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The  names  Wil l iam
Masters  and  Virginia
Johnson represent one
o f  t h e  m o s t
groundbreaking  and
c o n t r o v e r s i a l
collaborations  in  the
history  of  modern
science. Together, this
duo  fundamentally
reshaped  how  the
medical  community
a n d  t h e  p u b l i c
understand  human
sexuality.  Before  their

work,  the  study  of
sexual  response  was
largely  anecdotal,
shrouded in taboo, and
b a s e d  m o r e  o n
psychoanalytic  theory
t h a n  o b s e r v a b l e
biological fact. Through
a  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
rigorous  scientific
m e t h o d o l o g y ,
remarkable  personal
c h e m i s t r y ,  a n d  a
w i l l i n g n e s s  t o
challenge  societal
norms,  Masters  and
Johnson  brought  the
study of sex out of the
shadows  and  into  the
laboratory .  The i r
l e g a c y  r e m a i n s
complex,  influential,
a n d  e n d l e s s l y
fasc inat ing,  even

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 William Masters And Virginia
Johnson

2025-09-20

decades  after  their
most famous work was
published.
To  apprec iate  the
seismic  shi f t  they
caused,  it  is  essential
to  understand  the
world they entered. In
the 1950s,  sex was a
topic  rarely  discussed
in  polite  company,  let
alone  subjected  to
direct  scientific
observa t i on .  The
prevailing  views  were
heavily  influenced  by
Sigmund  Freud,  who
v i e w e d  f e m a l e
s e x u a l i t y  a s  a
mysterious  and  often
problematic  deviation
from a male norm. The
very idea of observing,
m e a s u r i n g ,  a n d
recording  hundreds  of
individuals engaging in
s e x u a l  a c t s  w a s
considered scandalous.
Yet,  this  is  precisely
what  Masters  and
Johnson did, creating a
body of knowledge that

remains  foundational
to the practice of  sex
therapy  and  human
sexuality  education.

The
Individual
Origins:
Two
Unlikely
Partners
Before they became a
legendary  research
team,  William  Howell
Masters  and  Virginia
Eshelman  Johnson
were  leading  very
different lives. Masters,
born  in  1915,  was  a
h igh ly  respec ted
o b s t e t r i c i a n  a n d
g y n e c o l o g i s t  a t
Washington  University
in St. Louis. He was a
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product  of  a  strict,
religious  upbringing
and was known for his
i n t e n s e ,  d e t a i l -
o r i e n t e d ,  a n d
s o m e w h a t  a l o o f
p e r s o n a l i t y .  H i s
i n t e r e s t  i n  t h e
mechanics of sex arose
f r o m  a  c l i n i c a l
frustration: he realized
that, as a physician, he
c o u l d  t r e a t  t h e
p l u m b i n g  o f  t h e
reproductive  system,
but  he  understood
almost  nothing  about
the  phys io log ica l
process  o f  sexua l
arousal itself. He was a
scientist driven by pure
curiosity  and  a  desire
to fill  a massive gap in
medical knowledge.
Virginia  Johnson,  born
in 1925, came from a
different world entirely.
S h e  w a s  n o t  a
physician or a PhD. Her
background  was  in
music  and  sociology,
and she had worked as

a  s i n g e r  a n d  a
newspaper  reporter.
After a failed marriage
l e f t  h e r  a  s i n g l e
mother,  she  took  a
c l e r i c a l  j o b  a t
Washington  University
to  make  ends  meet.
When Masters placed a
cryptic  advertisement
seeking  a  research
a s s i s t a n t  w i t h  a
b a c k g r o u n d  i n
p s y c h o l o g y  o r
sociology  for  a  "long-
term" project,  Johnson
applied.  Her  interview
wi th  Mas te rs  was
famously  intense,  but
he r  i n te l l i gence ,
pragmatism,  and  lack
o f  p r u d i s h n e s s
impressed  him.  He
hired  her,  not  as  a
clinician,  but  as  an
assistant. This decision
would  change both  of
their lives and the field
of sexology forever.
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The Birth
of a
Research

Project
The  central  question
driving the research of
William  Masters  and
Virginia  Johnson  was
deceptively  simple:
What  happens  to  the
human  body  during
sexual  activity?  To
answer  this  question,
they  founded  the
Reproductive  Biology
Research  Foundation
(later  renamed  the
Masters  and  Johnson
Institute) and began a
study  that  would  last
for  over  a  decade.
Their methodology was
radical.  They recruited
3 8 2  m e n  a n d  3 1 2
women  from  the  St.
Louis  community  to

participate  in  what
t h e y  c a l l e d  t h e
" a n a t o m y  a n d
physiology  of  sexual
function."
T h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s
ranged in age from 18
to 89 and came from a
variety of backgrounds.
They  were  paid  for
their  participation,  but
the  commitment  was
significant.  Under
carefully  controlled
laboratory  conditions,
participants engaged in
m a s t u r b a t i o n  o r
intercourse while being
monitored by an array
of  instruments.  These
instruments  measured
hear t  ra te ,  b lood
pressure,  respiratory
r a t e ,  a n d ,  m o s t
importantly,  vaginal
and  penile  changes.
Masters  and  Johnson
w e r e  n o t  j u s t
observers;  they  were
active  participants  in
the  data  collection.
T h e y  t o o k



William Masters And Virginia Johnson 5

5

photographs,  made
film  recordings,  and
documented  every
measurable  physical
change  that  occurred
during  arousal  and
orgasm.  I t  was  an
unprecedented level of
direct  observation  of
i n t i m a t e  h u m a n
behavior.

The
Human
Sexual
Response
Cycle: A
Landmark
Discovery
The  most  significant
o u t c o m e  o f  t h i s
resea rch  was  the
identification  of  the

h u m a n  s e x u a l
response cycle, a four-
s tage  mode l  t ha t
d e s c r i b e s  t h e
physiological  changes
that occur in the body
d u r i n g  s e x u a l
stimulation. This model
was  first  presented  to
the world in their 1966
book,  Human Sexual
Response.  The  four
stages, which remain a
cornerstone  of  sex
education,  are:

Excitement
Phase: This is
the initial stage
of arousal,
triggered by
physical or
psychological
stimulation.
Characterized by
an increase in
heart rate,
muscle tension
(myotonia), and
blood flow to the
genitals. In men,
this results in
erection. In
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women, it
involves vaginal
lubrication and
expansion.
Plateau Phase:
This is the period
of heightened
arousal that
precedes
orgasm. It is a
stage of intense
pleasure where
physiological
changes
continue to build.
The clitoris
retracts, and the
outer third of the
vagina swells,
creating a
structure called
the "orgasmic
platform."
Breathing
becomes more
rapid.
Orgasmic
Phase: This is
the peak of the
sexual response
cycle,
characterized by

a release of
sexual tension. It
involves
rhythmic,
involuntary
contractions of
the pelvic
muscles and
genitals. For
men, this is
accompanied by
ejaculation. For
women, the
contractions are
similar but not
related to fluid
expulsion.
Masters and
Johnson were the
first to
conclusively
prove that the
physical
experience of
orgasm is
physiologically
the same for
both sexes.
Resolution
Phase: This is
the period of
return to the
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unaroused state.
The body
gradually returns
to its resting
levels.
Importantly,
Masters and
Johnson
identified a key
difference
between men
and women in
this phase. Men
experience a
mandatory
refractory period
during which
they cannot
achieve another
orgasm. Women,
in contrast, do
not have a
refractory period
and can
experience
multiple orgasms
if stimulation
continues.

Beyond
the
Cycle:
Key
Findings
and
Debunke
d Myths
The  work  of  William
Masters  and  Virginia
J o h n s o n  w e n t  f a r
beyond  mapping  a
four-stage  cycle.  They
directly  challenged
severa l  long-he ld
beliefs.  For  instance,
Freud  had  famously
postulated  that  there
was  a  d i s t i nc t i on
between  a  "vaginal"
orgasm  (considered
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mature) and a "clitoral"
orgasm  (considered
immature).  Masters
and  Johnson’s  direct
observation proved this
was  a  myth .  They
demonstrated  that  all
female  orgasms  are
physiologically  the
same, regardless of the
source  of  stimulation,
and that the clitoris is
the  primary  center  of
sexual  pleasure  for
women.
They  also  studied  the
physiology  of  male
sexuality in new detail.
They  documented  the
mechan i cs  o f  the
erection  and  the  two-
s t a g e  p r o c e s s  o f
e jacu la t i on .  Th i s
physiological  map was
invaluable  for  medical
professionals.  They
also made a significant
c o n t r i b u t i o n  b y
s t u d y i n g  s e x u a l
activity in older adults.
At  a  t ime  when  sex
was often assumed to

be for the young, their
research  showed  that
men  and  women  in
their 70s and 80s could
remain sexually active,
h e a l t h y ,  a n d
r e s p o n s i v e .  T h i s
discovery  helped  to
normalize  sexuality
ac ross  the  en t i re
l ifespan.

From
Research
to
Therapy:
Treating
Sexual
Dysfuncti
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The  success  of  their
initial  research  led
Masters and Johnson to
a  new  frontier:  the
treatment  of  sexual
problems.  Their  1970
book,  Human Sexual
Inadequacy,  was  a
revolutionary  manual
for  sex  therapy.  Prior
to  their  work,  sexual
dysfunction was almost
universally  treated
t h r o u g h  l e n g t h y
p s y c h o a n a l y s i s .
Masters  and  Johnson
t o o k  a  r a d i c a l l y
different  approach.
They  deve loped  a
s h o r t - t e r m ,
behaviorally-oriented,
and  dyadic  therapy
m o d e l .  T h e  k e y
innovation  was  their
insistence  on  treating
the  couple  as  the
"pat ient ,"  not  the
individual.  This  shifted
the  focus  away  from

blame  and  pathology
a n d  t o w a r d
communication  and
partnership.
Their therapy program,
which  they  claimed
h a d  a  v e r y  h i g h
success  rate ,  was
intensive.  It  typically
lasted two weeks. The
core  of  the  treatment
i nvo l ved  two  key
exercises:

Sensate Focus:1.
This is arguably
their most
famous
technique. The
couple is
instructed to
engage in a
series of non-
demanding, non-
genital touching
exercises at
home. The goal
is not to achieve
arousal or
orgasm, but
simply to explore
and enjoy
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physical
sensation. This
removes the
"performance
pressure" that
often fuels
dysfunction and
helps couples
rediscover
intimacy.
Structured2.
Communication
: Couples were
taught specific
communication
techniques to
talk openly about
their desires,
anxieties, and
preferences.
They were
encouraged to
"teach" their
partner what felt
good, rather than
expecting them
to guess.

This therapeutic model
became the foundation
f o r  m o d e r n  s e x
t h e r a p y .  I t  w a s  a
direct,  practical,  and

highly  effective
al ternat ive  to  the
abstract  and  lengthy
p s y c h o a n a l y t i c
approaches  of  the
time.  Their  work  with
this  model  produced
remarkable  success
rates  for  issues  like
premature  ejaculation,
erectile  dysfunction,
a n d  f e m a l e
anorgasmia.

The
Personal
Partnersh
ip:
Marriage
and
Collabora
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T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
b e t w e e n  W i l l i a m
Masters  and  Virginia
Johnson was never just
professional.  As  they
worked side-by-side for
years, their partnership
deepened.  In  1971,
while  both  were  still
legally married to other
people,  they  married
each  other.  Johnsons'
transformation  from
research  assistant  to
co-author  and  co-
t h e r a p i s t  w a s
c o m p l e t e .  T h e y
b e c a m e  a  p o w e r
couple in the world of
science  and  media,
appearing on magazine
covers and talk shows.
They  p resented  a
unified  front  of  clinical
professionalism  and
personal  partnership.
F o r  m a n y ,  t h e i r
marriage seemed like a
perfect  extension  of

their  professional
collaboration.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e i r
personal  story  had  a
more complex side. By
the  late  1980s,  their
m a r r i a g e  h a d
deteriorated.  They
divorced in 1992. While
they  continued to  run
t h e  M a s t e r s  a n d
Johnson  Ins t i tu te
together for a time, the
relationship  became
strained. Johnson later
revealed  that  Masters
could  be  controlling
and  difficult,  and  that
the  romantic  passion
that  once  energized
their  work  had  faded.
T h e i r  d i v o r c e
effectively  ended  the
institute  as  a  leading
force  in  sex  research.
They  rarely  spoke  to
each  other  in  their
later years, a poignant
end  to  a  partnership
t h a t  h a d  b e e n  s o
intensely  intimate and
productive.
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Controver
sies and
Criticisms
: The
Shadow
Side of a
Legacy
No  major  figure  in
science  is  without
critics,  and  Masters
and  Johnson  are  no
exception.  Several
controversies  have
attached themselves to
their  legacy  over  the
years.

Ethical
Concerns: Their
original research
methods, while
groundbreaking,
would be

considered
highly
problematic
under modern
ethical
standards. The
study
participants were
essentially asked
to perform sex
acts in a lab
while being
filmed and
monitored.
Concerns about
privacy, informed
consent, and the
potential for
psychological
harm were not
addressed at the
level we would
expect today.
Lack of
Diversity: The
participant pool,
while broad in
age, was
predominantly
white,
heterosexual,
and middle-class.
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Their findings
were presented
as universal, but
they did little to
account for the
wide variety of
human sexual
expression,
including
LGBTQ+
experiences.
Sexual
Orientation
Conversion
Therapy: In
1979, Masters
and Johnson
published a book
titled
Homosexuality
in Perspective,
in which they
claimed to have
successfully
converted a
small number of
homosexual
patients to
heterosexuality.
This study has
been widely
discredited by

modern
psychological
and medical
organizations.
The methodology
was flawed, and
the ethical
premise of
attempting to
change a
person's sexual
orientation is
now universally
rejected. This
remains a highly
controversial and
damaging part of
their legacy.

The
Enduring
Legacy of
Masters
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and
Johnson
Despite  these  valid
criticisms,  the positive
impact  o f  Wi l l iam
Masters  and  Virginia
Johnson  on  modern
society  is  undeniable.
They  did  not  invent
sex, but they invented
the  modern,  scientific
way of  thinking about
it.  They  transformed
sex  from  a  source  of
shame,  anxiety,  and
s e c r e c y  i n t o  a
legitimate  field  of
scientific  inquiry  and
medical  treatment.
Their  direct  influence
can be felt everywhere.
The  sex  educat ion
curriculum  taught  in
many schools today is
built on the foundation
of  the  human  sexual
response  cycle.  The
entire  field  of  sex
therapy,  including  the

use  of  sensate  focus
techniques, is a direct
descendant  of  their
w o r k .  T h e y  g a v e
doctors and patients a
language to talk about
sexual  dysfunction
without  judgment.
More  broadly,  they
were key figures in the
sexual revolution. They
provided  the  scientific
a m m u n i t i o n  t h a t
helped  to  dismantle
repressive  myths,
part icular ly  about
female  sexuality,  and
g a v e  i n d i v i d u a l s
permission  to  explore
their  own  bodies  and
desires with less guilt.
Their  story  has  also
captured  the  public
imagination, serving as
the inspiration for  the
popular  television
ser ies  "Masters  of
Sex."  This  cultural
representation,  while
d r a m a t i z e d ,  h a s
in t roduced  a  new
generation  to  their
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w o r k  a n d  t h e
f a s c i n a t i n g ,
c o m p l i c a t e d
personalities behind it.

CONCLUSION: A
COMPLICATED
SCIENTIFIC GIFT

The  story  of  William
Masters  and  Virginia
Johnson  is  a  story  of
fearless  curiosity,
personal  complexity,
and  profound  impact.
They  were  two  very
different  people  who,
together, accomplished

more than either could
have alone. They gave
the world a map of the
human body in its most
intimate moments and
a set of tools to heal its
most  private  pains.
However,  they  were
also  products  of  their
time,  and  their  work
contains  blind  spots
and  even  harmfu l
er rors .  The i r  t rue
legacy  is  a  cal l  for
continued,  open,  and
ethical study of human
sexuality. They opened
a door


