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WHAT ARE SEXUAL SCRIPTS?
Much of what we know or think we know about sexuality…is not true. Many of our ideas 
about what relationships should be like…are assumptions. 

Many of our goals, and insecurities in relation to love are based on the time and place we 
live in rather than scientific fact.

The truth is our ideas about sexuality, rather than stemming purely from biology, differ 
vastly from culture-to-culture and across time periods. They are not fixed. 

This is liberating, because if they are not true, we do not need to adhere ourselves to them, 
or feel bad if we don’t meet them. We are free to write our own scripts.

Even though humans think that the sexual norms of their society are absolute, over time, 
sexual scripts change. 

THERE ARE NUMEROUS SCRIPTS THAT UNDERMINE OUR RELATIONSHIPS.
FOR INSTANCE:
1 The myth of the sexy female body 

2 The myth of passionate monogamy 

3 The mystery of women’s true sexuality 

4 The myth of “normal” sex drive

In this course, I’m going to talk about the first 2 scripts. The myth of the sexy female body 
and the myth of passionate monogamy.

WHAT ARE SEXUAL SCRIPTS?
The concept of sexual scripts was introduced by sociologists John Gagnon and Willian 
Simon in the seventies. The idea is: human sexuality is largely determined by cultural 
scripts, templates for behavior.  

Beyond biology - our sexuality is social, cultural and historical. It is learned. These scripts 
provide guidelines for sexual behavior.

Traditionally, in the west, scripts were framed within heterosexual/married as norm, and 
in terms of gender there is a strong double standard. Men’s sexuality is seen as intense, 
desiring variety, and hard to control, whereas women’s sexuality is viewed as passive, 
timid, and linked to their emotions. 
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THE SCRIPT FOR WOMEN IN ORDER TO BE SEXY...
Now that I’ve explained what a sexual script is let’s look at the script of the sexy female 
body. The first script we’re going to dismantle is:  In order to be sexy, you need to “look 
sexy” 

The script for women is this… if you are young and thin and unwrinkled, you are sexy, 
desirable.
If you work out, wear form-fitting clothes, wear makeup, etc., then you will attract sexual 
attention.

I’m not going to get into women’s personal choices about beauty or fitness regimes, but 
I am going to question the amount of time and energy given to the outer body as 
something desirable. Rather than a woman actively being sexy, feeling sexy, having sexual 
thoughts and desires, and actively desiring. 

The script for women is: looking sexy (passive, appearing sexy) trumps being sexy 
(active, desiring and being sexual). But why

EXERCISE
To unpack cultural scripts, answer these questions: 

What does a sexy/desirable woman look like? (Describe)
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What does a sexy/desirable man look like? (Describe)

What does a sexy/desirable woman do? (Actions and behaviors that are sexy)

What does a sexy/desirable man do? (Actions and behaviors that are sexy)
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On a scale of 1-10 how sexy do you think you look?

How does the number you’ve given yourself impact your sexual self-esteem? Is there a 
correlation between how sexy you feel like you look and how you behave sexually?

If you looked differently, do you think you would act differently in terms of 
sexuality/dating/sex/seduction? 
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HOW OUR SEXUAL SELF-ESTEEM AFFECTS OUR BEHAVIOR IN BED
The script of the sexy female body is linked to our sexual self-esteem. Indeed, it is well 
known that media and advertising can have a devastating effect on women's self-esteem, 
but it effects our sexual self-esteem too. Feeling like we don't live up to the physical ideal, 
women often grow to view themselves, and even their genitalia, as undesirable.

Our sexual self-esteem often reflects how we judge our appearance against the current 
ideal. Dutch ethnographer Harry Hoetink coined term somatic norm (that is, a shared 
image of ideal type, say Kim Kardashian) and somatic distance (which conveys the 
degree of difference from that norm).

In previous time periods, women had a better shot of meeting their local beauty ideals. 
They could henna their hands or tattoo their bodies. 

But what happens when the beauty presented to women as ideal is physically 
unachievable?

Today we have constant access to what Naomi Wolf calls “beauty pornography,” the 
plethora of images we encounter every day of the young, airbrushed, 
media-manufactured beauty. It’s not surprising that women are more critical of their 
appearance than men are of theirs and most women in Western cultures are dissatisfied 
with their bodies, which affects their sense of self and sexual identity. 

We can’t talk about women’s libido without addressing the weighty issue of women’s 
weight. The majority of women wish they were thinner and hey have increasing anxiety 
about their naked bodies. In fact, body-image worries of young women have coincided 
with a rising incidence of anxiety & depression. Girls show less satisfaction with their 
physical appearance than do boys, starting as young as third grade.

All aspects that we’ve discussed stem from the script of the sexy female body. 
ultural scripts, templates for behavior.

It is not an absolute. It is a cultural manifestation. And we don’t have to buy into it.

How women look, or more importantly how we think we look can be at the heart of our 
libido and sexual vitality. How we feel about our bodies direct affects how we feel about 
sex. What happens for many women is they don’t feel like they look/are sexy and because 
of this, their sex drive shuts down.

Sex is far better when you feel sexy, but oftentimes what turns women on and off is 
ourselves. Sexual self-esteem impacts sexual enjoyment.
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SPECTATORING
Many men and women worry during sex about whether they look attractive or not, and 
this negatively effects their sexual experience. If we’re anxious about our appearance, how 
can we let go and be sensual?

Sex researchers Masters and Johnson, coined the term “spectatoring” during sex. A hyper 
sexual self-consciousness that undermines men and women’s sexual responsiveness and 
satisfaction. Monitoring and evaluating oneself from a third person perceptive while 
being intimate means that we’re not focusing on bodily sensations or our partner. We 
aren’t present. 

I challenge you to change the script. To focus on your sensuality and sexuality by 
separating it from how you perceive yourself to look.

SUGGESTIONS:
General mindfulness exercises.

Sex-focused exercises which help still the mind and focus on sensations.

Working to create better sexual self-esteem.

Being careful of what “beauty pornography” you expose yourself to. 
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THE MYTH OF PASSIONATE MONOGAMY
In my belief, the script that causes the most harm to couples is the expectation of 
passionate-ever-after monogamy.  Our goals for our long-term monogamous 
relationships are like a child’s wish list for Santa.

In today’s world, couples are expecting more and more of each other. However, ever-after 
passionate monogamy is a wish, not childhood wish, but a Hollywood one. A fantasy that 
doesn’t exist.

Of course, there are many happy long-term couples that have periods of passion and put 
time and effort into their romantic relationship, but they have succeeded in partnership 
because they have reset their expectations.
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THE FIVE STAGES OF LOVE
Relationships in the West tend to follow a certain pattern. And, yes, of course, there can be 
lots of variation and these phases are not necessarily linear. These stages are loosely based 
on Susan Campbell’s book, The Couple’s Journey.

STAGE 1
You meet and fall in love. This is called limerance. The drug-like haze whereby our brain 
releases a cocktail of chemicals, such as oxytocin and dopamine, and you feel head over 
heels. Infatuated. Unfortunately, over time, we develop a chemical tolerance to our 
partner. 

STAGE 2  
Intimacy leading partnership. You either become a couple, or you don’t, things stand in 
your way. If you remain a couple, passion is still intense, but not as much as stage one. You 
love that person like no other and the world revolves around them. You experience the 
world as the “two of us”.  Partnership can range from being in an open relationship with 
established guidelines, to marriage. 

** These first two stages of the relationship cycle are usually the entire ideology of 
romantic love. Our culture, our TV shows, love songs, our #couplegoals center around 
staying at this bio-chemical state. Deep all-consuming love and infatuation. **

This does not match reality. If you can’t reset the script - you can’t end up with relationship 
satisfaction. 

STAGE 3
Where all couples eventually arrive — Disillusionment. Is this all there is? What 
happened to the person I fell in love with? What happened to me - why am I so grumpy, 
dissatisfied? Why aren’t we having sex?

At this juncture, because couples expect ever-after passionate monogamy, many break 
up and the relationship ends. And then they go through the relationship cycle with 
someone else to no avail, breaking off stage 3.

For couples who stay together - 
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STAGE4
Is about readjustment. Long-term relationships are difficult. This stage involves power 
struggles, trying to accept and working through flaws, and attempting to shift 
relationship expectations.

Here the relationship survives or doesn’t. For many, it may survive but heads toward 
emotional/sexual flat line. The couple exists together without feeling intimate. However, 
some partners consciously infuse the relationship with romance and sensuality 

A number of relationships go on Stage 5.

STAGE 5
Deep love. The couple works together as team on greater goals. They recognize that 
relationships are hard work and have let go of the fantasy. They wave farewell to the 
former couple that couldn’t keep their hands off each other, and accept the relationship 
for what it is, They make time for sex and intimacy.

There was a great article in the Huffing Post recently (author Nate Bagley) - asking what 
is the point of marriage? The author talked about rather than the goal being a state of 
constant happiness - and who would actually really want that? Shouldn’t the goal of 
partnership be mutual growth?

Relationship expert John Gottman of Gottman Institute argues for “a good enough 
marriage, “based on kindness, love, affection, respect and sexual intimacy. I agree. We 
need ditch the rom-com storyline.  

We can infuse our relationship with love and romance, but to expect something that 
doesn’t exist, for stage 1 and 2 levels of infatuation to remain constant, only sets us up to 
fail.

In your workbook, begin rewriting your couple script. 
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EXERCISE
What three things do I need most in my relationship? 

Ask your partner the same question: What three things do they need most in your 
relationship?

Are specific needs being unmet? Please list in order of importance.

Discuss the relationship stages with your partner and share your answers to the questions 
above.


