
Chapter 3
The Couples Laboratory and the Penis-
Camera: Seeking the Source of Orgasm

Abstract The laboratory, machines, and research of William H. Masters and
Virginia E. Johnson in St. Louis, Missouri, are discussed. Masters, an obstetrician
and gynecologist at Washington University specializing in infertility, began a
research project on sexual physiology in the 1950s as a means to understanding
better the relationship between sexual behavior and fertility. With the assistance of
Johnson and laboratory technicians, Masters conducted research into the anatomy
and physiology of human sexual response by using multiple machines in, on, and
around the bodies of single subjects or couples. Those machines included a penis-
camera, which filmed inside a woman’s vagina as she masturbated with it. Masters
and Johnson published their results in academic journals before publishing a
compilation of them in Human Sexual Response (1966). Their best-known finding
was the four-stage response cycle, outlining the four steps that women’s and men’s
bodies went through in a sexual experience: excitement, plateau, orgasm, and
resolution. The main difference they found between men and women was that
women could have multiple orgasms without resolution, and men could not.
Masters and Johnson used their machine-based results as evidence to argue that
heterosexual married couples could aim for parity in their sexual gratification.
However, homosexual men and women, along with radical feminists, read their
work as evidence for sexual liberation and satisfaction outside of marriage as well.
More conservative commentators objected that Masters and Johnson’s research
took the mystery out of sex. Human Sexual Response cemented the importance of
using machines in sex research.

Keywords Masters and Johnson � Sex research � Human sexuality � Four-stage
response cycle � Orgasm � Human Sexual Response

William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson, in their book Human Sexual
Response, diagrammed the intimate anatomy and physiology of more than six
hundred men and women during masturbation and sexual intercourse in a sex
research laboratory in St. Louis, Missouri (Masters and Johnson 1966). They used
multiple technologies, including motion picture film cameras, heart and blood
pressure monitors, and a rheostat-powered dildo-shaped camera that could take
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pictures inside a woman’s vulva to gather their data. Human Sexual Response is
perhaps best known for outlining a four-stage orgasmic response cycle in both men
and women that highlighted the importance—and for most women, the necessity—
of the clitoris for female orgasm and promoted equal sexual enjoyment for male
and female heterosexuals (Masters and Johnson 1966). The machines that Masters
and Johnson used to measure sexual response in male and female bodies were
central to their research processes for capturing and processing sexual data. Those
machines thus created and delineated two new types of sexual space: the cine-
matically mapped interior of women’s bodies and heterosexual bedrooms in which
men and women now had similar scientifically proven capacities for sexual
pleasure.

Other scholars have written about Masters and Johnson’s use of technology in
works on American history and sociology, and in histories of sexuality, sex
research, and the sexual revolution. They have thoroughly critiqued Masters and
Johnson’s findings, their obfuscating language, their omission of socio-cultural
gender inequality, and their ignorance of historical precedents in delineating the
stages of the response cycle (Robinson 1976; Tiefer 1995; Maines 1999; Irvine
2005; Morrow 2008). Most scholarship on the pair focuses on two of their prin-
cipal findings: first, that the clitoris is central to female orgasm, and second, that
women are capable of multiple orgasms (D’Emilio and Freedman 1988; Ericksen
and Steffen 1999; Reumann 2005; Davidson and Layder 1994; Allyn 2000).
However, examining Masters and Johnson’s work with a background of spatial
theory, the history of technology, and science studies draws attention to how the
researchers used machines to shape their investigative processes and subsequent
findings. As Vern L. Bullough has pointed out, a key element in the ability of
Masters and Johnson to break new ground was their use of technology (Bullough
1994). Studying Masters and Johnson’s research processes illuminates the ways
that uses of machines shape scientific and cultural ideas about human sexuality and
the spaces in which sexual behavior takes place.

Masters and Johnson’s work illustrates the place of machines in cementing the
scientific authority of sex research and sexology as a discipline. For many critics,
their research—filming and recording human bodies in masturbation and inter-
course—was voyeurism, not science. Machines and machine-produced data sup-
ported their claims to scientific authority, and the idea that sex research was ‘‘real
science.’’ Masters and Johnson used their research processes and results to
establish sex research as an authoritative field of scientific practice. For some
contemporary observers, ‘‘the notion of scientists studying the most intimate
matters with such clinical detachment and high-tech hardware was startling yet
comforting. Their research was widely regarded as reassuring evidence of
America’s scientific advancement’’ (Allyn 2000, p. 168). Masters and Johnson,
building on Alfred Kinsey’s observations and mass-collected statistical data in the
1940s and 1950s, were able to promote further ‘‘public acceptance of sex in the
laboratory’’ and to draw on the moral authority that science had in mid-twentieth
century American society (Irvine 2005, p. 54; Kinsey et al. 1948, 1953).
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This chapter focuses on how Masters and Johnson’s machines functioned as
tools that created new kinds of sexual space. Spatial theory and visual cultural
studies of science illuminate the modern development of physical (interior and
exterior to the body) and metaphorical spaces that prioritize those spaces’ abilities
to provide and to facilitate sexual pleasure above other functions and purposes
(Penley and Ross 1991; Lefebvre 1991; Cartwright 1995; Fausto-Sterling 1992,
2000; Maines 1999). The concept of sexual space concerns the complex rela-
tionships between persons, objects, and behaviors and the ways that those rela-
tionships change over time. Using theories, studies, and histories together shows
the ways that sex research, sex researchers, technologies, and bodies operate in
tandem. They show how technologies and researchers work together to form and
reform bodies and homes in a new, modern light. Technology, specifically the
machines of sex research and their users, established the socio-spatiality of sex-
uality, transformed the ways that people viewed their interior and exterior selves as
sexual entities, and reformed private homes into places of non-reproductive sexual
pleasure.

This chapter outlines the machines that Masters and Johnson used from their
earliest published papers in 1959 through 1970, when they dismantled their
research laboratory and turned their attention to marital sex therapy. It then moves
to what the machines found in the responses of male and female bodies to sexual
arousal, and concludes with analysis of popular critiques of their uses of machines
for sex research. While some criticisms of technology argued that machines
eliminated the mystery of sexual connection between a man and a woman, the
machines nonetheless provided information about men’s and women’s anatomy
and physiology that increased possibilities of orgasmic pleasure for both sexes.

This chapter examines how Masters and Johnson’s processes and results made
machines (both standard medical equipment and specially invented items) essen-
tial tools for human sex research and for understanding bodies as gendered and
sexualized spaces. Masters and Johnson debunked the idea that women could
achieve orgasm from vaginal penetration alone, and used technology to provide
clinical data to identify the clitoris as the primary organ for female orgasm.
Despite Masters and Johnson’s clear valorization of heterosexuality and marriage,
their findings helped foster the American sexual revolution of the late 1960s
through the creation of new sexual spaces in bodies and in bedrooms with data
captured via machine technology.

The Visible Body in the Laboratory

Masters and Johnson, from their earliest collaborations in 1956, used many dif-
ferent kinds of machines to gather data on human sexual behavior. They used a
film camera, a penis-camera (described below), tape recorders, a colposcope, an
electroencephalogram, an electrocardiogram, a respirator, and a pH meter with
electrode assembly, among other devices to measure sexual behavior. The focus in
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the discussion below is on visual technologies, as in the hands of Masters and
Johnson, visual technologies ‘‘provide particular ways of accessing the internal
body and determin[ing] its depiction; the resulting representations, in turn, fashion
our knowledge of the body and set the parameters of its conceptualization’’ (van
Dijck 2005, p. 11). Through imaging technology, Masters, Johnson, and their
associates could make ‘‘visible parts of the living body that were previously
considered to be too interiorized, too minute, or too private to be seen by the
researcher’s unaided eye’’ (Cartwright 1995, p. 23). New ways of seeing interiors
and exteriors of bodies led to new ways of seeing sexual, orgasmic bodies.

Masters first thought of using film cameras to record human sexual behavior
partway through his tenure as an associate professor in obstetrics and gynecology
specializing in infertility at Washington University. His interest in sex research
dated back to the late 1930s, but his advisor at the University of Rochester School
of Medicine and Dentistry, George W. Corner, suggested that he not begin it until
he had achieved tenure and had the backing of a university (Bullough 1994). While
tending to patients suffering from infertility, he realized how little physicians,
including him, knew about the anatomy and physiology of human sexuality and its
relationship to fertility. During a sabbatical in 1954, and with the permission of the
Washington University chancellor, the St. Louis chief of police, and the city’s
Roman Catholic archbishop, Masters began interviewing, viewing, and providing
free medical exams to the city’s male and female prostitutes on the job. While
viewing dozens of prostitutes at work from behind curtains or in corners of their
work spaces, he began to envision how to use medical equipment to measure and
to record the bodily changes he observed (Maier 2009, p. 81). Quite rapidly,
Masters shifted his perceptions of the authority he needed to conduct research from
local politicians and prelates to his own judgment, which machines aided and
supported.

Masters’ (and later Johnson’s) early research questions, as stated in Human
Sexual Response, were: ‘‘What happens to the human male and female as they
respond to effective sexual stimulation? Why do men and women behave as they
do when responding to effective stimulation?’’ (Masters and Johnson 1966, p. 10).
They used those research questions to create and to gather the rhetorical and
material tools they needed to answer them, including ‘‘the development of
effective techniques of interrogation, observation, and physical recording. Once
these technical tools were at hand,’’ they began work together in earnest in 1956
(ibid.). They sought to film and to record the movements of and bodily changes in
individuals and couples during masturbation and intercourse, setting up a private
laboratory with a bed and multiple machines. After data collection, they aggre-
gated the data and began to publish their findings in relatively obscure medical
journals.

Masters and Johnson’s experiments involved mostly heterosexual couples but
also single women, with the head investigators observing from behind a one-way
mirror and recording the proceedings on audiotape and film. Masters would also
enter the room to observe the use of the penis-camera to study women’s interior
vaginal changes, or to test for vaginal lubrication or pH balance. Female subjects
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were required to use the penis-camera at specific times, and couples had to sep-
arate periodically during intercourse for vaginal pH testing, making an already
awkward and unerotic situation even more so. They recruited subjects for their
experiments mapping the physiology of orgasm by asking for volunteers to
‘‘engage in overt sexual activity in a laboratory environment’’ (Maier 2009,
p. 105). The laboratory, which was in the Maternity Hospital at Washington
University, was ‘‘a sparse, almost empty room’’ with a leather-padded chaise
lounge fitted with stirrups, baseboard with multiple outlets, and whatever machines
were needed, usually including the penis-camera, electrocardiograph, and elec-
troencephalograph (ibid., p. 99). There was no climate control, so the room was
often stuffy and hot.

In advance of filming and recording sessions, Masters and Johnson would show
prospective research project volunteers, most of whom were medical students,
hospital personnel, and doctor’s wives recruited from the Washington University
medical system, each of the machines in the research laboratory and would
describe what each measured.

‘‘This is the electrocardiograph,’’ Dr. Masters might explain. ‘‘With it we record the
detailed behavior of the heart during the four phases of sexual response. This information
may prove helpful in counseling elderly people and people with heart disease. There is so
much that nobody yet knows—but that we may be able to find out with your help.’’ Or
Mrs. Johnson might explain the ‘‘pH meter’’ and the glass-coated electrode attached to it.
‘‘One of the subjects we are investigating,’’ she would say, ‘‘is the relative acidity of the
vagina under various conditions, a factor which may prove significant in helping couples
who have been trying without success to have a baby. When the tip of this electrode is
touched to the wall of the vagina, this meter records the acidity at the point touched’’
(Brecher and Brecher 1966, pp. 55–56).

An explanation of the machines, their purposes, and the end goals of the
research was necessary for even medically savvy volunteers. While the machines
would perform their functions with the occasional adjustment from the quiet yet
observant research staff, the explanation served to calm volunteers whose every
movement, internally and externally, they would record. Volunteers, whom
Masters and Johnson required to be orgasmic for participation in their studies,
wanted to understand all aspects of what would be measured and how. Being
hooked up to machines could affect their ability to perform sexually whether they
were alone, with their spouse, or with a partner the staff chose. Though some
volunteer subjects were not able to manifest a full sexual response cycle to orgasm
at each filming session, they usually attributed their failure to the lack of foreplay,
not to the presence of the machines or the laboratory setting (Masters and Johnson
1966; Maier 2009). One of the male participants, who was a regular participant in
filming, had no trouble and adjusted his sexual technique with his partners in order
that the cameras could capture every move. ‘‘He knew just where the electro-
cardiogram machine could be found, the wires with electrodes, and the placement
of the one-way mirror’’ (Maier 2009, p. 111). His awareness of the machines, even
though they made his movements less natural, aided Masters and Johnson’s
research process.
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Participants could wear masks if they wanted to preserve their anonymity with
partners (if the partner was unknown to them) or on the film camera if they were
alone. The subjects could only move in a limited fashion due to the size of the bed
or lounge and the constraints of the machines to which they were attached. One
female participant, an obstetrics nurse, told a friend that ‘‘It was very quiet, and
there was usually two of them having intercourse and Gini Johnson would come in
and do readings on medical equipment, being very quiet not to interrupt them’’
(Maier 2009, p. 105). Two technicians behind movable screens monitored up to
five different machines measuring subjects’ heart rates, pulse rates, respiration,
blood pressure, and overall physiological changes. The photographic technician K.
Cramer Lewis, along with William Slater, a Washington University physiology
professor who ‘‘checked patients’ breathing and other vital signs,’’ together ‘‘sat
discreetly behind movable screens, monitoring their equipment rather than the
faces of those before them’’ (Maier 2009, p. 138).

Color motion picture filming of sexual behavior in the laboratory had advan-
tages over the simple listening and naked-eye observation that Masters had done
when watching prostitutes ply their trade. Masters and Johnson did watch their
subjects from behind the low-level technology of a one-way mirror. However,
researchers employing film, as they did, could analyze occurrences so brief that
they could be otherwise missed or misinterpreted; the film could be repeatedly
replayed at regular, high, or low speeds; parts of the anatomy or the speed of
bodily processes could be measured precisely; and the film could be preserved and
compared with films of the same individual over time or with those of others
engaging in the same behaviors. Further, films could later be used for instruction in
medical schools or during professional medical presentations, which was espe-
cially important as Masters and Johnson forbade the live observations by other
physicians and medical students of any sexual behavior sessions (Masters and
Johnson 1966). The films were important to establish the veracity of Masters and
Johnson’s findings and to solidify their professional identities as legitimate sex
researchers. As Londa Schiebinger argues, ‘‘science is not value neutral but
emerges from complex cultural matrices,’’ and Masters and Johnson viewed
technology as a means to establishing their culturally challenging work as scien-
tifically objective (Schiebinger 2004, p. 74).

In an early sex research article published before Johnson’s formal involvement
in the project, Masters stated bluntly the effectiveness and necessity of using
motion picture films for accurate findings: ‘‘The techniques of colored motion-
picture photography have provided definitive analysis of the normal intravaginal
anatomical reaction to various phases of the female’s sexual response cycle’’
(Masters 1959, p. 301). Using the data from the six women in the study so far, he
briefly described four stages of the female human sexual response cycle: excite-
ment, plateau, orgasm, and resolution (discussed below). Film cameras provided
views inside women’s vaginas that no one had seen before, as Masters used both a
standard film camera and a kind of camera that he uniquely developed. He filmed
couples in coitus and women in masturbation using a camera installed inside a
clear plastic dildo, called a penis-camera. ‘‘The direct observation of the
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development of vaginal lubrication has been one of the most interesting aspects of
the gross anatomical study of the human female’s sexual response cycle,’’ he
wrote, though in this early article he did not mention the penis-camera specifically
(ibid., 302).

The penis-camera provided researchers with a new way of seeing the interior of
a woman’s vagina when she was sexually aroused. At some point in the mid- to
late 1950s, with some technical assistance, Masters and Johnson created the penis-
camera using a see-through Plexiglas tube with a film camera and an optical eye
made of plate glass inside. In another early article, Masters stated that the viewing
of ‘‘the normal anatomic reactions within the vagina during the various phases of
the human female’s sexual response cycle have been successfully recorded in color
motion-picture photography by Washington University’s Department of Medical
Illustration’’ (Masters 1960, p. 64). According to him, the penis-camera’s cold-
light illumination allowed the staff to observe the vaginal cavity in color clearly.
Masters and Johnson described it as follows in Human Sexual Response:

The artificial coital equipment was created by radio physicists. The penises are plastic and
were developed with the same optics as plate glass. Cold-light illumination allows
observation and recording without distortion. The equipment can be adjusted for physical
variations in size, weight, and vaginal development. The rate and depth of penile thrust is
initiated and controlled completely by the responding individual. As tension elevates,
rapidity and depth of thrust are increased voluntarily, paralleling subjective demand. The
equipment is powered electrically (Masters and Johnson 1966, p. 21).1

In other words, the penis-camera’s ‘‘length and diameter could be selected to fit
the user’s vagina… The user could adjust both the depth and frequency to suit
herself, and could alter the adjustments at will’’ (Brecher and Brecher 1966, p. 69).
Thus female volunteers had total control over how the machine felt throughout the
process of being filmed and over their orgasms (Masters 1960). Paul Gebhard, the
director of the Kinsey Institute for Sex Research in Bloomington, Indiana, from
1956–1982, remembered that ‘‘it looked like a serious piece of medical equipment,
and rather cleverly done too… You had to watch the wiring or you’d electrocute
somebody. It was fairly simple, with an electric motor and a handheld rheostat to
control it. It had some pretty good adjustments; otherwise it would be pretty
painful’’ (Maier 2009, pp. 95–96).

Gebhard also had a rare opportunity to watch the penis-camera and the other
machines of the sex research laboratory in action in the mid-1960s. A female
subject sat in the laboratory’s lounge chair, her face covered to preserve her
anonymity. She was connected to an electroencephalograph machine, a heart
monitor, and an electrocardiograph via wires and electrodes. Gebhard was per-
mitted to sit close to the woman and observe the penis-camera (nicknamed
‘‘Ulysses,’’ after the 1954 movie starring Kirk Douglas) at work, staring at the
operation of the camera as the subject manipulated it between her legs. Gebhard

1 The penis-camera was discarded at some point in the early 1970s after Masters and Johnson
concluded their physiological research (Morrow 2008). There are no known images of it.
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could watch the cervix retreat against the uterus as the woman neared climax.
When the woman’s movements got particularly energetic, she accidentally hit
Gebhard in the eye with device, and he had to back away from her. According to
Gebhard, at the end of the demonstration, Masters stated that ‘‘Males hate this
machine…because invariably the females speed up the machine at a rate that no
male can equal’’ (Maier 2009, p. 101). Lurking in Masters’ comment to Gebhard
was the fear that female users of the penis-camera would sideline its original
scientific purpose, and that machines might replace men as providers of female
sexual satisfaction. And although it was accidental, the action of the woman hitting
Gebhard in the eye with the penis-camera could have a metaphoric meaning as
well: that science left too little room for women to satisfy their desires on their
own. For women to understand their bodies, desires, and arousal fully, men had to
give them the literal and figurative space to do so.

Although Masters was vague in his early articles about the types of cameras he
used and how they worked, he was clear that they provided a view of women’s
interior physiology that no other researcher had discovered. He also paired the film
camera and penis-camera with a large electronic microscope called a colposcope
to examine the activity of the clitoris during sexual stimulation (Masters and
Johnson 1962, 1963a, 1964, 1966). The penis-camera in particular provided a new
vision of the anatomy and physiology of women’s bodies and of the new possi-
bilities of sex research. ‘‘Colored motion-picture photography has been used to
record in absolute detail all phases of the human sexual response cycle,’’ Masters
wrote (Masters 1960, p. 59). ‘‘The anatomic variations developed by the primary
and secondary organs of reproduction, subsequent to effective sexual stimulation,
have been successfully recorded by this most effective medium’’ (ibid.). Even as
Masters and Johnson trumpeted their scientific measuring techniques, they rec-
ognized that ‘‘images are multiply mediated through experience, memory, and
diverse modes of representation; despite their apparent close correspondence to
material reality, [and] they may introduce new problems and ambiguities in the
diagnostic process’’ (Treichler et al. 1998, p. 6). Multiple observers and mea-
surements, they believed, would increase the accuracy of their representative
findings.

Therefore, during sexual activities in the laboratory, in addition to Masters and
Johnson themselves, one or two camera operators or a technician were in the room
to monitor the measuring equipment. The high-quality nature of the film was due
mostly to Lewis, the photographic technician. Lewis ‘‘made repeated efforts to
improve the technical quality of his intravaginal photography until its fuzzy
images were crystal clear’’ and he also made sure that ‘‘Eastman Kodak processed
his films under the strictest confidentiality’’ (Maier 2009, p. 138). For the head
researchers, technological precision equaled scientific acceptability, and the clarity
of the recorded images became an indicator of the clarity of how well they were
seeing scientifically. As ‘‘reading nature is a socio-cultural act,’’ Masters and
Johnson and their technicians believed that improved clarity of images would
leave less room for any human error (Fausto-Sterling 2000, p. 75).
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In 1960, Masters showed one of the films of women masturbating to the
obstetricians and gynecologists on the Washington University medical school
faculty at a Friday-afternoon seminar for the first time. The camera focused on the
activity of the nipples and breasts as the woman moved through the four stages of
the sexual response cycle; it never showed her face or entire body. It focused on
only one part of the body at a time in order to record specific physiological
changes there, such as changes to skin color. The woman’s breasts were covered in
electrodes, and only her torso, not her head, was visible. The doctors were startled
at the high quality of the film, when they had only been accustomed (if at all) to
seeing nude, sexually excited women in films that were clearly pornographic. They
also came face-to-face with how little they felt they knew about female sexuality
and its possible relationship to fertility (Morrow 2008; Maier 2009).

A few participants attending Masters and Johnson’s professional presentations,
according to a popular guide to Human Sexual Response, ‘‘seem to have come
expecting to see a ‘sex movie’ or ‘stag film.’ They have been disappointed, of
course; and some who have attended in an unscientific frame of mind have even
come away disgusted with what they have seen’’ (Brecher and Brecher 1966,
p. 81). Which aspects of films had disgusted those viewers or why is unclear—
perhaps they were shocked by an up-close view of the vagina and cervix moving
during sexual response and orgasm, or by the fact that women were actually
having orgasms in a non-pornographic film at all. The penis-camera, which pro-
vided an interior view of women’s genitalia during arousal, and the standard film
camera, which showed women masturbating or men and women in coitus, both
created moving images of the interiors and exteriors of sexually aroused and
orgasmic women (Morrow 2008; Maier 2009). These were images that the male
doctors and medical students likely had not seen on film before, had difficulty
separating from their pornographic film-watching or personal experiences, or
perhaps had only considered in person when they themselves were aroused during
coitus with their wives or girlfriends and not giving their partners’ responses their
full attention. While Masters and Johnson ultimately chose to destroy their films,
their tape recordings, their laboratory equipment, and most of their research notes
after publishing Human Sexual Inadequacy—likely to preserve subject’s
privacy—their records of behavior ideally could have served purposes beyond
their own original research (Masters and Johnson 1970).

Though Masters’ original interest in the relationship of fertility and sexual
behavior focused his energies primarily on women, over time he became interested
in the details of men’s sexuality as well. He and Johnson applied their machines to
the heads, hearts, arms, and whole bodies of men—heterosexual men, that was. As
he and Johnson put it in a 1963 article, ‘‘cinematography has been employed as the
most effective means of recording and interpreting the finite detail of male ana-
tomic reaction to effective sexual stimulation’’ (Masters and Johnson 1963b,
p. 85). At the same time, they found that a minimal degree of tumescence of a
woman’s clitoral glans always developed under sexual tensions, though that was
only viewable through a microscope. The authors observed that most male partners
in a heterosexual encounter attempted ‘‘the deepest possible penetration’’ as their
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own orgasmic phase developed, rather than continuing the shallow thrusting of the
plateau phase that was more likely to include labial or clitoral stimulation for their
female partners (Masters and Johnson 1962, p. 256). Thus the authors were able to
determine using the colposcope that the stimulation of the area around the clitoris
was essential for women’s stimulation to orgasm. As their male subjects paid little
attention to their female partner’s clitoris as they approached their own orgasmic
phase, women were often left non-stimulated and non-orgasmic after a sexual
encounter.

Masters and Johnson used filmic and microscopic evidence together to support
their findings in order to encourage men to stimulate women near their clitorises
and labias and to recognize women’s needs for sexual satisfaction. By advocating
such stimulation, Masters and Johnson challenged psychoanalytic, Freudian
notions that women needed to transfer their orgasms from their clitorises to their
vaginas to attain full maturity. Measuring different physiological processes
allowed for new ways of perceiving the sexuality of bodies, as ‘‘with the very act
of measuring, scientists can change the social reality they set out to quantify’’
(Fausto-Sterling 2000, p. 10). Machines revised and transformed knowledge about
men’s and women’s sexual bodies in solitary and in heterosexual coition, and they
produced a new level of visibility of male and female sexual bodies, interiorly and
exteriorly.

What the Machines Discovered about the Sexual Body

Human Sexual Response, Masters and Johnson’s book-length compilation of their
physiological research, contained a rich amount of machine-derived information
that challenged much received wisdom about bodies, and especially about
women’s sexual and reproductive bodies (Masters and Johnson 1966). It provided
detailed information about women’s interior pelvic anatomy that the authors had
only previously published in regional medical journals directed at physicians.
Among other matters, they described the four-stage sexual response cycle for men
and women, confirmed the source of vaginal lubrication, demonstrated the tenting
of the vagina to make room for penis and sperm, and proffered physiological data
to support their contention that there were no physiological differences between
vaginal and clitoral orgasms. By disproving the idea that adult women should only
orgasm vaginally, they challenged contemporary psychiatric perceptions of female
sexuality back to Sigmund Freud’s Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and re-
envisioned women’s and men’s bodies as spaces of sexual pleasure (Freud 1910).
Ambiguities remained in their findings regarding female orgasm. While their
depictions of women’s sexual response cycles highlighted the importance of
clitoral orgasm for a majority of women, their discovery that women with artificial
vaginas could have vaginal orgasms after surgery complicated their conclusion
that focusing on clitoral orgasm alone could universally solve problems of
women’s sexual satisfaction. Thus while the machines of Masters and Johnson’s
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sex research led to data pointing toward the importance of clitoral orgasm, data on
women after gynecological surgery showed that machine-based sex research alone
could not ‘‘control, discipline, and construct the human body as a technological
network of dynamic systems and forces’’ (Cartwright 1995, p. 3). Even in research
that depended on a combination of mechanical objectivity and trained observation,
ambiguity in the results still remained.

One of Masters and Johnson’s best-known discoveries in Human Sexual
Response was a four-stage response cycle, more or less matching in men and
women, which created an idea that cycles of female and male sexual pleasure to
orgasm could match in levels of duration and sensation (Masters and Johnson
1966). The discovery of potential or actual equality in the four-stage cycle meant
that women now had clearer scientific data to support their claims to more equality
in their sexual relationships. Masters and Johnson used their machine-gathered
data to divide the sexual response cycle into four parts for both men and women,
and tracked how the cycle affected many parts of the body. The four steps of the
sexual response cycle were excitement, plateau, orgasm, and resolution.

Masters and Johnson’s depiction of women’s response cycle began with the
changes in the excitement phase. They described the changes in each body part in
the extreme detail that the film camera, penis-camera, colposcope, and their own
eyes allowed them to see. In the excitement phase, their repeated observations
confirmed that the nipples became erect and breasts engorged. The labia majora
displaced up and away from the vaginal canal. Especially if the woman had been
pregnant in the past, the labia majora and labia minora also become engorged with
blood and changed color. Masters and Johnson noted that engorgement had a
purpose in heterosexual intercourse: ‘‘The labia minora become so congested that
they actually add a full centimeter to the functional length of the vagina by helping
to provide a supportive platform for the shaft of the penis’’ (Masters 1960, p. 63).
The ‘‘transudate-like material’’ that emerged from vasocongestive reactions along
the vaginal wall lubricated the vagina in less than a minute after the initial physical
or psychic stimulation (ibid., p. 65).

If the stimulation that produced the excitement continued into the plateau phase,
the breasts became completely tumescent, and the breasts and torso often became
luminescent with sweat and lightly covered with a spotty flush or rash. During the
plateau phase, the inner two-thirds of the interior of a woman’s vagina lengthened
and distended, and the entire vagina deepened in reddish and purplish colors. The
cervix elevated back and up into the lower abdomen. Heart rate increased. When the
vagina was sexually unstimulated, its walls lay flat against one another; it changed in
size, shape, color, viscosity, and position during sexual excitement. Mechanically
mapped with the penis-camera, the vagina became a new kind of space during the
arousal and plateau phases of sexual stimulation. The inner two-thirds of the vaginal
barrel lengthened and distended from 2 cm wide and 7–8 cm long unstimulated to
5.75–6.25 cm wide and 9.5–10.5 cm long stimulated (ibid., p. 63). As Masters and
Johnson put it, ‘‘Anatomically the vagina is a potential, rather than an actual space’’
(Masters 1960, p. 66) (Figs. 3.1 and 3.2).
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Fig. 3.1 Undistended vagina of a non-pregnant woman, stimulated and unstimulated. Masters
(1960 p. 66, Fig. 4B)

Fig. 3.2 Speculum-dilated vagina of a non-pregnant woman, stimulated and unstimulated.
Masters (1960, p. 66, Fig. 4C)
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Then during the brief orgasm phase, the vagina contracted strongly at roughly
one-second intervals between three and ten times, and the heart rate spiked (ibid.,
p. 63). Masters and Johnson noted that ‘‘direct observation of the anatomic
mechanism behind the orgasmic contraction response in the outer third of the
vagina provides an adequate explanation for the vaginal spasm or penile grasping
reaction, that has been described in general terms so many times in the literature’’
(ibid., p. 68). Also during orgasm, the clitoris often nearly doubled in size, the
entire perineal body contracted, and the pelvis elevated spasmodically. In the
resolution phase, the flush over the breasts and torso disappeared and the breasts
and nipples returned to their unaroused size and shape. The vasocongestion in the
labia dispersed, and the vagina slowly returned to its unstimulated state with no
special coloration (Masters and Johnson 1966). Repeatedly throughout their texts,
Masters and Johnson stated that their conclusions were from repeated observations
with machines or the naked eye. Though the authors were confident in their
findings overall, they admitted that their observations were open to error—neither
machines nor the naked eye produced perfect data (Masters and Johnson 1961a,
p. 107). As José van Dijck put it, ‘‘looking into a body and mapping its organic
details is never an innocent act; a scan may confront people with ambiguous
information, haunting dilemmas, or uncomfortable choices’’ (van Dijck 2005,
p. 8). That statement was certainly true when Masters and Johnson evaluated their
data on the sexual responsiveness of women with artificial vaginas.

Masters and Johnson affirmed the viability of artificial vaginas for female
sexual pleasure—women could still have feeling and orgasms with them, ensuring
that an artificial vagina was a sexual space just like ‘‘natural’’ vaginas were. They
confirmed the ‘‘sweating phenomenon’’ of vaginal lubrication in a woman for
whom an artificial vagina was created six years prior (Masters 1960, p. 66). They
also observed lubrication in a subject who had a complete hysterectomy (removal
of uterus, cervix, fallopian tubes, and ovaries) and another who had a bilateral
salpingo-oopherectomy (removal of ovaries and fallopian tubes only). Masters and
Johnson likewise described that women who had been ovariectomized or clitori-
dectomized with full labial removal, along with postmenopausal women, were all
capable of lubricating and of having orgasms if they had had orgasms before their
operations. Women with artificial vaginas also had ‘‘vivid discoloration of the
barrel’’ with the ‘‘sudden onset during the actual orgasmic experience,’’ a ‘‘phe-
nomenon of orgasmic color change’’ that was recorded via color cinematography
(Masters and Johnson 1966, p. 108; see also Masters and Johnson 1961b).
Therefore, even after major surgery on their reproductive organs and after they
were no longer able to bear children, many women remained orgasmic, and their
bodies remained sites of sexual pleasure.

Masters and Johnson thus argued that there was no physiological difference
between vaginal and clitoral orgasm. Unlike Freudian-influenced psychiatrists, who
argued that women were ‘‘frigid’’ if they could not transfer their ability to orgasm
from their clitorises as adolescents to their vaginas as adults, Masters and Johnson
provided scientific evidence that women should not feel the need to attempt
that anatomically impossible feat or feel less mature or adult if they could not.
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‘‘From an anatomic point of view,’’ Masters and Johnson wrote, ‘‘there is absolutely
no difference between an orgasm stimulated by pure vaginal stimulation or pure
clitoral stimulation.’’ Regardless of the original source or type of stimulation, ‘‘the
fundamental physiology of orgasmic response remains the same’’ (Masters and
Johnson 1965, p. 528). For Masters and Johnson, psychiatrists’ disavowal of the
clitoris as a site for adult women’s sexual pleasure denied women the possibility of
considering it as a sexual space. Therefore, they confirmed with machine-gathered
evidence that no parts of the exterior or interior of women’s bodies should be
ignored as potential sites of sexual pleasure. However, despite repeated machine
and human observations, the precise combination of physical and mental sources of
stimulation to orgasm, and the connections between them, remained mysterious
(Fig. 3.3).

Masters and Johnson gathered data on male sexual anatomy and physiology
with the same machines that they used for women, with the exception of the penis-
camera. Their male material was similarly gathered from ‘‘hundreds of observa-
tions of the sexually responding human male’’ from film, naked-eye, and medical
machinery–based sources. They pointedly mentioned that ‘‘no evaluation of the
male homosexual population has been attempted during this baseline anatomic
study,’’ and reinforced their own heteronormative perspective by stating that ‘‘the
heterosexual research team approach to the recording of sexual reaction has been

Fig. 3.3 Orgasm phase of the four-stage sexual response cycle. Masters (1960, p. 68, Fig. 6)
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employed under all circumstances and at all times’’ (Masters and Johnson 1963b,
p. 85). (They added homosexual men to their subject population later in the
1970s.) Though that was only one example of their heteronormative bias, that bias
would not constrain future readings of their work as supporting sexual pleasure
beyond heterosexual marriage alone.

The four-stage response cycle for men was nearly identical to that of women.
Men’s nipples became erect in the excitement phase, and their torsos developed a
reddish flush and perspired. Penile erection in the excitement stage usually
developed with extreme rapidity, usually within three to five seconds from an un-
stimulated, flaccid state, and the glans penis could deepen in purplish color. The
scrotum tightened and the testes elevated. Men often became short of breath during
the plateau and orgasmic phases, and their heart rates accelerated. The orgasmic
phase involved regular recurring contractions of genital musculature and expelled
seminal fluid. Masters and Johnson noted that ‘‘the frequency of the initial penile
contractions has been timed at the same rate as contractions of the orgasmic
platform in the vasocongested outer third of the vagina during the female’s
orgasmic experience’’ (ibid., 90). The resolution phase involved de-tumescence of
the penis, and the scrotum and testes returned to their normal flaccid state.

Masters and Johnson published charts in their articles and in Human Sexual
Response detailing the similarities of men’s and women’s genital and pelvic
responses throughout the four stages, along with their similar changes in heart rate,
breathing patterns, overall muscle contractions, and muscle tension (Masters and
Johnson 1965, 1966). The one exception to men’s and women’s sexual similarity
was that women could be re-stimulated to orgasm within seconds after a prior
orgasm, but that post-orgasmic men needed to experience the resolution phase for
at least a few minutes before being able to reach orgasm again. Together, the
similar data and discoveries on male and female sexual responses reinforced
heterosexuality. If men’s and women’s anatomical and physiological responses
throughout the four-stage response paralleled each other, couples who were out of
sync could learn how to match their responses to each other. Masters and John-
son’s argument that men’s and women’s responses were largely equivalent, or had
the potential to be, meant that women and men, as married couples, could have
equal amounts of orgasms if they were able to learn how to pleasure each other
properly.

When Human Sexual Response was published in 1966, American women’s
positions, both intimately and socio-culturally, were slowly beginning to change
(Masters and Johnson 1966). The Feminine Mystique, in which Betty Friedan
argued that white suburban consumer family lifestyles suffocated the women who
were trying to live up to impossible feminine ideals, sparked debates across the
United States about women’s lives and roles in the postwar nation (Friedan 1963).
The publication of Human Sexual Response was itself a launch pad for further
public and intimate conversations about women’s and men’s bodies more
explicitly than Feminine Mystique: conversations about female sexuality and
orgasmic capacity, the availability and accuracy of sexual knowledge in the public
sphere, and which partner in a heterosexual married couple had power and control
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over sexual activities and relationships. The machines that captured Masters and
Johnson’s data raised sociocultural questions about the place of technology in the
re-envisioning of women as orgasmic and desiring sexual beings. Masters and
Johnson’s findings ignited public dialogues about how their technologies reformed
popular cultural and psychiatric ideas about women’s bodies as sexual spaces and
heterosexual bedrooms as sites of non-reproductive sexual pleasure. As scientists
naturally ‘‘are influenced—consciously or unconsciously—by the political needs
and urgencies of their society,’’ Masters and Johnson placed themselves in the
center of intersectional debates over the role of science and technology in new
understandings of women’s bodies, sexuality, and pleasure (Fausto-Sterling 1992,
pp. 207–208).

Criticizing the Mechanization of Sexuality

Of all the machines that Masters and Johnson used in their research, the penis-
camera itself, apart from the data it gathered on the vulva, captured the imagi-
nation of many people—physicians, feminists, cultural critics, and average
Americans alike. As Masters and Johnson’s biographer wrote, ‘‘The totem-like
quality of the mechanical dildo wasn’t lost on anyone familiar with Masters and
Johnson’s research’’ (Maier 2009, p. 242). The possibility that a machine could
replace a human being, and even be more satisfying sexually than one, caught
people’s attention as a symbol of the ways technology could change sexual and
power relationships between men and women. By using the penis-camera in
particular, ‘‘Masters and Johnson crafted an account of female sexuality that
inadvertently threw into question the pervasive understanding of heterosexuality as
innate and fully satisfied through intercourse with a penis’’ (ibid.). Thus Masters
and Johnson’s research, despite their best efforts to restrict their findings to
improving the sex lives of heterosexual married couples, challenged men’s and
women’s sexual roles. Some flesh-and-blood men were angered at the possibility
that a machine could replace them sexually. In 1971’s The Prisoner of Sex,
Norman Mailer ‘‘was off on a new anger at Woman’s ubiquitous plentitude of
orgasms with that plastic prick, that laboratory dildoe [sic], that vibrator!’’ (Mailer
1971, p. 80). Mailer and George Ginsberg, associate director of psychiatric ser-
vices at New York University Hospital, feared for the loss of male sexual privi-
lege. Ginsberg thought that Masters and Johnson’s findings about women forecast
male castration anxiety and increased impotence (Allyn 2000). The 1968 film
Barbarella, directed by Roger Vadim, showed the titular character (played by Jane
Fonda) climbing into the Excessive Machine, which was supposed to stimulate her
to such orgasmic heights that she would die of pleasure. Instead, the machine
shreds her clothes but fails to satisfy her, overloads, and burns out. The varied
reception of Masters and Johnson’s machine-dependent research, from novels to
movies to the general public, shows that ‘‘technology as a culture…can and must
be used and consumed in a variety of ways that are not reducible to the intentions
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of any single source or producer’’ (Ross 1991, p. 131). Thus the machines of their
research opened multiple possibilities for creating and envisioning new kinds of
sexuality—including sexualities where men were unnecessary for women’s sexual
pleasure and satisfaction.

As one historian has put it, it is through Masters and Johnson’s machines that
‘‘we find ourselves in the immediate presence of copulating and masturbating
human beings’’ (Robinson 1976, p. 120). The psychiatrist Leslie H. Farber read
one of Masters’ first articles, ‘‘The Sexual Response Cycle of the Human Female:
I,’’ and had a particularly strong reaction to the author’s use of machines, par-
ticularly the film and penis cameras, to gather sex research data (Masters 1960). He
also had seen one of Masters’ films and had a negative response to it. Farber
respected the way that motion pictures gave ‘‘Dr. Masters the clearest edge over
the subjective distortions of his predecessors’’ (Farber 1966, p. 297). He viewed a
silent film of several women masturbating to orgasm, with only their torsos, arms,
and hands visible. He watched as the anatomical and physiological changes
throughout the four stages of the sexual response cycle took place across their
breasts, bellies, and exterior and interior genitals. What he saw nearly revolted
him: ‘‘The first shot of the moving hand heightens the dramatic effect of the
oozings, engorgements, and contractions this flesh will undergo as climax
approaches’’ (ibid., p. 298). For Farber, the female body as a color film camera
captured it was not a site of pleasure or enjoyment, or even dispassionate medical
or scientific interest—it was merely ‘‘this flesh,’’ flesh that oozed, engorged, and
contracted without individuality or personality. The camera turned the female
body into a soulless mass of flesh, rather than a whole woman subject to a stan-
dardized medical male gaze like Farber’s.

The fact that women were in control of their orgasms through the use of the
penis-camera machine especially disturbed Farber. If a woman could use a
machine to control the speed and timing of her orgasm, she could indulge in lustful
behavior any time she wanted, and men could become unnecessary for women’s
sexual pleasure. Machine-made sexuality interfered with the communication of
bodies and human relationships. If women turned to machines instead of men, a
woman’s ‘‘lust would lie to hand, ready to be invoked and consummated, in
sickness or in health, in coitus or ‘automanipulation,’ in homosexuality or heter-
osexuality, in exasperation or calm, hesitancy or certainty, playfulness or despair’’
(Farber 1966, p. 302). For him, machine-produced sexual behavior was a scientific
product, not genuine human experience, the feelings and emotions of which sci-
entific means could never articulate.

Farber also believed that laboratory-based sex research changed the nature of
bedrooms and brothels as sexual spaces, highlighting ‘‘the fundamental spatiality of
all social processes’’— particularly the socio-spatial dimensions of sexual behavior
(Brown 2000, p. 58). Keeping those spaces apart—the first for sinful sexual expe-
riences, the second for socially sanctioned, reproductive ones—kept the ‘‘erotic
possibilities of each’’ high—for men, that was (Farber 1966, p. 306). When sexual
behavior happened interchangeably in the laboratory, bedroom, or brothel, those
spaces lost any ability to add personal meaning or resonance to the experience.
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Further, when women across classes and marital statuses learned more about their
bodies as sexual spaces—when they read and absorbed sexological texts—the types
of experience men had in each place blurred, and, Farber seemed to imply, wives
began to demand satisfactions that their husbands had left unmet. He lamented that
‘‘the emancipation which sexology enforced gradually blurred this distinction,
making it unclear whether each home had become its own brothel or whether every
brothel had become more like home. The truth is that sexology eventually not only
blurred the distinction, but by housing us all in laboratories, made both the brothel
and pornography less exciting dwellings for our erotic investigations’’ (Farber 1966,
p. 305). Farber pointed to ‘‘the importance of sexuality in the production of space’’
for heterosexual male satisfaction (Brown 2000, p. 85). Cultural changes in
women’s sense of themselves as beings with sexual agency would change how men
perceived their female partners and the spaces in which men and women had sex. If
women had more control over heterosexual expressions of desire, they, rather than
men, could claim homes and bedrooms as spaces where their non-reproductive
sexual needs could be satisfied. For Farber, keeping married women ignorant about
their bodies as sexual entities was essential to enhancing the eroticism of men’s
sexual experiences, and to keeping women from understanding the possibilities for
their own sexual pleasures. Both antifeminist readers like Farber and feminist
readers of Human Sexual Response had one thing in common: they believed that
Masters and Johnson’s work would have a significant impact on gendered and sexual
relationships inside and outside the bedroom.

Masters and Johnson’s research was a key inspiration for the writers of the
second-wave feminism movement in the United States. Jane Gerhard has argued for
the centrality of sexuality in second-wave feminist thought: ‘‘When feminists in the
early 1970s sought to reimagine female sexuality, they drew on and rewrote ele-
ments of both psychoanalytic and sexologic knowledge to do so’’ (Gerhard 2001,
p. 6). To take one example, women having orgasms with the penis-camera, as Anne
Koedt argued in 1968, showed that women’s sexual selves not only could survive,
but could thrive without a man or male-type device. She envisioned that Masters and
Johnson’s ‘‘discovery’’ of the clitoris as the source of female orgasm, using the
penis-camera and other machines in their laboratory, contained the seeds of radical
political and social change. She asserted that ‘‘the recognition of clitoral orgasm as
fact would threaten the heterosexual institution. For it would indicate that sexual
pleasure was obtainable from either men or women, thus making heterosexuality not
an absolute, but an option. It would thus open up the whole question of human sexual
relationships beyond the confines of the present male–female role system’’ (Koedt
1970, emphases in original; Firestone et al. 1968). So while Masters and Johnson
continually reiterated on television and in print media that their work was intended to
strengthen heterosexual couples and traditional marriages, readers like Koedt noted
the subversive quality of their research findings. Koedt and others ‘‘used Masters and
Johnson’s new research on the clitoris to overturn oppressive Freudian views of
women’s sexuality’’ (Gerhard 2001, p. 104).

Koedt was far from the only feminist to see the challenge to patriarchal social
systems inherent in stating that men and women had similar capacities for and
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abilities to orgasm. An article in New York Radical Women’s publication Notes on
the First Year, ‘‘Women Rap about Sex,’’ included quotations from women in two
different conversations in 1968 who were frustrated with cultural tropes about
female frigidity and who wanted equality, honesty, and satisfaction in their sexual
relationships with men. As one participant put it, ‘‘We’ve got to learn to sleep with
people because WE want them, not because THEY want us—not to prove any-
thing to them, not in make them feel better about their masculinity, not out of
weakness or inability to say no, but simply because we want to’’ (Firestone et al.
1968, emphases in original).

Some feminists made the connection between challenging patriarchy and
improving women’s sexual satisfaction more explicitly. Germaine Greer wrote in
Suck magazine in 1971 that a lack of knowledge regarding the full range of women’s
sexual potentiality limited the findings of Masters and Johnson and the machine-
captured laboratory behaviors of their research subjects. For Greer, Human Sexual
Response was only the beginning of a genuine sexual revolution centered on
women’s satisfaction and pleasure: ‘‘While Masters and Johnson have done much to
dispel those absurd presumptions about cunt, they could not be better than their
subjects, and there is no reason why we should believe that what American middle-
class women taped to electrodes could do, is all that could have been done’’ (Heidnry
1997, pp. 141–142; Masters and Johnson 1966; Gerhard 2001). In the vision of
women’s liberation put forth by Koedt, Greer, Ti-Grace Atkinson, Kate Millet,
Shulamith Firestone, and others, if more women fully understood their bodies’
capacities for pleasure, they might not need men or marriage at all, thus upturning
centuries of social organization around heterosexual marriage and family that
ignored, or at least downplayed, women’s sexual needs. Together, second-wave
‘‘feminists offered a counterhegemonic model of female sexuality by infusing it with
the new values of self-determination, autonomy, and equality’’ (Gerhard 2001,
p. 115; see also Millet 1970; Greer 1970; Firestone 1970; Faludi 2013).

Virginia Johnson tried to combat the notion that her work with Masters had
potential feminist qualities. She argued that ‘‘lady liberationists’’ and ‘‘emanci-
pated women’’ were a danger to society because they made men feel sexually
inadequate (Allyn 2000, p. 169). Johnson felt that heterosexual women who
manifested feminist ideas in the bedroom could cause sexual dysfunction in men,
and she did not want her and Masters’ work read as a document for women’s
sexual liberation. Nonetheless, ‘‘that scientists might be unaware of the implica-
tions of their work does not make them any less mediators or marketers of political
ideas,’’ and so despite their public efforts, Masters and Johnson could not control
how their readers thought about and used their work (Schiebinger 2004, p. 8). And
their readers, especially their feminist and homosexual ones, saw the liberating
potential of their work and began to incorporate it into their own thinking and
activism.
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Conclusion

As Masters and Johnson unequivocally named the vaginal orgasm and the clitoral
orgasm as the same entity (even if they were not sure how arousal happened in the
first place), they overturned decades of psychological and psychiatric scholarship
affirming that women needed to move the site of their juvenile orgasms, the
clitoris, to the site where adult women had them, in the vaginal canal. Women had
heard from Freud onwards from medical professionals that if they did not manifest
‘‘orgasm transfer,’’ they were ‘‘frigid,’’ and needed psychiatric care if they were
not able to effect such a transfer on their own. Masters and Johnson proved with
their machines that the clitoris was the place on the woman’s body most richly
supplied with nerves, and that telling women they needed to transfer the site of
their orgasm was medically and scientifically unsupportable.

There were, of course, negative aspects to Masters and Johnson’s findings. They
presented and enforced married heterosexuality as normal; defined homosexuality
as abnormal; promoted ‘‘biological reductionism’’ and ‘‘false biological unifor-
mity’’; and they only used volunteers who had successfully and consistently
achieved orgasm, and who were able to perform sexually in highly unusual con-
ditions (Tiefer 1995, p. 57). Some scholars have seen their articulation of a
matching four-stage response cycle for men and women as artificial, forcing
couples into expecting sexual symmetry despite biological and sociocultural dif-
ferences between the sexes and fostering disappointment when that did not happen
(Tiefer 1995; Morrow 2008). Nevertheless, ‘‘the kinds of liberatory fantasies that
surround new technologies are a powerful and persuasive means of social agency,’’
and the technologies that Masters and Johnson used forwarded the sexually
emancipatory aims of second-wave feminism (Penley and Ross 1991, p. xii).

Despite the many problems with Masters and Johnson’s research, participants in
the sexual revolution of the late 1960s and beyond found their research liberating
underneath the heterosexist language. For example, a lesbian graduate student in
physical therapy wrote to Johnson in 1975: ‘‘As a feminist I must thank you for the
extensive involvement of women in your research. Your work has freed many
women that the ‘Sexual Revolution’ neglected’’ (Petrowski 1975). Another woman
wrote to Johnson in 1970, chiding her for stance that women should express
themselves sexually only in marriage and asking her to not ‘‘perpetrate in any way
the double standard which has been such an obstacle to satisfying sexual rela-
tionships for so long, but instead [to] support the right of every woman to attain
full sexuality, by whatever method is best for her’’ (Chernow 1970). Masters and
Johnson’s research had implications beyond, and often contrary to, their own
expectations for reconfigurations of women’s sense of sexual identity and agency.

Masters and Johnson’s understanding of male and female physiology likewise
had multiple spatial effects beyond their original research agenda: they identified
and prioritized the female vulva’s sexual qualities and potentialities as a space of
pleasure above its culturally preferred reproductive qualities, and they positioned
female orgasm as the physiological equivalent of male orgasm. Their research also
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led to new considerations of private homes as spaces for men’s and women’s
sexual pleasure apart from spaces where sexual reproduction and male satisfaction
alone took place. Masters and Johnson’s machines as a group and their users
provided men and women measured evidence of the physiological aspects of their
orgasms, even if neither the machines nor their operators could solve the question
of what stimulated women’s arousal. They gave heterosexual women new scien-
tific grounding for claiming orgasmic equality in their sexual relationships with
men. Those new spaces—inside women and inside their relationships—became
visible with the interlinked results of the multiple machines that Masters and
Johnson used to record their data.

Finally, Human Sexual Response became an inspirational text for a new gen-
eration of sex researchers who were interested in continuing Masters and John-
son’s initial investigations into sexual physiology (Masters and Johnson 1966).
Masters and Johnson’s well-publicized use of new, creative machines such as the
penis-camera, and standard medical equipment such as the respirator, in their
research made technology central to sex research. The idea that researchers could
measure aspects of women’s arousal from the interior of the body would galvanize
a small but significant portion of the nascent sexological research community in
the late 1960s and 1970s. After the mid-1970s, when aversion therapy for
machines had been discredited and Masters and Johnson had moved on to marriage
counseling, scientific researchers began to use and to develop different machines to
compare and to contrast more seriously the physiological aspects of men’s and
women’s sexual arousal and response.
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