexual 

pleasure in the form of deep physical intimacy and “sensuality” is vital. While this is just one person’s 

experience, Kami’s account illustrates that a blanket statement that older people value sexual pleasure 

less is inaccurate and lacks nuance. In Penny’s interview, she emphasized that through her sex 

education, she has learned that sexual experiences with pleasure shift over time but can always be 

present, whether that is a child rubbing up against a pillow or the sexual experiences of post-
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menopausal women. Penny shared that she learned that people can experience sexual pleasure at 

absolutely any age: “So that was really, really cool to see that, wow, it really does start at day one and 

doesn’t ever stop.” Penny resisted the myth that society has constructed of sexual pleasure as 

unimportant for older adults by learning otherwise through formal education, and Kami resists this idea 

through her own lived experience as valuing sexual pleasure. 

Gender 
As reiterated throughout my thesis, the experiences of the women in my research are greatly 

influenced by their gender. What I would like to focus on in this analysis though, is how Danny shared 

that being agender affected their sex education in complex ways, in comparison to the other cisgender 

women participants. As I already briefly mentioned, Danny’s learning in sex education class was 

inhibited by its cissexism because the body parts were portrayed as ‘female.’ They said, “I think it’s 

partially because I’m trans, like I was learning about the anatomy and stuff but I never really internalized 

like ‘That’s my anatomy.’ I was sort of like ‘Yeah….’ I didn’t realize I had a vagina until very late in life. I 

was exploring myself and masturbating and I was like ‘Oh my god, there’s a hole here!! What the hell is 

this?!’” While Danny said navigating cissexist schooling and gender dysphoria were part of their 

experience, I believe being trans also significantly, positively shaped their knowledge and experience. A 

concrete aforementioned example is that because of their gender, Danny thoroughly researched their 

sexual body before accessing testosterone hormones, which greatly increased their level of cliteracy. 

Drawing on Code, I assert that Danny’s trans perspective allows them greater insight, and thus, cliteracy, 

as they are more likely to think critically about social constructs surrounding the sexual body. 

How queerness enhances cliteracy 
As already discussed, the majority of participants identified as queer. Participants brought up 

queerness often in discussions of sexual experiences, pleasure and knowledge. The main theme that 

participants revealed with respect to queerness, in relation to my research, is that it increases cliteracy. 
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Notably, both heterosexual and queer participants expressed this belief. Participants discussed three 

main ways that queerness increases cliteracy: learning from others with clitorises, learning from the 

queer community, and by conceptualizing and experiencing diverse forms of sexual pleasure in queer 

sex because it often transcends penile-vaginal sex. 

Firstly, queer participants who have had sexual experiences with people with clitorises shared 

that they have learned a lot from their partners about the clitoris, how to stimulate it and how to have 

their own stimulated. When I asked Britt, “Over the years, how have you learned about the clitoris?” she 

replied, “Through sexually experiences and exploring my sexuality. I think specifically with female 

partners, I’ve learned more or became more comfortable with it.” She later clarified that she has 

learned both by giving and receiving pleasure in her sexual experiences with women. Further, 

participants who identified with the queer community but who had not had sexual experiences with 

others with clitorises expressed that if they did in their future, they would expect to learn more. In fact, 

Maggie said the only way to learn more about the clitoris, since she perceived herself as knowing 

everything there is to know about her own clitoris, would be to have sexual experiences with women: 

“Like I like females but I haven’t done anything with them so I feel like if I ever have the experience I 

would probably learn a bit more.” 

Kami asserted that one of the reason queer people learn from others with clitorises is that 

women inherently know more about their own body. She said, “Women tend to have a better 

knowledge of their own bodies so then they’re by extension going to have a better knowledge of your 

body, and what turns you on and what doesn’t.” While the language of “tend to” could possibly suggest 

socialized or learned knowledge, Kami credits this increased level of knowledge in comparison to men to 

women being natural reproducers. She said she thinks women naturally understand their bodies better 

“because we give birth to children.” It is interesting that she argues that this inherent knowledge is a 

reason queer people have more pleasurable sexual experiences, while simultaneously reducing 
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women’s knowledge of their sexual bodies to being because of their role in reproduction. Nevertheless, 

Kami strongly believes that people with clitorises who have sexual experiences with others with 

clitorises have much more pleasure than heterosexual interactions. 

Interestingly, queer people do not necessarily learn from having sexual experiences with other 

people with clitorises. The second way queer participants shared that being queer increased their 

cliteracy was through learning from the queer community. Fran, who is bisexual but had never had an 

experience with another person with a clitoris, was very cliterate and credits being in queer spaces as a 

prominent reason for her knowledge. As a teenager, Fran was involved in queer groups both at school 

and in her community and it was there that she learned that she deserves pleasure, there are diverse 

ways to have sex, and that all bodies are different and so learning and communicating about them are 

important. Fran went on to explain, “If I was just straight I wouldn’t be in those circles. I might not be 

exposed to those resources, might not even know that sex is supposed to be pleasurable for the 

woman.” Not only did broadening her understanding of sex positively shape her understandings, but she 

also explicitly learned about the clitoris in those queer spaces. Furthermore, it is worth noting that Kami 

credits most of what she learned about her sexual body and her sexuality in her childhood and youth to 

her lesbian parents. They taught her about her clitoris, bodily autonomy and pleasure at a young age. 

While Kami was the only participant who shared her parents are queer, the fact that Kami became quite 

cliterate at a young age due to growing up in a queer household demonstrates that for her, she learned 

a great deal from queer people. 

The third way that participants connected queerness to an increased level of cliteracy was by 

stating that queer sex tends to broaden sexual experiences outside of penile-vaginal intercourse. Penny, 

who identified as heterosexual, stated that she thinks that because queer relationships often include 

sexual experiences that do not focus on vaginal penetration and the focus is more on stimulation of the 

clitoris and other ways a woman or trans person may feel pleasure. Penny stated, “I think, depending on 
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your partner, I think if you’re with someone that is a male partner then typically, depending on your 

relationship with your partner, then a lot of people put more focus on penile-vaginal intercourse than 

playing around with your clit, playing with your boobs, playing with different parts of your body. I think 

it’s a bit different when you take a penis out of the equation.” Other queer participants also reiterated 

that challenging penile-vaginal sex as the norm or epitome of pleasure increases cliteracy.  

This discussion on intersectionality has demonstrated the presences and absences as far as what 

participants explicitly shared as affecting their experiences and knowledge. Race, class and disability 

were largely absent in respect to being mentioned in explicit ways during interviews. Thus, I have 

outlined why racialized people may not have wanted to discuss race with me because it can be difficult 

or traumatic, especially with a white researcher. I have also described how race and whiteness are 

present in subtle ways, as it shapes how people navigate their sexuality. I briefly mention how class is 

not discussed in interviews but that it is inherently connected because all intersections influence each 

other. Then, I described how disability was not discussed because even though some participants shared 

conditions or disorders, they did not see them as disabilities. Next, I shared that two participants 

suggested that sexual pleasure is more important to younger people than older adults, while two others 

explicitly countered this idea. Participants discussed three main ways that queerness increases cliteracy: 

learning from others with clitorises through sexual experiences, learning more generally from the queer 

community, and by conceptualizing and experiencing sex as diverse ways to feel pleasure instead of just 

penile-vaginal sex. Just as it is important to be cognizant of my own standpoint, it is valuable to analyze 

how participants reflect on their social locations. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 
 

“Democracy without cliteracy? Phallusy.” 

- Sophia Wallace, 100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy 
 

Di Marino and Lepidi pose a query in the foreword of their comprehensive textbook on clitoral 

anatomy, puzzling over the “unfathomable ignorance” held predominantly by male individuals “in an era 

when taboos are weakening, where pornographic images abound and where young people can, at least 

indirectly, teach themselves about basic sex education” (2014: xii). These authors recognize ignorance at 

an individual level, in that it is common for a man not to know or understand much about genitals 

assigned female, especially the clitoris. My research has demonstrated that ignorance runs much deeper 

than this. By critically analyzing interviews with people with clitorises and situating them in gendered, 

social contexts, I have demonstrated that ignorance not only pervades our understandings of our own 

bodies, but also that various types of ignorance course through the many veins of society. As Fine and 

McClelland illustrate, sexual desire and pleasure are situated in the complicated contexts of our families, 

bedrooms, politics, religion, pop culture, schools and more, which are riddled with systemic oppression 

(2006: 298). Fields (2016) argues that these spaces are complex and fluctuating, as a school includes 

multiple spaces such as a locker room, cafeteria and classroom—environments that change depending 

on what and who occupies them. The ways that systemic oppression invades these obscure and 

overlapping spaces, both in what are commonly perceived as private and public spaces, are evident 

throughout my analysis. 

 I began my thematic analysis of the interviews I conducted with people with clitorises by 

discussing the relationships between the clitoris and sexual pleasure. While most participants stated 

that the clitoris was important to their experiences of sexual pleasure, these accounts were nuanced in 



 

126 
 

how they discussed orgasms, the physical and interpersonal aspects of sexual pleasure, and how their 

experiences with pleasure differ from masturbation to partnered experiences. Also, a few participants 

said that the clitoris was not important to them, despite sharing other information that led me to 

believe that it is indeed important to them. After my discussion of sexual pleasure, I described 

participants’ level of cliteracy in respect to how they discovered their clitoris, its purpose, anatomy, 

stimulation techniques and its social and political contexts. Then, I delved into how the clitoris is 

systemically ignored through erasure and misrepresentation, which has contributed to some individuals 

dismissing the organ. I followed this discussion of ignorance with one of resistance—I outlined how 

participants learned about the clitoris over time, in positive and negative ways—the most valuable 

cliterate knowledge being what they sought out themselves instead of what others taught them. Finally, 

I discussed how aspects of people’s identities were present and absent during the interviews, with the 

strongest presence being that they believed and demonstrated that queerness improves cliteracy. 

Although there is some strong literature that offers important contributions such as Tuana’s 

research that applies epistemologies of ignorance to the clitoris (2004) or Waskul et al.’s empirical 

research on “symbolic clitoridectomies” (2007), there are gaps in the cliterature. Much of the literature 

on the clitoris is framed in a medical context or is theoretical, and much of the empirical research on 

women’s sexual bodies and experiences of pleasure do not focus on the clitoris. I collected primary data 

by speaking to people with clitorises to gain direct insight on their lived experiences. The qualitative 

interviews Waskul et al. conducted on women’s discoveries of their clitorises discuss similar erasure and 

misrepresentation, though the language the authors use to describe the ignorance is different. Thus, my 

research provides insights that further Tuana and Waskul et. al.’s work, by grounding my interviews in 

what people know about their clitoris within a dominant epistemological frame of ignorance. 

There are several key strengths of this research. First, the feminist methods I employed allowed 

the participants to choose how and what they would like to share, in the most comfortable way 
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possible. People are often not given sex-positive, inclusive spaces to discuss their experiences of 

sexuality so it is no a surprise that some participants explicitly expressed that they enjoyed and 

benefitted from the experience. Not only did one participant state she had an “epiphany” about her 

body during her interview, but three participants told me that the interviews provoked them to have 

some important conversations with people in their lives. A few participants also implicitly said that they 

found it validating to learn from our conversations that other people share similar experiences as them. 

Secondly, my qualitative research provides important insights on what people with clitorises know about 

their primary sexual pleasure organ, how they learned about it and what, perhaps most importantly, are 

the gaps in their knowledge. By conducting in-depth, one-on-one follow-up interviews, conversations 

were able to discuss the nuances and complexities of the participants’ narratives. My findings inform 

fields such public health, sex education, linguistics, and pedagogy. Thirdly, my research contributes to 

the literature on epistemologies of ignorance. By exploring people’s knowledge of their clitoris, I provide 

empirical research to support Tuana’s theoretical work about the knowledge, and lack of knowledge, of 

the clitoris. 

Some other key strengths of my work relate to resistance specifically. By conducting this 

knowledge project has challenged the oppressive ignorance this thesis has documented. Co-producing 

feminist knowledge of the clitoris with people with clitorises resists the erasure, misrepresentation and 

dismissal this thesis has demonstrated are rampant throughout society. The fact that my thesis shares 

the complexities of the clitoris, seeks to uncloak the pleasure organ from its patriarchal shadows, and 

allows women and trans people to share their sexual stories demonstrates that my research exemplifies 

what Tuana calls, “liberatory knowledge” (2006: 2). Researching the complexities of the clitoris, and the 

participants’ open discussion of their clitoris, are direct actions of resistance. My thesis also 

demonstrates the importance of visuals and language in shaping knowledge, and the power of art as a 

tool for creating conversations. Art can effectively be used to resist gendered ignorance, which provides 
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valuable insights for future praxis. As Sik Ying Ho and Ka Tat Tsang argue, where there is oppression on 

people’s bodies, resistance is inevitable (2005: 524). 

I recognize there are limitations to my research as well. Part of ensuring that my methods are 

feminist lies in recognizing the complexities of individuals’ lives. As Mohanty states, “The assumption of 

women as an already constituted, coherent group with identical interests and desires, regardless of 

class, ethnic or racial location, or contradictions, implies a notion of gender and sexual difference or 

even patriarchy which can be applied universally and cross-culturally” (1991: 55). Thus, I cannot 

extrapolate and generalize participants’ experiences as universal for others with the same or similar 

intersecting identities, especially considered these individuals were specifically drawn to participate in 

my research on their sexual bodies. By extension, while conducting a small number of interviews 

provided more contextual insights about themselves and their narratives than I could have achieved 

with a larger sample size, I cannot provide conclusive, or quantitative, ‘facts’ about exactly how much 

people know about the clitoris, or the degree to which certain populations are cliterate. Another 

limitation of my work is that there are many avenues that I could not explore at all or in-depth within 

the scope of my thesis. For instance, participants discussed their conceptualizations of what constitutes 

their ‘sexual body’ and ‘sexuality,’ but that was not explored in depth for this thesis. Future research in 

the following areas would also be valuable: the role of toxic masculinity in constructed ignorance, what 

people without clitorises know about the organ, more research on trans and racialized people’s 

experiences with sexual pleasure, their sexual bodies and knowledge, and a decolonial, feminist analyses 

discussing the relations between female genital cutting and symbolic clitoridectomies. 

This project has explored what people with clitorises know and how this shapes their 

experiences. Participants have illustrated and articulated that knowledge is vital in having positive sexual 

experiences. Undoubtedly, the process of knowledge production is gendered. Holland et al. assert, “Any 

discourse that legitimates her pleasure, acknowledges her sexual knowledge, values her performance 
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and places it under her control, is potentially threatening to his masculinity” (1994: 30). Because of our 

patriarchal social world, there is a strong relationship between power and knowledge, where women 

and trans people experience epistemic violence and the control and regulation of our bodies. This 

inequity is the very premise of my thesis: we need to reach a feminist consciousness to dismantle the 

dominant, inaccurate, oppressive knowledges of sexual pleasure and our bodies—at a systemic level, 

not just individual, for it is the systems that we are embedded in that shape our individual ignorance. As 

Tolman writes with respect to changing the discourse of desire for girls, “Just as mothers cannot do this 

work alone, tinkering with sex education and conducting discussions with girls will not solve the 

problem. This is a social problem that demands change at a societal level, in how we think and talk as a 

society about adolescent sexuality” (2002: 205). 

My research illustrates how society ignores the clitoris and how people resist this ignorance. 

This work is about much more than just pleasure or how well we know our bodies, though. At its core, it 

is about fighting to reclaim autonomy over our bodies and minds in an oppressive society that 

strategically tries to wear us down. Yet women and trans people continue to seek out knowledge, and 

bravely and intelligently face the barriers of shame, silence and control. As Nagoski states, "Rage not 

against yourself but against the culture that lied to you. Grieve not for your discrepancy from a fictitious 

'ideal' that is at best arbitrary and at worst an act of oppression and violence; grieve for the 

compassionate world you were born deserving... And did not get" (2015: 328). Women and trans people 

must continue to resist the culture that “lied” to us—we must seek out our own truths. It is through this 

continued resistance of ignorance that people with clitorises learn about their bodies, exercise sexual 

subjectivity, and experience the pleasure of which their bodies are capable. It is the persistent 

dissemination of that which the oppressive systems do not want us to know that will increase cliteracy. 

It is with this knowledge that liberation will come. 
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APPENDICES 
Appendix A – Recruitment materials 

A.1.)  Poster: 

 

A.2.)   Social Media Post that accompanied the Poster: 

Hi everyone! Please check out this poster about my MA research and feel free to share around. If 
interested in participating, instead of Commenting below, please email me directly as noted on this 
poster. If you know me on more than an acquaintance level, I’d ask that instead of volunteering to 
participate, you support my research by passing this poster along to others who may be interested. 
Please note that any social media activity (e.g. ‘Liking’ this post) may compromise your confidentiality. 
Thank you. 
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A.3.)  Posters distributed to: 

Print: 

Café Pyrus – Kitchener 

The Working Centre – Kitchener 

All approved bulletins on Brock University campus 

 

Online: 

Laurier Students’ Public Interest Research Group - Brantford 

Indigenous Solidarity Coalition @ Brock 

SafePlace Niagara (LGBTQ group) 

Solidarity, Activism, Resistance Brantford Events 

Team SHORE Centre (sex 

 education group) 

Brock Student Justice Centre 

Decolonize Deconstruct Brock (Race and Sexuality group) 

Laurier Brantford Women’s Centre 
 

Appendix B - Visuals Shown in Interviews 

B.1.) Photograph of 3D printed clitoris prop used in interviews 
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B.2.)  100 Natural Laws of Cliteracy Mural by Sophia Wallace 

 

B.3.)   Diagram displaying placement of clitoris in respect to rest of vulva (Graphic Credit: Clito Clito) 

 


