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‘Be a good animal, true to your instincts’


D.H. Lawrence


For my clients, who had the courage to share
their most intimate difficulties with me





Preface


This book looks at sexual issues in an informative, thoughtful and sometimes provocative way. It attempts to address the many questions that arise from our sexuality with a practical approach and psychological insight, illustrated by fascinating true stories. Names and details have been changed to protect anonymity.




Foreword

What I’ve always liked about Carol Martin-Sperry’s work is that I usually agree with what she says! Sexual Healing is no exception. We appear to be on the same page when it comes to attitudes to psychotherapy, sexuality and the importance of speaking up.

From the outset I admire her use of narrative. All the great therapies in the world are about the art of story-telling. That’s how we learn. That’s how we make art. That’s how we frame relationships. By telling and repeating our stories. This is a really good book of tales about sex always with a purpose and a point.

Since therapists are not allowed to break clients’ confidences, I also note that the stories in this book are rather more complicated to construct than you may realise. They are sufficiently doctored to remove identities but cleverly rearranged to provide the necessary insights. That’s a rare skill. Carol is clearly both writer and therapist.

Carol manages to speak directly (as I am sure she does in the consulting room) without jargon while deploying the occasional pithy Anglo-Saxonism. At the same time, she has a grasp of theory which shames those who promote a kind of witless psychology where people represent cognitive robots or behavioural automata or uninterpretable brain maps. The inescapable fact which Carol so cleverly demonstrates is that we all come with emotional baggage from families which, generally-speaking, mistrained and misfitted us for easy relationships. It’s why we experience sexual problems. There is almost NO sex therapy that simply consists in telling people they are using the wrong position or aperture. Sex therapy is really that branch of psychology focusing on human physical contact.

On the one hand there’s sex – something god or Darwin-given, which is bigger than any of us and through which nature induces us to procreate almost regardless of cost. On the other hand, there’s that baggage train of feelings. What gets in the way of the evolution of great sex is what our parents and life did to us before we were permitted to mature.

Question: why is this client’s sexuality as it is? Answer: possibly because he was born to a depressed mum and controlling dad and then displaced by a golden sister. His survival strategy therefore consists in equal parts of depression, repression and narcissism. His sexual equipment works fine – in the privacy of his own trousers. But put him among desirable strangers and he may well suffer bouts of self-doubt, occasional erectile disorder, elements of commitment-phobia and episodes of bad temper.

Or perhaps he won’t. What Carol demonstrates is the endless variety of puzzles that therapy helps us solve. As I am fond of saying, therapy is hard work for all concerned, not least the therapist.

But her underlying message remains clear. Though most of us want and enjoy sex, to make it work throughout life (or until arthritis prevails) we need to understand our own biology and psychology. For instance, is your confidence great or small – often decided at birth as a by-product of your metabolism? Or is your sex drive higher or lower than the average on a bell-shaped curve? (A tiny minority of individuals want sex all day; an equally tiny group want sex rarely; while most of us fall in the middle). In terms of personality, are you a pleaser or a taker; a goody two shoes or a black sheep?

In effect, what roles do you adopt to get your way in the world – because it’ll be the same in bed and you’ll produce outcomes that are both similar and familiar. Partnerships are difficult precisely because there is this conflict between differing traditions of family attitude. Sometimes we need expert help from guides like Carol to discover our more freely chosen selves.

Phillip Hodson is a psychotherapist,
sex therapist, author and broadcaster associated
with the UK Council for Psychotherapy.
www.psychotherapy.org.uk
www.philliphodson.co.uk




Introduction:
Sex, Love and Therapy


As a psychotherapist working with couples I knew that sex was a vital element in every relationship, present even by its absence. Sex and sexuality affect each and every one of us, from childhood to old age. I have always been interested in the ‘why’ of sex, in its meaning and how it can be a power for bad as well as good.


Freud told us that our sexuality is at the heart of everything we are, whether or not we are aware of it, whether expressed or suppressed, and Darwin put the need to breed at the centre of being. Sex is where we come from and our sexuality is a major part of who we are. As Bill Shankly could have said, ‘Sex is not just a matter of life and death, it’s much more than that’.


The social and cultural evolution of our sexuality has moved much faster than our evolutionary physical development. We are in danger of becoming out of touch with our primitive drives and instincts. Add to this the continuing confusion about gender roles, the cult of the individual, unrealistic expectations, an increasing desire for instant gratification and the accompanying low tolerance of ambivalence and frustration and it’s no wonder long-term committed relationships are becoming increasingly hard to sustain in a social environment of rapid change. Sex can become problematic. The conflict between our evolutionary drives and our changing societal and cultural roles is at the very heart of my stories.


Sex is one of the greatest pleasures in life. It’s free and can easily take less than an hour. Every single one of us is a sexual being, whether or not we are having sex. With such a natural activity, surely it should be quite straightforward once you’ve got the hang of it? Yet many of us are having infrequent or unsatisfactory sex, or we are not having sex at all. What has gone wrong? Why is it so complicated, and what can we do to put it right?


We live in a society that emphasises sexuality, sex appeal and sexual gratification. All kinds of pornography are available on the Internet to satisfy our wildest fantasies. The media bombard us round the clock with endless images and messages. Too much information just adds to the confusion and gives us unrealistically high expectations. Often we feel let down and disappointed, or even incompetent and inadequate. What if we don’t measure up?


‘Was that it?’


‘Was I good enough?’


‘Am I getting enough?’


‘Why am I not getting any?’


 


We come from a long cultural, religious and social history that has left behind a heritage of guilt and fear, shame and anxiety. And now there are gender role issues too.


‘I want a man who is caring and nurturing, not some old-fashioned caveman. I want him to share things equally with me. But he’s got to be sexy’


‘My girlfriend is an independent career woman. She is strong and powerful. I find that a turn-on’


‘I like my man to work hard and bring in the money so that I can look after the kids at home. It’s old-fashioned, but it works for us. In the bedroom he makes the moves’


While New Man and Post-Feminist Woman try to work out a more equal sexual relationship, Macho Man and Trad Woman are alive and well, if sometimes unsure about how to conduct their love lives. We all seem to be under pressure to perform. Sometimes it’s easier to cop out, but what are we missing?


What exactly is good sex? Different people give different answers.


‘It’s such a rush, so exciting; it makes me hot and breathless. There is nothing in the world that can make me feel so good!’


‘It makes me feel connected, it’s intimate, it’s bonding’


‘I only have to look at her and I get that adrenal surge in my guts’


One of the most wonderful things about sex is how broad an experience it can be, from the merest touch to passionate lovemaking, and everything in between.


Sex can be thrilling and lustful, the ultimate in pleasure. Or it can be a shared moment of tenderness and intimacy. It can be playful and fun, it can be anonymous and dangerous, it can be simple and straightforward, or a sophisticated and complex game. You may have soulmate sex or stranger sex and it can still be good. Good sex is all of this and more.


When sex is added to romantic love it can transcend everything, leading to intoxicating feelings of ecstasy and bliss. It can be so intense and overwhelming that it becomes all-consuming, obsessive even. Think of Romeo and Juliet, Cathy and Heathcliff, Anna Karenina, Madame Bovary . . . The literary list is endless and reflects some eternal truths about the powerful nature of love and sex. As for pop songs, love and sex are what most of them are about.


Falling in love is such a powerful event because it puts us back in that state of newborn bliss. Our first experience of love is in the intense attachment to the mother who (ideally) gives total care and attention, unconditional love and responds to all our needs. It is through this exclusive bond that the baby develops basic trust and security and the ability to be close and intimate in later life. Baby and mother are merged in blissful union. But with love come separation, anxiety and the fear of loss and abandonment; it doesn’t come without risk.


Falling in love brings the hope of reliving a union as perfect as the mother/baby relationship and the desire to be merged and never be alone. When lovers look into each other’s eyes they seek the reflected loving gaze of their mothers’ eyes, a world of safety and intimacy. But they are also connected to the fear of loss and the possibility of disappointment, frustration and anger.


The closer we are to our partners, the closer we are to our inner selves. Love can put us in touch with our inner strengths but it can also reveal the hidden feelings that have been repressed because they are unacceptable, shameful or too painful. We fall in love hoping to be freed from the problems caused by painful experiences. A profound relationship with the right partner provides a place of safety, an emotional container and a chance to work through past difficulties.


The intense and passionate honeymoon sex phase can last for months, even years. But eventually it needs to transform from a passionate and romantic ideal into something more realistic. Some people find it very difficult to move from ‘in love’ to ‘loving’. They are hooked on the excitement and the buzz of hot sex. The desire to keep feeling the thrill of the new often leads to serial relationships, flings and affairs.


Sex is different at different ages and stages. Things can go wrong for a variety of reasons. Sometimes there are physical problems such as erectile difficulties or painful sex. Sometimes our sex lives are affected by particular events in our lives such as illness, work problems or family issues. Sometimes we simply get bored or lazy, or even too busy for sex. The same old routine is just too dull, we can’t be bothered and then we get out of the habit. Often we neglect to talk to each other, we take each other for granted; we are at risk of an affair. Monogamy can be hard work, but infidelity hurts.


Anger and anxiety are the enemies of good sex, as are guilt and shame. Often they can set up a self- perpetuating vicious circle of fear of failure. Many sexual difficulties that express themselves physically in the body are of psychological origin, confirming that the brain is our most important sexual organ. We are conditioned by our experiences and memories.


There may be deeper problems with drink and drugs, addiction or a history of abuse. Sex can be exploitative and manipulative; it can be used as a bargaining chip, a way of controlling one’s partner. But so too can withholding sex – it’s a powerful tool. Desire is a mystery. It comes and it goes from ‘I really want you’ to ‘I just don’t fancy you any more’. It’s as much psychological as physical, fed by thoughts, feelings and fantasies as well as sensations. So many factors can affect desire that it’s hard to identify them all. Perhaps we expect too much of our partners and ourselves?


Bad sex includes behaviour driven by compulsion and the need for power and control. It can be violent and debasing, sordid and shameful, bizarre and risky. Chosen objects (i.e. fetishistic and sexualised objects) and situations that are compulsively repeated take on a particular sexual meaning. Hatred may be eroticised through sado-masochistic practices. When there is a lack of mutual consent and imposed secrecy, when boundaries are broken, sex becomes abuse.


Bad sex usually comes with a history of early emotional deprivation and frustration, a desperate and narcissistic need for satisfaction or even punishment, expressed in the acting out of taboo desires and fantasies. ‘Sad’ sex is another form of bad sex, when sex becomes dutiful and dull, or is affected by repression, inhibition or ignorance. So is anonymous sex, often illicit, with no degree of intimacy but some degree of thrill, bad sex? Men – and it is almost always men – who frequent prostitutes, massage parlours, lap-dancing clubs, or who indulge in kerb crawling, voyeurism or exhibitionism, are usually unable to sustain a lasting and profound monogamous sexual relationship. The repetition of bad sex in situations they can control, either with force or by payment, brings temporary respite to their frustrated desires.


With the advent of Internet porn, swap clubs and secret orgies, sexual behaviour is breaching new frontiers in the search for increasing novelty and stimulation. Anything is permitted. Children are becoming sexualised at an even earlier age. Sex is marketed as an activity where instant gratification is encouraged and expected.


The emotional and psychological fallout of bad sex is considerable, not just for the victim but also for the instigator. As a client group they both need sensitive work with an experienced and confident therapist, who will maintain firm boundaries.


Sex will always have the power to surprise us. It can bring profound joy, it can bring new life, but it can also destroy and even kill us. It can be dangerous, which in turn makes it even more exciting. Sex is how and what you want it to be at the time, a unique experience shared with another person for a moment or even a lifetime. But it does not need to be a competition or a pornographic experience. When sex is good, it’s really good, but sometimes good enough is good enough.


Sex is a fantastic joint endeavour that can go wrong or come to a halt for a variety of reasons. But there is a way back to good sex: there can be sexual healing, it can be recovered with new depth and meaning. Sex therapy, as pioneered by Masters and Johnson, is tailored to fit the clients and their particular sexual difficulties. It has been used successfully for over forty-five years and is a major part of psychosexual training. The exercises and their application are explained here.


There are additions to the basic programme for specific problems such as premature ejaculation, loss of erection, pain on intercourse and the inability to reach orgasm. There is also a series of exercises to be carried out alone, if necessary, in order to familiarise oneself with one’s body and discover what gives one pleasure. If skilfully applied and the couple have sufficient trust in each other to commit to it and to fully co-operate with each other and with the therapist, sex therapy is highly successful. Because sex is so personal and touches our deepest being, the professional boundaries and ethics must be strictly observed. Clients need to feel they can be heard with acceptance and without judgement. There must be no physical contact and no personal revelations from the therapist. Sex therapy needs to take place in a safe, confidential space with shared trust, respect and intimacy, rather like sex itself.


Working psychosexually can be very directive and explicit, with a strong behavioural element. Often the therapist is in the role of teacher and must be careful not to be perceived as abusive or exploitative. The therapist and the clients will be working in a very delicate, sensitive and personal area, often with material that may never have been talked about. Clients will have anxieties about the process being too invasive and revelatory. Often they need permission to share difficult feelings that may be perceived as unacceptable, shameful even. In turn the therapist needs to be informed, confident and sensitive and able to share those qualities with clients in a respectful way. I hope this is reflected in the way I have told some of my clients’ stories, which are so meaningful and important, each in their own way.


Carol Martin-Sperry
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Too busy


Alex and Charlie were a young, energetic and good-looking couple who had not had sex for over a year and now they wanted to have a baby. But they had grown apart and did not know how to kick-start their sexual relationship. They thought they had it all – the romantic courtship, the glamorous wedding, the exotic honeymoon. They had bought a house and done it up, and they were ready now. But they barely had time to talk to each other. He was a financial analyst, she was a pediatrician, and they both worked very long hours. In order to manage their stress levels she went to the gym three times a week and he went running. They both came home late every evening and were often on their laptops. Meals were usually eaten in silence in front of the TV. Weekends were spent shopping for food, cleaning the house, doing laundry and ironing and other chores. They socialised a lot with their peer group and visited their parents once a month. Absolutely no time for sex – except on holiday. Their last holiday had been skiing with a group of friends and there had been a lot of carousing, but no sex.


Charlie and Alex looked at me expectantly. There was something a little naïve about them, I thought. I felt that they had romanticised their relationship and had not really come to grips with real life. They were not able to prioritise their sexual relationship – they were sharing their lives like flatmates, desire had gone out of the window. Sex does not necessarily take up much time. One can have a meaningful sexual encounter in under an hour. What was lacking here was attention and intimacy.


And so I gave them some homework – ‘Try eating your evening meal at the table without the TV on; you could talk to each other about your day and show a genuine interest in what the other person is saying.’ I also instructed them, ‘No laptops or mobiles after dinner. By all means watch TV together, snuggle up on the sofa. Go to bed at the same time, have a non-threatening kiss and a cuddle, maintain some physical contact in bed – it doesn’t have to be sexual.’ They blinked and looked at each other; this did not seem too daunting.


‘We’ll give it a go,’ Charlie promised tentatively. Alex nodded.


At the next session they reported back.


‘We managed three evenings,’ Alex told me.


‘Not bad, next week make it five,’ I said.


They came back and told me that they had completed the task four times.


‘OK, what are the difficulties in doing this?’ I asked.


They had found it very hard not to check their phones, which distracted them and led to other activities.


‘Right, each time you slip up you have to pay a forfeit,’ I said.


They liked that idea.


I had to get them each to take responsibility for themselves. Reminding them that they had not had sex for over a year and that they wanted to have a baby, I stepped it up.


‘Make a date at the weekend – nothing too complicated, a walk or a film or a meal. Continue dating on a weekly basis, like teenagers. First, you hold hands, then you share a chaste kiss and then the kissing gets serious. Next, you are snogging and pretty soon she’ll ask you in for a drink. Things could get heavy on the sofa! Are you both ready? And so to bed! This programme may take a few dates but that’s fine, you are not in a hurry. It may sound corny and unspontaneous, but it usually works.’


They immediately saw that this could be fun, but I wanted them to move on from being adolescents to grown-ups. I suggested further ideas for them. Charlie could take Alex shopping for nice underwear and good perfume, and she could organise a weekend away. Or he could get tickets for a play or a ballet, while she might plan the next holiday. Of course they could improvise, but it was up to them both to be proactive and adult about their relationship – I could not keep telling them what to do.


By paying attention to each other and giving each other time, the love and intimacy between Alex and Charlie returned. Soon they were making love because the mutual desire was there again: they had rediscovered each other.


Too angry


Alan and Holly came to see me because they were having explosive rows. Anger is a difficult emotion to handle. When it comes to expressing anger, some of us are volcanoes and others are earthquakes. Holly was a volcano: there would be a big eruption with sparks, steam and lava, which was usually over quite quickly. But it was all out there to be seen. Alan, on the other hand, was more of an earthquake: everything seemed to be quiet, safe and reliable on the surface, yet underneath invisible forces were silently at work. Without warning the earth would crack and split open. This was followed by the uncertainty of aftershocks before the earth settled down again.


Anger can be experienced as overwhelming and frightening, or as something to dread. Volcanoes make a lot of noise and heat, but earthquakes mean one cannot even trust the ground beneath one’s feet.


Alan and Holly were no longer having sex but they were having huge arguments. In the early days of their relationship the tempestuous rows led to reconciliation with wild sex. In fact they had been known to provoke an argument in order to get to the hot sex. It was very passionate and the drama kept the adrenalin going. Afterwards they would feel the calm that came with the release of tension. But over the years the angry confrontations reflected their power struggles and battles for control: they were at war with each other. Now they were having enormous rows about the most trivial issues such as household chores, but this symbolised bigger and more fundamental issues of which they were not aware.


They knew how to push each other’s buttons and it would get nasty. ‘You fucking bitch!’ he would say, ‘You arsehole!’ she would shout back. This was followed by recriminations and eventually half-felt apologies. The rows no longer ended in lovemaking but in resentment and blame, with an accompanying feeling of emotional exhaustion and despair on both sides.


I asked each of them how anger was shown in their families:


•   Did it lead to shouting and gesticulation, fights and violence, or days of silence and sulking?


•   Was there one bad-tempered member in the family who was labelled the angry one, who did it on behalf of all the others?


•   When you have an argument about something trivial, what are you really angry about?


•   When you feel constantly angry with your partner, who are you really angry with?


•   Who does your partner remind you of?


•   Who are you really punishing?


Both Alan and Holly were the middle children of three siblings – all boys on his side, girls on hers. Holly grew up in a very expressive emotional family, with a warm but volatile mother who shouted a lot. She and her sisters were used to arguing and jostling for power. Her father, however, was somewhat cold and distant. Eventually her parents split up and divorced. Holly did not want to repeat their marriage by falling into the same familiar patterns of behaviour.


By contrast Alan’s family did not show their feelings at all. His father was the dominant partner, his mother somewhat passive and submissive and actually quite depressed. It was a household that seethed and sulked, a fiercely competitive and manipulative family. Alan was sent to boarding school when he was eight and learned to repress his feelings . . . until he met Holly. He loved her for her extrovert, passionate personality and for enabling him to show his true feelings.


In therapy they worked out that Alan did not want Holly to be submissive like his mother, but that meant accepting her as she really was. Holly in turn did not want Alan to be remote and distant like her father, but she had to stop provoking him. They were taking their anger with their parents out on each other; they also needed to learn how to talk to each other and to hear what the other person was saying.
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