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Sexual Objectification of Women as the “Ideal” of Typical Heterosexual Sex 

Today I will be talking about a topic which is often overlooked by academics, that is, 

everyday sex. In my most recent research endeavor, I have been investigating people’s moral 

judgments of sexual interactions with AI-powered humanoid sex robots, particularly the 

interactions which involve the violation of the robots’ sexual consent. As I was familiarizing 

myself with the industry of current sex robotics, whose products are all-female pornographic 

representations of bodies, I became more attuned to the realities of heterosexual sex and the 

social context that surrounds it. A deeper reflection on my initial intuitions resulted in my 

account of sexual objectification. I will present the essential parts of my account today. It 

is, of course, still in the works, and thus any feedback is enthusiastically welcomed.  

For the background information, my account originated in my response to 

philosopher Raja Halwani (2010) who argues that sexual objectification does not typically 

take place in sexual encounters. Here, I will avoid the parts of my argument which highlight 

the deficiencies of Halwani’s account directly simply because I do not have space in this 

paper to do justice to his account first. But I do want you to know that I consider Halwani’s 

account to be flawed because he does not recognize the importance of the social context of 

gender inequality in which sexual objectification takes place. Therefore, in this work, my aim 

is to locate sexual objectification in the social context of a patriarchal society we live in.  

To make sure that we are on the same page with what objectification in general 

means, I will appeal to the seven ways of objectifying proposed by Martha Nussbaum (1995), 

which are:  

1. Instrumentality: The objectifier treats the object as a tool of his or her purposes. 

2. Denial of autonomy: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in autonomy and 

self-determination. 

3. Inertness: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in agency, and perhaps also in 

activity.1 

 
1 Nussbaum does not provide an explicit distinction between the denial of agency and the 
denial of activity. My understanding is such that, “activity” here should be taken literally, as 
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4. Fungibility: The objectifier treats the object as interchangeable (a) with other 

objects of the same type and/or (b) with objects of other types. 

5. Violability: The objectifier treats the object as lacking in boundary integrity, as 

something that is permissible to break up, smash, break into. 

6. Ownership: The objectifier treats the object as something that is owned by 

another, can be bought or sold, and so on. 

7. Denial of subjectivity: The objectifier treats the object as something whose 

experience and feelings (if any) need not be taken into account (p. 257). 

As you will see I am particularly focused on the denial of one’s autonomy and the denial of 

one’s subjectivity. We will come back to why.  

What do I mean by locating sexual objectification in the social context of the world 

we live in? It might be helpful here to first consider a type of sexual encounter which, as 

Halwani agrees, always involves sexual objectification: rape2. For now, it may also be helpful 

to examine rape cases occurring in the social context devoid of apparent gender inequality. 

Consider prison inmate-on-inmate rape in the United States. Because the U.S. prison 

confinement is segregated by sex, in almost all cases, a rapist and a victim are of the same 

sex.3 Perpetrators in the male prisons usually consider themselves to be heterosexual and 

only engage in non-reciprocal sexual activity, that is rape. But one would be mistaken to 

consider prison rape only as an outlet for sexuality. Rape is a tool used by perpetrators to 

establish dominance, gain power, and assert their masculinity. Domination, exhibited as 

having a “bitch” or a “punk”, signals one’s prestige and dominant status to other inmates. 

 
in physical activity, the ability to move one's body in various ways. “Agency” should be taken 
as a broader notion including control over one's body and the capacity to act. 
2 Despite his later claim that “whether someone is objectified in one of more of Nussbaum’s 
seven ways is a matter not to be decided by the type of sexual encounter involved, but on a 
case-by-case basis” (pp. 192-193), Halwani clearly takes rape to always involve sexual 
objectification (pp. 190, 193). 
3 It needs to be noted that gender and sex are distinct. In the case of prisons, the housing 
policies are largely anatomy-based. This leaves an opportunity for inmates to be 
anatomically of the same sex but have different gender identities. While it is an important 
distinction, I will not be addressing it here.  
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Often unable to escape their perpetrators, victims can find themselves under full control of 

their dominant inmates, even more so than under control of the authorities of the 

correctional institution. Prison rape, which necessarily involves sexual objectification of the 

victim, cannot be detached from its function as a tool of domination, though.  

Now let’s consider rape in the context of our society at large. We cannot avoid taking 

the genders of typical perpetrators and victims into account. All statistical data shows that 

the majority of perpetrators are men and the majority of victims are women. Similarly to 

same-sex prison rape, rape in the world outside of prison is still a tool of the dominant 

perpetrators. While the kinds of domination in prison rape and rape outside of prison are the 

same, they occur in different contexts. The context outside of prison is a context in which 

gender matters. Again, like rape in prison, rape outside of prison is not only driven by desires 

for sexual satisfaction. Instead, the act of rape allows the rapist to satisfy their desire for 

domination which is possible because an act of rape is an act of ultimate sexual 

objectification of the victim. What else could put one in such a dominant position than to 

treat the other in a way that denies the other’s autonomy or subjectivity? Although one might 

argue that the gender-element of rape in our world is an ontological accident, it does not 

appear to be an accident when we look at the larger pattern of gender inequality. Feminists 

have argued that rape is paradigmatic to the patriarchal society for it reinforces the existing 

views of women as subordinate to men and further forces women into subordination, for 

example, by making them afraid of becoming rape victims and thus watchful of their 

behavior so as not to act improperly in ways that “ask for it” (e.g., Burgess-Jackson, 2000; 

Card, 1991; Dworkin, 1976). Rape derives its power as a tool of dominant/submissive 

relationship reinforcement from its sexually objectifying nature, and in the context of our 

world, this dominant/submissive relationship is gendered.  

But rape is not the only sexual encounter that involves sexual objectification. I shall 

argue that sexual objectification is a gendered social issue that is present in a majority of 

heterosexual sexual encounters and that should be understood in the social context of gender 

inequality as simultaneously a product of gender inequality and a tool at men’s disposal to 
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further propagate gender inequality. In the following discussion, I will be using the concepts 

provided by Sally Haslanger (1993) in her essay on the social constructionism of gender. I 

will use the term social roles to talk about socially assigned genders, such as men and 

women. The terms ideals and standards will be used to signify socially constructed 

characteristics which identify people as “good” instances of their social roles. For example, a 

woman is a “good” instance of her gender if she lives up to feminine ideals, that is 

characteristics that the society sees as standard for the members of her social role. I will also 

be using the term “ideal” in a similar way when referring to the characteristics of 

heterosexual sex which are taken by society to be the standards of “good” heterosexual sex.  

In the social context of gender inequality, men held up to the ideal of masculinity are 

encouraged to be dominant, aggressive, and persistent. Women, on the other hand, are 

expected to live up to the feminine ideal by being submissive, non-provocative, and 

compliant. While the public image of women having to live up to these standards of 

femininity has been challenged by feminists and on-going fights against sex discrimination 

may have been more or less successful in education and work, heterosexual sex has remained 

a domain in which the standards of femininity and masculinity are rarely challenged, 

ubiquitously practiced, and culturally encouraged. It takes as little as carefully listening to 

the lyrics of popular songs (or good old classics) to see the cultural embrace of men as 

dominant aggressors in heterosexual sex. In some cases, it involves active subordination of 

women through “casual” sex acts often seen as innocuously “hot” such as spanking, slapping, 

choking, pushing a woman’s face into a pillow, covering her mouth or sticking fingers in it, or 

pressing and controlling her head while she performs oral sex to make her “take it deeper,” 

and often gag as a result. In other cases, domination may not be noticed by some but it is 

domination nonetheless. This kind of domination is less aggressive with a man being the one 

to initiate sex, to determine when the sex act begins, and to say when it is to end, usually 

signified by a man’s orgasm. Men are expected to be the ones to seek and request sex, while 
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women are the ones to consent. Men usually take the guiding role determining what is to be 

done during sex, and women take the role of the followers.4  

This commonplace men’s sexual dominance in heterosexual sex is just a process of 

active sexual objectification of women. In particular, using Nussbaum’s definitions, here we 

are dealing with the process of the denial of autonomy and the denial of subjectivity of 

women during heterosexual sex. Living up to the masculine ideal, a man comes to dominate 

a woman who is rarely allowed to express her real sexual desires, expected to go along with 

men’s desires, and moreover expected to enjoy the “hotness” of this dominant-aggressive 

sex, a kind of behavior which brings a woman closer to the feminine ideal. In this process, a 

woman is not given an opportunity to express her sexual desires by virtue of following man’s 

desires and being expected to submit to them and please the man, thereby disregarding what 

she herself might want from the sexual encounter. The main issue in heterosexual sex 

outside of rape is not simply that woman’s desires are expressed and then actively violated 

by a man but that they are expected not to be expressed in the first place with the 

presumption that they would be dismissed if they were expressed. As a woman is expected to 

go along with man’s actions and desires, she is not given a place to exercise her human 

capacity to govern herself, losing a sense of control over the things that are happening to her. 

As a man dominates a woman in sex, his focus is on his desires (which are enforced on a 

woman as her desires; more on this later in the paper) and his experiences, and thus he fails 

to recognize and attend to woman’s real feelings and experiences. When a woman’s 

experiences and feelings are not recognized and attended to, especially by an intimate 

partner such as a sex partner,5 the denial of subjectivity takes place. 

 
4 One might say that there are other kinds of activities that similarly reinforce gender 
stereotypes, such as ballroom dancing given the gender norms involved in it. While it is true 
that the gender norms in ballroom dancing involve a similar kind of man-domination, the 
kind of reinforcement of gender roles that takes place in heterosexual sex is different. In the 
context of the modern social world, there is a common understanding of the superficiality of 
a situation that takes place in ballroom dancing. In sex, however, there is a mistaken belief 
that the gender norms are consistent with the "natures" of gender roles. I talk more about 
the importance of the “nature” aspect toward the end of this paper. 
5 Halwani’s analysis of typical sexual encounters focuses largely on casual sex because casual 
sex is more often thought to involve sexual objectification. My analysis of typical 
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In part, I focus on the denial of women’s autonomy and subjectivity because “they 

seem to be modes of treatment we wouldn't bother discussing much in the case of mere 

things, where questions of autonomy and subjectivity do not arise; they seem most suited to 

the thinglike treatment of persons” (Nussbaum, 1995, p. 258, emphasis added). There seems 

to be something particularly wrong in denying other people’s autonomy and subjectivity for 

these are the characteristics which we typically think of as distinctly human. As Halwani 

identifies in his paper, “the core moral problem with objectification is that if people are not 

only objects, treating them as such is not befitting; it dehumanizes or degrades them by 

lowering them to a level they should not occupy” (p. 188). In the case of the denial of 

autonomy and subjectivity, a kind of dehumanization appears to be especially problematic, 

for these modes of treatment presuppose an initial recognition that the other has a capacity 

for autonomy and subjectivity, thus a recognition that they are persons, and yet leads to the 

denial of these capacities of the other.   

This special nature of the denial of autonomy and subjectivity as modes of sexual 

objectification is important for understanding the process-like nature of sexual 

objectification in heterosexual sex. Sexual objectification here does not take place passively, 

as if men perceive women, who are their sex partners, as lacking in autonomy and 

subjectivity from the start. Instead, this very process of objectifying women during sex by 

denying their autonomy and subjectivity is what made a desirable and pleasurable part of 

heterosexual sex for men. In an individual instance of heterosexual sex, a woman’s status as 

sexual object becomes a desirable outcome, not her default state. A man’s desire to engage in 

the process of active sexual objectification of a woman is further reinforced as a man derives 

 
heterosexual sex includes both casual and monogamous sexual encounters. But it is worth 
noting that the denial of subjectivity may be especially harmful in heterosexual monogamous 
relationships. It is easier for x to deal with the fact that their sex partner y, who is usually a 
stranger in instances of casual sex, does not attend to x’s feelings and experiences in sex. 
While it is still problematic, x is more likely to preserve an understanding that x’s 
experiences are real and important. This is so because we don’t normally care about 
strangers’ opinions of us as much as we care about the opinions of those we love. In the 
context of a monogamous loving relationship, when x’s sex partner, who otherwise usually 
attends to x’s experiences and feelings, completely disregards them in sex, x themselves 
might begin to doubt to what extent these experiences are valid and important. 
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satisfaction from dominant-aggressive sex, in part by association with general physiological 

pleasure which people experience during sex6 and in part because a man lives up to a socially 

constructed masculine ideal as he actively sexually objectifies a woman.  

Thinking about sexual objectification as an active process of making a woman into a 

sexual object during sex can explain an at first puzzling social phenomenon of slut-shaming. 

If women were simply represented as mere sexual objects and perceived as mere sexual 

objects by men, social criticism of women who are comfortable with their sexuality should 

not arise. It would be seen as welcomed and appropriate to her already sexualized status for 

a woman to dress in a sexually provocative way or engage in casual sex with multiple 

partners. However, it would be foolish to deny that women who express agency over their 

sexuality are rebuked by society. By punishing women who are comfortable in expressing 

their desires for sex and who position themselves as sexually autonomous beings, the society 

oppresses women’s sexuality and forces women to be passive and submissive when it comes 

to sex, thereby reinforcing women’s role as sexually submissive and opening up the doors for 

the process of active sexual objectification during heterosexual sex. 

One may object by saying that women typically play along with their sexual 

objectification. As women consent to heterosexual sex and continue engaging in it, don’t they 

exercise their autonomy? A question then is what makes sexual objectification in 

heterosexual sex problematic if both men and women consent to it and whether it is fair to 

say that there really is the denial of women's autonomy if women consent to and (perhaps) 

enjoy their domination/objectification. To begin responding to this objection, we first need 

to clarify what we understand consent to be. In an on-going activity such as sex, our typical 

understanding of consent presupposes that each person can withdraw their consent at any 

point of activity. On this understanding, if someone fails to object and does not withdraw 

their consent, we take it to be evidence that they continue to consent. The central point of the 

 
6 By this I mean that the process of domination/objectification becomes associated with 
physical sexual pleasure, given that sex with people to whom we are attracted is usually a 
physically pleasurable activity. One can think of it as a kind of operant conditioning with 
physical pleasure being a positive reinforcer to objectifying behavior.  
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objection I am considering here is that the presence of a woman’s consent seems to be 

evidence of a woman exercising her autonomy. I argue that, in heterosexual sex, this typical 

understanding of consent may not be most appropriate given the background of sexual 

objectification. At least part of the issue is that our understanding of consent is grounded in 

passivity and lack of explicitness – failure to object. This most common understanding of 

consent, as a failure to object, must assume that there are no constraints on the autonomy of 

those who consent for we take one’s ability to consent to be evidence of them exercising their 

autonomy. Yet, man-domination, of which women are not free at any point in heterosexual 

sex, poses significant constraints on women’s ability to freely object. Failure to object is a 

passive way of demonstrating consent, and given that sexual submission of women enforces 

a sexually passive role on them, failure to object is made more likely for women during man-

dominant heterosexual sex. Consent understood as a failure to object no longer seems to 

accurately represent women’s ability to exercise their autonomy. Given our understanding of 

consent, it still appears that women are exercising their autonomy, even though this 

understanding of consent no longer seems to be adequate evidence for it. This understanding 

of consent makes it easier to mask domination/objectification as a normal «good» practice 

and thus can make it easier for men to continuously objectify women, precisely because men 

may be tempted to think that women are able to exercise their autonomy by failing to object. 

Currently, it may appear to a man not only that a woman is fully exercising her autonomy by 

freely consenting to her sexual objectification but even that he “is respecting” woman’s 

desires while he is dominating her during sex. But this is often a self-indulgent delusion. 

How could it be a delusion if it appears that a woman is enjoying this domination and if she 

seems to naturally desire submission?  

In order to answer this question, we need to continue examining the mutually 

reinforcing relationship between social structures and individual cases of typical 

heterosexual sexual encounters. In addition to the masculine and feminine ideals which are 

embraced by society in heterosexual sex, women come to be largely represented as actually 

enjoying the process of their sexual objectification. Halwani says that in typical sex, a man 
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“is attentive to his partner’s sexual desires” (p. 190). What I take to be the issue in 

heterosexual sex is that a man usually wants to be attentive only to certain kinds of desires 

that a woman is expected to have, namely the desires to be dominated: it is not uncommon 

for a man to say things like “tell me you want it” as he pushes a woman’s head down to his 

groin or “you enjoy it, don’t you little slut.” Men’s preconceived beliefs (which in fact are 

their desires) of what women desire (that is to be sexually objectified in sex) can then justify 

their sexually objectifying treatment of women. This dominating treatment, in turn, brings 

about women's behavior which then seemingly confirms men's preconceived beliefs. Having 

recognized only the woman’s desires that are enforced by him and yet failing to recognize 

that these desires are enforced, a man can go on to sexually objectify a woman thinking that 

he is actually recognizing and respecting her true desires.  

Women undergoing the process of sexual objectification commonly respond in one of 

two ways to their forced role as objectified: 1) by internalizing the desires to be actively 

sexually objectified or 2) by dissociating during sex. Our self-understanding as autonomous 

beings with valid experiences is crucial to our healthy existence, and once it is actively denied 

through a process of sexual objectification, we have to find ways to deal with it. Women, 

forced in their social role and its ideals, can come to internalize these desires. Indeed, it is 

hard to deal with the social and individual criticism which follows one’s failure to live up to 

their social role’s ideal. If a woman fails to engage in and enjoy a kind of heterosexual “hot” 

sex during which she is sexually objectified, she can be easily seen as lame and frigid. 

Embracing a social role of a woman who is willing to submit during heterosexual sex instead 

can earn her recognition as a sex-bomb, “the best sex I’ve ever had.” When the social norms 

represent those who fall within her social role as desiring to be sexually objectified, it may be 

easier to convince herself that she actually wants to be deprived of her autonomy and 

subjectivity during sex. In fact, some women who otherwise fight for gender equality in their 

everyday life can remain puzzled about why they desire to be subjugated during sex.  

If internalization of the desire to be sexually objectified cannot be achieved, a woman 

can learn to dissociate during heterosexual sexual encounters. It is no longer she who is 
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being bossed around, called a slut, put down on her knees and told to look up at a man as she 

sucks his penis; it is happening to someone else now. Striving to preserve her view of herself 

as an autonomous agent with experiences and feelings that need to be attended to, a woman 

can dissociate her “regular” self from a woman who is being sexually objectified in a given 

sexual encounter. In this case, a woman may appear to a man as if she does not mind this 

kind of man-dominant sex (and one can go on and make a mistake of assuming that if a 

woman appears not minding this sex, she also enjoys it). But in reality, a woman, dealing 

with her active sexual objectification, resorts to giving up her autonomy and subjectivity in 

the moment, thus becoming a sexual object, so as to preserve her general understanding of 

herself as having autonomy and subjectivity.  

So far, I have been outlining a picture of our social world in which women are 

represented as submissive, but this needs to be qualified. I have briefly mentioned that the 

ideal of women as submissive has been challenged in some domains of our social life. This is 

important because it would be inaccurate to claim that women are represented and viewed 

as nothing but mere sexual objects; the landscape of our social norms is much more 

complex. Still, when it comes to sexuality, the standards of masculinity and femininity with 

their respective norms of domination and submission are largely unchallenged. Looking at 

the social role of a woman as a whole, we see that, while in some areas this ideal is less 

salient and less encouraged, in heterosexual sex it is celebrated. I shall argue that women’s 

ideal of being sexually submissive and thus desiring to be sexually objectified, is especially 

problematic for it largely contributes to the belief that women, regardless of their 

increasingly more equal standing in other domains of social life, are submissive by nature.  

In order to explain how one comes to see women as sexually submissive and desiring 

to be sexually objectified by nature, I introduce Haslanger’s (1993) insightful explanation of 

how our process of figuring out the nature of entities7 in the world can lead to mistaken 

 
7 In her essay, Sally Haslanger uses the term object rather than entity. Her definition of 
object in this case is expansive, that is, including human beings. Given that this paper is on 
objectification and here the term object has been used in juxtaposition to the term human, I 
chose to alter Haslanger’s terminology to avoid confusion.  
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beliefs about the nature of humans and problematic construction of social norms which 

propagate these mistaken beliefs. Haslanger explains that in trying to understand the 

objective world, we are trying to find the natures of entities. The nature of an entity is 

essential to that entity such that if its nature is changed, then the entity itself is destroyed. 

Once we know the entity’s nature, we can make sense of its behaviors. Since the nature of the 

entity explains its normal behavior, a reasonable strategy in discovering the nature of the 

entities is to observe regularities in the world around us. This process can malfunction when 

we attempt to discover the nature of the entities in the social world. According to Haslanger, 

trying to observe regularities in the social pattern, we can come to see women’s regular 

behavior as submissive. Failure to recognize that in a given social context women have been 

made submissive might lead one to a false conclusion that women are submissive by nature.  

While the assumption that women are submissive by nature is a mistaken belief, it 

does not mean that this mistaken belief is not widely held or not influential. This is clearly 

the case in the sexual objectification of women. The social ideal of a woman is such that she 

is sexually submissive and desires the process of her sexual objectification in heterosexual 

sex. As illustrated above, women are largely forced to comply with this ideal, thus producing 

a pattern of behavior which is consistent with their representation as desiring to be sexually 

objectified in heterosexual sex. Both men and women, observing the regularities of the social 

world, can come to the conclusion that women are submissive and desire to be sexually 

objectified by nature. This is most likely to occur if we fail to recognize that women’s desire 

to be sexually objectified has been imposed on women both by the social ideal of man-

dominant heterosexual sex and the actual common practice of sexual objectification in 

heterosexual sex.  

Haslanger says, “Once we have cast women as submissive and deferential ‘by nature’, 

then efforts to change this role appear unmotivated, even pointless” (p. 233). In the case of 

sexual objectification as a process, it is even more plausible that we construct women as 

desiring to be sexually objectified by nature for it is believed that during sex people show 

their true raw desires embracing their nature. Indeed, Halwani writes, “Although we are 
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rational entities, we are also animals. Raw sexuality exhibits or, as the case may be, 

unleashes, the animal in us.” (p. 194). The view that raw sexuality unleashes our inner 

animals, which are often thought to be at the core of our nature, makes existing sexual 

objectification in heterosexual sex all the more worrying for we are at risk of not realizing 

that women’s role as sexually submissive has been socially constructed. Even if a man 

normally observes a woman to have more or less equal standing in other contexts of life, her 

socially constructed desire to be sexually objectified can be easily yet mistakenly taken to 

reveal a woman’s “true submissive nature”. “Surely”, one might say, “women now are 

allowed to vote and can get CEO positions, but it is clear that deep down inside, all they want 

is to be dominated.” Given that men are motivated to keep their dominant social standing, 

the process of making women into sexual objects during sex is then a perfect tool at men’s 

disposal to keep the status quo of gender inequality.  
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