
Intimate Matters A History Of Sexuality In
America

Intimate matters a history of sexuality in America is a fascinating exploration of how sexual attitudes,
practices, and norms have evolved over the centuries in the United States. This journey reveals the
intricate tapestry of American society, reflecting broader changes in culture, politics, and social movements.
From the puritanical roots of colonial America to the sexual revolution of the 1960s and beyond,
understanding these intimate matters provides crucial insights into the contemporary landscape of sexual
identity, rights, and expression.

Colonial America: Puritanical Foundations

The history of sexuality in America begins with the arrival of European settlers. The Puritans, known for
their strict moral codes, heavily influenced early American attitudes toward sex. Their beliefs resulted in a
complex relationship with sexuality characterized by repression and guilt.



The Role of Religion

- Sex as a Sin: In Puritan society, sex was often viewed as sinful unless it was for procreation within
marriage.
- Public Punishments: Those who violated sexual norms faced severe consequences, including public
shaming and corporal punishment.

Marriage and Sexuality

Marriage was predominantly seen as a social contract rather than a romantic union. Sex was primarily for
procreation, and discussions about pleasure were generally taboo. The concept of love in marriage began to
shift in the 18th century, influenced by Enlightenment ideals.

The 19th Century: The Rise of Sexual Reform Movements

As America expanded westward, the 19th century saw significant changes in societal attitudes toward
sexuality. The era was marked by a burgeoning awareness of sexual rights and the emergence of various
reform movements.

Victorian Morality

- Sexual Repression: The Victorian era fostered a culture of sexual repression, where discussions about sex
were often cloaked in euphemisms.
- Role of Women: The ideal woman was seen as pure and chaste, while men were expected to control
their sexual urges.

Sexual Reform Movements

Several movements sought to challenge these repressive norms:

1. The Abolitionist Movement: Highlighted the intersections of race, gender, and sexuality.
2. The Women’s Suffrage Movement: Advocated for women’s rights, including the right to express their
sexuality freely.
3. The Birth Control Movement: Pioneered by figures like Margaret Sanger, this movement fought for
women's reproductive rights, emphasizing the importance of family planning.



The Early 20th Century: The Sexual Revolution Begins

The early 20th century marked a turning point in American sexual attitudes, with growing recognition of
sexual diversity and more open discussions about sexuality.

The Jazz Age and Sexual Liberation

The 1920s, often referred to as the Jazz Age, brought about a cultural shift. The flapper movement
symbolized women's newfound independence, challenging traditional gender roles.

- Changing Norms: Women began to embrace more liberal attitudes toward dating and sexuality.
- Cultural Icons: Figures like Josephine Baker and F. Scott Fitzgerald celebrated sexual freedom and
defiance of societal norms.

The Influence of Psychology

Sigmund Freud's theories on sexuality began to penetrate American thought, leading to a more nuanced
understanding of sexual desire and identity. This period also saw the rise of sexology as a scientific
discipline, with figures like Alfred Kinsey conducting groundbreaking research on human sexuality.

The Sexual Revolution of the 1960s

The 1960s were a watershed moment in the history of sexuality in America. This era witnessed a seismic
shift in sexual attitudes, fueled by countercultural movements advocating for personal freedom and sexual
liberation.

Key Factors Influencing the Sexual Revolution

1. The Birth Control Pill: Introduced in the 1960s, it allowed women unprecedented control over their
reproductive health and sexual choices.
2. Civil Rights Movement: The fight for racial equality inspired parallel struggles for sexual freedom and
LGBTQ+ rights.
3. Counterculture: Movements like the hippie movement embraced free love and challenged conventional
norms.



Effects of the Sexual Revolution

- Normalization of Premarital Sex: The stigma associated with premarital sex began to dissipate.
- LGBTQ+ Rights: The Stonewall Riots of 1969 marked a critical moment in the fight for LGBTQ+ rights,
leading to greater visibility and acceptance.

The Late 20th Century to Present: Sexuality and Identity

The latter part of the 20th century and into the 21st century has seen continued evolution in the
understanding of sexuality, particularly regarding gender identity and sexual orientation.

Emergence of LGBTQ+ Rights

The LGBTQ+ rights movement gained momentum, advocating for equal rights and acceptance in society.
Major milestones include:

- The Decriminalization of Homosexuality: Landmark Supreme Court cases, such as Lawrence v. Texas
(2003), decriminalized consensual same-sex activity.
- Marriage Equality: Obergefell v. Hodges (2015) granted same-sex couples the right to marry across the
United States.

Intersectionality and Sexuality

Contemporary discourses on sexuality increasingly recognize the importance of intersectionality,
emphasizing how various identities—including race, class, gender, and sexuality—intersect to shape
individual experiences. The fight for sexual rights is now viewed as part of a broader struggle for social
justice.

Conclusion: Understanding Intimate Matters in America

Intimate matters a history of sexuality in America reveals a complex and dynamic narrative that reflects
the broader cultural, social, and political changes throughout American history. As society continues to
evolve, understanding the historical context of sexual attitudes helps illuminate current debates
surrounding sexual rights and identities. Acknowledging this history is essential for fostering a more
inclusive and accepting future, where all individuals can express their sexuality freely and authentically.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the key themes explored in 'Intimate Matters: A History of
Sexuality in America'?
The book explores themes such as the evolution of sexual norms, the impact of social movements on
sexuality, and the intersection of sexuality with race, class, and gender throughout American history.

How does 'Intimate Matters' address the impact of colonialism on
American sexuality?
The book examines how colonial attitudes toward sexuality were shaped by European norms and how
these attitudes affected Indigenous practices and beliefs about sexuality, leading to a complex interplay
between different cultural understandings.

In what ways does 'Intimate Matters' discuss the role of women in the
history of sexuality in America?
The book highlights women's roles as both agents of change and subjects of oppression, detailing how
women's sexual autonomy has been navigated through various historical periods, including the suffrage
movement and the sexual revolution.

What significance does 'Intimate Matters' attribute to the LGBTQ+
movement in shaping American sexual culture?
The book emphasizes the crucial role of the LGBTQ+ movement in challenging heteronormative standards,
advocating for sexual rights, and fostering greater acceptance and visibility of diverse sexual identities in
American society.

How does the book 'Intimate Matters' approach the subject of sexual
health and public policy?
The book discusses the evolution of sexual health policies in America, including the responses to sexually
transmitted infections, the AIDS crisis, and the ongoing debates surrounding reproductive rights and sexual
education.

What critical perspectives does 'Intimate Matters' offer regarding the
commercialization of sexuality in America?
The book critiques how capitalism has influenced sexual expression and identity, analyzing the
commodification of sex and the ways in which media and consumer culture shape public perceptions of
sexuality.
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