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Abstract

Sexual desire and pleasure can be an “awkward” subject to bring up in conversation, many
choosing to ignore it completely, or relegate it to the private realm. Yet, our media landscape is
filled with various representation of sex that fundamentally shape the way we can think about,
speak about, and enact expressions of sexual desire. A substantial corpus of feminist research
suggests that discursive representations of sexual desire are highly gendered and
heteronormative. These researchers have mapped cultural and social constructions of women’s
sexual desire, tracing its portrayal as, for example, absent, relational, and aligned with
postfeminist discourses of sexual agency. Previous scholarship has considered how these
discourses are circulated within talk, and through mainstream media. A research gap remains in
considering alternative feminist media, and psychological literature as sites that circulate
discourses of sexual desire.

The central aim of this thesis is to determine how women’s sexual desire is constructed
across three sites of discourse circulation: (a) mainstream media, (b) alternative media, and (c)
psychological literature, how prevalent discourses are supported, transformed, and resisted, as
well as the implications for women’s sexual subjectivity and sexual agency. Foucauldian-
informed discourse analysis was conducted with each set of textual data collected from those
sites. Specifically, 75 advice columns or articles from mainstream media websites, 55 articles
from alternative feminist publications, and 12 published articles from psychological and
therapeutic journals.

Key findings from these analyses indicate that (i) an essentialist biological discourse of

desire is prevalent, shaping women’s sexual subjectivity in relation to men, (ii) many discourses



and sexual subjectivities on offer within the texts are highly heteronormative and restrict

agency outside of a narrow prescription of appropriate desire, (iii) a neoliberal incitement for
women to reflect on and work on themselves in various ways underscored much of the data,
and (iiii) alternative media texts provided opportunities for resistance of heterosexual norms,

along with a broadening understanding of what desire is and can be for women.
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1. Chapter One: Introduction

This research examines the discursive construction of women’s sexual desire in public
representations, considering the implications for sexual subjectivity and agency. My project
focuses on three prominent textual sites that circulate discourse on sexual desire; (a) popular
online media with women as the target audience—hereafter, “mainstream media”; (b) online
feminist media that forefront gender minorities and other non-dominant discourses on
sexuality — hereafter “alternative media”; and (c) academic literature about sexual desire
written for a professional psychological audience—hereafter, “psychological literature”. These
sites represent both popular and academic perspectives that influence public perceptions of
women’s sexual desire and ultimately impact how women are positioned as sexual subjects in
society.

Sexual subjectivity is an internal sense of sexual selfhood. Tolman (2002, pp. 5-6) has
defined it 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.
The possibilities for sexual subjectivity are shaped by the discourses circulating in society.
Powerful discourses create norms that are reinforced and reproduced (or potentially resisted
and transformed) within public sites of circulation. These sites include texts produced in
popular and academic spheres. Gavey (2005) asserts that these discourses and norms are often
taken-for-granted, and employed without conscious awareness, further restricting choice and

possibilities for sexual subjectivity. Therefore, paying close attention to the social and cultural



discourses of sexual desire is crucial for understanding the possibilities available to women to
think, feel, and act as sexual beings. In this research, | explore how various social constructions
of sexual desire in Western media aimed at women re/produce gendered power relations that
enable and restrict sexual subjectivity and agency.

Drawing on a feminist poststructuralist lens, within an overarching feminist
constructionist perspective, my research directs attention towards insidious power structures
and the implicit ways that dominant discourses shape understanding. In 21 century Western
cultural landscapes, scholars have highlighted how gender inequity is frequently publicly
portrayed as no longer being a pertinent issue due to positive changes in gender norms in
recent decades (Gill, 2007, 2017; McRobbie, 2009). Adding to these insights, my research
findings show how trusted sources of information, namely the media and scholarly research,
sustain traditional gender norms (albeit in modified forms) and play a role in perpetuating
uneven gendered power relations in everyday life. By examining these discursive spaces, |
highlight how dominant constructions of women’s sexual desire continue to limit women’s
sexual agency in subtle but significant ways, bringing to light persistent inequalities that are
often overlooked.

1.1. Situating the Research

Located within an overarching feminist social constructionist orientation, my research is
premised on the view that contemporary and historical contextual norms, beliefs, and values
shape constructions of women’s sexual desire. From this perspective, these constructions are...

...tethered to a complex tapestry of societal norms and expectations surrounding sex.

Women learn from a young age what it means to be desiring sexual subjects: there are



consequences of desiring the wrong person or acts, or of having too much or too little

desire (deemed dysfunctional), all of which are imbricated with social positioning (e.g.

race, class, sexual orientation) (Thomas & Gurevich, 2021, p. 83).
This recognition of how social norms shape sexual subjectivity necessitates attention to
contextual location in the analysis of contemporary norms, to consider the conditions of
possibility that re/produce them. This attention to historical foundations follows Fahs and
McClelland’s (2016, p. 393) call for critical researchers of sexuality to “trace how concepts
travel between and among disciplines” [and beyond], their relationship to power, and “the
implications of the concepts they employ”. | take this as a call for consideration of the socio-
historical context that informs meanings about sex, both past and present as well as for critical
awareness on the part of researchers.

| therefore begin with an overview of the socio-cultural backdrop against which my work
is located. | do this through a brief historical discussion of the emergence of dominant Western
understandings of women's sexual desire. Having established this broad socio-historical
backdrop, | then turn to the issue of researcher positionality as part of the critical endeavor of
feminist poststructuralism.
1.1.1. The Socio-Cultural Context of Sexual Desire over Time
In this section, | examine three temporal moments—Ancient Greek and Roman, Victorian, and
twentieth-century Anglophone contexts—as historical “snapshots” to contextualise how
changing gender roles, moral values and relational norms have shaped contemporary
constructions of sexuality and sexual desire. These snapshots do not constitute a complete

genealogy of sexual desire but rather illustrate key shifts in the social understanding of sexual



desire. These moments were chosen because they are all situated within the Western cultural
tradition that informs contemporary understandings of sexuality and were selected in part
because they are periods for which sufficient historical records exist, allowing discursive
changes to be traced. In the Ancient Greek and Roman period, sexual desire was bound to civic
and reproductive obligations; in the Victorian era, it was redefined through moral and religious
restraint; and in the twentieth century, it was medicalised and psychologised, reflecting the
emergence of scientific authority over sexuality. Taken together, they demonstrate how
Western women’s sexual desire has been repressed, problematised and tied to patriarchal
control for two millennia.
1.1.1.1. Snapshot One — Ancient Greece and Rome.

The Ancient Greek and Roman period provide a useful starting point because it offers extensive
documentation and insight into early Western conceptualisations of sexual pleasure and
gendered norms. Historical scholars suggest that sexuality and sexual desire in ancient Greek
and Roman societies were bound within the framework of familial and civic responsibilities,
intertwining individual desires with broader societal expectations of purity and reproduction
(Clark, 2019). Women were excluded from public life, and predominantly confined to domestic
roles (Clark, 2019; Salisbury, 1996). Subsequently, the social discourse surrounding women's
sexual desire was shaped by the prevailing ideals of purity, modesty, virtue, and fidelity within
the context of marriage and motherhood.

Women'’s role in sex was often tied to their role in serving the state by reproducing and
ensuring the continuity of the next generation of "legitimate Athenian citizens" (Clark, 2019, p.

18). Similar logics echoed into later sexual reproductive politics, such as early twentieth-century



Settler-colonial policy exhorting Settler women to reproduce in the name of White nationalism
(Wanhalla, 2007).

However, in both Greek and Roman societies, women’s pleasure occupied a more visible
and, at times, legitimate place within sex. For example, Athenians believed that orgasm was
required for fertility for both men and women, and the Romans viewed women’s sexuality as
insatiable (Salisbury, 1996). This indicates that pleasure and sexual agency were not always as
heavily constrained as they later became. This provides an important point of contrast with the
Victorian period which decoupled pleasure with sex and thus represents not linear “progress”
but, in some ways, a regression — a tightening of moral and reproductive imperatives around
sexuality.

1.1.1.2. Snapshot Two — The Victorian Era.

In contrast to the preceding time period, the British Victorian era is an example of a
period characterised by a pervasive moral discourse that discouraged overt public discussion of
sexuality and reproduction, even as Victorian society fixated on sex (Foucault, 1978). Within
this moralistic cultural milieu, included the association of women’s sexual desires with stringent
moral codes and the glorification of women as paragons of virtue. Women’s sexuality was
certainly not associated with overt expressions of sexual desire (Foucault, 1978; Jackson, 1994;
Poovey, 1990). In fact, Poovey (1990, p. 34) analysing an essay from 1850, highlighted that
women’s sexual morality was perceived to transcend social class differences. They explain that
“if all women are innately moral, then their sex matters more than their class, and women’s

morality can be counted on to control the ‘ready, strong, and spontaneous’ drive of male



sexuality”. These ideas underpin notions of passive female and active male sexuality (Hollway,
1984), as | discuss in more depth later.

Also relevant during this time was the growing status of science and the emergence of
psycho-medical discourses of sexuality, which frequently served a regulatory function
(Foucault, 1978). The social control of female sexuality was exemplified by the “diagnosis” of
"hysteria" (McVean, 2017). Hysteria epitomised the pathologisation of women's sexuality and
constraint on their sexual agency. The interweaving of moral and psycho-medical discourse
construed respectable womanhood as free from sexual desire (Foucault, 1978).

1.1.1.3. Snapshot Three — The 20" Century Anglosphere.

Skipping forward, in the mid-20th century public discussion of sex and (heterosexual)
relationships became more acceptable in the Anglosphere (i.e., English-speaking nations with
shared cultural, historical, and political ties, primarily including the UK, US, Canada, Australia,
and New Zealand) (Seidman, 1991). With the status and authority of Science firmly established
by this time, the start of the century saw the rise of “sexologists” and other experts theorising
about sexuality (e.g., Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud); theories that gained significant
traction and contributed to a “modern sensibility regarding sex” (Neuhaus, 2000, p. 453). Firmly
embedding sexuality as a legitimate avenue of scientific discussion worked to de-stigmatise
ideas of sexual pleasure, and refute the morally laden Victorian ideas of sexual repression
(Featherstone, 2005; Seidman, 1991).

For women, sex and desire became linked to their role as housewives and taking care of
their husbands. Books and magazines, all tailored towards this goal, situated sex as

fundamental to marriage, and encouraged women’s sexual competency as a strategy for



keeping their marriage together (McLaughlin, 2023; Neuhaus, 2000). For example, Marie
Stopes’ book Married Love, published in 1918, sought to educate women about the mechanics
of, and their right to pleasure within, sex. As described by Holtzman (1982, p. 42):

By arguing that women were sexual beings who had a right to sexual satisfaction, Stopes

was, in effect, providing women with a sexual role within marriage. Moreover, her

descriptions of the heights of ecstasy that a women could reach during sex gave women

a goal to strive for within the confines of their domestic life.

Thus, women could conceptualise their sexual desire and subsequent pleasure, as being valid,
but inextricably tied to their role as a good housewife (Holtzman, 1982; Neuhaus, 2000).

These ideas continue to influence present-day expectations despite challenges to the
norm of female sexual passivity in the context of domesticity and marriage during the sexual
revolution of the mid-late 20" century and subsequent 21% century. In spite of these
challenges, a discursive legacy remains linking women’s sexuality to biology, childbirth,
patriarchal control, and women’s passivity (Fine, 1988; Hollway, 1984).

1.1.2. Summary

These three historical snapshots show a shift toward and a millennium of cultural
valuing of women’s sexual passivity, with women largely positioned as sexual objects in relation
to desiring masculine sexual subjectivities. This binary gendered positioning constrains
women’s sexual agency, limiting women’s thoughts, feelings, and capacity to act in regard to
desire and sexuality, for even if women feel sexual desire, they may be limited in how they can
account for those feelings or face meaningful repercussions if they transgress and enact

themselves as sexually desiring subjects (Farvid et al., 2016; Tolman, 2002). As | will argue in



this thesis, and Chapter Three in particular, the foregrounding of women’s sexual desire in
relation to men is one that endures insidiously within our present moment.

1.1.3. Researcher Positionality: How | Came to this Research

A critical approach to psychological research requires consideration of the place of the
researcher (Finlay, 2002, 2003; Gough, 2003; Wilkinson, 1988). The researcher is far from an
objective, value-free, neutral observer, but someone who is embedded within the research, and
shapes the design of the study, along with the collection, and interpretation of data (Finlay,
2003). This might be seen as a problem from a positivist perspective; obscuring or biasing an
objective “truth” to be found within the data. However, Finlay (2002, 2003) argues that this
subjective focus presents an opportunity for further insight, and crucially, transparent
evaluation of the research process, method, and outcomes. Further, reflexivity is “an essential
part of a feminist research paradigm, which emphasises the centrality of personal experience”
[and] “the grounding of knowledge in particular social/cultural/historical contexts” (Wilkinson,
1988, p. 494).

Having attended briefly to why reflexivity is relevant in my research, | now turn to how |
will employ a reflexive stance in this thesis. Gough (2002) argues for the plural term of
reflexivities, acknowledging that there are multiple ways to do reflexivity. It is also important to
avoid the trap of focussing on introspection so much so that the researchers voice is overly
privileged, becoming too central within the discussion (i.e., naval gazing) (Finlay, 2003; Gough,
2003; Wilkinson, 1988). Thus, | follow Finlay’s (2002, p.542) assertion that “with reflexive
analysis, the self is exploited only while to do so remains purposeful”. | use Wilkinson’s (1988)

III

two linked and overlapping aspects of “personal” and “functional” reflexivity to guide my



approach. That is, attention to my identity, interests, and attitudes that have influenced my
involvement in the research, along with my effect on the research process (Gough, 2003;
Wilkinson, 1988).

Therefore, by reflexively situating myself within this research process, | hope to give
insight to the reader as to who | am, why | have conducted the research in this way, and how |
have come to the conclusions | made. As | will outline in the remainder of this section, by the
time my PhD thesis reached the stage in its conception that reflects the structure it takes now,
my thinking had been shaped by personal experience that has clearly impacted my engagement
with the topic. Additionally, the process of undertaking this thesis has shaped who | am and
how | think about sexuality and desire; after immersing myself in this topic for the last five
years, how could it not? My identity as a pakeha, cis-gendered, heterosexual, atheist, middle-
class, politically liberal, feminist-orientated, tertiary-educated woman, has shaped the research
in its entirety.

My interest in this topic began when | stepped into the world of qualitative, critical
research as | started my honours thesis work in 2019. The Education Review Office (ERO) in
New Zealand had recently published a report on the state of sexuality education within public
schools, an audit that takes place once per decade (ERO, 2018). | found these findings
disheartening. They showed that the quality of sexuality education was incredibly varied,
thanks in part to a recommended curriculum, effectively making comprehensive sexuality
education opt-in or opt-out for both schools, and individual pupils/parents. This resonated with
and infuriated me, reflecting on my own almost non-existent sexuality education in school. As a

teenager | gave little attention to the sexuality education | was (not) receiving. But, in the



intervening years, developing my own sense of sexual selfhood and hearing friends’
experiences, | wondered whether it would have been a whole lot easier to have some guidance
earlier on, not just on sexual health, but about pleasure, sexual empowerment, and positive
sexual experience.

For my honours dissertation, | designed an interview study with seven women in their
early 20s about their experiences of high school sexuality education. | conducted thematic
analysis on the data and the findings highlighted how sexuality education for these participants
was inconsistent at best, and at worst, reinforced harmful reductionist ideas about sex. My
study findings largely matched up with previous research on sexuality education in a New
Zealand context, including the ERO report (e.g., Allen, 2007; ERO, 2018; Garland-Levett, 2017;
Jackson & Weatherall, 2010). The aspect that | found of particular interest, was the students’
talk around sexual desire, where they indicated this was completely missing from their sexuality
education (even for those who had relatively positive experiences).

These findings made me think about the question; if desire is absent from a discussion
of sexuality in school, where do people learn about it? Home and family environments are likely
to reinforce ideas about sex conveyed in school-based sexuality education; that sex is risky and
taboo, often accompanied with overt moral stances (Coleman et al., 2010; Jearey-Graham &
Macleod, 2015). Young people turn to their peers to have more open conversations about sex
and desire which can be affirming, yet still often reproduce harmful stereotypes about sex
(Morison et al., 2022; Trinh, 2016). Most young people have had at least some encounters with

internet pornography (Healy-Cullen et al., 2022), which despite their ability to engage critically
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with (Atwood et al., 2021; Healy-Cullen et al., 2024) can perpetuate the (hetero)sexualisation
and objectification of women’s bodies (Coy et al., 2018).

My engagement with this literature prompted me to reflect on my own sexual history,
the perspectives on sex that | had been exposed to within media and personal relationships,
including when (and how) | started to consider sexual desire as an important part of sex;
something that | was entitled to. As | mentioned, sexuality education, whilst theoretically
included in our health curriculum, was effectively non-existent. My physical education (P.E.)
teacher, tasked with taking us through the curriculum, was a man in his early to mid-20’s, who
seemed to find the topic just as awkward and uncomfortable as we did. | remember that our
discussions of consent focused entirely on the dynamics of boys pressuring girls into sex;
perpetuating the problematic discourse of pressure from boys and gatekeeping from girls
(Carmody, 2005) and notions of sex being “risky” for girls and women (Chmielewski et al., 2017;
Morison & Herbert, 2019). Pleasure and desire were certainly not a topic of conversation.
Within my friend group as a teenager, sex was skirted around, but not really discussed. | did not
grow up in a religious household, or attend a religious school, so | do not think there were any
religious or moral hang-ups restricting these conversations. We just did not have the language
to talk through these ideas, or perhaps the courage to bring our internal thoughts into the
open. Generally, | think | had a relatively “smooth” pathway from learning about the mechanics
of sex, to understanding desire and pleasure as a valid and integral part of my sexual identity. |
also recognised this was not the case for everyone.

| started to bring this topic up casually with flatmates at home, with my friends over

bottles of wine at the kitchen table, and slowly began to build up a picture (within my feminist,

11



liberal bubble) of how ideas about sexual desire shift or stagnate over time. Something that
came up consistently, was the media landscape that promoted and perpetuated warped ideas
about how our bodies should look and how we should act around people we were attracted to.

| recognised that sexual desire was produced within a mediated world. For my research |
oriented towards a media-related approach due to a personal and academic drive to untangle
the complexities inherent in the structures and institutions that govern our own lives. | grew-up
in the 2000s and was a teenager in the early 2010s, a period characterised by a media
landscape that often perpetuated problematic ideals around sexuality, feminism and body
image, shaping cultural narratives and bodily expectations in ways that were both pervasive
and profound (Gill, 2006). To this end, Calder-Dawe and Gavey (2017), describe the experience
of being exposed to hegemonic discourses that construct how women should act, as wearing a
“second skin” (p.218) This concept resonates deeply with me as | reflect on many incongruous
moment where my logical, feminist, critical mind comes into contest with deeply problematic
ideas around femininity that feel like they are there, hidden in the back of my mind. | attribute
this to being relentlessly exposed during my formative years to scripts about “how to look good
naked”, and what actions | need to take to attract a boyfriend. Thus, my work in this area has
brought my own experiences of wearing this “second skin” into focus and led to a subsequent
intrigue in this topic.

| turn once more to Calder-Dawe and Gavey (2017, p. 218) in justifying my own personal
interest, who note that “An understanding of the dynamic relationships between knowledge,
knowledge production, agency, and action also has implications for scholarship: it positions

research as an ethical and political undertaking as well as an intellectual activity”. Indeed, this
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thesis comprises both an academic interest, but also a personal endeavor of sitting with and
thinking through my own ideas and experiences.

1.2. Overview of the Thesis

This thesis by publication includes three co-authored journal papers: two published (presented
in Chapters Five and Six), and one in preparation for submission (presented in Chapter Seven).
The theoretical framework that informed my research reported in these papers is set out in
Chapter Two. As | will explain in more depth there, | approached this research from a feminist
social constructionist perspective, specifically drawing on feminist poststructural theory in
order to illuminate the gendered power relations alluded to above. | explain the theoretical
foundations of feminist poststructuralism more broadly before pulling out key theoretical
concepts such as power, discourse and normativity which are framed as guiding concepts
throughout the research. At the end of Chapter Two, | explain the core objectives and research
guestions of this thesis.

Chapter Three provides a detailed review of relevant literature highlighting prevalent
discourses that underscore public understanding of women’s sexual desire in a Western
context. This review attends to how desire is constructed within both talk, and mainstream
media. | then highlight two key gaps in the literature, namely, discourses of desire within both
alternative media texts, and psychological literature.

Next, in Chapter Four | detail the methodological approach | took in attending to the
core research objectives. | discuss the methodological decisions | made when designing each
study, collecting the data, and how | approached data analysis. This chapter also includes a

reflexive discussion of my positioning in shaping the method.
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Chapters Five, Six and Seven are three manuscripts that comprise the research findings
of the thesis. Chapter Five addresses the discursive construction of women’s sexual desire
within mainstream media and has been published in Feminism and Psychology. Chapter Six
addresses alternative media as a space of resistance to prevalent discourse of sexual desire.
This article has been published in Feminist Media Studies. Chapter Seven is a discourse analysis
of women’s sexual desire within professional psychological literature. This article is in
preparation to submit for publication in Culture, Health and Sexuality.

Chapter Eight is the final discussion and conclusion chapter where | expand on the
findings from the articles as they relate to each other and the overall objectives. | consider how
the various discursive constructions of women’s sexual desire present in each of the three
textual sites interrelate in a wider representative practice, including where the discursive
patterns are similar or divergent. | then discuss the implications of these constructions for
women’s sexual subjectivity and sexual agency. | finish by attending to the overall

contributions, and reflexively evaluating the research.
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2. Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework

My research is theoretically located within a poststructuralist feminist framework, which falls
under the broad umbrella of social constructionism. From this theoretical perspective, the
particular sexual identities, desires, and practices that any society accepts as normal (or
abnormal) are constructed via discourse and social practices (Gavey, 2005). Therefore, as
Foucault’s (1978) work on sexuality highlighted, the ways that sexuality is understood at a
particular time and place are directly related to the interests of a society and subsequently
associated with relations of power between social groups (e.g., between women and men,
people of different social classes, or the able-bodied and the disabled). Indeed, according to
Foucault, sexuality is a key area of political struggle. However, as | discuss further on in this
chapter, while Foucault addressed sexuality in his work on power, he neglected a focus on
gendered power; an aspect which has been both critiqued, and subsequently addressed, by
feminist poststructuralist scholars (Butler, 1990; Gavey, 1997; Macleod, 2006; Ramazanoglu &
Holland, 1993; Weedon, 1987).

Feminist poststructuralism turns attention to not only how power might be exercised
over women, but also how power is deeply embedded within social structures that produce
practices of marginalization and regulation. This examination of power is of relevance to my
work on the gendered construction of sexual subjectivities. Taking a feminist poststructural
approach allows consideration of how gendered power dynamics are embedded in dominant
discourses of sexual desire, and the subsequent shaping of sexual subjectivity and possibilities

for subjects’ sexual agency.
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In the remainder of this chapter, | will delve into the theorisation of key feminist
poststructural scholars and explain how | use their concepts in my work. As | will explain, | draw
on Foucault as a foundational poststructuralist theorist, particularly focusing on his work on
power and knowledge. | then turn to the work of feminist scholars who have used gender and
feminist theory to develop Foucault’s work to emphasise gendered power relations. Together
this work forms the basis of the feminist poststructuralist framework for my work. | then dig
deeper into specific theoretical concepts that were of relevance in shaping my work. This
includes discourse, representation, norms and subjectivity. | give overviews of each of these
conceptual areas and attend to how and why they are relevant to my research on sexual desire.
2.1. Feminist Poststructuralism - Knowledge, Power, Foucault, and Feminism
Feminist poststructuralism merges feminist theoretical perspectives on gender and sexuality,
with a poststructuralist philosophy (Weedon, 1987). Poststructuralism as a theoretical position,
connects to the works of philosophers such as Foucault and Derrida, who rejected the notion of
fixed, universal truths, instead emphasising the multiplicity of interpretations inherent in
language, as well as the influence of power dynamics in shaping knowledge and social
structures (Derrida, 1981; Foucault, 1978, 1980). These ideas were subsequently taken up by a
range of feminists, including Judith Butler (1990) and Nicola Gavey (1997) to draw attention to
the gendered nature of power, as discussed above. Following its overarching constructionist
epistemology, from a feminist poststructuralist perspective, social reality is produced by the
linguistic concepts available to people within a particular sociohistorical period, as these shape
people’s perceptions and interpretations of the world rather than there being an objectively

observable world (Gavey, 1997). In this sense, language is not merely descriptive, but produces
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meaning, actively creating social and cultural realities, including what is known to be true, or
what is taken for granted as objective or truthful ‘knowledge’ at a particular time and place
(Weedon & Hallak, 2021).

Moreover, as Gavey (1997, p. 52) explains: “knowledge is understood to be not neutral”.
Amid the diverse possible constructions of reality, certain “truths” are privileged as those in
power perpetuate constructions advantageous to their interests. Therefore, the critical
examination of gendered power dynamics is fundamental in understanding how knowledge
production is shaped in relation to gendered subjectivity and the regulation of different bodies
(Weedon & Hallak, 2021).

Within this consideration of knowledge production is the concept of discourse,
described by Foucault (2002, p.54) as “practices which systematically form the objects of which
they speak”. Burr (2015) elaborates further, drawing on Foucault’s conceptual foundations to
define discourse as:

... a set of meanings, metaphors, representations, images, stories, statements and so on

that in some way together produce a particular version of events. It refers to a particular

picture that is painted of an event, person or class of persons, a particular way of

representing it in a certain light (p. 74-75).

Therefore, the discourses circulating in a particular historical time and cultural setting structure
the way we can understand and think about different phenomena, including gender, and in
turn enable or restrict what is sayable and doable (Riley et al., 2021).

For instance, the sexual double standard discourse (which | discuss further in Chapter

Three) frames men’s hyper-sexuality as commendable or celebrated while simultaneously
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constructing women'’s similar sexual behaviour as inappropriate; subsequently prescribing a
narrow norm of sexual behaviour for women and stigma should they behave “like men” (Farvid
et al.,, 2016). This discourse was, and still is, prevalent in contemporary Western understandings
of “appropriate” gendered expressions of sexual desire, which circulate in media and via social
networks (Chmielewski et al., 2017; Conde Dias et al., 2012; Farvid et al.,2016; Jackson & Cram,
2003; Ringrose et al., 2013).

This uneven positioning in favour of men is, in part, enabled through binary opposition.
According to Derrida (1981), Western societal thinking creates fixed binary pairs (e.g.,
masculine/feminine, mind/body and so forth) that are supported by language. He argues that
these oppositions are inherently hierarchical, placing one in relation to its opposite, but are also
socially constructed rather than natural or stable. Applying this reasoning to gender and
sexuality, allows a reading of the male/female dichotomy as placing men in a privileged position
over women.

Many feminist scholars have highlighted how the male/female dichotomy significantly
shapes and constrains women's sexual subjectivity (e.g., Brown et al., 2020; Farvid & Braun,
2014; Jackson & Scott, 2001; Potts, 2000; Ringrose et al., 2013). For instance, in the context of
sexual desire, Potts (2000) demonstrates that moving away from the hierarchised binary
opposition of presence/absence of orgasm disrupts the orgasmic imperative (a cultural
prescription that defines good sex as culminating in orgasm), thereby allowing multiple
interpretations of “good” sex, and sexuality.

The above analysis aligns with Foucault’s (1978) theorisation of power as diffuse and

productive, operating through various institutions, practices, and knowledge systems rather
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than being wielded by a person or group. Foucault emphasised that power operates through
systems of knowledge, norms and institutions in ways that regulate behaviour and shape
subjectivity (Foucault, 1978). In this sense, power is present in the ways we think about and
categorise objects through discourse in our everyday interactions. Power and knowledge
cannot be separated, because the ability to assert a particular understanding of reality as the
taken-for-granted version is inherently a manifestation of power. Moreover, dominant or
prevailing discourses uphold particular power structures that work to ensure society functions
in favour of certain groups or ideologies (Burr, 2015; Foucault, 1978).

In this vein power can be considered as regulatory, rather than repressing or restricting,
it is involved in creating and upholding values and ideas about the world and the way it works
(Foucault, 1980). The prevailing discourses in a particular social context establish norms, which
are the often unspoken and taken-for-granted "rules” that guide behaviour in that setting. (I
speak further to the construction of norms in section 2.4.)

For instance, mainstream media (defined in Chapter One for the purposes of this thesis
as: popular online media with women as the target audience) has been shown to exercise
power by selectively promoting heterosexual relationship dynamics while marginalising queer
relationships or portraying them in ways that reinforce homophobic narratives and stereotypes.
Critical research has demonstrated how media narratives of same-sex marriage (Jowett, 2014),
same-sex parenting (Morison & Reddy, 2013), or gay male sexuality (Crath & Rangel, 2017) for
instance, are embedded within heteronormative discourse which functions to legitimise
inequalities, constructing non-normative identities as deficient, abnormal, immoral, and so

forth.
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According to Foucault (1978) power permeates everyday practices through taken-for-
granted knowledges and norms of sexuality that support dominant sexual practices and
subjectivities, such as heterosexuality. Normative frameworks therefore constrain and define
the available positions within the available discourses of sexuality, thus maintaining a particular
(heteronormative) status quo (Foucault, 1978; Gavey 2005). Further, the way information is
generated, controlled, and circulated is such that sexualities existing outside the boundaries of
mainstream knowledge, can be marginalised, pathologised, or altogether excluded from
dominant discourses. In particular, mainstream media (Chapter Five) and professional academic
literature (Chapter Seven) serve as key authorities where discourses surrounding sexuality are
circulated. Alternative media (Chapter Six) provide sites where marginalised discourses may
circulate that resist, re-appropriate or otherwise negotiate dominant discourses.

The validation of certain discourses and dismissal of others, by authorities (such as
experts reported, or writing, in the media) results in the domination of certain discourses that
serve to suit a particular agenda or reinforce a status quo (such as heterosexuality). Expertise
plays an important role in establishing what counts as “truth” or legitimate knowledge and is
central to Foucault’s thesis on power (1978). The presence (or presumed presence) of expertise
within discourse lends authority to norms, legitimising and naturalising them. A clear historical
example is the 20t Century pathologisation of homosexuality, which was once firmly positioned
within the bounds of psychological abnormality through its inclusion in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM). In this context, medical and psychological
expertise reinforced biomedical discourses that framed homosexuality as a deviation from

normative or “natural” heterosexuality (Spurlin, 2023). These discourses were not neutral but
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deeply tied to social control and were legitimised by their inclusion in the diagnostic manual
(Lafrance & McKenzie-Mohr, 2013) thus dictating what forms of sexual identity were
acceptable and which were not. This example illustrates how the recognition and
representation of diverse sexual identities become intricately tied to power dynamics within
knowledge production.

Despite the usefulness of Foucault’s thinking on power, feminists have critiqued
Foucault’s work for its gender blindness and androcentricity (Macleod & Durrheim, 2002).
Foucault’s work considered power as operating fairly universally with limited attention to
gendered power (Ramazonoglu & Holland, 1992). Feminist scholars assert that Foucault’s male-
centredness contributed to the lack of consideration of how men have historically, and
continue to, exercise power over women (Bordo, 1993; Fraser, 1989), including how powerful
norms and institutions come to be dominated by men and function to subordinate women, as

discussed by Ramazonoglu and Holland (1993).

Men’s grip on women may be fragile, shifting, rooted in vulnerability, easily fractured,
but this grip has a temporal and geographical ubiquity and tenacity which constitutes
men’s power as sturdy and persistent relations of domination and subordination on
which women’s resistance has made little impact. This concentration of power is
interwoven with other social divisions but reproduces discourses and institutional
arrangements in favour of men. In feminism, conceiving men’s power in terms of some
system of patriarchy has proved extremely problematic, but it is this solidification of
multiple power relations which has attracted feminist concern, and which was not of

primary interest to Foucault (pp.223-224).
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Despite these issues in regard to gender and feminist pursuits, feminist scholars have
subsequently found Foucauldian theorising of power useful, to the extent that Macleod and
Durrheim (2002) assert that feminist scholars should focus on “the implications of Foucauldian
discourse for feminism” (p.42) which is the approach | take in this thesis.

To attend to the critiques above and approach Foucauldian concepts from a gendered
perspective, a feminist poststructural approach acknowledges that knowledge and power are
inseparable. This creates a knowledge/power matrix which, in regard to gender, means that
taken-for-granted meanings about gender roles and sexuality, including those produced by
patriarchal discourses, have historically contributed to (and continue to contribute to) women’s
oppression (Weedon, 1987). This approach scrutinises how social norms, language, and power
structures intersect to produce and reinforce gendered hierarchies. Through an interrogation of
discursive practices, feminist poststructuralism aims to elucidate the mechanisms through
which gendered subjectivities are constructed, contested, and negotiated within various social,
political, and institutional domains. Crucially, this approach allows for the consideration of
women'’s experiences outside of patriarchal discursive constructs (Lafrance & Wigginton, 2019)
and of relevance to my thesis, an “investigation of women’s sexual agency within the context of
the societal constructions that often marginalise their experiences” (Balint, 2024, p.3)

| draw on feminist poststructuralist theory to consider women’s sexual desire as
multifaceted and shaped by language, power dynamics and sociocultural context, rather than
as a fixed or innate attribute. This approach allows for exploration of how gendered
subjectivities are produced, contested, and negotiated within different contexts. Weedon and

Hallak (2021, p.437) define feminist poststructuralism in the following way.
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Feminist poststructuralism is not a theory or methodology in the conventional sense. It
is a series of critical positions on language, subjectivity, the body, discourse, and power
that provide the grounds for mapping and analysing how relations of gender and
sexuality are socially constituted, lived, reproduced, and challenged.

Accordingly, | adopt these “critical positions” to guide my analytical perspective.

In the remainder of this chapter, | elaborate on the key concepts that | have touched on
above, which | draw on in my research, namely: language and discourse, discursive
representations, the construction of norms, sexual subjectivity, and agency.

2.2. Language and Discourse

Following the social constructionist view of language as constitutive of social reality,
poststructural feminists are concerned with how language constitutes and reproduces gender
inequality (Weedon, 1987; Gavey, 1989, 1997). Various versions and perspectives of reality are
produced by language, which support the rules and conventions of specific socio-cultural
settings, including those related to gender. Taking this perspective into consideration, language
is structured into discourses that are contingent upon the social, historical, and cultural
contexts in which they originate and are used (Willig, 2014).

There is some variation in how “discourse” is defined and understood. Parker (1994)
draws on Foucauldian theory and applies it to psychological research to define discourses as
“sets of statements that construct objects and an array of subject positions” (p. 245). | adopt
this definition in my thesis to consider constellations of meaning that cohere around a common
way of seeing/understanding an event, person, or object and so present a phenomenon in a

certain way. For example, an essentialist discourse of sexual desire emphasises the biological
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and includes ideas about “nature,” natural and inherent predispositions or “drives” given by
genetics or evolution (Farvid, 2015). These appeals to naturalness contribute to the
medicalisation and pathologisation of female sexual desire in comparison to a male standard
(Thomas & Gurevich, 2021; van Anders et al., 2021).

| also draw upon the idea that discourses are not mutually exclusive but may contradict
or reinforce one another. Interdiscursivity means that discourses refer to one another;
intersecting or interacting within a particular context (Parker, 2002). This theoretical concept
recognises that discourses are not monolithic, but that social meaning-making involves
multiple, and sometimes conflicting discourses that shape potentially divergent or
corresponding meanings about a topic (Parker, 2002). | point to the conflicting nature of
discourse in particular in Chapter Three, where | consider how various discourses of women’s
sexual desire often contrast with one another, creating contradictory subject positions that
women have to negotiate (e.g., women’s sexual desire is constructed through both discourses
of virtue and competency, [Gill, 2007]). Recognising the importance of examining the multiple
discourses of women’s sexual desire, | now turn to the public sites where dominant discourses
are circulated and contribute towards representations of women’s sexual desire.
2.3. Discursive representations of sexual desire and public sites of circulation
As discussed in section 2.1, taking a Foucauldian perspective allows consideration of power as
operating everywhere, dispersed through a wide network of social relationships, discourses,
institutions, and everyday practices. In essence, as | alluded above, power is diffuse (Foucault,
1978). Foucault’s understanding of power informed and aligns with Stuart Hall’s theory of

representation, which suggests that meaning is actively constructed through language and
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images, particularly in public sites like the media (Hall, 1997). In combination, these ideas
provide a framework for understanding how particular discourses are employed in practice; to
create public representations of sexual desire. Hall explained in his work that representation is
not simply a mirror of reality, but an active process through which meaning is produced.
Meaning is generated through the interplay of various discourses, alongside the interpretations
and understandings that individuals derive from these representations.

In the previous section (2.2), | used the example of essentialist discourses of sexual
desire as contributing to the pathologisation of female sexual desire, to demonstrate how
discourse creates meaning. Drawing on that same example in the context of representation,
essentialist discourses may interplay with traditional relational discourses of sexuality (i.e.,
within the context of being a wife or mother [Hollway, 1984]) to create a discursive
representation of women’s sexual desire that is considered secondary to relational or
reproductive goals. Such representations do more than simply depict sexual desire; they
produce meanings that individuals internalise and navigate in their own lives. These
representations thus do not merely reflect societal norms but help shape them, reinforcing the
power relations embedded within dominant discourses. Accordingly, representations of
sexuality produce subject positions that can be taken up, subsequently broadening, or
restricting sexual agency (I will attend to and explain subject positioning and agency further in
section 2.5).

Discourses and representations are, however, not produced in a vacuum. They are
developed and circulated across various public sites; within various social communities, through

institutions, in print and digital media, in academic literature and so forth (Gill, 2006). The latter
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two sites are of course, of relevance to this thesis. From a poststructuralist perspective, the
sites where discourses are circulated are also not just passive channels but are themselves
imbued with power (Foucault, 1978). For example, in his work on the history of sexuality,
Foucault discusses how key institutions held power in circulating discourses of sexuality, in
order, in effect, to separate sex from pleasure (Foucault, 1978). He identified institutions such
as the church, education, medicine, psychiatry, and the criminal justice system as holding
significant power in shaping social discourse on sex; particularly in the context of the 18th and
19th centuries (and arguably still in our current moment).

Foucault also pointed towards the way in which different public sites might circulate
ideas in different ways (particularly the church, medical institutions, and schools), stating that
“...we are dealing less with a discourse on sex than with a multiplicity of discourses produced by
a whole series of mechanisms operating in different institutions” (Foucault, 1978, p.33).
Similarly, in her work on gender, Rosalind Gill points towards the media as being “...involved in
actively producing gender” (p. 12) rather than as reflective of reality. These ideas are key in
shaping my approach in this thesis, as | consider multiplicity of discourse both within, and
across, key sites of circulation. Namely, mainstream media, alternative media, and
psychological literature.

Building on these theoretical foundations, | turn back to Gill (2006) as a prominent
feminist poststructuralist researcher who highlighted the significance of public representations
of gender and their impact on women’s lives and agency. Gill (2006) succinctly stated that
“representation matters” (p.7), emphasising the media’s role in producing cultural

understandings of gender. In the contemporary context, online media have become particularly
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pervasive, functioning as a constant and influential site of discourse circulation (Cotter, 2015).
As Roberti (2022) notes, the media remain a “repository of social models and depictions with
which women, in particular, have to deal on a daily basis” (p.2).

The capacity that search-term algorithms have in producing powerful discursive
representations, and reproducing problematic stereotypes is also significant (Graham, 2022).
For example, in their work on algorithmic bias, Noble (2013, 2018) details how hegemonic
narratives about gender and race are insidiously legitimised through Google’s keyword search
results. Similarly, Segev (2019) asserts that Google’s “mechanisms of control” (p.245), regulate
the production of knowledge online. The example used showed that 95 out of 100 images
produced from the search term “beauty”, were young, White, women (Segev, 2019). Other
researchers have provided analysis on how Google search results shape discourse and
information about “the news” (Schjott-Hanson & Hartley, 2021; @rmen, 2016), health advice
(Kitchens et al., 2014; Scullard et al., 2010), and political representation (Puschmann, 2019).
Since power operates through various discourses and institutions, the media serve as a
powerful site where cultural understandings are constructed, negotiated, and circulated,
influencing individual subjectivity and agency.

To further explore how discourses intersect and are reinforced, | draw on the concept of
intertextuality—the idea that texts refer to and reinforce each other, emphasising how
discourses circulate within and across different sites (Kong, 2014). This focus is particularly
relevant in our current digital age, where interconnectivity is central to online information and
communication. Unlike previously, where analog texts were more isolated and less accessible,

the digital environment creates a web of connections and an opportunity to examine how
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discourse is shared, shaped and re-created across different textual locations (Vasquez, 2015).
Intertextuality emphasises the interconnectedness of texts and the way they, through
referencing each other, reinforce dominant ideologies and power structures (Kong, 2014). This
dynamic is particularly evident in the relationship between lay and professional texts (which |
will discuss further in Chapter Three and Chapter Seven). Here, | note how mainstream media
articles often refer to academic publications to legitimise their content, while professional texts
cite each other as part of scholarly convention to substantiate claims, thereby reinforcing
dominant narratives. From this perspective, the relationship between popular (lay) discourse
and professional discourse (including the interaction and exchange of ideas, language and
meaning) contributes to the co-construction of knowledge (Gannon & Davies, 2012; Morison &
Herbert, 2020), and in the case of my research, creating and perpetuating specific
representations of sexual desire. The reasoning above forms the basis for my inclusion of
mainstream online media, alternative online media, and professional psychological texts as
central to my analysis (Chapters Five, Six, and Seven respectively).

In summary, public discourses on sexual desire are reinforced through intertextual
connections between lay and professional texts. These representations shape, and sometimes
challenge, normative frameworks. In the next section, | explore how such frameworks,
particularly heteronormativity, define what is considered "normal" sexual desire.

2.4. The Discursive Construction of a Heteronormative Framework
Powerful discourses create normative frameworks about how we should think about particular
objects, along with normative subjectivities. These established norms provide a framework for

expected social behaviours, reflect cultural values, and create guidelines on how to navigate
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and participate in a society. Norms also inform how individuals perceive and construct their
identities within their sociocultural milieu. Riley et al., (2019) state that “Norms provide the lens
through which we see ourselves. Since we understand ourselves through these norms, we do
not ‘exist’ outside of them” (p.60). Therefore, if we understand norms as forming the
framework through which individuals understand their identities, it follows that norms impact
how women perceive and construct their sexual subjectivity.

Also of important consideration is how insidious norms lead individuals to act in a
certain way to adhere to normative frameworks (Macleod and Durrheim, 2002; Riley et al.,
2018). Foucault explains this compliance as follows:

[T]here is no need for arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An

inspecting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight will end by interiorising to

the point that he is his own overseer, each individual thus exercising this surveillance

over, and against himself (Foucault 1980, p.155).

To fit in with what is expected of them by society, individuals are, therefore, compelled
to adhere to norms, as defined by dominant discourses. Thus, while norms may appear natural,
they can be understood through this lens, as culturally produced (Gavey, 2005; Riley et al.,
2019). As people internalise norms, they are not only led to act or think a certain way by social
expectations, but expectations that they place upon themselves, as Macleod and Durrheim

(2002, p.48) explain, drawing on their work on teenage pregnancy:

As the individual invests in the tenets of a normalising judgement (e.g., normal
behaviour and feelings during pregnancy), so s/he begins to exercise vigilance with

regard to his/her own behaviour, monitoring whether what s/he does fits the norm.
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Regulation thus becomes self-regulation as the person subjects him/herself to an

internalised surveillance.

Subsequently, as people work to view themselves and act in a certain way, the norm is
reinforced on a societal level.

In relation to sexual desire, an important norm of relevance to my work is
heteronormativity, theorised by Butler (1990) as operating within what she terms the
“heterosexual matrix”. Butler (1990) defines the heterosexual matrix as a “grid of cultural
intelligibility through which bodies, gender, and desires are naturalized” (p. 151). It comprises
an interconnected set of social and cultural norms that construct and reinforce heterosexuality
as the default and privileged identity in Western society (Butler, 1990). The heterosexual matrix
rests upon a binary construction of gender. Femininity and masculinity are regarded as
diametrically opposed and complementary; each category is defined based on the absence of
gualities found in the other (e.g., men are rational and stoic while women are irrational and
emotional) (Butler, 1990, Folgerg, 2009; Morison & Lynch, 2019). Under this framework,
femininity’s “natural” opposite is masculinity, and vice versa, the naturalness of these is linked
to the sexed body, which is viewed dimorphically as female and male (Morison & Macleod,
2015; Nentwich & Morison, 2019). In this way, the apparent naturalness of heterosexuality is
maintained, upholding the heteronorm.

A binary logic is evident in Hollway’s (1984) influential analysis of common Western
sexual discourses. Men are positioned within a male sexual drive discourse as always ready for
sex and women as lacking desire and needing to be primed, wooed, or persuaded by men to

have sex. In contrast, a have/hold discourse positions women as striving for a relationship and
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children and depicts them as interested in sex primarily for love and procreation. Once again,
men are positioned in opposition as more interested in sexual pleasure than in romance, love,
and commitment and as needing to be persuaded, pleased, or even tricked by women to get
the latter (Morison et al., 2019). These discourses “work together, in highly gender-
differentiated ways to prescribe cultural forms of heterosexual sex and relationships” (Gavey,
2005, p. 104), thus heterosexuality is privileged as it fits within socially sanctioned expectations
of how gender should be expressed and enacted.

The heterosexual matrix “normalises and naturalises everything associated with
heterosexuality” (Morison & Macleod, 2015, p. 23). Heteronorms are often based on
essentialist discourses that refer to biology to justify constructions of women and men as
innately distinct and attraction/sexual desire linked purely with procreation (Farvid, 2015;
Morison & Macleod, 2015). Heterosexuality has also typically been a “privileged and invisible
category” (Farvid, 2015, p.97), whereby heteronormativity is so embedded into our social and
cultural world, that it is difficult to see and speak about it as a cultural concept, without
positioning it in regard to an “other” (Farvid, 2015).

In terms of appropriate sexual desire, Butler posits that the heterosexual matrix
“accounts for all desire for women by subjects of whatever sex or gender as originating in a
masculine, heterosexual position” (Butler, 1990, p.72). This therefore brings to light the
implications of viewing sex and desire through this lens, where appropriate sexual desire is
regulated by heteronormativity. By highlighting the default attribution of desire to a masculine,
heterosexual position, we can consider the limitations and biases inherent in societal norms

that exclude or marginalise other forms of desire and diverse expressions of gender and
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sexuality. It is the subsequent possibilities for subjectivity and agency that are constrained or
enabled by these norms that | turn to next.

2.5. Sexual Subjectivity and Agency

As part of their constructive function, discourses make available various possibilities for
fashioning subjectivity (Burr, 2015; Gavey, 2005). The specific role or identity that one assumes
within a given discourse is referred to by the term “subject position,” which captures how
individuals are positioned or defined by language and power structures, shaping their identities,
beliefs, and behaviours within the broader framework of societal norms and power relations
(Davies & Harré, 1990). For instance, the discourses of sexuality that are available in a particular
society provide a delimited range of options for the construction of sexual identity. Binary logic
is often used to frame discourse in categories whereby one is better, or more privileged than
the other (Derrida, 1981). In Westernised contexts, for example, “normal” sexuality, was
historically linked with ideas of naturalness and moral correctness; while “perverted” or

III

“abnormal” sexuality, encompassed anything outside of those norms. These discourses mapped
onto heterosexuality and homosexuality in such a way that heterosexuality was commonly
portrayed as conventional, innate, and morally correct, while homosexuality was seen as
deviant, unnatural, and morally wrong (Foucault, 1978; Rich, 1980).

While dominant discourses and subjectivities are powerful and enduring, the subject
positions given by discourse are not fixed and immutable. Since language and meaning
constantly shift across time and place, one can contest and re/negotiate one’s “sense of self in

relation to the larger social world” (Norton, 2021, p. 401). For instance, in a modern, neoliberal

context, “normal” and “abnormal” sexuality now map onto “healthy” and “unhealthy” sexuality
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where inhabiting a “healthy” sexual subject position requires agentic and active engagement
with sex including a demand for orgasm and a drive to work-on their sexual skills (Riley et al.,
2019). There is, therefore, a dynamic interplay between language, power, and the construction
of subjectivities in various discursive contexts (Nentwich & Morison, 2018).

If sexual subjectivity is framed as a fundamental part of people’s self-knowledge, and
sexual desire is a key component of this, then it stands to reason that paying close attention to
the social and cultural discourses surrounding sexual desire is crucial in understanding the
cognitive and behavioural possibilities available to women. Sexual subjectivity is shaped by, and
in turn shapes, broader societal norms, power dynamics, and dominant discourses surrounding
sexual desire. Importantly, Gavey (2005) argues that these discourses and norms are often
taken-for-granted, and taken up by women without conscious awareness, further restricting
choice and consideration of available ways of being.

Importantly, considering the discursive representations of sexual desire and the
subsequent subjectivity they offer up, means considering how sexual agency is constricted, or
enabled. Sexual agency refers to the capacity to make autonomous choices about one's sexual
experiences, desires, and actions. | turn to Weedon and Hallak (2021) who state:

Drawing on the work of Foucault (1981) feminist poststructuralism sees discourses of

gender and sexuality as produced within social structures, institutions, and practices,

and in opposition to them. Discourses are structured by power relations and produce
subject positions of both subjectification and agency. The meanings that they produce
and reproduce need to be understood in relation to their specific historical and cultural

location and the interests that they serve. (p.438)
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Therefore, when norms and discursive representations are internalised, the ways that the
subject can think, feel, speak, and act, are bound within those norms. In this way, the loss of
sexual agency is at stake. When women's sexual subjectivity is shaped by narrow, normative
discourses, their ability to make active, empowered sexual choices is compromised. Recognising
and challenging these discourses is a key tenet of feminist research (and this thesis), in the aim
to expand the possibilities for sexual subjectivity and agency.

2.6. Summary

In this chapter, | have provided an overview of key components of a feminist poststructuralist
approach, focussing on how power and discourse intersect to shape knowledge, norms and
subjectivity. Through this conceptual framework, women’s sexual desire can be seen not as a
fixed aspect of reality, but one constructed and shaped by prevalent societal discourse. Drawing
on Foucault’s conceptualisation of power as diffuse (Foucault, 1978), | considered how multiple
discourses intersect to construct sexual desire in particular ways, and highlighted media as a
powerful site where discourses are circulated. Drawing on Foucault’s conceptualisation of
power as productive (1978), | looked at how representations of sexual desire create normative
frameworks through which people can see themselves. | turned to feminist poststructural
scholars who have applied this idea to locate heterosexuality as a powerful normative
framework through which women’s sexual desire is understood. The dominance of
heteronormativity as a social norm, shapes and significantly limits the available subjectivity for
women to take up and restricts sexual agency. Having now established my broad theoretical
foundation for making sense of women’s sexual desire, | present my research rationale, aims,

objectives and guiding questions below. Then, in the next chapter | examine existing literature
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on the representations of women’s sexual desire, paying particular attention to how these
shape subjectivity and agency.
2.7. Research Rationale, Aims, Objectives and Guiding Questions

The overall aim of this thesis is to explore the public discursive landscape of women’s
sexual desire. In particular, the discursive textual landscape, which means examining media and
psychological literature, rather than discourses drawn from within participant talk. This focus is
theoretically justified; as outlined above, a feminist poststructuralist approach directs attention
not only to how power is exercised over women, but also to how gendered power is embedded
within social structures that maintain inequitable sexual relations. Discourse functions as a key
mechanism through which these structures are sustained, challenged, or negotiated, shaping
how we come to see and understand ourselves. My focus is on the dominant discourses and
ideologies circulating in society; what ideas are available for people to take up, negotiate and
position themselves within.

The mediascape is deeply gendered; women are told how to act, what to look like, and
how to attract men on a daily basis. My focus on media texts aligns with Rosalind Gill’s
assertions that media are “...involved in actively producing gender” (p. 12) rather than
reflecting reality. Media play a central role in shaping public understandings of gender,
sexuality, and desire, while psychology, as an expert knowledge system, lends scientific
legitimacy to those understandings. | also wanted to know whether we are stuck in this
discursive web. Is there a possibility for fractures in the dominant discourse of sexual desire, are

there alternative ways of knowing, being, understanding ourselves offered up in any of this? To
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explore this, | focus on alternative media as a site of resistance and negotiation, where the web
might unravel.

Taking an intertextual approach, this thesis explores how mainstream and alternative
media, and psychological literature mutually support and reinforce dominant ideologies and
power structures. Focusing on textual sites across multiple domains, rather than in isolation,
provides a contained and coherent scope. Three different textual sites are considered in
chapters 5, 6, and 7. Chapter 8 brings the intertextual and interdiscursive lens to consider how
discourses are produced, circulated, reinforced, and sometimes contested across these sites.
Together, analysis of these textual sites allow for a broader understanding of how discourses
shape what it means to feel, express, and understand sexual desire as a woman, and highlights
the continued need to critically examine institutional knowledges and public texts that define,
enable and constrain women’s sexual subjectivities and agentic potential

| draw on three sites that circulate discourse on sexual desire; (a) mainstream media, (b)
alternative media; and (c) psychological literature. Across the three sites of discourse
circulation | had four guiding research objectives, which each study attends to in slightly

different ways. These broad objectives are:

1. Toidentify the prevalent discourses used in constructing women’s sexual desire.

2. To examine how those discourses cohere in creating public discursive representations of
women’s sexual desire.

3. To consider the implications of those representations for women’s sexual subjectivity

4. To explore how the sexual subjectivities offered constricts or enables women’s sexual
agency.
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| address these broad objectives over my three studies. Each study has a slightly

different approach, due to the nature of the sites of discourse circulation. The specific research

objectives and research questions for each study and corresponding chapter are presented in

Table 1 below.

Table 1:

Study-Specific Research Objectives and Questions

Study One / Chapter Five

Data Source

Research Objective

Research Questions

Publication Details

75 mainstream media articles

To investigate how women’s sexual desire is constructed within
mainstream online women’s media and the implications of these
constructions for women’s sexual subjectivity.

How is women’s desire constructed in online media aimed at women?
What discourses support these constructions?
What subject positions are made available within these texts?

What possibilities for subjectivity and practice are enabled or
restricted from the vantage point offered by these subject positions
and discourses?

Tappin, J., Riley, S., & Morison, T. (2023). How to have great sex:
Exploring sexual subjectivities and discourses of desire in mainstream
online media aimed at women. Feminism & Psychology, 34(1). 172—
192. https://doi.org/10.1177/09593535231195957

Study Two / Chapter Six

Data Source

Research Objective

Research Questions

55 alternative media articles

To explore the potential for alternative, feminist online media
(written for women and gender-diverse readers) to resist and possibly
transform prevailing discourses of sexuality that currently create a
narrow, normative representation of female sexual desire.

How is women’s desire constructed in online, alternative media?

37



Publication Details

How do online alternative media texts reproduce, resist or otherwise
negotiate normative constructions of women’s sexual desire?

What wider discourses support these constructions?

Tappin, J., Riley, S., & Morison, T. Resisting normative sexual
subjectivities: A discourse analysis of how feminist alternative media
re-shape constructions of women’s sexual desire.

[Manuscript accepted for publication in Feminist Media Studies as of
October 2025. Located at
https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2025.2580417]

Study Three / Chapter Seven

Data Source

Research Objective

Research Questions

Publication Details

12 pieces of published psychological literature

To examine how women’s sexual desire is constructed in
psychological academic literature, with a focus on the construction of
gendered norms related to sexuality.

How do academic psychological literature sources construct sexual
desire?

What common discourses are drawn on when constructing women’s
sexual desire?

What are the discursive effects of these constructions in terms of
women’s sexual subjectivity?

Tappin, J., Morison, T., & Riley, S. Flipping the critical gaze: Discourses
of sexual desire within psychological literature.

[Manuscript in preparation for submission to Culture, Health and
Sexuality.]
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3. Chapter Three: Literature Review

As | have detailed, in this thesis | aim to examine public discursive representations of women’s
desire, and their implications for sexual subjectivity and sexual agency. In Chapter Two |
discussed discourse as having power to shape various representations of women’s sexual
desire. | demonstrated how dominant discourses provide the language to guide what is shown,
hidden, or emphasised in those representations, subsequently impacting the way women can
see themselves in relation to their own desire. | also discussed the diffuse power of discourse,
and how particular sites of circulation (e.g., media) play a role in circulating key ideas about
sexuality and desire.

In this chapter | begin by focusing on how the dominant social and cultural discourses
that have shaped understandings of women’s sexual desire over time. | then turn my attention
to mainstream media that has been produced within the Anglosphere, which includes English-
speaking nations with shared cultural, historical, and political ties, primarily including the UK,
US, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. This aligns with both my own context and reflects the
media that | will draw on in my own research. | consider how these ideas are taken up and
rearticulated through a postfeminist media sensibility. | then turn to look at the relative dearth
of research on sexual desire discourses within both alternative media, and psychological
literature.

All three textual sites comprise slightly different aspects of a whole public discursive
domain. Additionally, all three sites are interrelated, with mainstream media drawing on
psychological literature as expert voices, psychological literature being impacted by dominant
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discursive constructions, and alternative media providing a place of resistance to mainstream
ideas. Together, these textual sites co-construct public representations of sexual desire.
3.1. Prevalent Discursive Constructions of Sexual Desire

In this section, | discuss key discourses in turn that feminist scholars have identified as
underpinning common Western constructions of women’s sexual desire. Namely the
“biological” discourse, the “male sexual drive” discourse, the “have/hold” discourse, the “risk
and responsibility” discourse, the “sexual double standard” discourse, and a missing discourse
of sexual desire. | will give an overview of the relevant research that has explored these
discourses, and how they have been instrumental in shaping collective understandings of
women’s sexual desire.
3.1.1. The Biological Discourse of Sexuality
This powerful discourse constructs a solely biological basis and imperative for desire that, as |
discuss below, works to construct and evaluate women’s desire according to men’s standards.
The biological discourse of sexual functioning focuses primarily on hormones, bodily
functioning, evolutionary roles and so forth, with little to no consideration of the socio-cultural
context in which physiological desire occurs (Tolman & Diamond, 2001; Wood et al., 2006). This
discourse has been foundational in much social understanding of sexual desire as innate. It also
appears that this understanding of sex and desire as primarily biological is an overarching
discourse on which others all rely, to some extent. | will firstly focus on the foundations of
biological discourse and then turn to other common discourses of sexual desire in the following

sections, outlining where they to some extent draw on, or diverge from biological reasoning.
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The biological discourse emerged in response to psychological understandings of sexual
desire, in particular, Freudian theories of psychosexual development, which were influential in
the early to mid-20th century and focused heavily on unconscious conflicts and the role of early
childhood experiences in shaping adult personality and behaviour. These psychodynamic
theories were critiqued for being phallocentric, locating the penis as the primary site of
pleasure and the defining feature of sexual development. Women’s sexual desire was
pathologised and framed as inherently deficient or deviant compared to male desire. In
response, Masters and Johnson, in 1966, attempted to normalise female desire. The
researchers conducted empirical research involving direct observation and measurements of
physiological responses during sexual activity. Their results contradicted Freudian theory by
locating sexual desire in the biological realm and emphasised the importance of considering
both physical and physiological aspects of sexual desire.

Masters and Johnson’s (1966) model of human sexual responding largely conceptualised
sexual desire as a physiological response that happens spontaneously and comprises standard
linear phases, namely: excitement, plateau, orgasm, and resolution (Wood et al., 2003; Masters
and Johnson, 1966). This model had a clear basis in empirical evidence, provided valuable
insights into the physiological aspects of sexual response, and moved discussion of women’s
sexual desire into the mainstream. The scientific basis also gave it greater credibility than
psychoanalytic psychological discourse and has thus made it very powerful and embedded.
However, its emphasis on the physiological had three clear limitations, according to feminist
critique (Tolman & Diamond, 2001; Ussher, 1993; Wood et al., 2006). Firstly, it primarily

focussed on a heteronormative and genital-centric understanding of sexuality. Secondly, it
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reduced the complexity of human sexuality to a linear sequence of stages, whereby there is a
“correct” and normal way to experience desire. Lastly, the model posited that women’s
physiological sexual response is similar to men’s. While this is a robust empirical finding, it
reflects a decontextualised and reductionist approach that overlooks the sociocultural and
psychological dimensions of sexual experience. By focusing narrowly on physiological stages,
the model lack nuance around the differences in how desire and arousal are experienced and
shaped by broader social and cultural influences.

Feminist scholars have argued that these and other physiologically focussed models of
sexual desire, contribute to a construction of male’s desire as the standard upon which
women’s desire is based (Usher, 1993; Tolman & Diamond, 2001; Wood et al., 2006). This
tendency is particularly evident in studies where research predominantly focuses on male
participants and subsequently extrapolates findings to apply to women, without considering
the unique contexts and complexities of women's sexual experiences. Consequently, women’s
desire can be seen as “lacking” compared to assumed norms derived from male-centred
research. Women who do not conform to these expectations—either by not exhibiting desire in
the same manner as men or by displaying alternative patterns of sexual response—are often
pathologised as dysfunctional (Tiefer, 1996, 2001). The comparison of women’s sexual response
to men perpetuates hierarchical and often stigmatising views of sexuality where women's
sexual experiences are systematically marginalised or pathologised when they deviate from
male-centric standards, reinforcing the notion that female sexuality is inherently deficient or
abnormal.

3.1.2. Wendy Hollway’s Discourses of (Hetero)Sexuality
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A central text in scholarship on sexual desire was Hollway’s (1984) work, in which she described
three central discourses of sexual desire; the male sexual drive discourse, the have/hold
discourse, and the permissive discourse. This work was foundational to contemporary feminist,
critical scholarship, as it provided a framework for analysing how gendered power relations are
reproduced through sexual practice and meaning making. Hollway demonstrated how these
discourses constructed particular subject positions for men and women, shaping who can
legitimately express sexual desire and under what conditions. Her work remains relevant to
and has been taken-up in contemporary scholarship on the dynamics of relationships and
sexual desire, as | will demonstrate below (e.g., Beres & Farvid, 2010; Brown-Bowers et al.,
2015; Farvid & Braun, 2006, 2014; Garland-Levett, 2017; Gavey, 2005). Whilst these discourses
remain related, | will explore them distinctly in the following subsections.

3.1.2.1. The Male Sexual Drive Discourse
Building on the foundations of the biological discourse discussed above, the discourse of the
male sexual drive, as identified by Hollway (1984), constructs men as having a naturally higher
sex drive than women and, importantly, propelled or ruled by their sexual urges. The discourse
entrenches notions of intrinsic biological differences, constructing men as inherently driven by
high sex drives and women as lacking or even devoid of sexual urges. While Hollway identified
the male sexual drive in the 1980s, contemporary research highlights its continuation in framing
women as passive recipients of sex and men as active seekers (Garland-Levett, 2017). In Farvid
and Braun’s (2006) media analysis, for example, the sexualities of men and women were
continuously constructed as opposite, with men’s sex drives as high, and women’s as negligible

according to the male sex drive discourse.
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The male sex drive discourse bolsters cultural expectations of men’s virility and sexual
prowess and traditional gender norms in which men are the pursuers (active) and women the
pursued (passive). Consequently, the gendered subjectivities afforded within this discourse, is
that men are positioned as agentic subjects while women are objects of male desire.
Positioned thus, women’s worth comes from being sexually desirable and able to attract men.
These positions are naturalised when seen from a biological perspective: men have more
testosterone and are evolutionarily destined to act this way, this is seen as normal and
expected (Hollway, 1984).

The implication of the male sexual drive discourse is that men can be seen as unable to
control their sexual thoughts and behaviours, are unchangeable, and thus not held responsible
for their actions. In contrast, as ostensibly not similarly driven, women are considered (better)
able to exercise sexual restraint and so bear the responsibility of gatekeeping or granting
permission for sex, rather than an active participant who also desires sex. The grounding of this
discourse in biology helps legitimise the male sex drive discourse, with such views of male
virility and female passivity often upheld by experts as the objectively scientific position
(Hollway, 1984).

3.1.2.2. The Have/Hold Discourse
The idea of biological gender differences forms the basis of what Hollway (1984) called the
have/hold discourse. Within this discourse, women’s sexual desire is firmly situated within the
realm of (heterosexual) marriage, supported by essentialist gender notions of sex being
“natural” between men and women. This discourse links clearly to broader heteronormative

expectations that reinforce marriage and monogamy as the ultimate goals for women. This is
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partly protective, as women are seen as vulnerable and in need of support from a husband,
where they can express their sexuality within reasonable limits (Hollway, 1984). Ironically, the
solution to being victimised by men, is to be protected by men.

The have/hold discourse restricts women’s sexual agency by positioning desire as
something that can only be appropriately expressed within marriage, and ideally for the
purposes of reproduction. Subsequently, through this discourse, “women are seen as
comparatively asexual creatures for whom sex is a means to an end” (Gavey, 2005, p.103). By
positioning women’s desire as something that can only be appropriately expressed within the
confines of marriage, it places strict limitations on sexual agency. The have/hold discourse not
only constrains how women experience and express desire but also frames their sexuality as
something to be managed and controlled, reinforcing the notion that women’s sexuality is
dangerous unless contained within socially acceptable boundaries (Rich, 1980). Conversely, the
Have/Hold discourse places a sexual imperative on women, to want sex, or adhere with
requests for sex within the context of marriage as it is what is expected of them.

Whilst Hollway discussed this discourse in the early 1980s, and theoretically, social
discourse has moved on since then, we still see glimmers of this discourse within contemporary
feminist research. For example, the expectation for sex within a monogamous relationship is
seen in Fahs et al., (2020)’s research on sexual desire discrepancy within relationships.
Participants reported that they felt obligated to participate in sex with their (male) partners,
and in their discussion, the authors connected these findings to pervasive ideas on coercion and

sexual violence:
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women saying that they were “grossed out” by sex or that they let their husband “do

your thing” when they were not interested suggests a portrait of sexuality where

women may feel that they must endure it or that they have no real ability to say no. This
interpretation extends the literature we already know about sexual violence and assault
and implies that removing women’s sense of sexual voice (“enthusiastic consent” in

particular) is a normative part of their sexual lives (p. 235).

Similar notions of sex and desire being acceptable and expected within monogamous
relationships are identified in other feminist research (e.g., Brown-Bowers et al., 2015; Farvid &
Braun, 2014). Such studies demonstrate that whilst adaped and modernised, discourses of
heteronormativity and monogamy, supported by essentialist gender discourses are still present
within our contemporary moment.

3.1.2.3. The Permissive Discourse
Hollway (1984) described the permissive discourse as “the offspring of the male sexual drive
discourse”, but “essentially genderblind” (p. 231) in that it encompasses the assumptions that
both men and women possess natural, biological sex drives. In contrast to the have/hold
discourse, the permissive discourse locates sexuality as an individual pursuit rather than a
relational or social one. Women, within this discourse, are framed as autonomous agents
capable of initiating and desiring sex for pleasure rather than reproduction or love.

In this way, the permissive discourse appeared liberatory, seemingly offering women
the opportunity to “have sex like a man” (Markle, 2008) and participate in the sexual revolution
(Gavey, 2005). However, this apparent liberation is complicated. As Campbell (1980) argued,

“the very affirmation of sexuality was a celebration of masculine sexuality,” (p. 2) meaning that
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what was positioned as sexual freedom for women often relied on and reproduced
androcentric standards of sexuality. Rather than dismantling gendered norms of desire, the
permissive discourse rearticulates them within a new framework of individual freedom.

While the permissive discourse extends beyond the earlier have/hold and male sex drive
discourses, it does not exist in isolation. Instead, it remains entangled within heterosexual and
gendered norms that constrain women’s sexual subjectivities. Beres and Farvid (2010) found
that women negotiating casual sex encounters balanced the permissive discourse of sexual
liberation with the persistent sexual double standard. While women were rewarded for being
sexually available, they were simultaneously judged for being “too sexual.” This double bind
illustrates how the permissive discourse promises freedom but continues to position women
within contradictory and gendered expectations of desire.

The logic of the permissive discourse also obscures the broader social and cultural
conditions in which sex occurs and the power dynamics that shape heterosexual relations, with
significant consequences. Gavey (2005) found that within a permissive discourse, some women

Ill

felt that sexual “permission” was accompanied by an implicit obligation to engage in sex. As she
explained, “while morally conservative prohibitions against sex before marriage would have
been oppressive and unwelcome for many women in many situations, the erasure of these
restrictions at the same time removed socially acceptable ways for women to avoid sex in
situations where it was not desired” (p. 139). Thus, rather than facilitating genuine sexual

agency, the permissive discourse can function to reobjectify women by limiting their ability to

refuse sex or assert boundaries.
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The permissive discourse provides an important bridge to postfeminist and neoliberal
discourses of sexuality, which emphasise personal choice, empowerment, and responsibility (as
| will discuss in section 3.2).

3.1.3. The Risk and Responsibility Discourse

The risk and responsibility discourse emphasises the risk and danger associated with sex for
women, and frames women as victims (Allen, 2007). Its logic stems from the male sexual drive
discourse’s construction of men as having an insatiable sex drive that they are unable to
control, which then impacts the safety of women (Tolman, 2002). Sex is framed as particularly
dangerous for women and something to negotiate in terms of keeping themselves safe rather
than something that is normal and can be done in a safe, healthy, and pleasurable way. This
way of talking about young women'’s sexuality is commonly emphasised in the media and
sexuality education classes (Chmielewski et al., 2017).

Although there are certainly dangers and risk for women to be aware of, an
overemphasis on risk removes the notions of pleasure and desire from the conversation.
Furthermore, when the dominant discourses construct sex in terms of consent and risk, talking
about pleasure and desire often takes a back seat and could be viewed as irresponsible
(Tolman, 2002). Youth voices in these conversations are often muted, re-emphasising the idea
that young women’s sexuality is a problem and constructing them, not as autonomous women
with desires of their own, but as “objects of concern” (Morison & Herbert, 2019, p.3). This also
creates a dilemma around their decision to engage in sexual activity with the choice to either

abstain from sex to avoid a risk, or to ignore potential risk and have sex (Coleman et al., 2010).
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In turn, those young people who do decide to take the risk are constructed as irresponsible or
deviant, by ignoring the advice given to them (Allen, 2007).

For example, in a media analysis of US teen magazines, Joshi et al. (2011) found that sex
was presented as being risky and dangerous, but significantly more so for young women, than
young men. The double standard is also present in popular Anglo-American films, as indicated
by Smith (2012). The findings from this research show that across many popular English
language teen films between 2000 and 2009, two key messages consistently given were that
only bad girls (whores) verbalise desire and those who do will suffer negative consequences.
3.1.4. The “Sexual Double Standard” Discourse
The sexual double standard discourse stems from the male sexual drive discourse and positions
active male sexuality as positive and normal. In contrast, the sexuality of women is deemed to
be minimal, and perceived as negative when expressed openly (Jackson & Cram, 2003). It is a
pervasive discourse that exists in media, schools and in general society, constraining the way
that we view men and women who express sexual desire and/or engage in sexual activity. In
society, men are often praised for their sexual accomplishments in social settings, with
language such as “stud” used to congratulate them. In contrast, women who engage in casual
sex or advertise their sexuality in the way that they dress or their behaviour, are considered
promiscuous and “slutty” (Farvid et al., 2016; Jackson & Cram, 2003). This double standard is
clear, even within the language commonly used to describe someone who openly expresses
desire and sexuality. Where “slut” refers to someone who has several casual sex partners, the
term is feminised, with “man-slut” being the male equivalent, and in doing so is thus

problematised (Farvid et al., 2016). Like many discourses, the roots of the sexual double
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standard lie in moral principles that value purity and virtue in women (as discussed in Chapter
One). As such, women are told that women do not, or should not, desire sex.

Tolman’s (2002) work on dilemmas of desire illustrates the double standard at play, with
the young North American women in her research expressing the ways that they must manage
or suppress their sexual desires in public spaces. Tolman (2002) identifies young women who
feel desire but have made concerted efforts to silence it within their embodied experiences and
talk, because they recognise the risks associated with expressing desire both to their
reputation, and safety. Similarly, Tolman discusses young women who do understand the social
rules and discourses that govern women’s expression of desire, but reject the idea that women
are undesiring. These women, however, still adhere to these norms publicly, keeping their
desires in underground safe spaces, because they recognise the benefit of living “within the
system” (Tolman, 2002, p. 152).

Women, and young women especially, are denied the space in which to talk about their
sexual desires, and those who do, receive a bad reputation or risk their personal safety. This
creates a clear dichotomy where women can choose between being a “bad girl” or a “good girl”
in terms of embracing their sexuality or conforming with the normative ideas that women
should not express their sexuality (Chmielewski et al., 2017; Jackson & Cram, 2003). The sexual
double standard can also impede safer sexual practices, as Farvid & Beres (2016) noted
participants drawing on the use of alcohol to explain or justify their casual sex encounters;
framing their experiences as a result of getting "really drunk” (p. 385), rather than as deliberate

choices. This strategy allows women to protect themselves from this negative labelling as a

“bad girl.”
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3.1.5. A Missing Discourse of Women'’s Desire

Stemming from work with female students and sexuality education policies, Fine (1988)
identified that female sexuality was spoken about in the context of violence, victimisation, and
morality, but overall, a discourse of desire was absent (Fine, 1988).

This has not changed significantly since 1988 when Michelle Fine identified the silence
around women'’s desires. Two decades on, she asserted that the desire was still missing in
mainstream discourse (Fine & McClelland, 2006), which is reflected in other sexualities research
in which the absence of a discourse of desire has been noted (Brown et al., 2020; Costa et al.,
2009; Jackson & Cram, 2003). For example, Tolman’s (2002) interview study with North
American young women indicated that women’s own desire and pleasure was often left out of
talk about sex or relationships. Participants did not have the language to talk about this aspect
of sexuality because it was ignored by their sexuality education classes and general society.
Tolman (2002) argued that this missing discourse has created a social standard of femininity
that supports the silencing of women’s expressions of desire.

Missing the language to describe and talk about sexual desire, results in young women
lacking the subjectivity to view themselves as desiring people (Fine, 1988). Additionally, they
may become disconnected from their own embodied experiences. For instance, some of the
young women in Tolman’s research stated that they did not feel desire, because it had not been
an option presented to them by teachers, family, peers, sexuality education, or within the
media. Consequently, as Fine (1988) argued, such young women were unable to understand
what sexual desire feels and does not feel like. As such, young women were constructed, and

could view themselves, only as passive sexual objects.
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3.2. A Postfeminist Sensibility as a Central Feature in Western Media.

The foregoing discussion highlights how discourses of women’s sexual subjectivities have
changed over time, in part due to the women’s movement and sexual liberation of the late 20t
century. Popular women’s magazines such as Cosmopolitan were key in moving women’s
sexual pleasure and expression of desire into the mainstream, whilst rejecting the more
traditional discourses of women’s sexuality discussed above. From the early 1990s onwards,
these magazines began to circulate, and celebrate, a picture of a woman who is empowered,
sexy, fun and openly sexual (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Lamb & Peterson, 2012).

In response to this change, Gill (2007) coined the term “postfeminist sensibility” to
describe a particular way of looking at issues of gender, informed by postmodernist and
constructionist perspectives. Viewing postfeminism as a “sensibility” rather than a fixed
ideology allows for aspects to change and develop within the current social landscape (Gill,
2007). Thus, postfeminist researchers identify and critique a key set of ideas that cohere around
contemporary notions of ideal femininity. Gill (2007) conceptualised various elements of a
postfeminist sensibility, including an emphasis on sexualization in contemporary culture, a shift
from sexual object to sexual subject for women, self-surveillance as a normative practice and
one connected with an emphasis on choice and empowerment. Gill (2007) conceptualised
postfeminism not just as a reflection of media culture, but a hegemonic form of sense making
that has permeated everyday life.

Postfeminism itself has also developed and changed. Gill and Orgad (2018) argue that it
is no longer just about the “sexualisation of culture”, with emphasis on women’s bodies, choice,

empowerment, but a media landscape that has included more political and critical discourses of
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power, inequity, and sexual violence. Yet, these discussions remain entangled with postfeminist
sensibilities, often centring particular “kinds” of (White, cis, heterosexual, middle-class)
femininity and reproducing neoliberal ideas of individual responsibility and self-management
(Gavey, 2012; Gill & Orgad, 2018).

In the following subsections | will discuss some key tenets of postfeminism that have

been identified in research on sexual desire.

3.2.1. Sexual Empowerment

In resistance to traditional discourses of desire that construct women as sexual objects, or deny
them sexual agency, postfeminist discourses of desire offer up the opportunity for women to
be and feel sexually empowered (Gill, 2007). Whilst this certainly conjures new possibilities for
subjectivity and greater options for sexual expression to women, it also imposes a new set of
expectations and standards. In this sense, sexual empowerment becomes compulsory, creating
a narrow and stereotypical prescription for womanhood—one who is overtly sexy, confident,
and in control of her desires.

A prototypical postfeminist sexual subject is one who has lots of sex with men and
enjoys it. They are always up-for-it, willing and excited to adopt and maintain their sexual
identities, while also being knowledgeable and experienced (Evans & Riley, 2014; Farvid &
Braun, 2014). For example, Gill (2009) identifies the push for women to become “sexual
adventurers” in her analysis of sex advice within women’s magazines. Women are told to spice
things up and increase their sexual knowledge so that they can transform their sexual practice
and better please their male partners; becoming “pleasure pursuers” (Evans & Riley, 2014,

p.63). However, postfeminist discourses also present a specific version of empowerment that
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aligns with conventional standards of attractiveness and sexuality. This creates an expectation
that women must conform to a particular image of sexiness to be considered empowered.
3.2.2. Individual Choice and Work

The compulsory empowerment discussed above is also most often framed as a personal
journey, emphasising individual agency. Postfeminism is linked to neoliberalism which has
become the predominant ideology that has saturated economic and public policy worldwide.
This ideology prioritises economic freedom and removes interference from governments so
that individuals can think independently and make choices for themselves about their welfare
and prosperity (Evans & Riley, 2014).

While the intention is to provide a sense of autonomy, the consequence is a heightened
burden placed on women to achieve and embody empowerment on an individual level, and
one that involves a considerable investment of time and emotional labour, along with financial
resources (Barker et al., 2018). The impetus has been placed on women to undertake work on
themselves to adopt the subjectivity of sexually liberated women. For example, the female
readership in Gill'’s (2009) research was instructed through discourses in Glamour magazine on
how to manage their bodies and behaviour to occupy competent and sexy subject positions.

Because women are tasked with navigating and negotiating their sexual desires in a way
that aligns with postfeminist ideals of empowerment, individual blame and responsibility is also
placed on women if they fail to meet these cultural norms (Evans & Riley, 2014). This emphasis
on choice also neglects socio-structural issues that constrain choice-making (Evans & Riley,
2014; Riley et al., 2019). The notion of choice is thus, paradoxically linked to a prescription to

conform to normative expressions of sexual desire. An emphasis on personal choice and
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individual responsibility, in conjunction with psy-disciplines and the focus on improving the self,
results in a shift towards prioritising the work that people should do to align with particular
social ideals. This work is, in turn, constructed as liberating because there is ostensibly choice
involved (Evans & Riley, 2014).

3.2.3. Consumer Culture

In postfeminism, both the emphasis on individual agency and choice, and its connection with
neoliberalism, intersects with consumer culture to construct narratives where empowerment is
closely tied to the act of consumption. Empowerment thus comes intertwined with products
and services that promise to enhance sex appeal or sexual pleasure. This commodification
reinforces the idea that empowerment is attainable through consumption.

Despite these new discourses celebrating the empowerment of women through their
sexual agency, postfeminist discourses of sexual empowerment operate within a patriarchal
system and the beneficiaries of this kind of women’s liberation is, once again, men (Farvid &
Braun, 2006; Gill, 2010). For example, women are told that they need to be great at sex, experts
at achieving orgasm, and sexually adventurous if they are to be worthy of male attention (Frith,
2015a). In this sense, women are positioned as needing to rely on men in order to experience
themselves as powerful and boost their own self-image (Farvid & Braun, 2006). Women and
girls who read these magazines are instructed in ‘men-ology’ and learn how to express their
desire and sexuality by imitating the sexualised media, conforming to what their peers do
because boys like it (Gill, 2009; Lamb & Peterson, 2012). Their own desire and pleasure are still
constructed as being given to them by men, and they should be knowledgeable about how to

get them (Farvid & Braun, 2014). Despite mainstream magazines such as Cosmo and Cleo being
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written for women, men’s pleasure is the actual focus (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Frith, 2015a).
Women are told that they need to work to learn how to please men better; and to act and
appear in ways that provide men with sexual pleasure. Women are still, therefore, merely
objects for men’s pleasure (Kim & Ward, 2012), and their sexual performance is emphasised
rather than their embodied experiences of desire.

3.2.4. Summary

The previous sections of this literature review have demonstrated the complex and often
contradictory discourses that have constructed women’s sexual desire within mainstream,
online and print media over time. The corpus of literature | have drawn on all point towards
changing representations of desire from limited and suppressed, to active, engaged and
empowered. However, a key feature throughout this literature is that women are positioned in
relation to men to various extents. Critical researchers have also drawn attention to the limited
representations of desire outside of a thin, White, Western, able-bodied, cis-heterosexual
woman (Atwood et al., 2015; Diamond, 2005; Chmielewski et al., 2017; Farhall, 2018; Jackson,
2005; Kim et al., 2007 Loeser et al., 2018; Pausé, 2015; Shakespeare & Richardson, 2018). Next,
| turn to alternative media, and psychological professional literature as relevant areas of
discourse circulation.

3.3. Alternative Media and Psychological Literature

As | noted in sections 2.2 and 2.3, discourses shape sexuality and desire in specific ways,
depending on the context. These discourses are not static; they can contradict, interact, and
reinforce one another (Parker, 2002). My previous discussion demonstrates how the dominant

discourses framing women’s desire have shifted over time; away from conservative ideals
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(Hollway, 1987; Carpenter, 1998) and, more recently, to postfeminist discourses (Gill, 2007,
2017; Riley et al., 2019). This aligns with the idea that prevalent discourses reflect a complex
interplay of multiple, sometimes conflicting narratives that create divergent or overlapping
meanings about a subject (Parker, 2002). Additionally, the power to shape public understanding
lies in the platforms where these discourses circulate. Some narratives gain more legitimacy
than others through the effect of expert voices and/or intertextuality (Kong, 2014).

A focus on mainstream media discourses is important because these texts reflect
dominant discursive constructions and are more likely to influence public understanding due to
their reach and accessibility. Considering intertextuality, mainstream media not only shapes
other texts, but interacts with them, as discourses intersect across different contexts. However,
there is little scholarship on textual discourses of women’s sexual desire, other than within
mainstream media. Therefore, in this section, | will briefly introduce why my two areas of focus;
alternative media, and psychological literature, are relevant authorities where discourses of
sexual desire are circulated. | will briefly outline what is known about how sexual desire is
constructed within these contexts, with further exploration and detail to follow in the literature
sections of Chapters Six and Seven respectively.

3.3.1. Alternative Media

Alternative media serves as a vital space for counter-narratives and resistance to mainstream
oppressive institutions. For the purposes of this thesis, | am drawing on the definition of
alternative media as counter to mainstream media (Driieke & Zobl, 2016; Gunnarsson-Payne,
2012), and as feminist-focused publications that foreground discourses that are in resistance to

mainstream discourses of desire.
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Historically, alternative media publications have been influential in feminist spaces, in
particular supporting the women’s liberation movement of the mid-late 20th century. These
publications have served as a space to share radical ideas, critique patriarchal structures, and
provide a sense of community and solidarity among women, and in recent years, other
marginalised genders (Gunnarson-Payne, 2021). By operating outside the constraints of
corporate media, alternative media has had the remit to prioritise content often overlooked by
mainstream outlets, such as gender inequality, reproductive rights, and concerns in the queer
community. For example, in the 1970’s and 1980’s, publications such as Spare Rib (Hollows,
2013; Todd, 2017) and Red Rag (Bazin, 2021), or Gay Community News (Booth, 2019) broached
topics that were, at the time, seen within public discourse as taboo or even morally wrong.
Their persistence in sharing narratives on abortion, sexism, gender roles, sexual identity, and
sex work, for example, was instrumental in not only amplifying diverse voices, but also
challenging popular narratives and bringing these issues to the forefront of mainstream
awareness (Bazin, 2021; Hollows, 2013).

As such, these publications are important places to look in considering how media may
resist, transform, and directly challenge discourses that are circulated by mainstream outlets.
This is particularly significant given the extensive literature highlighting how prevalent
discourses within mainstream media constrain women’s sexual agency, linked their desire to
men’s pleasure, and marginalise sexual desire for non-White and cis-heterosexual women
(Atwood et al., 2015; Diamond, 2005; Chmielewski et al., 2017; Farhall, 2018; Jackson, 2005;

Kim et al., 2007 Loeser et al., 2018; Pausé, 2015; Shakespeare & Richardson, 2018).
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There is only a limited body of literature addressing women’s sexual desire within an
alternative media corpus, particularly in contemporary times. However, the small corpus of
texts that have taken this focus demonstrate that alternative platforms generally challenge
heteronormativity, overtly critique oppressive practices and patriarchal structures, and share
narratives of agentic expressions of women’s pleasure (Jenkins & Johnson, 2017; Muise, 2011;
Todd, 2017). The literature also shows that a binary distinction between mainstream and
alternative media narratives is oversimplified. While alternative feminist media can challenge
mainstream constructions of sexuality, they may also reaffirm traditional tropes or pervasive
discourse. For example, highlighting women'’s pleasure while simultaneously featuring gender
stereotypes (Gil-Glazer, 2023; Todd, 2017), and promoting agentic sexuality whilst also
reproducing neoliberal ideals of self-improvement (D’Enbeau, 2011; Jenkins & Johnson, 2017).
This overlap demonstrates the complexity of alternative media, as they both resist and align
with mainstream narratives, blurring the line between radical and normative discourses. | delve
into specifics of the above studies, in the review of literature in Chapter Six, before further
exploring this complexity through my own analysis to attend to the gap in the literature of
women’s sexual desire discourses within alternative feminist media.

3.3.2. Psychological Literature

In this section, | consider psychological literature as a third site of circulation whereby
discourses of women’s sexual desire might be examined. When compared to research on both
mainstream and alternative media, there is a dearth of literature addressing discourses of

women’s sexual desire within psychological literature. Yet, this literature is an important site of
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expert discourses that circulate across other media sites, as well as shaping psychological
therapeutic practice.

In section 2.3, | briefly discussed how intertextuality in relation to lay and professional
texts is especially relevant when considering how discourses are legitimised and subsequently
taken-up. Mainstream media texts commonly directly refer to professional scientific texts
and/or experts to justify their reasoning. Lay readers are more likely to view these ideas as
credible due to the perceived expertise and authority of their authors, especially when relevant
credentials are highlighted (Thon & Jucks, 2017; Takahashi & Tandoc, 2016). Mainstream media
often reinforces this dynamic by using scientific language to validate their content, regardless of
whether they are referring to relevant research or not (McGannon et al., 2016). As a result,
media texts that directly engage with scientific literature or expert opinions are perceived as
more legitimate. Yet rather than being understood as objective science, research shows that
they reproduce social norms, constructing subjects in ways that align with dominant discourses
embedded in scientific institutions or that serve the interests of these authorities (McGannon
et al,, 2016).

Scientific discourse is no longer confined to the professional community but can be
accessed online in some cases and is often circulates within media aimed at women readership.
Thus, a new level of accessibility to academic work highlights another way in which psychology

can shape public discourse.
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4. Chapter Four: Methodological Approach

As this is a thesis by publication, each of my three articles (Chapters Five, Six and Seven) include
their own methodological sections. In this chapter, | go into significantly more detail than is
possible with the context of a journal article, to explore the choices | made in designing and
conducting these studies. There were a variety of choices to make in regard to designing a data
collection method for the first and second studies (Chapters Five and Six). In this chapter, |
articulate the design and data collection of each of the three studies in turn. Then, | discuss my
method of data analysis as a cohesive whole across all three studies. Similarly, | discuss ethical
implications of my research in its entirety, rather than as separate parts. | end with a reflexive
account of my positioning within the data collection and analysis process.
4.1. Study One (Chapter Five): Mainstream Media Analysis
The first study addressed Objective One: To investigate how women’s sexual desire is
constructed within mainstream online women’s media and the implications of these
constructions for women’s sexual subjectivity. This study was guided by two main research
guestions and sub-questions:
1. How is women’s desire constructed in online media aimed at women?
a. What discourses support these constructions?
b. What subject positions are made available within these texts?
2. What possibilities for subjectivity and practice are enabled or restricted from the
vantage point offered by these subject positions and discourses?
When designing the data collection method, | wanted to develop a data corpus that

reflected the landscape of mainstream online women’s media that diverse audiences might be
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exposed to. This meant locating content that is “popular” online, that would be delivered to
large audiences. However, as | explain below, ascertaining this media was not a simple task
owing to algorithms that personalise content so that search results vary widely for different
people when browsing/searching online. My method therefore recognised the influence of
search algorithms and digital marketing strategy in shaping the information landscape online,
reflecting how power operates in curating and prioritising content, and thus the dominance of
discourses. | collected data via keyword searches of Google, which holds an uncontested
monopoly in search-engine use, largely due to its search algorithm and exclusivity agreements
with other companies (to be the default search engine on products such as mobile devices)
(Graham, 2022). As | explain next, the difficulty was that this approach has not commonly been
used by qualitative media researchers, and so there is a lack of existing data collection
procedures in the published literature to draw from.

4.1.1. Design Choices

The internet media landscape has changed considerably since its inception, especially in the last
ten years. Internet media data collection is a new method and constantly changing as new ways
of interacting online become available (Morison et al., 2015). Media consumption can be
purposeful, with users navigating purposefully to their choice of news sites or signing up to
newsletters. However, with the growth of multiple social media platforms, and the sheer scale
of content available through mobile technology, media consumption can also be relatively non-
agentic with opinions, advice and information washing over readers as they scroll. In the
algorithmic age, online media has become even more complicated to study, as data feeds,

search results, and sponsored posts are personalised (Eg et al., 2023; see also Boeker & Urman,
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2022; Schjptt-Hansen & Hartley, 2021 for examples of research within TikTok and news media
respectively). | sought to find some way of collecting media data that could reflect the eclectic
or serendipitous nature of online consumption of media, and thus circulation of discourses
about sexual desire.

In setting out to design a data collection method to meet the above-mentioned research
objective, | found relatively few examples of existing studies to draw from in which online
media had been collected for the purpose of qualitative analysis; ideally discourse analysis.
Within the literature that was relevant, | broadly categorised three different types of methods
and types of media data:

1. Aselection of weblog posts (blogs) or online publications.
2. User-generated comments.
3. Keyword-based media content.

| considered each medium in relation to my research question before making a final
choice of medium for which | then designed a specific data collection strategy, a keyword-based
search design. Below, | briefly outline key considerations for each medium, and the rationale
for why | decided against them.

4.1.1.1. Selecting Blog Posts or Online Publications

Personal blogs and online magazines regularly publish writing on a particular topic for
example cosmopolitan.com. Both personal blogs and online magazines are similar in that the
content is edited and curated purposefully to be read by a target demographic. Typically,
researchers analyse personal blogs to gain insights into individuals’ thoughts, opinions, and

narratives (Hookway, 2008), and this method does allow for the exploration of diverse voices
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and personal perspectives (Muise, 2011). Focussing attention to online magazines gives the
potential for consideration of how media companies construct and present dominant
narratives, and shape cultural discourses (e.g., Frith, 2015a; Brown et al., 2020). However
making decisions about which blogs and magazines were best to include, would come into
conflict with the goal of examining mainstream representations of desire (as my own selection
choices would come more into play). Similarly, this method had the potential to resultin a
narrower understanding of mainstream media alongside a geographic skew if, for example, the
magazines were more popular in certain countries.

4.1.1.2. User-Generated Comments.

This content includes comments from online communities, discussion forums, or social
media. This type of analysis captures users’ responses to specific topics or news articles and
gives opportunities to explore how individuals engage in discourse (Giles, 2017). This method
also highlights the dialogic nature of online discussions, whereby users re/negotiate and
re/construct ideas within interactions with each other, or in response to the original prompt
(e.g., Brooker et al., 2017; Colliver & Coyle, 2020; Evans & Riley, 2020; Sagredos, & Nikolova,
2022). However, comment sections generally have a relative absence of expert power relations
and authority because the commenters are interacting between themselves, rather than being
given advice from an expert voice. Additionally, online commenters often tend to be polarised
in their opinions, indicating that those who choose to comment are more likely to reflect
extreme positions (Lee & Kim, 2023). Researchers have also commented that this polarisation is
likely due to a combination of factors including, an echo-chamber effect encouraging a shift to

the majority opinion (Gupta et al., 2022); emotional intensity about topics resulting in
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commenters immediately rejecting views in contrast to their own; and impulsivity associated
with anonymity (Asker & Dinas, 2019). Thus, the limited opportunity to examine the role of
expert authority and power within the discourse, and the consideration of a skewed selection,
discouraged me from this option.

4.1.2. Design: Keyword-Based Media Analysis

Based on the above considerations, | chose to use a keyword-based search design. In this
approach, researchers employ keyword searches to identify popular online articles on a
particular topic, from various sources. Rather than intentionally seeking and choosing specific
content, in this design, the content is located in a systematic way and selected based on explicit
criteria. Researchers have utilised online keyword search to collect data about casual sex advice
(Farvid & Braun, 2014), oral health (Holden, 2019), the HPV vaccine (Habel et al., 2009) and
adolescent sexuality (Chmielewski et al., 2017; Morison & Herbert, 2020; Morison & Reddy,
2013) for example. Such studies were useful in gaining an understanding of how to choose
relevant keywords, considerations to make about the choice of search engine, and how to
identify resources that lay people may encounter.

However, in the age of the Internet, technology develops quickly. Thus, due to the age
of these studies, some methodological choices were no longer relevant. For example, while
Yahoo! News was a commonly used search engine previously, in 2023, Google holds the market
share of search engine use in most countries (notable exclusions being China and Russia
[Bianchi, 2023]), and a total worldwide share of 91.86 percent (Graham, 2022).

| also found it difficult to locate methodological exemplars that gave in-depth

consideration to how the user’s online metadata impacted the search results, and the potential
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role search algorithms play in delivering results. While the impact of Google’s search algorithm
bias has been well documented, the algorithm is also commercially sensitive, and tightly
controlled by the company (@rmen, 2016). This means that while Google’s results page might
be considered as a relevant compilation of data directly related to the keywords entered, in
reality, the factors that contribute to retrieving the search results are complex (see Graham,
2022 for a comprehensive overview of how Google Search works). The outcome is that
researchers report difficulty in identifying and reproducing what other users might be seeing
online (@rmen, 2016). In the context of my research, | was cognizant that as a researcher, what
| see online would not be reflective of what others’ might see despite using the same search
terms. Therefore, | needed to develop a search method that integrated consideration of search-
engine algorithms and keyword popularity in shaping the landscape of information that people
encounter online. This meant focusing on two issues: digital marketing, and personalisation.
4.1.2.1. Digital Marketing.

“Digital marketing” refers to all the decisions made by companies to ensure that their
content appears most often to users online. Search Engine Optimisation (SEO), is a set of
practices that increase a website’s visibility within Google’s search results (Graham, 2022).
Despite the commercially protected nature of Google’s search algorithm (@rmen, 2016), Google
does release (and regularly updates) in-depth user-guides! that indicate which aspect of a
website are most important for boosting their visibility online. Large businesses have developed

to analyse and predict Google’s algorithm, educate marketers on how SEO works, and create

1 Google Search Central https://developers.qoogle.com/search is the go-to for official SEO information that marketers
worldwide rely on to inform their digital strategy.
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tools for marketers to monitor their search rankings; Moz, and Ahrefs? being two of the most
profitable and well-known.

Digital marketing considerations also extend to strategic advertising decisions.
Marketers need to choose what keyword terms they should link ads to, and how much money
to spend. These decisions of course, impact how many clicks a webpage will receive, and ad
placement can “make-or-break” a companies’ SEQ. For example, if you search for Pizza Hut, an
advertisement for Dominoes might pop-up, demonstrating that companies compete and out-
bid each other for lucrative ad placements. For context, while smaller companies might have an
advertising budget of a few thousand dollars per year, large corporations can spend 40 — 50
million dollars per year on advertising with Google (McCormick, 2024).

What this discussion of SEO and advertising demonstrates, is that those organisations
that have large budgets and resources, hold significant power in influencing what is seen online.

Noble (2013) explains further below:

It can be argued that Google functions in the interests of its most influential (i.e.,
moneyed) advertisers or through an intersection of popular and commercial interests.
Yet Google’s users think of it as a public resource, generally free from commercial
interest—this fact likely bolstered by Google’s own posturing as a company for whom

the informal mantra, “Don’t be evil,” has functioned as its motivational core (p. 4).

2 See https://moz.com/ and https://ahrefs.com/ for more information about these companies.
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Thus, it was important to recognise that the top content is not the “best” content, but merely
the content from those companies with the most influence, money, and resources, and
therefore dominates the mainstream media landscape.

4.1.2.2. Personalisation.

The second consideration is the co-construction of personalised media that users
themselves create. Much of Google’s content delivery algorithm is based on page views, i.e.,
the number of times a certain website page is clicked on. Therefore, by accessing and engaging
with content online, users determine what becomes popular, and therefore prioritised further
by Google’s algorithm for that user (Noble, 2013). Additionally, in the algorithmic age, Google
holds swathes of personal information on its users and can direct personalised content to them
as a result. These factors combined can result in echo chambers and filter bubbles, where users
see the same type of content repetitively, and their engagement with said content reinforces
the delivery of further similar content (Boeker & Urman, 2022; E.g. et al., 2023; Segev, 2019).
Therefore, in my research, it was important to consider that what | saw in my search results
might not reflect the search results of other users.

Consideration of the above factors demonstrates how this method of keyword-based
research fits with my research aims and objectives. A Foucauldian understanding of power (as
discussed in Chapter Two) considers knowledge and power to be inseparable, in part because
power is enacted when ideas about the world are accepted as valid and truthful. My approach
acknowledges the influence of search algorithms and digital marketing strategy in shaping the
information landscape online, reflecting how power operates in curating and prioritising

content and, thus, the strength and visibility of certain discourses. In the following section, | will
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summarise the considerations and decisions made in developing the keyword-search method to
attend to the above factors.

4.1.3. Data Collection

As discussed in the previous section, | chose to collect the data via keyword searches in Google,
which holds an uncontested monopoly over search-engine use. This monopoly is mainly due to
a comprehensive and intelligent (commercially protected) search algorithm, as well as
exclusivity agreements with other large industry giants such as Apple, to keep their search
engine the default on their products (Graham, 2022). This dominance supported my decision to
focus on this search platform. Next, | will discuss the key considerations | made when
developing my search and data collection method. Figure 1 shows an overview of the data

collection method.
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Figure 1:

Data Collection Method (Study One)

4.1.3.1.

Five search queries:

)

Inclusion /
Exclusion
Criteria

("keyword"
after:2018-02-08
before:2018-02-17)
Iterative Keyword Five search queries:
Testing — ("keyword”
(Appendix A) after;:2019-02-08
before:2019-02-17)
« Sexual Desire
+ Sexual Attraction Five search queries:
= Sex Advice ("keyword"
« Female Libido after:2020-02-08
. Sexual Pleasure before:2020-02-17)

Applied
(Table 2)

N

Developing a Keyword Strategy

First 5 articles
collected per
keyword search
(25 total)

First 5 articles
collected per

keyword search
(25 total)

First 5 articles
collected per
keyword search
(25 total)

Y

75 articles
collected
in total
(Table 2 &
3)

The focus of this study was on discourses of sexuality and how they construct women’s

desire, and therefore it was important that the keywords chosen related to that concept. The

concept of desire is understood somewhat “loosely” in the context of everyday sense-making,

circulating in mainstream popular media texts aimed at lay people. For example, when | started

initial scoping work on this project, | conducted many Google search variations and read

different types of articles to get an idea of what information was available online about my

chosen topic. | noticed that terms like “desire

sexual attraction”, “libido”, and “pleasure”

were often used interchangeably. Colloquial language, term conflation, and innuendo was also

common, making it apparent that the precise search strategy used in academic literature

search, would not be appropriate for keyword search on Google. This variation within lay text
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can be attributed to an intersection between the strategic intent of online content, and more
generally cultural ambiguity around these concepts. To cater to a wide readership, digital
marketers need to align their work with principles of search engine optimisation (SEO);
keyword diversity enhances search visibility and consequently reader engagement (Bradley,
2015; Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019; Graham, 2022).

With the above in mind, | decided to conduct iterative testing whereby | started with a
large list of possible topic keywords and phrase variations (see Appendix A) and ran them
through Google to gain an overview of the types of articles that would appear. As | have noted
above, | found that there were a relatively wide range of topics that ultimately discussed sexual
desire, regardless of whether that was the specific wording used. Using a gendered clarifier
(i.e., “woman”) did not significantly impact the search results, other than for “libido”. Using the
singular search term “libido” tended to produce articles aimed at men, discussing erectile
dysfunction. Adding “female” produced content more in line with what is colloquially
understood as “desire”, that is, active engagement and wanting for sexual activity. Many
articles that ended up discussing sexual desire within text were general sex advice columns that
covered a wider variety of topics, rather than being specifically about desire. Terms such as
“lust”, “passion”, “intimacy”, “arousal”, mainly produced results to sex-toy shops, pornography,
or literary erotica, and the relevant articles they produced were also present in the results from
other keywords. Resultantly, five keyword phrases were chosen, which yielded a broad range of
outcomes, while remaining related to the specific topic of women’s sexual desire. These were:

“Sexual Desire”, “Sexual Attraction”, “Sex Advice”, “Female Libido”, and “Sexual Pleasure”.

4.1.3.2. Accounting for Personalisation
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| was also concerned about algorithmic produced differences, and how to identify

III

“neutral” content rather than results shaped by my personal information. As noted earlier, this
is a significant consideration for Internet researchers’ data collection, as search results vary
widely between individuals, making it difficult to gain a perspective of what is “popular” online
(Boeker & Urman, 2022; Eg et al., 2023; @rmen, 2016).

I went to my Ad Centre in my Google account to see what the company has surmised
about me, based on my previous browsing habits. According to Google: | live in New Zealand, |
am Female, | am 25-34 years old, and | speak English. This is fairly broad demographic data, and
it is all correct. Google also collects more specific demographic data based on search history
and habits, online spending, social media use. Google has also guessed that | am: married, have
a high-income household, have an advanced degree, work in the healthcare industry at a large
organisation, rent a house, and do not have children. While some of these guesses are not quite
right, overall, it paints a fairly accurate picture. This demographic data is used by Google to
place users into various cohorts to shape search results and personalised ad-delivery for all
users.

| wanted to try to limit the potential impact of my Google profile as best | could. To
explore how to do this, | turned to Farvid and Braun’s (2014) media analysis which conducted
different searches from multiple country domains (google.co.nz, google.com.au, google.co.uk,
and so forth) to produce location-specific content. In the intervening decade, Google has
removed this option, developing automatic location-specific results from the google.com

domain instead (Kao, 2017). Therefore, while in the keyword testing stage discussed above, |

changed my search region in my Google account settings to Australia, United Kingdom, North
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America, and Canada in turn. This had the same effect, meaning | was able to replicate the
online experiences of people in different geographic locations, to gauge the potential influence
of regional preferences on the search outcomes. | also conducted identical keyword searches
using Google’s “Incognito Mode” which removes the user’s search history and does not store
browsing data.

Aside from some slight regional differences, the results obtained from these tests were
very similar, and | therefore elected to proceed with using Incognito Mode. While manually
changing my location was useful to see regional differences, it carried the potential to skew the
data even further towards Anglosphere countries, as | would need to manually choose some
regions, thus excluding others. Opting to use Incognito Mode, therefore, resulted in a more
neutral and standardised representation of the types of data that might be delivered for a wide
range of people. In effect, | limited the influence of my own search history, and demographic
data, as far as | could tell. However, due to my geographic location and the use of English-
language searches, the range of content in this research is still most likely more representative
of Anglosphere, particularly Australasian, countries (See Table 4 below).

4.1.3.3. Considering Timing

Given the vast volume of online content that is continuously generated, it was
important to be purposeful about the timing of data collection. For instance, conducting the
search on a random day had the potential for a large news story to dominate, and would only
capture an arbitrary snapshot of data. After discussion with my supervisors, | decided to align
the data collection with the days before and after Valentine’s Day, a period of heightened

discussion of sex and relationships in Western media. | also chose to include data over three
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years, therefore giving a more substantial dataset and again avoiding potential for a specific
year to carry any kind of extra bias (e.g., if there had been a celebrity wedding/divorce). To do
so, | used a Boolean search string (e.g., “Sexual Desire” after:2020-02-08 before:2020-02-17) to
generate results that aligned with each of the five keywords and were published between 9-16
February in 2018, 2019, and 2020. Overall, this choice gave me the ability to identify a
substantial corpus of contemporary writing about women’s sexual desire.

4.1.3.4. Choosing the Data

When deciding how many results to include in the dataset, | attended to the principle
of digital marketing, discussed above. As noted, companies invest a significant amount of both
time and money to ensure that their content is seen by the largest audience. As such, doing a
deep search through multiple pages of Google search results would mean moving further away
from popular (and thus highly read) articles. It is also generally understood that the first 10
results on Google receive approximately 95 percent of web traffic as most users do not look at
results past the first page (Bradley, 2015; Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2019; van Deursen & van
Dijk, 2009). Therefore, for each search, the first five relevant results were collected, resulting in

75 mainstream media texts. The inclusion and exclusion criteria are presented in Table Two.
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Table 2:

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Data Collection

Category Inclusion Exclusion
Relevance to research Target audience was Target audience was men
question woman or gender-neutral

Content solely about men

Includes content about Scientific articles

women
Dictionary or thesaurus
results
Media reviews
Advertisements
Format Advice columns Videos
Opinion pieces Comics
Online magazine articles Image galleries
Blog posts

Once all the texts were collected, they were arranged in a spreadsheet that ordered
them by keyword result, and year. | also categorised the “type” of articles they were (i.e., Blog,
Opinion piece, Online magazines, or Product blogs), and collected information on the
geographic region of publication (shown in Table Three and Table Four respectively). Table

Three and Four have also been reproduced in Chapter Five.
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Table 3:

Article Characteristics (“Type”)

n %
(N=75)
Blog 14 18.7
Opinion Piece 24 32
Online Magazines 25 333
Product Blogs 12 16
Table 4:
Article Characteristics (Geographic Region)
n %
(N=75)

USA 43 57.3
UK 13 17.3
Australia 6 8
Canada 3 4
New Zealand 1 1.3
India 1 1.3
China 1 1.3
Denmark 1 1.3
Ireland 1 1.3
Philippines 1 1.3
Bosnia and Herzegovina 1 13
Unknown (Published on 3 4

Medium.com)
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4.1.4. Overview of Dataset (Study One)

At the end of the process that | have described above, | had a data corpus that
comprised 75 mainstream media articles about women’s sexual desire. These articles were
published across a range of Western countries, with a few exceptions (three articles were
published in Asia), from 2018 to 2020. These articles were for the most part, published by
corporations, and were all advice columns or blog addressing women as their target audience.
4.2. Study Two (Chapter Six): Analysis of Alternative Media
My second study addressed objective two, namely, to explore the potential for alternative,
feminist media to resist and possibly transform prevailing discourses of sexuality that currently
create a narrow, normative representation of female sexual desire. This study was guided by
three research questions:

1. How is women’s desire constructed in online, alternative media?

2. How do online alternative media texts reproduce or otherwise negotiate

normative constructions of women’s sexual desire?

3. What wider discourses support these constructions?
4.2.1. Design Choices
When conducting data analysis and writing up study one, it became clear that there was a
subgroup of online women’s media that was not appearing in the first data corpus. Most of the
websites included in the data corpus for study one were owned by large media companies or
their subsidiaries. | had personally read and subscribed to smaller scale, feminist, and
independent media outlets that spoke about agentic desire, and was therefore surprised that

this content was largely missing from the data corpus.

77



This “missing” data drove the decision to implement study two, aiming to identify
feminist, alternative media publications, and explore how women’s desire is constructed within
these publications. There is a substantial history of alternative feminist publications in print
(and some online) media (Gunnarsson-Payne, 2012). Researchers have examined the resistant
voices and social influence of alternative feminist magazines such as Spare Rib (Forster, 2022;
Hollows, 2013), Red Rag (Bazin, 2021), Oz (Gil-Glazer, 2023), Bust, Ms and Bitch (D’Enbeau,
2011; Jenkins & Johnson, 2017), as well as the Riot Grrrl “zine”3 movement (Harris, 2003;
Radway, 2016). These types of publications were not surfaced in the keyword search method
used in study one, and further justified my decision to distinguish between mainstream and
alternative/feminist media in the overall thesis design.

The above researchers chose their publication focus mainly due to the magazine’s self-
description as resistant or alternative, and their popularity based on readership or perceived
collective consciousness. | followed their approach in this regard when designing my second
study, which also involved adapting the approach used for data collection in study one to orient
to the context of alternative media in contrast to that of mainstream media. The design still
called for in-depth consideration of the way that information is delivered to users online.

| set out to develop a way to collect data that would reflect the alternative media that
consumers might come across if they were interested in, or looking for, texts in contrast to the
mainstream. This brought up two key questions: What is alternative media? And how do | find

it?

3 Zines are small-scale, self-produced publications that have been typically associated with countercultural movements as well
as amplifying marginalised voices (see: https.//www.britannica.com/topic/zine).
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4.2.1.1. What is Alternative Media?

In terms of the first question, at face value, alternative media can be understood as a
counter-response to popular or mainstream media (Gunnarsson-Payne, 2012). Media scholars
have debated the specifics of the definition (see Driieke & Zobl, 2016; Gunnarsson-Payne,
2012), but for the purposes of this research, | define alternative media as texts appearing in
publications that: (a) could typically be described broadly as politically and socially progressive,
(b) position themselves as feminist and/or providing a space of resistance, and (c) are usually
produced by small-scale or independent publishers, or community driven. To gauge what a
small-scale publisher would look like, | used a digital marketing platform (similarweb.com?) to
measure the website traffic (i.e., the monthly visits of a website) of the mainstream media
publications from the first study. Their websites had an average of 47 million views per month,
giving me a benchmark to establish whether a publisher was “small-scale” or not.

4.2.1.2. How Do I Find Alternative Media?

Once | had a more comprehensive understanding of what might count as alternative
media, | undertook some scoping work to determine the type of alternative media available
online and how to develop a systematic search method to avoid selection bias. | initially
conducted a search with the same keywords as those from my first study (“Sexual Desire”,
“Sexual Attraction”, “Sex Advice”, “Female Libido”, “Sexual Pleasure”) adding the qualifier

“feminist”, “resistant”, or “liberal” to allocate the kind of media | was looking for. However,

keyword searching in the same way as for study one, only surfaced highly read or promoted

4 Similarweb (https://www.similarweb.com/website) is a digital marketing platform. It includes a free “website checker” which
estimates website traffic using data from shared analytics, other apps, network partnerships, and public information. It's a
broad estimate, not a precise measurement.
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content, which did not align with my aim of searching for alternative media. This search
strategy returned the same or similar articles that appeared in my searches for study one
(articles from large media outlets where “feminism” is mainly a marketing buzzword) or
critiques of feminism. These results can be attributed to Google’s content delivery algorithms,
which prioritise content receiving views and attention, and the well-funded, targeted marketing
that large media companies are capable of (Graham, 2022; Noble, 2013). | therefore changed
track to identifying highly read or popular online publishers within the alternative media space,
as described further below.
4.2.2. Data Collection.
For this second study, data collection involved first identifying the most popular alternative
online publications (Step One), and then identifying relevant articles within each publication
(Step Two). | discuss each of these steps in turn.

4.2.2.1. Step One: Searching for Alternative Publications Online.

To find popular alternative publications, | utilised a keyword search strategy in a slightly
different way to the first study. As | will discuss in section 4.6 of this chapter, | have previously
worked as a digital marketer for a medium-sized New Zealand software company. | knew
anecdotally and experientially that search terms like “top” and “best” are often searched by
users to find content online (e.g., “best” skincare New Zealand). In response, many companies
also use those terms to describe their product, or create review and referral lists also using
those terms. This effectively results in a feedback loop of reinforcement where users receive
the results they were expecting when they use those terms in their searches. | know that | do

not carefully curate my search terms online, instead tending to use natural language phrases.
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Google recognises this, integrating Al-based language models into their search algorithms to
understand the intent behind a query and the relationship between words (Nayak, 2022).
Thus, | decided to approach my own search from this angle and found that it was
successful. | decided to use combinations of the qualifier “best” along with a qualifier for the
type of publication (e.g., “feminist") and a descriptor of the medium (e.g., “online magazines”
to more effectively mimic the type of natural language searches users might make. Table Five

shows a list of the qualifiers and descriptors used to construct the keyword phrases.

Table 5:

Qualifier and Descriptor Keywords

),

Qualifier Descriptor
“Best” “Women’s Media”
“Feminist” “Online Magazine”
“Liberal” “Online Media”
“Sex Positive” “Online Writing”
“Woman” or “Women’s” “Digital media”
“Empowering” “Online Commentary”
“Inclusive” “Women’s Blogs”

| combined these qualifiers and descriptors into a range of different keyword phrases
and chose seven phrases where unique results were produced. For each phrase, | noted the
names of publications that were generated until no new publications were found. Table 6
shows each unique keyword search phrase used, and the number of publications that were

produced.
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Table 6:

Keyword Search Results

Keyword Phrase n

(N=77)
Best feminist women’s media 14
Inclusive feminist blogs 5
Best sex-positive magazine 11
Best women online magazines 22
Best women online writing feminist 16
Best liberal women’s digital media 5
Best empowering feminist online 4

commentary

After conducting the series of keyword searches to find relevant publications, | applied
an exclusion criterion to screen the list of publications (shown in Figure 2 below and
reproduced in Chapter Six). First, | screened for availability, to exclude those that turned out to
be only available in print or had to be purchased. The rationale for excluding both is that
publications behind a “paywall”, and those that needed to be bought in print would not be as
easily accessible and therefore have a smaller readership. Thus, these publications would hold
less power in widely circulating discourse. Next, | screened the list based on the publication
content, excluding publications without written articles (i.e., visual-art or poetry). Lastly, |
screened based on publication focus and excluded publications that did not have writing about

sex, relationships, or sexual desire. This left a final list of 11 publications.
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Figure 2:

Screening Process for Data Collection (Study Two)

{ Google keyword search (Table 5 & 6)

!

[ 77 online publications identified ]
[ 26 duplicates removed ]

# [ 51 remaining ]
[ 14 excluded based on availability J

# { 37 remaining ]
{ 10 excluded based on content }

‘lr [ 27 remaining ]
[ 16 excluded based on focus ]

L { 11 remaining ]

J
A

[ 11 online publications }—>[ 55 texts ]

After narrowing the list, the final task was to decide whether these publications
matched up with the definition of alternative provided above. To do so, | reviewed each
publication’s website to see how the publication described itself and/or the type of content
that it published (e.g., feminist, counterculture) and whether it was independent or owned by a
corporation. | then used similarweb to estimate each website’s traffic through page views.
While this metric gives a general idea of user activity, it is not completely accurate. It counts
every page visit, regardless of whether they come from the same user or reflect actual
engagement with specific content. With this caveat, | used the tool consistently to make a

general comparison between mainstream and alternative publications.
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As | indicated early, the websites included in Study One had an average of 47 million

views per month. In comparison, the alternative publications had an average of 861,000 visits

per month. Table 7 below, shows characteristics of the publications including their estimated
site visits, a description of their target audience and content focus, and whether the

publications were independently owned.

Table 7:

Dataset Characteristics

Name Monthly  Target audience® Description ® Ownership
site visits @
Bitch Media 380,000 Women A feminist response to pop Indep. ¢
culture
Bust 165,000 Women For women with something to Indep.

get off their chests

gal-dem 590,000 Women and non- Telling the stories of people of Indep.
binary people of  colour from marginalised
colour genders.

Autostraddle 1,100,000 Lesbians, queer and The internet’s oldest website Indep.
non-binary people. for lesbian culture.

Bustle 5,000,000 Young women Relatable and impactful BDG
dialogue through content from
a diverse set of voices

Archer 26,000 All individuals A magazine about sexuality, Indep.
interested in gender and identity with a
sexuality, gender  focus on lesser-heard voices
and identity. and the uniqueness of our

experiences

Salty 100,000  Unapologetic Fighting for digital visibility and Indep.
women, trans and to make sure our stories are
non-binary people not erased from the internet.

The 4,000 Women of all Stories that offer a feminist Indep.
Whorticulturist shapes, sizes, take on sex and culture.
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backgrounds,
colofulrs, and
sexual identities

GoMag 170,000 Lesbians The cultural roadmap for city Indep.
girls everywhere.

Diva 140,000 LGBTQI women and The world's leading magazine Indep.
non-binary people for LGBTQlI women and non-
binary people

Jezebel 1,800,000 Women Sex. Celebrity. Politics. With  G/O Media
Teeth.

2 Monthly site visits metrics were collected from similarweb
(https://www.similarweb.com/website) in February 2022.

b As described by the publications themselves.

¢Short for “independently owned”.

4.2.2.2, Step Two: Article Selection.

Most of the publication websites had content categories, such as “sex and
relationships”. In these instances, | chose the first five articles from the relevant category. Two
publications did not have this option, so | used the website search function to locate relevant
content. | entered a series of keyword searches (e.g., “sex”, “desire”, “relationships”, and
“sexual pleasure”) into the website search bar and selected the most recent five articles yielded

by the search. Overall, this left me with 55 articles with which to conduct analysis. Table 8 and

Table 9 comprise a descriptive summary of all articles.
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Table 8

Article Characteristics (Geographic Region)

n %
(N=55)
USA 40 72.7
UK 10 18.1
Australia 5 9.09
Table 9
Article Characteristics (Date Published)
n %
(N=55)
2016 1 1.8
2017 1 1.8
2018 4 7.2
2019 7 12.7
2020 9 16.3
2021 18 32.7
No Date 15 27.2

4.2.3. Overview of Dataset (Study Two)

The data corpus for study two comprised 55 alternative media articles across 11 separate
online publications. The publications were identified through an iterative search process, and
all described themselves as counter to the mainstream in various ways. Most of the

publications were based in the USA, with a small number in the UK, and Australia.



4.3. Study Three (Chapter Seven): Psychological Literature Analysis
The third study in this thesis looked at desire within the context of professional literature (as
opposed to lay media), in this case, psychological research. This research objective was “To
examine how women’s sexual desire is constructed in psychological academic literature, with a
focus on the construction of gendered norms related to sexuality”. To do this, | developed three
research questions which guided the design and subsequent data analysis.

1. How do academic psychological literature sources construct sexual desire?

2. What common discourses are drawn on when constructing women’s sexual desire?

3. What are the discursive effects of these constructions in terms of women’s sexual

subjectivity?

4.3.1. Design
With the first two studies focussing on lay media, after discussion with my supervisors, |
decided to focus the third study on psychological literature, since it is a powerful agent in
circulating discourses of women’s sexual desire. | did not need to create my own method for
this third study as there are many validated methods for systematically searching academic
literature. The purpose of a systematic literature review is to consolidate research findings that
address a specific question, whereas a scoping review aims to create an overview of the
available literature on a given topic. As a result, a scoping review method produces a
comprehensive collection of diverse literature, while a systematic review compiles literature
focussed on a specific and narrower research question. Therefore, a scoping review was more
appropriate for my research aims, so | drew on and adapted Arskey and O’Malley’s (2005)

framework which offers a conceptually strong approach. This article has more than 32,000
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citations® and has been subsequently reviewed and developed by other researchers since it was
published.

Arksey and O’Malley (2005, p. 22) state that their method “is not linear but iterative”,
meaning that rather than starting with a strict, narrow research question, researchers might
adapt their aims as they become more familiar with the literature on their set topic. Their
framework sets out detailed stages for (a) shaping the research question, (b) searching for and
selecting studies, (c) charting the data, and (d) reporting the results. As the purpose of my study
was not to describe the research area, but conduct discourse analysis on the literature, | also
turned to Moller et al. (2023) who drew on the scoping review method but focussed on critical
examination of discourses within the texts, rather than the mapping and description of texts
that the original method advises. Therefore, when collecting the data, | chose to only follow
Arksey and O’Malley’s guidelines for searching, selecting studies, and charting the data.
Regardless, the framework was helpful in structuring a systematic search process and providing
a data corpus from which | could then apply discourse analysis. In the next section, | will give an
overview of how | utilised this framework for data collection.

4.3.2. Data Collection

4.3.2.1. Designing the Search Strategy.
My key area of focus for this search was articles that were written on negotiations of desire
and pleasure, both individually and within relationships. Arksey and O’Malley advise that when

deciding on search parameters, researchers should “maintain a wide approach in order to

5 32,147 citations according to Google Scholar on 25t November 2024
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generate breadth of coverage” (p.23), rather than search too narrowly and run the risk of
missing a relevant area of literature. However, it was also important not to be too broad and
run the risk of producing a list of references that is too large to realistically search through, or
crucially missing relevant literature.

| first conducted a variety of scoping searches, testing different combinations of
keywords to identify what was delivered (like both Study One and Two). | noticed that many of
the results surfacing when using search terms like sexual desire, were medical or clinical
psychology journals, where sexual desire was being discussed in regard to dysfunction. This did
not align with my research objective which was, as above, to: explore psychological academic
literature in constructing norms of women’s sexual desire. Therefore, | decided to include the
terms “relationships” and “psychology” to my search, to address this issue, and point the
results towards more therapeutic articles that discuss desire in a social way. The search term
chosen, resultantly, was: “(Sexua* Or Desire) AND (women OR female) AND relationships AND
Psychology”.

On advice from Massey’s Library services, | conducted searches on the Massey
University database (Discover) and Scopus. | restricted the results to the English language and
set the date range from 2018 to 2022 to align with the date range from studies one and two.
This search process initially returned 2069 articles.

Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) scoping review method has been highly cited in the
intervening years since publication and is thus a robust method that has been used to shape
many subsequent scoping reviews. However, its age means that some aspects are dated. For

instance, they advise combining database searches with checking reference lists, hand-
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searching journals, and consulting organisations or conferences related to the topic. In 2005,
online database searching was less comprehensive, offering limited content coverage and basic
keyword-based search functionalities. Today, databases like Scopus provide broader
multidisciplinary access to content, and utilise Al and Natural Language Processing (NLP) to
produce more accurate and relevant search results. Therefore, in tandem with online database
search, | decided to consult the reference lists of articles, however | omitted the other
processes.

4.3.2.2. Applying the Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria.

The inclusion criteria were articles within the disciplinary areas of sexuality, sexual
health, and relationship therapy. The focus was on how desire is understood in everyday

|H

contexts, rather than as a clinical “problem”. This meant excluding articles that pathologised
sexuality or discussed desire from a clinical and diagnostic lens, usually those from medical or
clinical psychology perspectives. Applying the criteria was an interpretative process because
desire can be talked about in many ways. It was thus difficult to define strict parameters around

what to exclude. The screening process was done in multiple steps shown in Figure 3, which

included screening by title, abstract, and content.

90



Figure 3

Screening Process for Data Collection (Study Three)

[ 2069 articles surfaced through database search J
,
{ 73 duplicates removed J
# { 1996 remaining ]
[ 1651 removed at "title" screening phase J
7 { 345 remaining ]
[ 227 removed at "abstract" screening phase ]
V[ { 118 remaining ]

[ 56 removed at "content” screening phase ]
[

{ 62 remaining ]

[ 5 added from reference lists ] >[ 67 articles remaining ]

At the “title” screening phase, | removed articles that had nothing to do with sexual
desire. Many such articles were returned in my search, despite the care that | took with crafting
a keyword search phrase. At the “abstract” screening phase, | removed literature reviews,
meta-analyses, or articles reporting on the validation of clinical scales. At the “content”
screening phase, | removed articles in which sexual desire turned out to be only a minimal focus
or where the content was clinically focussed. This left me with 62 articles. At this point, aligning
with Arksey and O’Malley’s recommendation, | reviewed the reference lists of each article to

identify extra texts based on their titles, resulting in a list of 31. Of these, 12 were duplicates
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and 14 did not meet the above inclusion criteria. | added five articles to my final list, resulting in
67 texts.

| then sought to narrow the list further to allow sufficient analytic depth for my
Foucauldian discourse analysis. In line with studies One and Two, | wished to focus on the most
highly regarded and widely read texts, which would be influential in re/producing discourses of
sexuality. | therefore decided to include the most highly cited articles. | grouped the 67 articles
by year and ranked them by their citation counts, excluding those published in 2022, which had
not yet accrued many citations. | then selected the first three most highly cited articles from the
years 2018, 2019, 2020 and 2021, yielding 12 highly cited articles for analysis. These 12 articles
spanned a broad range of countries, and relevant journals.

The dataset was determined to be sufficient for analysis, both in terms of size, and
scope. | did not aim to achieve saturation in terms of amount of text but looked to Willig (2013)
and Parker (1992) who both outline that sufficiency in discourse analysis is through identifying a
range of similar and alternative ways of speaking about and constructing the object of study.
The focus was therefore on analytic depth and theoretical adequacy rather than
representativeness. During analysis, | mapped a range of discursive possibilities including how
they differed and converged. | also considered whether and how the dataset would be
appropriate when | was attending to my research aims and question.

Finally, the dataset was comparable in size and analytic manageability to those in the
other two studies, supporting consistency across the project. A snapshot overview of the

dataset is presented below and reproduced in Chapter Seven for clarity.
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Table 10

Summary Table of Dataset

Authors & Citations Geographic Journal Name  Study Description
Year a Location®
Dewitte & 67 The Archives of Diary study with 66 heterosexual
Mayer Netherlands  Sexual couples completing measures of
(2018) Behaviour sexual desire, sexual activity and
relationship quality, for 21 days.
van 61 The Journal of Experience sampling method with
Lankveld et Netherlands  Social and 134 heterosexual participants
al. (2018) Personal who were in a relationship.
Relationships Participants completed measures
of emotional intimacy, sexual
desire, and sexual activity 10
times per day for a week.
Pascoal et 52 Portugal Journal of Sex  Survey study with 124
al. (2018) Research heterosexual couples.
Participants completed measures
of sexual functioning and sexual
satisfaction.
Impettetal. 39 Canada Journal of Survey study with 122 couples,
(2019) Social and completed daily for 21 days.
Personal Included measures of relationship
Relationships  satisfaction, positive affect,
negative affect, and sexual desire.
Péloquinet 29 Canada Journal of Survey study of 298 heterosexual
al. (2019) Marital and couples seeking relationship
Family therapy. Participants completed
Therapy three measures including dyadic
adjustment, sexual satisfaction,
and sexual experiences.
Rubinetal. 23 USA, Canada, Personality Survey study with 1480
(2019) Germany, and Individual  heterosexual women, across four
Denmark Differences countries. Participants completed

Likert-type scale questions about
sexual desire and anticipated
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Dobson et 15
al. (2020)

Vowels & 13
Mark (2020)

Blumenstock 12
et al. (2020)

Kim et al. 20
(2021)

Frost & 15
Donovan
(2021)

Canada

USA

Canada

USA, Canada

Australia

Social
Psychological
and
Personality
Science

Journal of Sex
& Marital
Therapy

Archives of
Sexual
Behaviour

Social
Psychological
and
Personality
Science

Sexual and
Relationship
Therapy

sexual pleasure (sex defined as
penile-vaginal intercourse).

Diary study with 100
heterosexual couples over a 21-
day period. Measures of sexual
satisfaction and relationship
satisfaction compared with
whether the participant made a
sexual advance, and whether it
was accepted.

Diary study with 90 heterosexual
couples over a 30-day period.
Participants completed Likert-
type scale questions on sexual
desire, love, engagement in
sexual activity, and quality of
sexual experience, along with a
dichotomous question about
daily occurrence of sexual
activity.

Survey study with 2400
participants in midlife (defined as
age 40-59). Study compared
relationship characteristics,
health, sexual communication
and frequency of sexual activity,
with measures of emotional and
sexual satisfaction.

Survey study of 366 heterosexual
couples. Analysis compared
whether couples who scored
similarly on measures of sexual
desire, scored higher on
measures of sexual satisfaction,
and relationship satisfaction.

Mixed-method study with 13
heterosexual couples.
Participants completed measures
of sexual desire, sexual distress,
relationship satisfaction, and
psychological functioning
(Depression, Anxiety and Stress
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Scale). Semi-structured
interviews were undertaken
about low sexual desire and
desire discrepancy.

Moor et al. 9 Israel Journal of Sex  Semi-structured interview study

(2021) Research with 15 heterosexual women
about their experiences of
declining sexual desire.

2 At the time of data collection (March 2023)

b Based on the locations of participants. If not given, based on the first author's location.

4.3.3. Overview of Dataset (Study Three)

The data corpus for study three comprised 12 psychological literature texts from seven
different psychology or therapy journals. The studies all focused on sexual desire within (mainly
heterosexual) relationships. The articles were primarily quantitative studies, with one
gualitative and one mixed-methods study. The articles were mainly published in, and with
participants from, North America (USA and Canada), with four studies including participants
from Europe, one from Australia, and one from Israel.

4.4. Data Analysis

The data across the three studies were analysed using a form of discourse analysis grounded in
Foucault’s ideas about discourse, power, and knowledge (Foucault, 1978, 2002). This approach
was employed to explore how sexual desire was discursively constructed, and to examine the
implications these constructions had for women’s sexual subjectivity and agency. Across all
three datasets, | drew on Riley and Wiggins (2019) practical method for doing Foucauldian-
informed Discourse Analysis (FiDA), as well as broader reading on discourse analysis (e.g., Burr,

2003; Gill, 2000; Parker, 1994, 2002, 2015; Potter & Wetherall, 1994; Willig, 2013). Each of my
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publication chapters that follow contain a section that goes into depth about the process of the
analysis specific their study (chapters five, six and seven). In this following section, therefore, |
outline the overall focus and general process that | engaged with in doing data analysis,
including discussion of the progression from coding through interpretative analytic
development.

| did not engage with any coding software such as NVivo, instead following a more
manual analysis procedure set out in Riley and Wiggins (2019). | put the texts into a table in
Microsoft Word, with five columns; the left-hand column was labelled “keywords”, followed by
“data”, “what”, “how” and “why” from left to right.

The analytic process began with familiarisation with each data corpus and the initial
identification of my object of interest (i.e., sexual desire). This also involved identifying related
terms such as sexual pleasure, sexuality, libido, and sex drive. | noted where these terms
occurred and recorded early descriptive codes in the left-hand column. To move from
descriptive coding to discursive analysis, | was guided by three central analytic questions
adapted from Riley & Wiggins (2019), and represented within the three right-hand columns
that ran to the right of the data column (see Figure 4 below):

1. What is being constructed? (i.e., the nature of reality or truth produced in the text)

2. How is it being constructed? (attending to rhetorical strategies such as extreme case

formulations, truth claims, listing, exaggeration, and rhetorical questions)

3. Why is it being constructed in this way? (considering broader discourses and

systems of meaning that render these ideas intelligible or “thinkable”).
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The process of coding was both inductive and theoretically informed, shaped by my
ongoing engagement with Foucauldian theory. This included paying close attention to: (a)
taken-for-granted assumptions and norms; (b) what was rendered problematic; (c ) the
formation of subject positions within the data drawing on Davies and Harre’s (1990)
conceptualisation of subject positions as culturally recognizable roles, identities or vantage
points, that are produced within specific discourse; (d) power effects and how norms and truths
were established; (e) what was missing from the data; (f) the wider discourses invoked in the
sense-making.

Coding was also iterative. | moved back and forth reading and re-reading the data,
refining my codes, and seeking feedback and discussion with my supervisors in order to move
from surface meanings toward more conceptual understandings. | printed out multiple copies
of my data and cut out the extracts that were coded under my series of more conceptual
keywords. | read through each of them, attending again to those discursive questions (what,
how, why) and collated piles of extracts, with each pile representing a discourse. From here, |
discussed these findings with my supervisors and talked about how to present these in the
articles. More analysis work went on at this stage as discourses were defined further, collapsed
and developed during stages of writing. Figure 4 gives a small, adapted example of what the
initial coding table looked like, using a small excerpt from an early analysis table in Study One to

demonstrate.
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Figure 4:

Adapted Example of Data Analysis Process from Study One

Keywords | Data What How Why
Age Most men over 50 can Men sex drive
innate, strong,
remember experiencing libido can’t
Men M have a control/resist
strong sex | as a strong drive — akin, strong sex Biological
drive drive ) differences,
almost, to hunger: They felt Sexdrive as justifying
hunger 's high’
M seek sex men's "hig
horny and went after sex. Desire as libido
- “went )
M+ W After” compelling
difference | (Indeed, some still do.) But
sinsex
drive recent research shows that . W have to be . .
Sex drive ) Reinforcing
. convinced to
. . isn’t natural norm of
women experience libido as have sex
B for W. women low
Womens=| .
- ] libido
ow libido | an urge far less compelling
W can control
than that. their sexual
W not desire in contrast
compelled |toM
to have sex
4.5. Ethical Considerations

As this research did not involve interaction with human participants, details of each

study were instead submitted to the Massey University Human Ethics Committee (MUHEC)

under a low-risk ethics notification. The two media analyses (Study One and Two) were

approved together (application number: 4000025291) and the psychological literature analysis

(Study Three) was approved separately (application number: 4000027988). In addition to




Massey University’s code of ethical conduct (Massey University Human Ethics Committee,
2017), | consulted a variety of internet research ethics guidelines and discussions to gain an
understanding of the types of ethical issues | should consider when using online content as
gualitative data (Association of Internet Researchers [AolR], 2019; Burles & Bally, 2018; Ess,
2012; Favaro et al., 2017; Tiindenberg, 2018).

The AolR guidelines emphasise that online research ethics involve “ethically legitimate
judgment calls” (AolR, 2019, p.9) rather than rigid rules. Ethical decisions should be made on a
case-by-case basis, considering the context and potential consequences of data use. Guided by
this principle, | reflected carefully on the public/private nature of my data sources, potential
harms or benefits to online authors, and how to appropriately manage, analyse, and present
data. The three main areas of consideration most relevant to my research were informed
consent, confidentiality and anonymity, and copyright, each of which is outlined below.

4.5.1. Informed Consent

One key consideration in internet-based research is distinguishing between what is
“public” and what is “private” and how this informs expectations of informed consent. Ess
(2012) argues that this line can quickly be blurred as access and content online changes, thus
rather than seeing this as a binary distinction, it should be considered as a continuum. One
element to consider is reasonable expectation of privacy. Even when content is visible online, it
is important to consider whether the intent of the author was for the material to be private. All
the data used in this project were located in the public domain. The online media texts analysed
in Studies One and Two were published through openly accessible online magazines, blogs, and

news platforms, and were created, edited and marketed for the express purpose of being read
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by a wide audience. The psychological literature was also published in public journals, again for
the express purpose of being read, but less accessible to a public audience (assuming that some
journal articles lie behind paywalls). Therefore, | considered that my data could reasonably be
considered public. Another consideration here is the context in which the information was put
online. Informed consent would be required, for instance, if researchers were accessing
information in Facebook groups or Reddit forums where users might reasonably expect a
degree of privacy or limited audience.

In my research, | treated all media sources as public only insofar as they were authored
and published with public readership in mind (e.g. open-access blogs, online magazines). Even
though it was not necessary to seek consent from all authors, the principles behind informed
consent still apply in terms of how the data was used and analysed. It is important that the
information is not taken out of context, or the intentions of the authors misrepresented. To
attend to this, when directly quoting work, or there was the potential for confusion, | made
sure to include extra context or information. Additionally, in relation to study three, the articles
included in the analysis did include personal narratives and information about participants. In
this case, it can be assumed that these original participants did not consent to have the
information they provided re-published somewhere else. Therefore, any data excerpts included
in Study Three did not include any participant information.

4.5.2. Confidentiality and Anonymity

Although the materials were publicly available, | consider the possible risks associated

with re-publishing online content, particularly where authors or participants shared personal or

sensitive experiences. Following AolR (2019) recommendations, | sought to minimise harm by
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removing names and other highly identifiable details from excerpts where appropriate. Where
possible, | cited the author as an organisation or publication rather than as an individual, unless
the original work was already presented under the individual’s public authorship.

| also considered the vulnerability of potential subjects, especially if online material
involved personal disclosures or topics such as sexual trauma or health. None of the data used
in this thesis involved private communications (such as comment sections or password-
protected forums), nor did it include harmful content (e.g., expressions of self-harm or harm to
others).
4.5.3. Copyright
In relation to Studies One and Two, all data was available to be re-published under a Creative
Commons licence. If the original source specifically prohibited re-posting or sharing their work
even with attribution, then it was not included in the final dataset. All studies were correctly
attributed, by citing and referencing the authors clearly.
4.5.4. Data Storage
All data were stored securely in electronic form on Massey University’s password-protected
OneDrive system. This included both direct links to online sources and archived copies of
textual data to ensure continued access if websites became unavailable. As recommended by
AolIR (2019), | also considered the lifecycle of data storage and deletion. Data will be retained
for the standard five-year post-publication period and subsequently deleted, in line with
institutional requirements.

4.5.5. Reflexivity and Ethics
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Throughout the research process, | engaged reflexively with the ethical dimensions of using
online and published data. | recognised that ethical decision-making in internet research is not
simply procedural but interpretive. A concept that made sense to me was to consider the
“human behind the data”, and this remained central to my reasoning, even when working with
texts produced by organisations rather than individuals. This reflexive awareness helped me
remain sensitive to how the texts were authored, the audiences they addressed, and the

potential consequences of recontextualising them in academic research.

4.6. Reflexive Thinking about the Design and Data Collection

In Chapter One, | introduced my approach to reflexivity within this thesis. | discussed who | was,
how | came to this research, and my positioning in approaching the topic. The Education Review
Office (2018) report of sexuality education in New Zealand prompted an initial intrigue into how
people develop sexual subjectivity and desire in a context of a lack of sexual education that
focusses on pleasure. The findings reflected my own experiences where an affirmative sense of
sexual selfhood was something | had to come to alone, not helped by the deluge of problematic
media | was exposed to that positioned women firmly as men’s sexual objects. In Chapter One, |
also discussed why reflexivity is important in qualitative research, and how reflecting on my
positioning allows for a more critical perspective when investigating this topic.

In this section, | turn to my positioning within the research design and data collection,
attending to Wilkinson’s (1988) concept of functional reflexivity. Throughout my PhD, and the
data collection phase in particular, | kept a reflexive diary as recommended. At first, | did not
have much to say in the diary regarding how | was shaping the research, given that | was

collecting media data rather than interacting with participants. It is much easier to think of
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yourself in situ when it is in comparison to another human rather than a pile of textual data.
Making comparisons between collecting data and recruiting participants, for example, helped
me to reflect on my place as actively shaping the design of the studies.

Putting the topic aside, one of the key experiences that influenced the decisions around
the design of the studies, particularly the attention to the contextual influence of search
engines, and marketing, is my previous career experience as a digital marketer. After | finished
my undergraduate studies, | spent three years working for a software company, where | learned
a lot about digital advertising, how information online is popularised and shared, and crucially,
the influence that algorithms play in tailoring what we see on the internet, to the specific
needs, expectations, and interests of the “consumer”. Doing this job opened my eyes to the
power that large corporations with big advertising budgets hold in dictating what information is
shown to the masses, and what content is lost to the depths of the search engines. “Falling-off”
the front page of Google was tantamount to a full-blown crisis in my daily routine. So, with this
context, | approached the design of the study with some prior understanding, and a lot of
anxiety around how to do it “right”. | constantly grappled with the impossibility of ever being
able to gain anything near a neutral data corpus of the media available online. After much back
and forth with myself and my supervisors, | turned instead to controlling the areas | was able to
control (search history, timing and so on) and contextualising the data within the areas | was
not (algorithmic bias, geographical location, language).

Effectively, this meant doing a lot of testing and eventually landing on using Incognito
Mode as the best approach. While this might seem inconsequential, | would argue that the

extended thinking and testing around this, allowed for deep consideration of the power that
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large organisations hold in shaping what we see, and this lines up with a poststructural
approach. Alternatively, approaching the data collection as a straightforward input/output
exercise would have meant | would have lost this context.

While my employment history played some part in shaping the data collection strategy,
my personal context as a woman and as someone who has been drawn to seek out feminist
writing and community online, was what prompted the inclusion of the alternative media
analysis (Study Two). Initially, | only planned one media analysis. However, after conducting the
mainstream media analysis, | was surprised and disappointed in the findings. In hindsight, |
shouldn’t have been; as | outlined in Chapter Three, decades of literature shows us that popular
media perpetuate problematic discourse about women and support hegemonic patriarchal
norms. However, | was interested that none of the types of articles | had seen coming across
my feed on social media, or in newsletters | subscribed to, had been surfaced by my searches.
Ultimately this led to design and develop the second study, if | was someone else, | may have
not known to look for “more”, and thus taken the mainstream media at face value of what

exists online.
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5. Chapter Five, Study One: How to Have Great Sex: Exploring Sexual Subjectivities and

Discourses of Desire in Mainstream Online Media Aimed at Women

5.1. Foreword

This chapter presents the first study of my research, which explored how popular texts
work to construct women’s sexual desire. These articles were analysed using poststructuralist
discourse analysis, specifically through the lens of what subject positions were offered-up for
readers of these texts. The study was published in 2023 as follows:

Tappin, J., Riley, S., & Morison, T. (2024). How to have great sex: Exploring sexual

subjectivities and discourses of desire in mainstream online media aimed at women.

Feminism & Psychology, 34(1), 172-192. https://doi.org/10.1177/09593535231195957

The article has not been altered from its published form, other than small formatting changes

to align with the style of the thesis document.
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5.2. Abstract

Affirmative sexual subjectivity and agency are fostered by positive understandings of sexual
desire and pleasure. Yet, research shows that print media circulate problematic discourses,
including constructing women’s desire as passive, linked to objectification, or as a form of
(postfeminist) empowerment enacted through pleasing men. Developing this work with a
specific focus on digital media and the subject positions offered there, a Foucauldian-informed
Discourse Analysis was performed on 75 online articles, identified through a systematic search
intending to replicate the information young women are exposed to during everyday internet
use. The analysis produced three subject positions: The “Made through the male gaze” woman
whose experience of sexual desire was contingent on men’s desire; the “Working on it woman”
who employed self-help methods to improve her libido and match a socially acceptable male
standard; and the “Sexual connoisseur”, a postfeminist subject position who is sexually
knowledgeable and confident yet still prioritises men’s pleasure. The analysis demonstrates a
hetero-gendered discursive framework operating within mainstream media accounts, wherein
men’s sexual agency and desire are prioritised over women'’s, even in apparently sex-positive
and feminist-oriented articles.

5.3. Introduction

Sexual desire is typically considered a natural, pre-social essence that resides within the
individual. Yet, feminist scholars have highlighted its inextricable connection to hetero-
gendered discourses and hierarchical social relations (Fine & McClelland 2006; MacKinnon,
1987). Desire is disciplined by the politics of sexuality, including an array of norms underpinning

determinations of degeneracy, pathology, immorality and so on (Foucault, 1984). These norms
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are re/produced and circulated through mediated sex advice. For example, psychologists’ and
sexologists’ advice feature ubiquitously in online publications’ health and lifestyle sections and
aims to help readers solve various problems in their sex lives (Barker et al., 2018). In
Foucauldian terms, such psy-experts form part of a “dispositif”; a range of actors and
institutions that support forms of sense-making (Foucault, 1980, p. 194).

Mediated sex advice, accordingly, has the power to shape sexual subjectivities (i.e., an
experience of oneself and identity as a sexual being [Tolman, 2002]). In this way, desire, as
“sexual and pleasurable feelings in and of the body ... constitutes a form of knowledge about
the self, one’s relationships and one’s cultural contexts or social worlds” (Tolman, 2012, p. 749).
Tolman (2002) argues, therefore, that sexual desire is central to sexual subjectivity, shaping
one’s experiences with others, sense of self, and the ability to explore and seek pleasure. In this
article, we examine the gendered constructions of sexual desire in online media aimed at
women, which provide an important arena for exploring cultural concepts of ideal sexual
subjectivities as they shape understandings of desire, including what and who is desirable.

Media discourses of female sexual desire have been structured by a postfeminist
sensibility for over a decade, producing a range of sexual subjectivities. Women have been
positioned primarily as empowered, agentic, sexually knowledgeable, heterosexual pleasure-
pursuers (e.g., Evans & Riley, 2014; Gill, 2007, 2017). Scholars of postfeminism have raised
concerns regarding this empowerment rhetoric. Their critiques show how postfeminist sexual
subjectivities are underpinned by essentialist hetero-gendered discourses that, paradoxically,
result in the re-traditionalisation of gender and create new disciplinary and contradictory

demands on women in heterosex (Evans & Riley, 2014; Gavey, 2012; Gill, 2007, 2009, 2017;
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Riley et al., 2017; 2018). These critiques underscore the necessity for nuanced analyses of the
idealised sexual subjectivities represented in media aimed at women.

Importantly, in technologically mediated cultures, where the digital is present in
practically every aspect of daily life, digital media play an integral part in creating and
circulating a pedagogy of sexual desire, authoritatively instructing readers to think and act in
certain ways. As women’s media engagement increasingly shifts from print-based to digital,
women encounter an unprecedented, potentially limitless range of representations of feminine
sexual desire (Attwood et al., 2015). This makes online media an important site for investigating
the pedagogies of desire. Yet, compared to research analysing print media, this remains largely
unexplored terrain (cf. Farvid & Braun, 2014).

To advance the body of work on media constructions of female sexual desire, we
present a Foucauldian-informed analysis of the subject positions available in online texts
offering sexual advice or commentary that are generated in Western contexts for heterosexual
(cisgender) women® readers. To locate our study within the broader literature, and indicate our
contribution, we begin with an overview of existing knowledge on print (and digital) media.
5.4. Media Constructions of Female Desire and Postfeminism
Feminist media analyses have identified postfeminism as a dominant Western discourse,
circulating interconnected, although potentially contradictory, notions of ideal femininity (Gill,
2007, 2017; Riley et al., 2017; 2018). These newer ideals cohere around notions of

empowerment, individualism, and choice regarding working on the self and the body. In

6 This paper analyses mainstream media which tends to use binary terms such as women, men, boyfriend etc. Therefore, we
have used these terms for reference throughout. However, we recognise that this is problematic and have included this critique
in our analysis.
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contrast, traditional ideals of femininity silenced female sexual desire (Fine, 1988), and sexual
subjectivities were orientated towards heterosexuality, emotional intimacy and motherhood
(Hollway, 1984). The media is a key place of circulation for these ideals.

Feminist analyses of print magazine sex and relationship advice across a range of
Western contexts show these new ideals in a common positioning of women as liberated and
striving for great sex (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gill, 2009; Gupta et al., 2008). For example, Menard
and Kleinplatz’s (2008) analysis of print magazines available in Canada highlighted that women
who have great sex are presented as skillful, kinky, adventurous, and sometimes willing to
engage in rough sexual experiences. As part of this incitement to sexual competence and
adventurousness, magazine texts reproduce a broader pattern of working on the self and self-
improvement within neoliberalism, underpinned by the postfeminist construction of women as
flawed yet fixable (Riley et al., 2018, 2019).

From a Foucauldian perspective, magazines can be understood to “operate as
pedagogical devices” (Frith, 2015a, p. 323), providing readers with the information and tools for
self-improvement. For example, Gill’s (2009) discourse analysis demonstrated that sex advice in
Glamour (a best-selling UK women’s magazine) constructed sexual competency as achieved
through significant consumption and work on the self. For instance, to produce a desirable
sexual subjectivity, readers were prescribed a range of consumption practices (e.g., buying
lingerie and sex toys), and interpellated to retrain their psyche by making potentially
fundamental shifts in how they thought about themselves and sex.

The language of choice and individualism, indicative of a postfeminist sensibility that

frames contemporary magazine sex advice, has been shown to cohere with essentialist, binary

110



constructions of gender and heterosexuality. This allows the distinction between an active,
desiring man and a passive woman to be maintained in more nuanced ways than in traditional
hetero-gendered discourses, through recourse to the “reality” of biology (Tolman, 2002). In this
vein, magazine sex advice has been shown to link testosterone to an insatiable male sex drive,
reducing desire to biological functioning (Gill, 2007) and thereby rendering women’s libidos as
being “naturally” lower than men’s (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gupta, et al., 2008; Ménard &
Kleinplatz, 2008; Moran & Lee, 2008). This, in turn, ostensibly justifies women’s prioritisation of
men’s sexual needs and gratification in heterosex.

While empowerment and choice rhetoric are prominent in mainstream magazine sex
advice, feminist analyses have shown that male sexual desire remains prioritised (Gill, 2009).
Women are often instructed to put men’s needs before their own, as shown in Gupta et al.’s
(2008) analysis of sex advice from Cosmopolitan magazine. This analysis highlights the
positioning of women as responsible for competently pleasing their male partners while
simultaneously giving guidance and encouraging compliments, thereby managing both sexual
partners’ experience. Magazine readers, presumed to be heterosexual women, are thus
enjoined to become proficient in what Gill (2009) calls “men-ology”, that is, “to learn to please
men” (p. 345) and to expertly “read men’s minds” (p. 356). No similar expectation is placed on
men. Indeed, Ménard and Kleinplatz noted “an absence of sexual advice in men’s magazines”
(2008, p. 17), while Farvid and Braun (2014) demonstrate that advice in men’s magazines
mainly focuses on obtaining sex from women. Men’s magazines, therefore, reflect hetero-
gendered scripts of men having a high sex drive and women needing to be persuaded to have

Sex.
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Together the analyses discussed show that magazine sex advice not only directs women
to prioritise men’s needs, but also links women’s sexual subjectivities, and their sense of self-
worth, to their effectiveness as sexual partners. Relatedly, feminist media research shows that
for women being a competent (hetero)sexual subject has become imperative to relationship
success, allowing them to “snap up” a male partner (Gill, 2009, p. 352) and “keep your man”
(Farvid & Braun, 2006, p. 301). This scholarship also highlights how the emotional labour
prescribed by magazine sex advice and the positioning of women vis-a-vis men, maps onto
traditional hetero-gendered power relations, with women expected to be the ones working on
maintaining relationships, including meeting their male partners’ emotional and sexual needs
(Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gill, 2009; Gupta et al., 2008).

This positioning of women is reinforced by a discourse of healthism, which dovetails
with neoliberal and postfeminist sensibilities (Riley et al., 2018), conflating health with
normalcy, and in this case, linking optimal health with a desiring and functional libido. For
example, Ménard and Kleinplatz (2008) note that to improve their sexual performance, readers
of women’s magazines are told to take up diets and increase exercise. Likewise, Frith (2015b)
reports that women are advised to extend exercise workouts to “down-there” (p. 90) (i.e., their
genitalia). These “simple” changes can be read as imperative for sexual health and success.

Another key finding in this scholarship concerns women’s performance of desire. For
instance, in their analysis of two popular Australian women's magazines Moran and Lee (2008)
demonstrate that to boost a male sexual partner’s ego, women were instructed to either visibly
indicate pleasure or fake it. This is echoed by Frith’s (2015a, p. 322) findings in an analysis of sex

advice in Cosmopolitan. She notes that women are advised to engage in the spectacle of (real
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or fake) orgasm as part of various “embodied performances” during sex. Thus, as these
analyses indicate, women’s performance of desire is ultimately constructed as less for
themselves and more for the role they play in men’s satisfaction (Farvid & Braun, 2006; Gill,
2009, Moran & Lee, 2011).

As the preceding review of feminist media scholarship shows, print media aimed at
women has consistently offered a limited pedagogy of desire. The constructions of female
desire in the sex advice offered are underpinned by a hetero-gendered binary. Same-sex desire,
if recognised at all, is either invalidated by being construed as a phase to grow out of (Jackson,
2005) or acceptable only as experimentation or to fulfil heterosexual men’s fantasies (Diamond,
2005; Gill, 2008). The shift to online media consumption has the potential to radically expand
what is available, yet the opposite is also possible given concerns about algorithmic
reinforcement of racism and sexism (Noble, 2018). It is therefore timely and important to
advance existing work by exploring subject positions produced in mainstream digital media
aimed at women offering advice or commentary on sexual desire. Accordingly, the following

research questions guide our analysis of such texts:

1. How is women'’s desire constructed and what wider discourses support these
constructions?

2. What subject positions are made available within these texts?

3. What possibilities for subjectivity and practice are enabled (or diminished) from the

vantage point offered by these subject positions?
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5.5. Material and Method

Online texts about women’s sexual desire were collected by the first author via a series of
keyword searches in Google using five keyword search terms (viz., Sexual Desire, Sexual
Attraction, Sex Advice, Female Libido, Sexual Pleasure). The search strategy was to locate the
most prominent English-language articles available through searches from Western locations,
namely, North America, UK and Australasia. We kept the search location relatively wide
because we sought to locate popular articles delivered to large audiences and wanted to avoid
local websites with limited readership. We used Google, which holds the market share of search
engine use, and took into consideration its content delivery algorithm.

We selected articles appearing in the first 10 results, which receive approximately 95
percent of web traffic and are prioritised by the algorithm (Bradley, 2015; Chaffey & Ellis-
Chadwick, 2019). We sampled texts over three years (2018 - 2020), using a targeted specific
timeframe search query falling on either side of Valentine’s Day (9 - 16 February), which is a
time of increased discussion of sex, desire, relationships, and dating. We retained the first five
relevant results from each keyword per year and excluded texts that were unrelated or not
relevant to the research questions (i.e., ar