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JANE SEXES IT UP

Introduction
My original intention for the year-end book report was to study the text “The Invention of Heterosexuality” by Jonathan Ned Katz.  However, I recently received an email from Ashley Pryor condoning a report over any of the texts we studied throughout the course.  I was suddenly very excited because there was one book in particular that we studied which peaked my interest in an intense way: “Jane Sexes It Up: True Confessions of Feminist Desire” by Merri Lisa Johnson.  

My initial judgment about the book prior to reading was fairly negative and unbecoming.  However, Johnson sucks you into her world within the first page of reading and you become intrigued in such a way that keeps you from setting the book down.  We were only required to read roughly 4 or 5 essays from the book.  However, I was so intrigued with the writings that I continued to read the entire book before ever knowing I was permitted to use this text as the source for my report.  
Synopsis

The purpose of Johnson’s text is to challenge socially accept ideas of the many issues of feminism and as Jane Gallop says, she “Brings feminism and sexuality together and challenges the complacencies in the other.  People who rid of sexuality for the sake of the feminist politics and people who want to get rid of feminism so they can feel good about sex are choosing artificial comfort over uneven path of conflict… Your book sharpens, rather than dulls, the edge between justice and desire.”  Johnson links feminism to prostitution, stripping, porn, marriage and gender identity.  Some other issues she was sure to incorporate into her book includes: male vs. female dominance shifting with the progression from adolescence to adulthood, ties between sex and violence, domination, the relationship between sex, power and love, defining sex, self-identity, sexual orientation, gender identity and social construction of gender, race and many more with not enough room to list.

I decided that while all these issues are extremely important to the overall context of the book, there were two issues which were awakened while reading the various texts within the book and I decided to explore my reader response to these particular issues.  The reader response is the most important part of a text because it determines whether or not the author was successful in getting their point across and whether or not the reader has become more knowledgeable through the authors’ writings.  I feel very liberated by this book on a variety of issues, but there were still two issues which stuck most effectively with me: probably because I can most relate to these issues: self-identity and being a married feminist.  The most inspiring text, to me, within Johnson’s book was the text Patricia Payette entitled, “The Feminist Wife?” because it is so liberating for women to read due to the fact that it completely contradicts everything they have ever been taught.
Self-Identity through a Perfectly Socially Constructed Idea

 Many times, women are raised in an environment which teaches them that the only way to be successful and have a fulfilling life is to find that one person who makes them happy and will take care of them for the rest of their lives.  Many times this begins with the reiteration of this particular idea via the media.  When little girls first start watching television, what do they see?  
They witness women whose only life purpose is to search for the “man of her dreams,” because once she finds him, she will live “happily ever after.”  This idea is completely and utterly socially constructed: not ingrained in human nature as most people believe.  They are taught as if there is no extra effort required once you find “the one”: it will just work no matter what effort you apply because it is “meant to be.”  If this idea is so important however, why are there successful single women, despite the fact that they are not married, and why do so many marriages fail?  Does being married actually make your life fulfilling?

In many cases, marriage and children add to the joys of life.  The issue which Johnson is exploring is the fact that so many times, women get wrapped up in the “socially idealistic life” (house, kids and marriage) that they forget who they really are and ultimately lose their self-identity.  Many times women disregard their own dreams and aspirations in order to fulfill the criteria for the socially constructed idea of perfection. 
However, a marriage should not define who a person is, but rather add to their life in a positive way.  A person is their own dreams, hopes, desires, talents, interests, skills, abilities, accomplishments and personality: not who they are married to, how successful their marriage is, how many kids they have or how close to “perfect” they have raised their children.  However, it is so hard to see past this cloud of deception which our society has put before us.

Payette explains her own experience and beings a critical passage in informing the reader of this idea of marriage as a fake conception of perfection in society (page 144), “The search for a marriageable man didn’t dominate my life.  My single friends and I discovered that a happy and successful life didn’t require a husband, or even a boyfriend… and Toufexious dispels the popular assumptions about ‘never-married’ women as ‘unloved, unwanted, unhealthy’ by citing the numerous healthy, successful single women buying houses, running companies, and having children on their own…  I identified the single woman as heroine of her own life.”

Rather than searching for a perfect relationship and “the one” Payette puts it perfectly into perspective for the reader (page 163), “The secret to relationship success is knowing there is no such thing as a soul mate, no perfect person fated for each of us to marry.  Our relationships will always be a work in progress…  First we must give up the fantasy images we unconsciously attach to our mates and accept them as their own people – flawed, human – instead of trying to believe we were perfect for each other.  Learning to be vulnerable, to be patient, to be wrong, and to be willing to change – it wouldn’t be easy.”  
This idea is so perfectly stated that there is no way I could have explained it better myself.  In a relationship, if people would stop trying to fix the other person or assume they are exactly who they have been searching for, we wouldn’t be so disappointed in our relationships and ultimately doom them to failure.  It would be very likely that we would see marriage success rate rise if people operated in this fashion: if you take a person for who they truly are, you will be more accepting of their flaws and visa-versa.

One passage I read and now repeat and live by is (page 154) “Marriage is no longer a ‘given’ for women, but just one life choice among many.”

The Married Feminist

To some feminists, the concept of being married contradicts their beliefs of who a feminist is and what they should stand for.  The reason for this is so that they can prove the above passage; you do not have to be married to be happy.  Johnson does a great job at exploring the idea of retaining feminist ideas while also maintaining a relationship and most importantly, a marriage.  She then asks on page 50, “Is it possible to have romance and feminism too?”  

Yes.  Marriage can be a wonderful thing.  The trick is to marry for the right reasons.  Marry someone only when you feel ready and marry for one thing and one thing only; love.  Do not marry to fix another person, find your identity, to make another person happy or to fix a broken situation.  Payette sums this up flawlessly (page 164), “Marriage is not a sign of a failed feminist, it’s a healthy recognition that a loving partner can make a sweet life sweeter.”  Marriage does not define a person, it simply adds to the joys of life.
Conclusion

It has taken hundreds of year for society to convince women (and men alike) that their life’s purpose can only be found within how they function in a romantic relationship.  Johnson however, does an amazing job at breaking down these social barriers and providing the readers with information that can potentially fill the reader with a true sense of self-worth.
