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Abstract
This study focuses on the narratives of four young Swedish women who were inter-
viewed about their experiences of heterosexual casual sex. The analyses are based 
on a phenomenological approach and provide insight into a highly complex sexual 
practice, which the participants often portray as having lacked transparent commu-
nication, balance of power, and satisfying sex—three key dimensions of an everyday 
“sexual democracy.” However, the participants also claim to have dealt with these 
problematic issues, hence pointing to the socializing role that early sexual experi-
ences have for young women. Thus, if the participants’ own perspectives of events 
are accepted, sexual empowerment might best be understood as individually colored, 
experience-based, developmental processes rather than as something that is brought 
about primarily through collective, formal sex education.

Keywords Casual sex · Phenomenology · Sexual democracy · Sexual 
empowerment · Sexual socialization

Introduction

Although Reay (2014) bemoans the lack of a historical perspective on the phenom-
enon of casual sex, and reminds us that the practice of uncommitted sex is not an 
invention of modernity, theoretical (Bauman 2003; Giddens 1992; Sigusch 1998) as 
well as empirical (Kalish and Kimmel 2011; Paul and Hayes 2002; Timmerman and 
Courtois 2018) scholars tend to describe it as a fairly new and growing practice. The 
plethora of empirical studies in this area over the last decade also suggests that an 
increasing number of researchers find casual sex to be an important topic of investi-
gation (cf. Boislard et al. 2016; Farvid and Braun 2017; Rodrigue and Fernet 2016, 
for reviews of the field). In this study, we want to contribute to the field by analyzing 
the narratives of four young Swedish women who were interviewed on the basis of 
their experiences of heterosexual casual sex. A large-scale survey in Sweden (Public 
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Health Agency of Sweden 2019) recently showed that at least 38% of young women 
(16–29-year-olds) report having engaged in casual sex during the last 12 months. It 
is thus a very common practice in this specific cohort, dropping to 15% in the one 
that follows (30–44-year-olds).

As pointed out by Farvid and Braun (2018, p. 1405), the existing research lit-
erature on casual sex often constructs it as a “risky” practice. It is associated with 
unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, mental problems, and other 
difficulties, and young females are identified as a particularly vulnerable group in 
numerous studies (e.g., Campbell 2008; Cooper and Gordon 2015; Dubé et al. 2017; 
Grello et al. 2006; Kennair et al. 2018; Owen et al. 2010). Although we do not deny 
the reality of these results, to which there are certainly exceptions (e.g., Eisenberg 
et  al. 2009; Kaestle and Evans 2018; Vrangalova and Ong 2014), the aim of this 
study is not so much to identify the “factual” risks of casual sex, as to investigate 
casual sex as an experienced and retold social practice.

In analyzing the narratives, we use a phenomenological approach (Smith et  al. 
2009), through which we attempt to concentrate on the participants’ views of their 
experiences rather than uncovering the real events. In doing so, we hope to provide 
an insight into a highly complex sexual practice, which the participants often portray 
as having lacked transparent communication, balance of power, and satisfying sex—
three key dimensions of an everyday “sexual democracy” (Giddens 1992, p. 182). 
Yet, we also want to demonstrate how the participants claim to have dealt with these 
problematic issues. In this way, we hope to shed light on the socializing and empow-
ering role that early sexual experiences have for young women. Thus, sex education, 
problematized by many scholars for being highly aligned with risk-oriented research 
(cf. Fine 1988; Kiely 2005; Lamb 2010), might not always be the most important 
source of influence on female sexual development.

The Swedish Sin, Sexual Democracy, and the Pure Relationship

Sweden has had a reputation of being a sinful nation long before the casual sex of 
today. According to Hale (2003) the concept of the “Swedish sin” gained currency 
in the early 1950s when the motion picture “One summer of happiness” shocked 
the world by showing the naked breasts of Ulla Jacobsson. It was soon followed by 
Ingmar Bergman’s film “The summer with Monika,” which was even more shock-
ing, particularly in its portrayal of carefree, premarital sex. After this, an infamous 
article, “Sin & Sweden,” was published in “Time.” It was written by an American 
journalist, Joe David Brown, and portrays Sweden as a deeply depraved country. For 
instance, Brown (1955) repudiates Elise Ottesen–Jensen, the founder of the Swed-
ish Association for Sexuality Education, for openly recommending teenagers to have 
sex insofar as they are truly in love with each other.

Although Ottesen-Jensen’s guiding principle may seem conservative today, Swe-
den has had a reputation as a nation of “unrestrained sexual freedom” (Hale 2003, 
p. 351) ever since Brown’s disparaging spell. Yet, various parties have tried to offer 
an alternative picture of the Swedish sexual policy during the years and decades 
that followed (e.g., Ahlmark-Michanek 1962; Frantzén and Torekull 1970; Swedish 
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National Board of Education 1977). The essence of this counterargument is that 
Swedish institutions and individuals promote a sound “sexual democracy” among its 
citizens. According to Glover and Marklund (2009), this sexual democracy implies 
that sexuality must be “rescued from both the irrationality of the barbaric state of 
nature, as well as from the irrational, religious and oppressive (moralizing) impera-
tives of traditional culture” (p. 504). It is thus associated with modernism, respon-
sibility, and enlightenment rather than with the sort of primitivism, frivolity, and 
unbridled lust that Brown feared.

At the heart of sexual democracy lies not only the choice of “freedom and sex” 
over “promiscuity and sin,” but, above all, an imagined transformation of the rela-
tionship between the sexes. Birgitta Linnér, a family counselor and sex educator of 
the 1960 s, describes this as a “shift on a nationwide scale from the double standard 
of sexual morality to sexual democracy” (Linnér 1967, p. xv). The basic idea is that 
men and women should have the same rights and obligations when it comes to sexu-
ality as in other areas of social life. Thus, as Linnér points out, the advancements 
in bringing about a greater equality between the sexes in politics, education, and 
employment would simply be followed in the more personal sphere of sex.

This type of trickle-down logic is also advanced by Giddens (1992) in his work 
on the transformation of intimacy in modern society. Thus, like Linnér, he draws a 
parallel between changes in the public and the personal sphere when he imagines 
“a wholesale democratising of the interpersonal domain, in a manner fully compat-
ible with democracy in the public sphere” (Giddens 1992, p. 3). In a more general 
sense, Giddens’s ideas also correspond very well with the Swedish version of sexual 
democracy, which continues to be supported today (cf. Public Health Agency of 
Sweden 2019). For instance, he launches the liberal notion of a “plastic sexuality,” 
a sexuality freed from both “the needs of reproduction” and “the rule of the phal-
lus” (Giddens 1992, p. 2), hence endorsing greater sexual equality, experimentation, 
and varieties of relationships. More importantly, he also invents a name for the ideal 
relationship: “the pure relationship.”

According to Giddens (1992), a “pure relationship” exists when “a social rela-
tion is entered for its own sake … [and] is continued only in so far as it is thought 
by both parties to deliver enough satisfaction for each individual to stay within it” 
(p. 58). But does this definition pertain to casual-sex relationships, the topic of our 
study? Following Giddens, we argue that it does. A pure relationship does not imply 
that the relationship must be long-lasting or emotionally intimate, as long as the 
parties agree on this. The main issue is not the length or the depth of the relation-
ship, but that those involved stand behind a consensual agreement. Thus, as against 
expectations, casual sex “is not inherently incompatible with emergent norms of 
the pure relationship” (p. 147). In practice, though, and as we will show below, a 
pure relationship might be very challenging to establish in real-life casual sexual 
relationships.

On the basis of the above discussion, this study focuses on three dimensions of 
the pure relationship that would seem important for sexual democracy among casual 
sex partners: (1) Transparent communication, that is, “open discussion by partners 
about the nature of the relationship” (Giddens 1992, p. 192); (2) Balance of power, 
that is, “a relationship of sexual and emotional equality” (p. 2); (3) Satisfying sex, 



1400 M. Tholander, N. Tour 

1 3

that is, “the achievement of reciprocal sexual pleasure” (p. 62). These aspects of 
a pure relationship translated to our study as the following research questions dur-
ing the analysis: How do the interviewed women (1) describe the communication 
with their casual sex partners, (2) portray power issues in relation to their casual sex 
partners, and (3) assess the sexual activities they had with their casual sex partners? 
Note that the participants were not asked these questions explicitly, but spontane-
ously oriented towards them during the interviews.

It should be emphasized that in performing the analysis, we have tried to abstain 
from automatically constructing casual sex as a risky practice. As an overwhelming 
number of studies have already shown that women fare less well than men in this 
particular practice (see above), a reasonable presumption of this study would be that 
sexual democracy, as somewhat naively envisioned by Giddens (1992), has already 
been proven elusive. However, in keeping with a phenomenological approach, we 
wish to present a more nuanced picture of women’s narratives of casual sex than 
this. Our analyses not only show that women express dissatisfaction with their expe-
riences, but also that those experiences have transformed them into who they are 
now. This socializing aspect of casual sex, imagined or real, has rarely been high-
lighted in research (but see Bryant and Schofield 2007; Morgan and Zurbriggen 
2007; Peterson 2010). Our argument is that a greater sexual democracy not only 
rests on previous advancements in politics, education, and employment, as sug-
gested by Linnér (1967), or on advances in sex education, but also on learning from 
personal experience.

Method

Participants, Interview Procedure, and Ethics

As the purpose of the study was to focus on young women’s experiences of hetero-
sexual casual sex, the following three inclusion criteria were stipulated: female sex, 
18–25 years of age, and at least one experience of heterosexual casual sex. All four 
participants were recruited through an information sheet on a social media platform, 
and none of them were compensated for participating in the study. Their pseudo-
nyms and ages are as follows: Anna (25), Bella (25), Clara (22), and Disa (22).

All participants identified as cisgender, white, middle-class, and city dweller. 
Anna, Clara, and Disa identified as heterosexual, and Bella as bisexual. Anna, Bella, 
and Clara were living together with a partner, and Disa was single. Anna, Bella, and 
Disa were all studying at university, and Clara worked as a nurse. Smith et al. (2009) 
argue that this type of homogeneous and small sample is concordant with the ide-
ographic interest of interpretative phenomenological analysis (see more below). The 
sample represents population perspectives rather than population averages.

All interviews were performed by the second author and lasted between 45 and 
75 min. During interviews the participants were asked to elaborate freely on their 
experiences and thoughts, but were also asked questions such as: Why did you 
engage in casual sex? What are your experiences of casual sex? How did you feel 
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in the moment? How did you feel afterwards? Did you experience any differences 
between different occasions of casual sex?

The study was conducted in concordance with ethical research principles in Swe-
den, including informed consent, confidentiality, and usage rules (Swedish Research 
Council 2011). Despite focusing on a potentially sensitive topic, none of the par-
ticipants expressed discomfort when asked about this in a direct question after the 
interviews were concluded.

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is an approach that examines how 
individuals interpret and ascribe meaning to their lived experiences (Smith et  al. 
2009). The interest in the “lived experience” of people comes from phenomenol-
ogy and implies that we can only understand various phenomena if we ask those 
with direct experience of it. The emphasis on “interpretation” is a contribution from 
hermeneutics and involves a focus on how people come to make sense of their par-
ticular experiences. Indeed, there is a double hermeneutics at play, as the analyst 
attempts to interpret people’s own interpretation of their lived experiences.

As pointed out above, IPA is thoroughly ideographic, focusing on the particular 
rather than the universal. In line with this, it has not been our ambition to produce 
results that can be generalized to large number of people, but rather to understand 
casual sex from the perspectives of those involved in the study. However, interpre-
tations based on a detailed examination of a small number of narratives might still 
lead to theoretical insights that transcend the studied material. For instance, small-
sample studies often provide opportunities for “naturalistic generalization,” a kind 
of generalization that is left to the reader to perform on the basis of his or her prior 
experiences and knowledge—or lack thereof (Stake 1978). In the same vein, such 
studies are also an important means of acquiring “vicarious experience” through the 
(indirect) study of others.

After transcribing all of the interviews, we followed the analytical steps presented 
by Smith et al. (2009). A brief description of this process includes close reading of 
the transcripts, open coding, identification of possible themes, comparisons between 
different interviews, and selecting illustrating quotations. In reality, the process is 
very complex and involves a series of restarts, alterations, and reorganizations.

More importantly, and perhaps somewhat untypically for an IPA study, we 
allowed the concept of “sexual democracy” to be introduced quite late in the ana-
lytical process. This concept fitted some of our themes and it made us approach our 
data in a more targeted way than otherwise had been the case. With this concept in 
mind, all themes in the data did not stand out as equally relevant anymore. Moreo-
ver, the concept helped us to choose exemplifying quotations and organize the pres-
entation of the results.

After singling out quotations that could illustrate our themes, we proceeded with 
a deeper examination and engaged in expanding rather than condensing the analysis. 
In short, we tried to create “added value” in relation to all of the quotations (Smith 
et al. 2009, p. 23), that is, to point to details in them that perhaps were not instantly 
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apparent. To create this added value, we went beyond mere description of individual 
quotations to ask questions such as: What is being said between the lines? What is 
the underlying message? What hidden assumptions, ideals, and normativities can 
be spotted? Moreover, added value was also created by connecting findings in an 
individual quotation to the larger data set as well as to relevant previous research 
and theory.

Results

Just like Farvid and Braun’s (2017) interviewees, our participants describe, inter-
pret, and evaluate casual sex practices that are highly varied, contradictory, and mul-
tifaceted. In this result section, we present some of what they articulated under three 
analytical headings: lessons in sexual communication, lessons in power dynamics, 
and lessons in ars erotica.

Lessons in Sexual Communication

Previous research indicates that those who engage in casual sex rarely communicate 
the exact status of their relationship (Fahs and Munger 2015; Moran and Lee 2014; 
Weaver et al. 2011). Is casual sex the beginning of a serious relationship or the proof 
that no such relationship will ever develop? Peplau, Rubin, and Hill (1977) argue 
that there are two opposing answers to this question. One view insists that sex is 
an effective means of building emotional intimacy, whereas the opposing position 
claims that sex may short-circuit intimacy and prevent the development of closeness 
and commitment. As Giddens (1992) points out, the latter view has dominated.

In this section, we analyze how the participants reason about sexual communica-
tion in relation to their experiences of casual sex. In particular two of the participants 
portray themselves as having gradually become better at interpreting the nature of 
sexual encounters. In our first example, Anna describes her naivety of youth:

I try to remember my sixteen-year-old self and how I felt [after having had 
sex]. I believe “disappointed” would be the right word. I mean, I had thought 
that it would mean something. You know, we did talk for quite a while too. I 
mean, it really felt like “well okay, was this it?” (.) Yeah, I guess I was disap-
pointed (.) I guess I can’t explain it in any other word than “disappointed” […] 
You know, when you think about sex, relations, love – you kind of thought that 
it would lead to something else. (Anna)

In this quote, Anna uses the word “disappointed” three times in order to express 
how she felt after an early sexual encounter. Her hope that it would “mean some-
thing” and “lead to something else,” presumably a committed relationship of 
some sort, obviously fell short soon after the encounter. Notice also how she jus-
tifies that she had a good reason to expect something more: “we did talk for quite 
a while too.” This formulation shows that Anna experienced that she had reached 
below the emotional surface with her partner, and that they therefore had engaged 
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in something more that plain sex. Talking for “quite a while,” as well as having 
sex, are “markers of intimacy” (Giddens 1992, p. 139), and these aspects of the 
encounter misled Anna into believing that they had started to build a relationship 
that would encompass both sex and love. The words in past tense at the very end, 
“you kind of thought,” signal development and suggest that she would not make 
the same mistake today.

Bella describes an even more confusing event. She has had a secret crush on a 
young man when she suddenly bumps into him at a camping ground and have sex 
late at night. Immediately afterwards, she is very concerned:

“Will this lead to something with this guy?” (.) “Between us?” (.) “What 
happens next?” you know. Um, but there was just a short, short moment 
between us getting dressed again until he mentioned that he was about to 
start dating someone. That certainly got me thinking. But there was not, 
there was not much time to keep thinking, ‘cause then I realized that “okay, 
this was a one-off event, it won’t happen again” (.) um (.) but still you, you 
kind of wondered “how does he feel now?” (.) “does he want more or not?” 
(.) um, like tomorrow, or like further ahead. (Bella)

In their study of online advice on casual sex etiquette, Farvid and Braun (2013) 
argue that clear communication is key in any casual sex encounter. Related to 
the notion of “sexual democracy,” both parties should be “completely” honest 
“before” engaging in sex (p. 366). Here, Bella reports the confusion it causes 
when her partner is completely honest, but only after the sexual act. Barely has 
she started wondering where the relationship might be heading, before he reveals 
his dating plans. Only then Bella realizes that she has experienced her first one-
night stand, although she, as the very end of the quote shows, still retained some 
hope even after this bitter realization.

The reasoning of both Anna and Bella suggests that they had already devel-
oped an idea of a committed relationship when they engaged in sex, but that they 
then discovered a “romance gap” (Lovejoy 2015, p. 477) in relation to their part-
ners, that is, having unrequited romantic feelings towards them. Thus, in the heat 
of the lived moment, they did not engage in casual sex at all, but were anticipat-
ing a continued relationship. However, when they become more experienced, a 
more cynical approach to sex and sexual communication appears. For Bella this 
means that she appropriates the rule of her partner above: as long as there has 
been no explicit communication of a committed relationship, no party should 
expect this after sexual activities. When Bella ends up having sex with a male 
friend, she makes use of the rule:

We didn’t plan to have sex […] but later both he and my ex thought we were 
a couple. And in my head, we were not, ‘cause there had been no discus-
sions about that. No one had asked the other about going steady, and it was- 
(.) No, in my head this was a one-off event (.) Um, “now he leaves my place 
and we’re still friends” (.) But, um, we haven’t talked since then (.) so (.) I 
guess we’re not friends anymore. (Bella)
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When Bella in this quote makes complaints about her male friend, who jumps to 
conclusions after their spontaneous sex, she twice refers to “in my head,” suppos-
edly to distance herself from his understanding. With her earlier encounter she 
experienced a sort of romance gap in relation to her partner, that is, having unre-
quited romantic feelings for him, but here the reverse situation is presented. Note 
also how the lack of explicit communication before having sex turns into no com-
munication after it. As pointed out in previous research (Lovejoy 2015; Wentland 
and Riessing 2011; Weaver et al. 2011), adding sex to a friendship often changes 
something with the relationship, including losing contact, as in this case.

In contrast to Bella, Anna instead begins to orient towards the rule of explicit 
communication before the sexual act, which sexual advisors often recommend 
(cf. Farvid and Braun 2013):

[I had no wish for a relationship] on my part. I told, I told this person that 
“no, this is it, no more!”, ‘cause I didn’t want, I didn’t want anything more 
with this particular person. We had sex, it was fun, that’s enough! (Anna)

Anna here resembles the type of “sassy woman” that sex advisors often promote as 
desirable, a woman who is sexually liberated, assertive, and independent, and “capa-
ble of doing and getting whatever she wants” (Farvid and Braun 2014, p. 126). This 
sassiness fits well with the use of explicit communication, “this is it, no more!”, as 
well as with a “sexual instrumentalism” (Lovejoy 2015, p. 476) in which lovemak-
ing transpires without any emotional ties, “We had sex, it was fun, that’s enough!”

Clara differs from both Anna and Bella, but also from Disa (who is presented 
in later sections): Clara never during the interview portrays herself as having 
been shackled with the naivety of youth, and she argues that explicit communica-
tion is superfluous:

To me, it is pretty obvious that if you try to hook someone up that you 
haven’t talked to during the entire night, like ten minutes before you’re 
about to leave [the pub], and then both parties kind of show interest, then 
(.) it (.) well, it becomes quite obvious that you’ll walk home together […] 
Then you probably only expect to get laid and then you leave the day after 
[…] I don’t think I’ve ever expected more. If I had, I would probably not 
have walked home with that person. (Clara)

Clara here defends the idea that people can judge from the context whether or not 
to expect casual sex (cf. Beres 2010); the pub environment, closing time, absence 
of previous romantic contact, hookup lines, and a sparking interest are all implicit 
markers of an interest in casual sex. Hence, there is no need to engage in explicit 
dialogue, which might ruin the mood and the feeling of spontaneity (cf. Kalish and 
Kimmel 2011). Note also how Clara, in contrast to Anna and Bella, claims to have 
understood this implicit sexual communication from the very start: “I don’t think 
I’ve ever expected more.” Moreover, at the very end of the quote, she supports the 
view that casual sex actually limits your chances to pursue a committed relationship 
(cf. Peplau et al. 1977, above). Well in line with a sassy stance, she is not making 
herself any naïve illusions that casual sex will ever lead to anything but sex.
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Yet, in subtle ways, Clara later inadvertently discloses that she is still, sometimes, 
open to consider more. When she relates the events of her last one-night stand, a 
small word at the very end is telling:

He was like really- (.) gave compliments and (.) he (.) well, we were kind of 
spooning and he was very cuddly afterwards, even though we just kind of had 
sex with each other. And both of us knew that I would leave the next morning, 
probably. (Clara)

This little word, “probably,” leaves room for an alternative trajectory. Even if Clara 
is sassy, and far from naïve, there still seems to be space for imaginings of a com-
mitted relationship. But a potential “morning renegotiation” of the status of the rela-
tionship would not necessarily mean than she abandoned the vague idea of a pure 
relationship that seems to be articulated in the quote. It could be a different pure 
relationship, perhaps one involving love and romance.

This orientation towards something more than merely sex is also visible in Clara’s 
acquired skill in critical appraisal of Tinder exchanges:

I can read the signs rather clearly [at Tinder]. You know, if I write that I study 
behavioral sciences and they just reply “okay,” then I just “whaaat?!” Or if 
they-, or if I explain that “but I have to study during the days,” and they just 
“well, okay.” You know, when they don’t even ask questions about my stud-
ies, then it becomes quite obvious that they are not very interested in me as a 
person. (Clara)

This quote shows that when Clara judges potential partners in the virtual world, she 
makes inferences on the basis of their chat input. If their comments suggest a lack of 
interest in her as a person, she is morally provoked (“whaaat?!”) by the instrumen-
tal orientation towards sex. Thus, even if she is mainly looking for sex, there should 
obviously still be room for some sort of relationship to develop. If not, her interest 
cools off. Recent research also confirms that many Tinder users, as opposed to the 
persistent reputation of Tinder as a “hookup application,” indeed use the platform to 
give themselves the chance to establish a committed relationship (Timmermans and 
Courtois 2018).

Lessons in Power Dynamics

As Hird and Jackson (2001) point out, heterosexual discourses paint a picture of 
“active, persistent and powerful” men getting their way with “passive, receptive 
and responsive” women (p. 28). The narratives in this study partly confirm this pic-
ture, but also add a temporal dimension that fits less well with this one-sided view. 
Through the passage of time, and by way of further sexual experience, the women 
begin to look at their previous sexual life in a new light and starts to act as empow-
ered women, expecting sexual equality, or more. If we do not recognize this tem-
poral or experiential dimension, we run the risk of “constructing female sexuality 
solely in terms of victimization” (Hird and Jackson 2001, p. 41) rather than as some-
thing dynamic and developing.
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In the first quote, Disa explicitly portrays herself very much in line with the 
power dynamics of prevailing heterosexual discourses, that is, as acting in accord-
ance with the “male domination, female compliance” script (Kalish and Kimmel 
2011, p. 42). However, already from the start, she also clearly marks herself as 
changed:

I didn’t really understand that it should be on equal terms (.) um, and I guess 
I allowed myself to be- (.) even if I did not feel for it, it was impossible to say 
“no,” ‘cause they expected certain things. And you felt that “well, now I’ve 
been hanging with him, now I’ve got to do this.” You couldn’t say like “no, 
let’s skip this, I don’t wanna do it.” You just offered your body. And I think it 
happens all the time for women, unfortunately. It feels like you’ve got some 
kind of obligation to give men something they expect of you. If they have 
offered a drink, or whatever […], you shouldn’t give them this odd expression 
“blue balls.” […] It’s awful when you think about it, really, ‘cause it resembles 
rape, ‘cause (.) um, even if I don’t say “no,” I don’t want to do it. (Disa)

Already the first few words imply that Disa speaks from the experienced woman’s 
horizon: she now knows that it should be “on equal terms,” but in the early days, she 
“offered” her body. Three aspects in her narrative are particularly noteworthy. First, 
early in her sexual past, Disa claims to have been pulled into situations in which 
sex was traded for other favors, including getting drinks, a car ride, or a bed for the 
night (the two last things mentioned elsewhere in the interview). Thus, in a game of 
“expenditure and profit” (Foucault 1986, p. 30), she felt obligated to yield a return 
on preceding male investments. Second, Disa felt a strong sense of being committed 
to deliver sex lest the insatiable males, a bit pitiably, would succumb to “blue balls” 
(a colloquial term to describe supposed pain associated with arousal in men without 
orgasm). Thus, in line with the “male sexual drive discourse” (Hollway 1989, p. 54), 
which contends that men’s sexual desire is biologically driven, uncontrollable, and 
in need of release through orgasm, she had to perform a sort of sexual rescue opera-
tions. Third, although Disa probably did not view these sexual encounters as “rape” 
in the lived moment, the temporal displacement tempts her to construct it as such 
during the interview. All these aspects indicate power imbalances, and they confirm 
Hird and Jackson’s (2001) thesis that sexual coercion operates through a normative 
heterosexuality in which women respond to, rather than initiate, sexual activity, and 
where acts of milder or stronger dominance are often cast as normal behavior (cf. 
also Farvid and Braun 2018; Moran and Lee 2014; Paul and Hayes 2002).

A second major source of power imbalance was encountered already in the last 
section: the romance gap. Below, Bella describes the painful rumination that this 
power imbalance once caused within her, but also how she now comforts herself:

I had feelings, but he had no feelings (.) so, well (.) it happened only once […] 
So I kind of thought a bit like “well, am I not good enough?” and “well, why 
did you do this to me if you’re not interested?” (.) and that kind of questions 
that will never get any answers (.) But sure, I imagine that everyone that has 
one-night stands, um, that in some cases one of the parties has feelings and 
in some cases no one has feelings, but it’s only a physical thing. And lots of 
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thoughts are spinning in certain heads and “yes, mission accomplished!” in the 
heads of others. (Bella)

After having realized that the sexual encounter “happened only once,” Bella was 
haunted by self-doubting questions. The second question, “why did you do this 
to me if you’re not interested,” is asked in present tense and takes her back to the 
moment of deceit. By presenting herself as a vulnerable object that has been dam-
aged, she makes the power imbalance highly salient and subscribes to a type of 
“phallocentric” understanding of heterosexual sex as something that “men do to 
women” (Jamieson 1999, p. 484). But then Bella comforts herself with the voice 
of a more experienced woman and suggests that this type of imbalance probably 
is common in one-night-stand situations. She now realizes that it is something to 
be wary of and that she is not the only victim of all those people who, because of 
their romance-gap advantage, can afford to exclaim “yes, mission accomplished!” 
and move on to the next target.

In the interviews, the participants claim to have dealt with power imbalances of 
the above type in at least three different ways. One way is to revert the power imbal-
ance, as Anna describes:

Perhaps someone used me the first time, whereas I perhaps used this guy the 
last time (.) I mean, the table has kind of turned hahaha […] You were so inse-
cure, when you were young. Everyone had to like you. But the last time I had 
a one-night stand, which turned into several, I was the one who took the initia-
tive. You can notice a (.) a transformation (.) in my own way of thinking (.) in 
the way I’m carrying myself and how I (.) kind of talk with guys […] I have 
grown in myself. But perhaps I dislike who I became, you know. From being 
(.) sort of exploited emotionally the first time to being the perpetrator the last 
time […] But I mean, I still think I’ve become a stronger person […] I mean 
from being this little girl to being the one with all the power. (Anna)

This quote illustrates the remarkable transformation that Anna claims to have 
passed through during the last decade. Once being a “young,” “used,” and “inse-
cure” teenage girl, she has now converted that into the maturity, initiative, and 
strength of a young woman. However, the metaphor used, “the table has turned,” 
not only includes the noble effects of this transformation, but also the spiteful. 
Anna now describes herself as an autocratic perpetrator rather than the powerless 
victim, and no real sexual democracy has resulted from her transformation. The 
advantage of a romance gap gives her the edge, and she exploits it for her own 
good. Already when Waller (1937) analyzed early dating practices, he made a 
comment on this very phenomenon: according to “the principle of least interest” 
(p. 733), the one who is less interested in the continuation of an affair is the one 
in control. But recent studies on casual-sex practices present the same picture. 
For instance, an interviewee in Moran and Lee’s (2014) study describes a simi-
lar position as “empowering” (p. 218), making it easier for her to enjoy sex for 
its own sake. However, above we can note that Anna obviously struggles with 
the image of herself. She openly declares that she dislikes who she has become, 
while also being happy with her powerful position. In quite a self-exculpatory 
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manner, she elsewhere in the interview tries to ease this struggle by stating that 
her partner at least “had the chance to say no.” When she was exploited, she was 
not given this opportunity. Certainly, the romance gap is a power gap, but she did 
not employ it in the worst imaginable way.

Another way to deal with a power imbalance is illustrated by Clara. Below, she 
recounts a planned rendezvous, the second time around with the same partner, 
which she ends up simply cancelling:

I was about to meet him, but I, at that point it felt, I wouldn’t say too cheap, 
but I would say it was too much on his terms, um (.) and um (.) But it is 
a difficult balancing act between what I think, and what my terms and my 
thoughts about it are, and society’s, in terms of cheapness. I definitely didn’t 
view it as-, you know, for me it was a sort of fun and cool thing. Until I 
started to think about it […] You know, I was gonna walk to his place, he 
wouldn’t meet me, I didn’t know the way, we would only have one hour. It 
all appeared too much like “well, these are your terms.” I was just gonna 
show up, and then I, then I would sort of leave. (Clara)

In accounting for the planned event, Clara vacillates between her own view of 
the encounter as “a sort of fun and cool thing” and a gut feeling that society, and 
perhaps also a part of herself, would deem it as “cheap.” Both parties had previ-
ously had casual sex in complete agreement that it was only sex, and in this sense, 
it resembled a pure relationship. But the second time around, Clara cancels the 
meeting anyway. When the sexual encounter appears too instrumental (no meet-
ing point, no directions, limited time frame), and too one-sidedly stipulated by 
her partner, she finds herself near the bottom of the sexual “hierarchy of respect-
ability” (Farvid and Braun 2013, p. 369). Hence, in an instance, the power imbal-
ance obviates the possibility of both a pure relationship and a second rendezvous.

A third way to deal with power imbalances is simply to act proactively and 
make sure that they never arise. Disa explains:

[It is important] that no emotions are involved, and that it occurs on equal 
terms, that both parties know that no emotions will be allowed to develop. 
It’s all about being de facto able to have sex only. (Disa)

Disa here describes how casual sex ideally should work. Very much in line with 
sexual advisors’ rules of sexual etiquette (Farvid and Braun 2013), there should 
be an explicit deal that no emotions will be involved and that both parties know 
this beforehand. This ideal, however, only seems to be a theoretical construct. 
In reality, neither Disa nor the other participants describe that this is how it has 
worked for them. Instead, there has often been miscommunication, exploitation, 
romance gaps, and so on, but also, at times, satisfying sex. For these or other rea-
sons, “being de facto able to have sex only” is perhaps not possible for everyone, 
as both sex advisors state (Farvid and Braun 2013) and as Disa points out. Or if it 
once was possible for a particular person, it might not have stayed that way. Later 
in the interview, Disa ultimately declares that she is “done with that shit” (in ref-
erence to casual sex), because it is so “awkward.” Similarly, Bella clarifies that 
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she “won’t ever do it again,” simply because she now wants “the emotions, from 
both parties.” Thus, in their current lives, engagement in casual sex is construed 
as a bypassed stage in their sexual development.

Lessons in Ars Erotica

Foucault (1978) makes a well-known distinction between scientia sexualis (sex sci-
ence) and ars erotica (erotic art). The disciplinary ambition of the former is repudi-
ated for its non-erotic truth claims, and perhaps also for teaching us that sex is “the 
source and scene of oppression‚ inequality‚ violence‚ abuse‚ and deadly infection” 
(Sigusch 1998, p. 335). The latter, however, is praised for its ambition to assess sex 
in terms of “its intensity, its specific quality, its duration, its reverberations in the 
body and the soul,” which is then supposed to be “deflected back into the sexual 
practice itself” (Foucault 1978, p. 57). In this section, we focus on what the partici-
pants have to say about the quality of their sexual experiences, that is, their own les-
sons, or non-lessons, in ars erotica.

One would imagine that if sex is the objective of the encounter, both parties of a 
casual sexual encounter ought to make the best of it. The narratives of our partici-
pants are of course more complex than this. Clara explains that “the span of what 
you get in one-off events can be rather wide” and presents an example from the very 
bad end:

There are a few douchebags out there […] My worst example, he dipped it, 
came, and left […] He was kind of a creep, and I was stunned that someone 
(.) could behave like that […] He said “well, get undressed then!” sort of (.) It 
was really a very unexciting situation for me. He basically sort of expected that 
I would get super horny just by looking at him, which I did not, ‘cause he kind 
of thought that he could just put it in (.) And I just “well, it doesn’t work like 
that!” um (.) um, and then he basically wanted me to fiddle with myself until 
he could put it in. And I certainly didn’t go along with that! (Clara)

What this quote illustrates is a clear case of sexual instrumentality, distance, and 
objectification (cf. Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). Although Clara and the other 
participants seem to agree that casual sex should not be too romantic, like a “candle-
light” experience (Farvid and Brown 2013, p. 366), it is not acceptable if it becomes 
too standoffish either with off-putting orders and distancing markers, as in the case 
above. Indeed, contrary to what could be expected, research has shown that cas-
ual sex encounters are experienced as more satisfying when they borrow elements 
from the romantic genre, for instance, kissing, cuddling, and small talk (Karlsen and 
Traeen 2013; Paul and Hayes 2002; Weaver et  al. 2011). But the example above 
perhaps also prove Giddens’s (1992) thesis that seduction, and the willingness to 
make an effort, for some men might have lost much of its meaning in a society in 
which women have become increasingly interested in casual sex. “Douchebags” and 
“creeps” are names that these men may then be deserving of, but later in the inter-
view Clara also emphasizes that if something like this happened today, she would 
ask the guilty party to leave, once again pointing to the socializing effect of past 
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experiences. In relation to the case in question, she also adds a one-liner: “I can 
imagine that no one wants to sleep twice with that guy!”

Similarly, Disa points to this socializing effect of early experiences when she 
assesses the (dis)pleasure of casual sex at different points in time:

I kind of felt that my body didn’t belong to me, but my body existed for other 
people’s pleasure. But, of course, later it was used for my pleasures too, […] 
‘cause one thing doesn’t have to exclude the other, I believe. But I didn’t 
understand that. At that point in time. I had such a twisted picture of what a 
woman should be like, or what, what I should be like. (Disa)

The “twisted picture” of womanhood in the early days meant that Disa sacrificed 
her own sexual gratification for a phallocentric understanding of sexual pleasure as 
men’s business (cf. Jamieson 1999). Her body was their body. But obviously she was 
later able to form a more “autonomous female sexuality” (Hird and Jackson 2001, p. 
41) that afforded pleasure to her as well. She recaptured her body and developed 
another relationship to it, one that allowed and included ars erotica.

Clara, however, does not reach satisfaction through casual sex even when she 
shuns “douchebags” and “creeps.” Indeed, she seems to have given up the idea of 
having an orgasm altogether through casual sex:

You know, one-off events are mostly in-and-out sex […] My experience is that 
you don’t waste too much energy on like (.) um petting and stuff (.) like prac-
tice oral sex. Sure, it might have happened sometime, but it’s not-, it doesn’t 
feel like you’re putting your efforts on that (.) And as I don’t get an orgasm if 
you don’t do that, then I almost never come during one-off events. (Clara)

Clara’s description of orgasmless casual sex confirms results from previous research. 
For instance, Kalish and Kimmel’s (2011) hookup survey shows that only one in 
five women reported reaching an orgasm during casual sex. However, it is important 
to realize that sexual satisfaction does not even need be on the agenda when women 
(and men) engage in casual sex. Disa emphasizes this when she, during the inter-
view, clarifies that she has engaged in casual sex for a number of reasons: to com-
fort herself for broken relationships, to silence friends who demand sexual activity, 
to get attention, to seize an opportunity, or to fill up a sexual bucket list. Similar 
motives for casual sex have also been presented in previous research (Cooper and 
Gordon 2015; Hatfield et al. 2012; Lyons et al. 2014).

Despite presenting these alternative motives for casual sex, and despite claim-
ing to be “done with” this practice, Disa expresses feeling very satisfied with some 
of her experiences. Of all the participants, she gives the most vivid account of an 
affirmative ars erotica:

[Through casual sex I’ve] felt that my body is attractive, that my manners 
and the whole of me are attractive. And this gives me confidence in some 
sort of way, and it makes me feel (.) um (.) feel that I’m kind of good. To 
realize that a partner appreciates certain parts of me that I perhaps had not 
expected that he would (.) um (.) appreciate. Perhaps a part of myself that 
I’ve struggled to appreciate myself. Then you hear “wow, I think that’s a 
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really sexy thing with you,” sort of. Then you can, then you become a bit 
like, “aha, damn, that’s perhaps a bit of a sexy part of me then” hahaha. And 
then I remember that part and feel a bit elevated […] “Perhaps I should start 
to develop my relationship with exactly this body part, or with this sound, 
or with the way I perform certain things,” you know. (Disa)

Disa here describes something very different from “in-and-out sex,” even though 
she is also being objectified by her partner. She gets compliments as part of hav-
ing casual sex and not only learns to look at herself in a more appreciating way, 
but also remembers it for future use, hence allowing specific exciting body parts, 
sounds, and manners to be “deflected back into the sexual practice itself” (Fou-
cault 1978, p. 57). Her reasoning also supports Nussbaum’s (1995) argument that 
“all types of objectification are not equally objectionable” (p. 256). When Disa 
take notice of the passion and desire that her own body elicits in her partner, she 
profits from this, despite being treated as an object for lust fulfillment. What is 
decisive is that she is not merely or primarily treated as an object, hence opening 
up for a lesson in ars erotica.

Anna is also very celebratory of her best experiences of casual sex. At one 
point, she enumerates the positive associations that casual sex invoke in her: it 
is “fun,” “pleasurable,” “happiness-inducing,” “exciting,” “mystic”, and “hazard-
ous.” Then she finishes off by stating that “anything can happen” and by compar-
ing casual sex to flying, a metaphor that signals adventure, escapade, and meeting 
with the unfamiliar. A moment later, she recounts how an unknown man gratified 
her sexually in novel ways:

Oops, now he has shaved my pussy! I mean, hahaha, what will happen 
now? So (.) well- (.) And I can tell you that we had suuuch good sex! And I 
don’t understand how, but it was really good (.) He turned me around in all 
kinds of positions, and I couldn’t keep up with him. At all! Hahaha, I just 
“wooow!” hahaha “wow!” (.) Then I fell asleep quite nicely, you know! 
(Anna)

Such vivid portrayals of gratifying sex should be contrasted with all the adverse 
consequences that is often associated with casual sex in the research literature: 
sexual regret, abortion, STIs, sexual coercion, psychological problems, and so on 
(e.g., Campbell 2008; Cooper and Gordon 2015; Dubé et al. 2017; Hird and Jack-
son 2001; Kennair et al. 2018). In many ways, these two alternative characteriza-
tions represent two sides of the same practice, ars erotica and scientia sexualis, 
and these are not mutually exclusive.

Finally, it needs to be pointed out that three of the participants, Bella, Clara, 
and Disa, currently defend the idea that ars erotica is something that primarily 
has the chance to develop in committed relationships. While expressing this idea, 
Disa also conveys the impression that she has formed a more relaxed attitude 
towards sex through the years:

Lots of commercials and media kind of focus on how you get him to come 
after five minutes or so. But that’s not where my attention is today, that I 
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should become some kind of sex guru. But maybe I-, I probably focused 
on that when I was younger, that I would sort of become this person with a 
rumor of being good at sex. Um, today I guess it’s more like “well, I have 
my sex and it’s good” sort of (.) Like that! (.) It’s not my main focus in life, 
but just an additional ingredient […] And my experience is that it takes a 
long time to build a relationship where sex actually gets good, relatively 
good. Um, ‘cause there are a lot of things to take into account and learn 
what people like and stuff, so I prefer to have sex with people in a relation-
ship over a longer period, where you get confidence in each other and, well, 
where emotions are involved. That’s something I like today. (Disa)

An early ambition to qualify as a “sex guru” meant that Disa had to orient towards 
some form of ars erotica. However, it is also obvious that she did not do this for her 
own sexual gratification, but rather for her social reputation as someone worthy of 
sleeping with. Paradoxically, when she today views sex as less important, a more 
relaxed or tranquil ars erotica has developed within stable relationships. Here, learn-
ing over time, mutual confidence, and emotional closeness become important ele-
ments that generate “good,” or at least “relatively good,” sex.

Similarly, Clara defends sex within relationships, while deconstructing the pic-
ture of casual sex in entertainment media:

I’ve probably never had a one night stand as good as the sex I’ve had in a rela-
tionship […] Having one-off things, well, it’s nice and fills a function, but […] 
it’s not very common that it resembles the movies, that it’s kind of impossible 
not to touch each other. You know, like the exaggerations always shown in the 
movies. (Clara)

Similar critical views of casual sex have also been expressed by participants in 
previous research (e.g., Campbell 2008; Farvid and Brown 2017; Lovejoy 2015). 
Although it might be a thrill in the moment, many research participants report that 
casual sex falls short in comparison with “the real thing,” as Bella expresses it. Her 
personal ars erotica, like that of Clara and Disa, must now include emotions in order 
to work. In this sense, their views reflect the first handbook on sex education in 
Sweden (Swedish National Board of Education 1957), which states that “sex only 
reaches its full development when conjoined with love” (p. 10). However, while this 
reasoning might sound awfully conservative to some people, nothing in our data 
suggests that one’s sexual profile and ideology are carved in stone. The sexual lives 
and perspectives of these young woman, as for all of us, may change in future.

Discussion

In the mid-1960s, the Swedish sex educator Birgitta Linnér declared that in many 
parts of the world, Sweden is known as “a country with free erotic practices” (1965, 
p. 3). Today, this reputation, possibly colored by wishful thinking or moral indig-
nation, might still be active, although Sweden perhaps never really represented an 
anomalous case. At any rate, Sweden of today does not seem to report significantly 
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higher levels of “casual sex,” the focus of the present study, than other, compara-
ble countries (cf. Fahs and Munger 2015; Farvid and Braun 2017; Public Health 
Agency of Sweden 2019). Moreover, the results of this study suggest that the prac-
tice itself is characterized by the same strains and struggles as elsewhere, despite 
the high ambitions of official Swedish sex policy to promote sexual democracy (cf. 
Public Health Agency of Sweden 2017, 2019; Swedish National Agency for Educa-
tion 2014).

The current study focused on the narratives of four young Swedish women who 
were interviewed about their experiences of heterosexual casual sex. Using a phe-
nomenological approach (Smith et  al. 2009), we investigated whether the practice 
of casual sex ever resembles “the pure relationship” (Giddens 1992, p. 58), that is, 
an ideal democratic liaison in which open communication, power balance, and grati-
fying sex conjoin to form a perfect whole, albeit only temporarily so. Against the 
backdrop of previous research, which repeatedly has pointed to casual sex as a risky 
practice (e.g., Campbell 2008; Cooper and Gordon 2015; Dubé et al 2017), it is not 
surprising that our analyses disclose several imperfections in relation to this ideal. 
Yet, the narratives also convey the sense of an awakening among the participants, 
which points to a socializing influence of sexual encounters. Explicitly or implic-
itly, the participants argue that opaque communication, power abuse, and lousy sex 
belong to their history rather than to their future.

One way to understand the narratives of the participants is to view them as 
accounts of “transformative moments” (Bryant and Schofield 2007, p. 331), that is, 
as events that have changed the trajectory of their sexual attitudes, behaviors, and 
identities. Through such transformative moments, and perhaps also through more 
mundane events, the women in the study convey the impression that they have 
gained a sense of sexual selfhood over time. Although this by no means imply that 
all of the women have developed an equally “sassy” approach to sex, they all con-
vey an image of having escaped the position of the “vulnerable” woman, who does 
not know how to look after herself sexually and relationally (cf. Farvid and Braun 
2014).

Whether we attend to positively or negatively colored transformative moments, 
the types of socialization that can be identified in the narratives are of two sorts. 
First, there are transformative moments in which learning is portrayed as having 
taken place in immediate connection with the sexual experience. An example of this 
would be Bella’s narrative of how her partner, right after their spontaneous sex, dis-
closes that he is about to start dating someone else. She then instantly understands 
that she has had her first “one-night stand” after mistakenly construing the intimate 
talk that preceded the sexual act as an initial step towards a relationship. After-
wards, she laments her own naivety and develops a more cynical attitude towards 
sexual encounters and sexual communication. Second, there are also transformative 
moments in which learning appears to have taken place on reflection, sometimes 
perhaps even as late as in the research interview itself. An example of this type 
of reflective transformative moment is when Disa, during the interview, suddenly 
seems to realize that certain manipulative or coercive practices enacted by her part-
ners could imply that she essentially was subjected to rape during her early sexual 
past.
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In line with Bauman (2003), both these examples illustrate “the ambiguity of the 
sexual encounter” (p. 51). There is always a before, a present, and an after, which 
affect how people look at, and readily adjust their view of, any encounter that has 
involved sexual activities. In particular, all of the participants retrospectively down-
grade much of what they experienced early in their sexual past (cf. Feldman et al. 
1999). It is thus problematic to sustain a realistic concept of casual sex, in which 
events have an inherent value, as it prevents us from exploring the ways in which 
sexual experiences, and transformative moments, are interpreted within different 
time frames and within different contexts.

Through transformative moments, the participants often, directly or indirectly, 
claim to have changed their sexual behaviors, relational preferences, and prepared-
ness for sex. In essence, this means that issues connected to communication intri-
cacies, power dynamics, and sexual quality—the tripartite focus of the study—are 
portrayed as being handled differently in their current lives than before. Naturally, 
this presentation of themselves as more sexually knowledgeable could be an artefact 
of the interview situation and hence the authenticity could be doubted. Yet, Peter-
son (2010) argues that a recognition of this type of subjective accounts of sexual 
empowerment still may be valuable in that it validates women’s own experiences 
and voices. Indeed, if the participants’ own perspectives of events are accepted, it is 
possible to suggest that sexual empowerment might best be understood as individu-
ally colored, experience-based, developmental processes rather than as something 
that is brought about primarily through collective, formal sex education.

Within such developmental processes it is also important to recognize that amidst 
undesirable experiences, there are also many desirable, pleasurable and strengthen-
ing ones. Narratives about ambiguous communication, romance gaps, manipulation 
tactics, bodily exploitation, potential rape, and instrumental sex, blend with narra-
tives about communicative prowess, sexual assertiveness, refusal stamina, sexual 
independence, erotic gratification, and sexual relaxation. As Fine (1988) pointed out 
some time ago, modern sex education needs to acknowledge this double nature of 
sexual experiences instead of one-sidedly accentuating its risky nature. In line with 
this, we also sympathize with Lamb (2010) who, in defending a “model of mutual-
ity,” argues that young women always need to be reminded that “equality and mutu-
ality is an ethical ideal to aim for while sometimes hard to achieve” (p. 303). Indeed, 
the establishment of a pure relationship, whether temporary or long-term, is prob-
ably always a deeply intricate matter.

Finally, a few limitations of this research should be mentioned, all relating to the 
fact that the participants in the study were a small, homogeneous sample of young 
women who were selected because of their experiences of casual sex. First, it is still 
an open question how young females who do not engage in this practice, but who 
might still be very well-informed, reason about it. Second, the focus on females 
alone makes it difficult to say whether or not males would agree with the presented 
picture of events. Third, the findings of the study may not be applicable to other 
cultural and subcultural settings, particularly those that are very different from Swe-
den’s mainstream secular tradition. All this being said, we still want to emphasize 
that the voices of the participants often mirrored previous qualitative and quantita-
tive research in the field.
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