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IT’S HISTORY! 

25,000 Years of Sexual Aids 
 

with Carole Adamsbaum, RN, MA* 
 

 

OBJECTIVES 
Participants will: 

 

1. Recognize the long history of the development and use of sexual aids. 

 

2. Identify the many ways people need new physical supports as they age. 

 

3. Describe the reasons people choose to use sexual aids. 

 

4. Evaluate three types of sexual aids and their contribution to sexual health. 

 

 

RATIONALE 
Sexual aids, also known as “sex toys” can enable the enjoyment of sexual pleasure and 

support the sexual health of people as they age.  Some people, especially older people, are 

unaware of the potential benefits of these products.  Others lack an understanding of their use 

and have a discomfort with the idea of “sex toys”.  The activities in this lesson demonstrate 

how aids have been used through human history and can help to people feel comfortable 

deciding whether or not aids would enhance their own sexual lives. 

 

 

MATERIALS 

 Easel paper/board, markers, tape, and pencils 

 

 Handout:  ENHANCING SEX THROUGHOUT HISTORY 

 

 Handout:  SEX TOY MYTHS 

 

 

PROCEDURE 
1. After reviewing the ground rules, note that throughout history people have used a variety of 

devices to enhance their sexual experience.  But, before we look at that history, let’s think 

about other ways people use a variety of technical supports to deal with their changing 

bodies as they age. 

 
* Carole Adamsbaum, RN, MA is a retired sexuality educator in New Jersey. 
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2. Ask participants to brainstorm the devices people use as they grow older.  Jot these on the 

easel paper or board.  (These may include glasses, hearing aids, walkers, canes, electric 

carts, etc.)  Note that some of these, glasses, for example, are used by people of all ages, 

but may become more important with physical changes of age.  The same is true for “sexual 

aids,” commonly known as “sex toys”.  In a wide variety of forms, these have been part of 

human experience throughout history. 

 

 

3. Distribute Handout:  ENHANCING SEX THROUGHOUT HISTORY and pencils.  Ask 

participants to read though the timeline, checking items they’d like to talk about or 

question. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

 

a. What about the timeline surprised you? 

 

b. What were your feelings as you examined the various sex toys? 

 

c. How does this history affect your thinking about human sexuality? 

 

 

4. So what are the facts about sex toys in the U.S. today?  Put the following on easel paper or 

board: 

 

20-30% 

$15,000,000,000 

21,900,000 

 

 

5. Ask participants to guess what each might have to do with sex toys.  After a few guesses, 

give the facts: 

 

20-30%    =  estimated percentage of people who have used a vibrator 

$15,000,000,000 =  the estimated global market for sex toys 

21,900,000   =  number of websites that respond to the phrase “sex toys” 

 

 

6. Ask what these numbers illustrate about the idea of sex toys. 

 

 

7. Ask participants to brainstorm the varieties of sex toys they have heard of.  As you jot the 

names on easel paper or board, describe each one, briefly.  These may include dildos, 

vibrators, penis extenders, vacuum devices, lubricants, cock rings.  Note that for an 

understanding of the variety of devices they might go to one of the websites that include full 

descriptions and education. 
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8. If possible show several of the major types and describe:  vibrators (one electric, one 

battery powered), a dildo, a cock ring, and lubricant.  Pass around. 

 

 

9. Put on easel paper or board: 

 

SEX TOYS – YES!    SEX TOYS – NO! 

 

 

10. Ask people to brainstorm why people might use these devices and why they might choose 

not to. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

 

a. How might these lists be different if developed by young adults? 

 

b. Some states have passed laws forbidding the marketing of sex toys.  What do you think 

of those efforts? 

 

c. Given the variety of sexual problems that arise as people age — from physical 

disabilities to long-term-relationship issues — how might sex toys be particularly useful 

as sexual aids for older adults? 

 

 

11. Distribute Handout:  SEX TOY MYTHS.  Ask participants to find a partner and together 

evaluate each statement regarding sex toys.  When people seem finished, discuss these 

questions. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

 

a. Which statements did you agree were myths?  Which did you think were not myths?  

Explain. 

 

b. The current growth rate of sales of sex toys is 30%.  What do you think is the reason for 

this increased use of sex toys? 

 

 

12. Closure:  Distribute index cards and ask participants to write their current thinking about 

sex toys.  They should NOT put their names on the cards.  Explain that you will collect the 

cards, shuffle them and redistribute them to be read aloud.  Urge their honest opinions 

since the cards will be anonymous. 
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OPTIONAL ACTIVITY:  Sex Talk 
 

Materials 
 Video clip of “Sex Talk with Sue Johanson” that includes discussion and showcasing of 

sample sex toys (clips are available on the Oxygen cable network and also on YouTube). 

 

 DVD or VCR player and TV, or computer with Internet access 

 

 

1. Ask for a show of hands for how many participants have heard of sex educator Sue 

Johanson.  Explain that she is a retired nurse who hosts the popular cable television show 

“Sex Talk with Sue Johanson,” where she addresses sexual topics in a frank and funny way.  

Ms. Johanson frequently showcases and discusses a variety of sex toys.  Note that you have 

brought a clip from one of her shows for the group to watch together. 

 

 

2. Show the video clip, and use the following discussion questions.  Add questions as 

appropriate for the clip you use. 

 

Discussion Questions: 

 

a. What were your feelings as you watched the video clip? 

 

b. What surprised you about the products she showed? 

 

c. What additional questions do you have? 

 

 

OPTIONAL ACTIVITY:  Sell that Sex Toy! 
 

Materials 
 Scissors, magazines, glue sticks, fabric and felt squares, ribbon, and craft scraps 

 

 Sample catalogues or printed pages from websites such as www.babeland.com, 

www.evesgarden.com, www.goodvibes.com, www.holisticwisdom.com/sex-toys-for-

seniors.htm, www.mypleasure.com, etc. 

 

1. Divide participants into small groups with about three to four participants and distribute 

copies of catalogues or printed pages from websites that sell sex toys. 

 

 

2. Explain that each group will be responsible for creating an advertising concept to sell their 

assigned sex toy.  They may choose any product they want from any of the catalogues.  

Their ads should include accurate descriptive information about the product, and they may 
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use text, illustrations, music, songs, audio, video, still pictures, drawings, or any other idea 

that they believe could help the item sell. 

 

 

3. Make available materials that will be helpful as the groups design their creative ideas:  

easel paper, scissors, magazines, glue sticks, fabric and felt squares, ribbon, craft scraps, 

etc. 

 

 

4. Assign a time period for the groups to develop their presentations, anywhere between 20 

minutes and one week, if there are multiple class sessions. 

 

 

5. Once groups have had time to work on their assignments, allow each group 10 minutes to 

present their advertising campaigns.  As each group speaks, encourage applause from the 

other group members. 
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Handout 
 

ENHANCING SEX THROUGHOUT HISTORY 

 
AROUND 25,000 B.C.   

* Prehistoric stone carvings of nude women 

with oversized breasts, hips, buttocks, and 

vaginal lips are called fertility goddesses, 

but may have been the porn of their day. 

 

AROUND 2,500 B.C.   

* Egyptian art shows nearly naked female 

dancers carrying a sculpture of an oversized 

erect penis to honor the god Ositis.  Fertility 

ritual...or more?  

 

AROUND 500 B.C.   

* Invention of the olisbos, an early version of 

the dildo, sold to women around the 

Mediterranean. 

 

AROUND 350 B.C.   

* First mention of olive oil as a sexual 

accessory.  Originally used as contraception, 

however couples have used vegetable oil as 

a lubricant ever since. 

 

AROUND 300 A.D.   

* Invention of penis extenders.  First 

mentioned in classic Indian sex manual, the 

Kama Sutra, which suggests crafting them 

from wood, leather, copper, silver, ivory or 

gold. 

 

AROUND 500 A.D.   

* Invention of Ben Wa Balls, originally used as 

a single ball to increase men’s pleasure 

during intercourse.  Eventually they were 

paired and used by women to increase 

strength of pelvic floor muscles, much like 

Kegel exercises are today. 

 

AROUND 655 A.D.   

* Introduction of mirrors as sexual 

accessories.  Lady Wu Chao, Consort to 

Emperor Tai Tsung, had glass arranged 

around the bed to enhance trysts with her 

lovers. 

 

AROUND 1200   

* Invention of proto-cock ring.  First 

documented rings were made in China of 

goats’ eyelids with lashes attached and tied 

around erections to increase pleasure of 

intercourse. 

 

AROUND 1400   

* Coining of term dildo, which during Italian 

Renaissance were made of wood or leather 

and needed liberal lubrication with olive oil. 

 

AROUND 1600  

* Invention of modern cock ring and clitoral 

stimulator.  Chinese men slipped ivory rings 

ornately carved, usually depicting dragons, 

over erections to help maintain them.  Later, 

carved dragon tongues were added to rub 

against the clitoris and enhance the 

woman’s pleasure. 

 

AROUND 1750  

* Appearance of modern bondage, 

dominance, sadomasochism (BDSM).  

European brothels begin specializing in 

flagellation and other SM-style 

“punishments.” 

 

1844 

* Vulcanization of rubber, making it stronger 

and more elastic, later leads to development 

of rubber condoms, dildos and other sex 

toys. 

 

1869 

* Debut of first vibrator (steam-powered!), 

whose physician inventor recommends it for 

treatment of “female hysteria” — anxiety, 

irritability, sexual fantasies, “excessive 

lubrication” — in other words, sexual 

arousal.  Since in the Victorian era women 

were not considered to be sexual, physicians 

treated sufferers’ vulvas until they 

experienced relief (orgasm). 
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1882 

*Debut of first electro-mechanical vibrator. 

 

1890’s 

* Invention of motion pictures.  Early 

filmmakers begin producing pornography, 

some of which featured women playing with 

vibrators and dildos. 

 

1900 – 1920 

* Popularization of home vibrators advertised 

in consumer magazines and Sears & 

Roebuck catalogue as “an aid every woman 

appreciates.” 

 

1907 

* Penis stiffener — a hollow, metal cylinder 

with wide opening at one end for insertion of 

penis and small opening at other end for 

ejaculate — wins U.S. patent. 

 

1921  

* First vibrator advertisement aimed at men 

exhorted them to buy one as a Christmas 

gift for their wives to keep them “young and 

pretty” and free from hysteria. 

 

Mid 1920’s 

* Emergence of strip-tease.  Dancers peel 

down to nipple covers and crotch covers (G-

strings) and use fans, furs, capes and 

feather boas. 

 

1927 

* Introduction of K-Y Jelly for pelvic exams 

only.  It does not become officially available 

as a sexual lubricant until 1980. 

 

AROUND 1930  

* Vibrator ads disappear from magazines 

when their use in porn makes it difficult for  

AROUND 1930, continued 

 manufacturers to defend them as 

“massagers.” 

 

1948 

* Debut of Polaroid-Land camera enables 

anyone to become an erotic photographer. 

 

1952 

* American Medical Association (AMA) 

declares hysteria is not an ailment; vibrators 

are no longer considered medical devices 

and are acknowledged for their real 

purpose. 

 

1953 

* Debut of Playboy paves way for X-rated 

media as we know it today. 

 

AROUND 1965   

* Re-emergence of vibrator. 

 

1970 

* Debut of waterbed, quickly considered sex 

enhancing. 

 

LATE 1970’s 

* Home video cameras mean anyone can 

create porn at home. 

 

LATE 1990’s  

* Alabama follows Georgia in outlawing sex 

toys. 

 

2008 

* A federal court strikes down a Texas 

banning of sex toys.  The court’s jurisdiction 

also removes similar laws in Louisiana and 

Mississippi.  Alabama and Kansas remain 

the only states with laws forbidding use of 

sex toys. 
 

 

 

 

* This timeline is adapted with permission from Peter Gardos, www.mypleasure.com.  Facilitators would be wise to 

examine the original “Brief History of Sex Toys” on the website which includes pictures and fuller descriptions. 
 

 BDSM can be defined as three different but overlapping worlds that include bondage and 

domination/dominance, domination/dominance and submission, and sadomasochism. 
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Handout 
 

SEX TOY MYTHS* 

 
Directions:  Cory Silverberg, a sexuality educator who writes a column for 

www.Sexuality.About.com, calls the following statements about sex toys MYTHS.  Put an “A” in 

front of the statement if you agree with him that the statement is a MYTH; put a “D” in front of 

the statement if you disagree that the statement is a MYTH. 

 

 

_____ 1. Sex toys are only for people who have a bad sex life, or no sex life. 

 

 

_____ 2. Sex toys are addictive. 

 

 

_____ 3. If a woman has sex toys, she won’t need a man. 

 

 

_____ 4. Guys only use sex toys because they can’t get real sex. 

 

 

_____ 5. Sex toys make sex less natural. 

 

 

_____ 6. The more you pay for a sex toy, the better it is. 

 

 

_____ 7. Sex toys are kinky. 

 

 

_____ 8. Sex toys can damage your body. 

 

 

 
* Adapted and reprinted with permission from Silverberg, C. (2007). “Sex Toys Facts and Myths,” 

http://sexuality.about.com/od/sextoys/p/sex_toy_facts.htm.  Visit the website for a detailed explanation of why 

Silverberg calls each of these statements a myth. 

http://sexuality.about.com/od/sextoys/p/sex_toy_facts.htm

