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wanted her.”39 Her promiscuous sexual endeavors, most of which were well outside the context
of marriage, were not a secret to the public, who
was simultaneously taught that female sexuality was only normal within marriages. In her last
interview, Monroe said, “I think that sexuality is
only attractive when it’s natural and spontaneous. This is where a lot of them miss the boat.
And then something I’d just like to spout off on.
We are all born sexual creatures, thank God, but
it’s a pity so many people despise and crush this
natural gift.”40 Monroe’s discussion of “natural
and spontaneous” sex refers to unconstrained sex
fueled by physical and emotional chemistry, not
by social norms. While society received messages
from experts and boards, which condemned the
very things Monroe proclaimed, they also overwhelmingly supported the actress. This support
showed that society was truly conflicted over
matters of female sexuality.
Monroe’s overt sexuality was also present
in the feature films she acted in, most notably, “The Seven-Year Itch”. Monroe’s existence
marked a turn-point in society, and showed that
despite the Legion’s objections, “Hollywood…
[was] gradually allowing greater latitude in showing sexual matters on the screen. [Monroe’s]
sexuality, so overt it might previously have been
doomed by the censors (in such scenes as the
famous blowing up of her skirt in The Seven-Year
Itch, for example) was now not only permissible,
it was desirable”41 In the film, Monroe stood
above the subway and took pleasure from the
cool air blowing up her dress.42 Perhaps the
most iconic scene from the film, it represented
a marked break from the Legion of Decency, and
directly contrasted experts who dismissed female
sexuality outside of marriage. Monroe, because
of her outstanding fame, recognition and acceptance, was a testament to the fact that messages
of overt sexuality were seeping into society as
contradictions to discreteness: “few captured
the public’s attention as did Marilyn Monroe.”43
At the same time society was being taught that
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female sex was only for marriage, Monroe’s
statement penetrated the minds of the public,
and stood as a sharp contrast.

LITERATURE
Just as popular culture icons were instrumental in contributing to the dual views of female
sexuality during the 1950s, the period’s literature
seemed to accepted female sexuality outside of
marriage. Most notably, Alfred Kinsey’s Sexual
Behavior in the Human Female was released in
1953 as a study that analyzed sexual behavior in
females, including behavior that occurred before
marriage. The study exonerated “promiscuous”
females — those who had sexual experience
before marriage — by revealing astonishing facts
about the prevalence of pre-marital intercourse.
According to Kinsey, fifty percent of females had
sex before marriage, a shockingly high number for a society so bent on promoting female
chastity.44 Elaine Tyler May notes that “When
Alfred Kinsey published his exhaustive studies…
Americans discovered that some of their most
deeply held beliefs about proper sexual conduct
were honored more in the breach than the fact…
Widely expressed values represented the ideal,
while documented sexual behavior indicated the
reality.”45 Kinsey’s findings used “meticulous scientific detail,”46 were widely read and discussed,
and were instant best sellers. The outstanding
success of Sexual Behavior in the Human Female
promoted a different view about female sexuality: sex before marriage was not necessarily deviant, but, in fact, normal.
This new view was represented throughout
period literature, such as in the highly controversial novel Lolita. While on the surface Vladimir
Nabokov’s Lolita was the story about a deviant,
prematurely promiscuous young girl, when examined through the influential lens of Kinsey, the
novel portrays Lolita’s overt sexuality as normal.47
Lolita is told from the point-of-view of a mentally
ill pedophile, Humbert Humbert, who falls in love
with his stepdaughter, a sexually experienced

twelve-year-old named Dolores (whom he calls
Lolita). Humbert’s storytelling over-sexualizes Lolita in order to exonerate himself from playing the
role of the rapist who takes Lolita’s innocence. To
prevent this, Humbert repeatedly insists through
his narratives that Lolita was sexually precocious
before they met.48 At the time of the novel’s
publication in 1958, Lolita’s sexual experiences
outside of marriage tag her as a precocious and
sexually promiscuous girl. However, according
to Kinsey, sexual arousal before adolescence (or
outside of marriage) iss completely normal. Even
infants and young children were capable of “tactile stimulation in a way which is sexual”49 and
“27 per cent recalled that they had been aroused
erotically – sexually – at some time before the
age of adolescence which, for the average female, occurs sometime between her twelfth and
thirteenth birthday.”50 Furthermore, 24% said
that a man tried to initiate sex with them as an
adolescent girl.51 While the novel was told from
the perspective of Humbert, if examined through
Kinsey’s lens, as a pre-pubescent girl, Lolita was
not deviant.52
From Humbert’s perspective, Lolita — not
himself—was the overly sexual character. After
waking up one morning, Lolita initiated sex with
Humbert: “Her kiss, to my delirious embarrassment, had some rather comical refinements of
flutter and probe which made me conclude she
had been coached at an early age…gradually
the odd sense of living in a brand new, mad new
dream world, where everything was permissible,
came over me as I realized what she was suggesting…‘Okay,’ said Lolita, ‘here’s where we start’…
not a trace of modesty did I perceive in this
beautiful, hardly formed young girl”53 According
to Humbert, Lolita was a highly sexualized female
who frequently engaged in illicit activities before
marriage. But Kinsey provided an alternative lens
to examine Lolita. Because his findings indicated
that nearly one third of females engaged in sexual pleasure activities before adolescence, and
that one fourth of females has been approached

by an adult male making a sexual advance, Lolita’s actions fitted neatly into that 27%, and she
was exonerated from her deviant label.54
In another chapter of Lolita, she told Humbert of her first experiences with heterosexual
sexuality, which occurred when she was eleven
years old: “Well, the Miranda twins had shared
the same bed for years and Donald Scott, who
was the dumbest boy in the school, had done
it with Hazel Smith in his uncle’s garage, and
Kenneth Knight — who was the brightest — used
to exhibit himself wherever and whenever he
had a chance.”55 Kinsey’s findings suggested that
this was normal — it was common for females to
be exposed to exhibitionism. And 48% of those
exposed were aroused by male genitalia.56 The
fact that nearly one half of the female population exposed to male genitalia found pleasure
in such exposure demonstrated that Lolita’s
exposure was much more normal than previously believed.
Through Humbert’s lens, Lolita describes
another sexual encounter during her childhood
when, at Camp Q, she had sex with Charlie
Holmes, the thirteen-year-old son of the camp’s
mistress: “At first, Lo had refused ‘to try what it
was like,’ but curiosity and camaraderie prevailed, and soon she and Barbara were doing
it by turns with the silent, coarse and surly but
indefatigable Charlie, who had as much sex
appeal as a raw carrot but sported a fascinating
collection of contraceptives.”57 Lolita’s casual
explanation of her first encounters with sex as
an eleven-year-old is another example of how
Humbert portrays Lolita as a sexually overt young
female. Yet, Kinsey provided examples of pre-pubescent sexual encounters as prevalent and normal in his study: 30% of females had experienced
heterosexual sexual play as a pre-adolescent.58
Kinsey also found that “about 14 per cent of all
the females in our sample — nearly half of those
who had been erotically aroused before adolescence — recalled that they had reached orgasm
either in masturbation or in their sexual contacts
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