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Dissertation Abstract: 
 
My dissertation research examines ways that social inequality is manifest in sexual encounters with particular 
emphasis on the role of social interaction.  How do situational pressures that unfold during sexual encounters 
impact the occurrence of unwanted sex, sexual assault and orgasm? Using 93 in-depth interviews and nationally 

representative survey data, I examine how gendered social expectations about what one should do leading up to and 
during sex create powerful interactional sequences with important consequences.  
 
The first chapter examines heterosexual men’s accounts of unwanted sex. My analysis shows how unwanted sex 
with women is interactionally produced through a process where men seek to save face and to make their behaviors 
legible to others. Unwanted sex also relates to the content of what is considered acceptable behavior in heterosexual 
interactions. That is, cultural norms governing gender provide the content for what allows a man to save face, and 
for his actions to make sense to a female partner. In particular, men give in to unwanted sex because accepting all 
opportunities for sexual activity is a widely expected way to perform masculinity. These findings are forthcoming in 
Social Forces in a sole-authored article. 
 
The second chapter uses interactionist and other theories to understand women’s accounts of unwanted sex. I find 
that women report doing active sense-making during sexual encounters, which often entails fitting an experience 
into a commonly shared narrative about how such situations typically unfold: it could lead to 1) reputational 
consequences if she “leads him on;” 2) “awkwardness” if the encounter ends abruptly; or 3) sexual violence if she 
tries to leave. Women’s familiarity with the first two narratives makes them reluctant to say something that will stop 
the progression toward intercourse for fear of awkwardness or being seen as someone who leads men on. The third 
narrative makes women aware of the possibility of violence; this fear discourages some from quickly leaving, even in 
cases when women knew a man, and when he had done nothing to indicate that he would use force. In these cases, 
both the narrative and the structural reality behind it encouraged unwanted sex.  
 
Chapter three examines how social expectations and social inequality are manifest in orgasm rates using quantitative 
survey data. Analyses show income and education are associated with orgasm. In turn, performance anxiety, feeling 
“insecure,” and having sex to satisfy a partner all decreased the likelihood of orgasm. These findings suggest that 
sexual pleasure is achieved through an interactive process loaded with assumptions about gender, class and age.  
 
  


