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“Thank you, Dr. Miller, for calling out the cultural hypocrisy that creates mass psychological abuse. You help us see through the shaming and religious fear mongering that distorts and perverts our sexual and erotic birthrights. Those who delve into the pages of Freeing Sexuality will be blessed with their revolutionary insights into sexual terrain unfettered by shame. And they will benefit from your reasoned perspectives as an esteemed psychologist. Your readers now possess access to a paradigm shift that can liberate and heal their connection to self, to those they love, and to their broader community.”
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This book, Freeing Sexuality, is dedicated to my dear friends Margo St. James, sex workers’ rights activist/founder of COYOTE (Call Off Your Old Tired Ethics), and sex activist/former porn star Annie Sprinkle, Ph.D., as well as all the sex workers of the world who have suffered ignominiously from misguided public policies and belief systems based on hypocrisy, distorted morality, and superstitious religions.





Though vital to sustaining life on Earth, humankind has so distorted our views of sex that it became a commodity. Water is also now being sold, and it is quite possible that someday—if we pollute the environment enough—we will have to pay for the air we breathe. As soon as sex became a commodity, not an expression of life, men and women went into the business of selling.


Unfortunately, purveyors of sexual delights are denigrated and castigated—sometimes celebrated on a superficial level, but most often ostracized. Like professional athletes, they have relatively short careers, after which they spend the rest of their lives living down their reputations while their children suffer humiliation and shame.


Let us celebrate the sex workers of the world and help them elevate to a profession of distinction, for not only do they offer up their bodies, their toil, and their sacrifice, but, when we look at their work with the courage to suspend judgment and accept the naked truth about ourselves, we must recognize that they grace us with their very souls.






Editor’s Note


The interviews in this book were all conducted by Dr. Richard Louis Miller on his podcast Mind Body Health & Politics. While some took place earlier, many of the interviews transpired during the peak of the COVID pandemic. As such, the conversations contained herein reflect a specific moment in time. Due to the sensitive and evolving nature of the issues that recur throughout this book as well as the casual nature of these interviews, we’ve added editor’s notes as footnotes where updates and further clarifications were needed, where sources are difficult to substantiate, or where statistics may be out of date.


These interviews represent important conversations with experts in sensitive subject areas. The views expressed are the speakers’ own and do not represent those of the publisher.







Foreword


Dr. Lea Lis


Freeing Sexuality is composed of exploratory interviews with an expertly curated group of researchers, teachers, authors, and sex workers. Dr. Miller starts his book by honoring his first wife and great love, Stella Resnick. This book embodies a beautiful collaboration between these two one-time spouses whose mutual respect as friends, peers, and researchers still abounds. The spirit of their rapport helped illuminate the path of inquiry engaged by the author. Resnick provided her invaluable expertise on a range of topics—from why women sublimate their desires to be more “ladylike,” to the importance of masturbation in sexual satisfaction. Along with Stella Resnick and other contributors to Freeing Sexuality, Dr. Miller isn’t afraid to address topics within the realm of human sexuality that often prove difficult and awkward for subjects to discuss.


As Dr. Miller says on his Mind Body Health & Politics podcast, “human beings are friendly tribal animals and basically nice to one another. We tend to be collaborative, but we must also acknowledge that a small percentage of people are greedy and avaricious. Those who fall into the latter category would have us live as subjects rather than citizens. How can a few subjugate many? There are undoubtedly many dimensions to that question, but as we look back throughout human history, an oft-employed—and highly effective—tactic used to control people’s behavior is shame.


Shame and sex are so intertwined that it is almost impossible to separate them. Many scholars and theologians interpret the story of Adam and Eve not as “original sin,” but as the birth of shame—an emotion that is effectively unique to our species. While shame does seem to have utility, functioning as a kind of social glue that upholds the mores and standards of our culture, unfortunately, it goes without saying that shame is used to suppress and control women and sexual minorities the world over.


Why is this? One answer is that a sexually evolved woman is a powerful being endowed with not only the ability to create and sustain life, but embrace her own pleasure. This can be intimidating to those who seek to wield power over women. It’s telling that, in spite of our prodigious appetite for technical advancement, relatively little is known, for example, about the human female’s capacity for multiple orgasms. Dr. Miller hardly needs to explain the hostility toward female sexual freedom that continues to seethe like a hot ember within our collective consciousness.


How can women be suppressed? Controlling women’s bodies through outdated laws regarding abortion and denying access to health care and birth control are but two clear examples. Some societies even go so far as to cover women’s entire bodies or mutilate their pleasure centers. In her book Creating Cutltures of Consent, Dr. Laura McGuire describes attempts made by others to exert dominion over the sexual essence of her being, recalling, for example, how she was made to wear a bathing suit that covered her from neck to knees to spare her male teenage counterparts from temptation.


This type of social coding—rampant across cultures and time periods—revolves around the presumption that men are bestial creatures with an inherent inability to control their sexual desires. As one would expect, the onus then falls on women to forestall male transgressions by denying their own innate sexuality and beauty. Today, we see this take many forms, from the Burqa in Taliban-controlled regions of Afghanistan to school dress codes in the West.


As far as it concerns men, their particular burdens with shame are clearly articulated by Veronica Monet, in the chapter where she discusses her book, Sex Secrets of Escorts. She considers the shame men feel when they do not think they perform well enough. It is a fallacy that male performance is dependent upon maintaining long-lasting erections. Consider that most women achieve orgasm through clitoral stimulation that is not reliant on intercourse. Most men still have their fingers and tongues.


Veronica illustrates the notion that the antidote of shame is vulnerability. She states that, “Sometimes they (men) would cry in my arms after they had an orgasm. I was touched and moved by this, and I was thinking, Wow, men are far more vulnerable and sensitive than I ever thought.”


WHY DOES SEX CONTINUE TO DRIVE SHAME?


In his groundbreaking work as the originator of the concept of the collective unconscious, Carl Jung pointed to a reserve of impulses and information that reside outside of our awareness. These impulses are common to all people and distinct from the personal unconscious, which arises from an individual’s experiences. The collective unconscious applies to sex in that we all have deep desires that are common throughout our species and manifest in the form of universal themes or archetypes.


One way or another, the overwhelming majority of religions and societies have been structured in opposition to desire, which finds its root in this collective unconscious. These desires are easily subdued and manipulated by societal forces and frameworks, especially when people do not understand those desires or where they come from. Denying our sexuality, however, is akin to denying our right to be human. In these pages, Dr. Miller embraces the collective unconscious, unpacks its components, and theorizes about its origins.


The chapter on sexual data science with Ogi Ogas is especially fascinating in this regard. Ogas analyzed a large amount of internet data in order to determine some common themes in what the average person searches for. For example, men were more interested in healthy or overweight women (perhaps because they looked more fertile) than skinny women. Regardless of sexual orientation, almost all men like to watch pornography that includes another man’s penis. These are interesting examples of collective unconscious sexuality stemming from our vestigial primate behavior related to social hierarchy.


I wholeheartedly loved part II, Gender Identity & Non-Monogamy, which details how some forward-thinking people are implementing new sexual models and managing to make them work in relationships. Many couples I work with suffer from either monogamy-induced boredom or cheating, which significantly impacts the integrity of their marriages, as well as the lives of their children.


As a result, the only culturally accepted exit ramp from non-monogamy typically comes in the form of serial monogamy, divorces, and remarriage. Divorce often yields horrific circumstances that wreak havoc on the family structure, causing children to suffer trauma and parental alienation when vindictive ex-partners deploy a draconian legal system to come down with all its wrath for the crime of venturing outside the traditional relationship structure. Parental alienation* frequently occurs against the parent who “cheats,” the reaction simplifies blame, which is often more nuanced, as anyone who is in a long-term relationship can attest.


Living according to the principles of polyamory, ethical non-monogamy, or any of the other labels described in that section of the book presents a new set of challenges for the pioneers who embark on them. Non-monogamy allows for what’s known in polyamory circles as “new-relationship energy,” which—as proponents of this lifestyle argue—invigorates longer-term partnerships whether or not one ever takes the plunge into polyamory. Managing jealousy, meanwhile, can heal many traumas and allow for greater communication in partnerships and marriages.


Nevertheless, the stigma of venturing outside society’s prescribed parameters has its consequences. According to Janet Hardy, “There have been numerous stories about people who have lost jobs, friends, connections to families of origin, and even the custody of children—because of their lifestyle. It’s not a safe world yet for people whose sexual path is not heterosexual monogamy.”*


Dr. Miller and his guests examine how sex and therefore sex work has been exiled, vilified, and made illegal. Sex work has been consigned to the margins, rarely taught or discussed in mainstream culture. Recently, for example, sex outside of marriage was made illegal in Indonesia, which could greatly curtail the modern millennial’s vacation to Bali. Will it now be illegal for a worn-out American escaping the cold to have a fling with a local guru without risking being jailed for six months? If this seems absurd, it’s because it is.


In contrast, in the Netherlands, sex is openly talked about and sex work has been legal since the year 2000. Sex education there starts in kindergarten, with discussions about bodies, boundaries, love, and even “crushes”—which happen during adolescence, well before sexual desire kicks in. These open discussions have led the Netherlands to having the best statistics for teen pregnancy rates, lower rates of STIs, and better overall health measures.†


In Freeing Sexuality, Dr. Miller unabashedly attempts to take the subject of sex out of the proverbial closet. Through his series of expert interviews, he pierces through the veil of “red light” and allows the very idea of sexuality to be tested and viewed as safe in the light of day. Dr. Miller has tapped into the collective unconscious by presenting the many varieties of sexual expression without shame or judgment, while celebrating the diversity of sex for pleasure and sexual expression.


Speaking on what I learned about the Dutch approach to teaching children about sex and consent I must admit that I have a “crush” on Dr. Miller. He is an expert on human sexuality and a master interviewer. He transcends most psychologists in his field with his unique insights and ability to ask the right questions of his experts. In the spirit of Freeing Sexuality, and the part on consent, I hope you approach this book with an emphatic Yes!


DR. LEA LIS is the author of No Shame: Real Talk with Your Kids about Sex, Self-Confidence, and Healthy Relationships and is known as the Shameless Psychiatrist. She is a double board certified adult and child psychiatrist who has been working with nontraditional family arrangements since the beginning of her psychiatric career. She has appeared as an expert on parenting in programming by ABC, CBS, NBC, and other news outlets as well as newspapers such as The Chicago Tribune and The Washington Post.





*Editor’s note: A controversial subject, parental alienation is called child psychological abuse by Craig Childers, Ph.D. It is when a vindictive parent creates a cross-generational alliance with a child against the former partner. The alienating parent manipulates the child into rejecting and fearing the target parent. The subject is controversial because it is sometimes also used by abusive parents to steal custody of their children from protective parents utilizing the aforementioned legal system.


*Editor’s note: Additionally, we have no reason to assume that a non-monogamous family unit is safer or healthier for children, specifically.


†See the book Beyond Birds & Bees by Bonnie J. Rough for some great resources regarding sex education in the Netherlands.




What has the sexual act, so natural, so necessary, and so just, done to mankind, for us not to dare talk about it without shame and for us to exclude it from serious and decent conversation? We boldly pronounce the words kill, rob, betray; and this one we do not dare pronounce, except between our teeth. Does this mean that the less we breathe of it in words, the more we have the right to swell our thoughts with it?


For it is a good one that the words least in use, least written and most hushed up, are the best known and most generally familiar. No age, no type of character, is ignorant of them, any more than of the word bread. They impress themselves on everyone without being expressed, without voice and without form. It is also a good one that this is an action that we have placed in the sanctuary of silence, from which it is a crime to drag it out even to accuse and judge it. Nor do we dare to chastise it except roundaboutly and figuratively. A great favor for a criminal, to be so execrable that justice deems it unjust to touch and see him: free and saved by virtue of the severity of his condemnation.


—MICHEL DE MONTAIGNE, 
ON SOME VERSES OF VIRGIL, 
TRANSLATED BY DONALD M. FRAME




INTRODUCTION


How We All Got Here


How comfortable are you with sex? Can you speak openly about it? Are you turned off or on when sex comes up in conversation?


What about your actual sexual behavior? Are you open to doing anything sexual so long as there is respect, dignity, and sober mutual consent? Are certain sexual behaviors taboo for you? What are they? Are you willing to look at—and perhaps reevaluate—your personal sexual taboos?


Where do you think your beliefs about sex came from? Do you think you were born with your sexual beliefs or did you learn them? If you learned your sexual beliefs, who were your instructors? Was it your parents? The kids at school? Your religious leaders? Your teachers? Books? Movies? The internet? Pornography? All of the above?


When and how did it come to pass that sex lost its place as simply a natural act engaged in for procreation and pleasure?


Witness the place of drugs and sex in the biblical Garden of Eden. The apple contained the drug and, before long, the garden’s human inhabitants—Adam and Eve—were hiding their genitals. And, with that, the concept of sin was attached to sex, with shame as a foundational element in the origin story of the entire Judeo-Christian world.


With the help of religion, we have moved sex from the garden of delights to one of—if not the—most conflictual topics and behaviors on the planet. We all know that sexual behavior is critical for the preservation of the species. Without it, we wouldn’t be here and our species would die off.


Since sexual activity is a given, therefore, the hiding of it and the sanctioning of those who make no apologies for it make for a perverse kind of mass psychological abuse.


Cultural hypocrisy is detrimental to mental health because it twists and conflicts the mind and creates what psychologists call neurosis. All too often, cultural hypocrisy turns something pleasurable and positive into something conflictual and bad.


Our American culture is so hypocritical about our sexuality that I believe our entire nation, if not the world, is suffering from post-traumatic sexual stress disorder (PTSSD).


Those of us who have engaged in some form of sexual behavior—with ourselves, or others—know that the feelings generated by sexual contact are often quite pleasurable.


A person can sit just about anywhere, and by touching or rubbing their genitals, they can pleasure themselves. Two or more people can touch one another’s genitals and create pleasure. Being able to derive pleasure from contact with the genitals is, when all is said and done, part of the human experience.


Looking at genitals is pleasurable and sexually stimulating. Looking at pictures and movies of people engaging in sexual acts can also be sexually stimulating. Watching people fornicate can be sexually stimulating.


In our culture, if a woman shows a great deal of cleavage in public, she is considered sexy; however, if she also bares her nipple, she may be arrested. During the 2004 Super Bowl halftime show, in an incident that was broadcast live to a massive international audience, singer Janet Jackson infamously revealed a nipple. Major controversy ensued, mostly focusing on Jackson, and the event was still being discussed in the halls of the American Congress a year later. Although it was ultimately thrown out, the FCC issued a whopping fine of $550,000 to CBS for the incident.


The obsession and condemnation of a single “nip slip” on live television in the U.S. stands in ironic contrast to our culture’s utter obsession and utter fascination with women’s breasts.* It is estimated that about 5 percent of all women, or over 5,000,000 women, have had their breasts made larger with implants. Looking at, touching, and possessing a large penis is likewise sought after. Men use various methods of enlarging their penis, including implants, pumping with a vacuum pump, pulling on it, placing weights on it, shocking it, and injecting it.


Male anxiety about sexual performance is epidemic. Men live in fear of not “achieving” an erection, not “maintaining” an erection, or having a “premature” ejaculation.* Note the language commonly used: achievement, maintenance and premature. Can we achieve breathing, maintain urination, be prematurely thirsty? Hungry? Pregnant? Does one achieve thirst? Do we maintain our urges to defecate? Have you ever witnessed a person prematurely breathing?


While there’s no question that trouble awaits anyone brave enough to have sex in public, we rarely discuss sex in public either. Although we are obsessed with sex, as a culture, we don’t speak honestly about our sexual lives. The closest we have come to open discussion of a sexual body part is the breakthrough play, The Vagina Monologues by Eve Ensler (who now goes by the one-letter moniker V).


Even the scientific study of human sexuality is frowned upon. Alfred Kinsey, Ph.D., Indiana University professor and the world’s foremost sex researcher of the past 100 years, was ridiculed and disgraced for his monumental works Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female. Kinsey, founder of the world-renowned Kinsey Institute at the University of Indiana, was punished severely for having the audacity to study sex. His research defunded, and his academic career halted, Kinsey died a broken man.


We talk as though we are meant to mate for life, but most of us have more than one mate during our lifetime. We talk as though we are meant to be monogamous, but many of us are not, and have never been monogamous. We talk as though sexual behavior is sacrosanct and yet watching pornography is a national pastime. Indeed, pornography is the most viewed material on the internet.


And then there is what we call prostitution or selling sex. Men have made the selling of sex illegal. Why? What is the basis of this legislation? Ideology? Morality? Control? It certainly can’t be reason. What is the fundamental basis for men not allowing women to sell sexual activities, especially considering that it’s mostly men who patronize women for sex in the first place? Can we attribute this phenomenon to dominance? Control? Money?


Our hypocritical and distorted attitudes regarding sex have also created the horrendous business of sex trafficking whereby adults and children are transported and sold as sex slaves for profit. When the slaves lose their youthful attractiveness, they are often sold, put out on the streets, or murdered.


It is quite possible that, left to their own devices, most people would prefer to have consensual sex with anyone, anytime, anywhere. And many do. But they are far from honest about it. We don’t even really know if we are meant to mate in twos, threes, fours, or in groups.


For over 200 years, Americans have suffered the inheritance of a group of people—Puritans—who thought dancing was sinful, to say nothing of sex.


Lest we dismiss this as a laughing matter, George Washington—a superb dancer—did not dance at public events for fear of group criticism and harm to his reputation. Today, in many parts of the world, one can lose one’s life for dancing in a way that might be considered too suggestive.


For thousands of years, we have suffered the impact of religion’s attitudes toward sex. This has caused human suffering on a scale so large that measurement is impossible. I say again that we all suffer from post-traumatic sexual stress disorder. Because of our national cultural hypocrisy and outright suppression of sex research, we know very little about human sexuality and the interactions surrounding that sexuality. We do not teach young people in school how to engage in sexual activities.


Sex education in schools is mostly focused on preventing pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases and explaining bodily changes during puberty.* This leaves our young to learn about sex from parents, peers, books, photographs, and movies, of course: Hollywood, yes, but mostly pornography.


From pornography, we learn that after rapid, pounding sex, the man strokes his penis frantically and then ejaculates semen onto the woman’s face. Pornography teaches its viewers that women enjoy it when men make them gag with forceful oral sex. Porn teaches that women like to be slapped, choked, and spanked hard enough to leave red markings on their buttocks while engaging in intercourse.*


Hollywood movies show us a version of sex that is a frenzied activity in which people tear off one another’s clothing, madly and passionately. They “go at it” for less than two minutes, before a jump cut has them landing back on the bed, sweaty, to light up a cigarette.


This book is not about that. In these pages, we will investigate sexual customs and beliefs from a wide variety of perspectives, ranging from sexpert clinical psychologists to sex workers.


It is my wish that this book will contribute toward an evolutionary cultural change. We need to free our species from the shame, control, and hypocrisy spiral, and restore sex to what it truly is: procreation or how we all got here, a way of enhancing interpersonal intimacy, a biochemical/electrical healing modality, and a source of the most incredibly pleasurable sensations available to humankind.





*Editor’s note: More recently, sexual trends have swung around to embracing bigger butts on women.


*A study published in the Journal of Sex Research in 2020 found that 38.2 percent of men reported experiencing sexual performance anxiety.


*That is, when it’s not teaching an abstinence only model.


*Which is not to say that with mutual, sober consent, any of these behaviors are sick, bad, or crazy. But without clarification, a male entering a sexual encounter with a female, assuming that she wants to be treated in that rough manner will usually result in a terrible time at best (abuse at worst).







Sexperts


Through our language use, we frame human sexual activity as performance that we must optimize. We achieve and maintain an erection. We reach orgasm. In this way, we mutate what should be enjoyable, satisfying behavior into anxiety-producing effort. Picture a man doing all he can to achieve an erection in order to perform. Can you imagine a woman then reaching for her orgasm? How high must she reach? Does she need a special sex ladder? Do some women stand on their tippy-toes in order to climax, and is that what high heels are for?


Human sexuality is like breathing air, eating food, drinking water, defecating, and urinating—only better, because besides serving procreation, sex provides unique pleasure. Sexuality, a human process necessary for the survival of our species, bonds us with our mates, and provides us with a modicum of pleasure in what can be an otherwise harsh, uncaring world, has a bad rep! We have distorted sexuality so markedly, for so long, that we have turned our most beautiful gift into tragedy.


Hypocrisy, the practice of claiming to have moral standards or beliefs to which one’s own behavior does not conform, is a national security issue and we should treat it as such. When leadership is hypocritical, it undermines the moral fabric of society.


How many politicians have we watched rail against homosexuality, only to be caught in public toilets soliciting sexual favors from young men? How many evangelists have we heard screaming hellfire and brimstone only to be caught with prostitutes and drugs? (Or, for that matter, watching their wives having sex with other men?) It’s clear to us from the outside of these scandals that the problem is not the behavior itself, but the oppression of others caused by this suppression of the self.


This hypocrisy seems to be caused by a tragic and unnecessary cognitive dissonance, one that we’ll revisit throughout the book. How can we indulge lustful desires, and still be good people?


Scientists who study human sexuality are most often clinical psychologists and are referred to colloquially as sexperts. These sexpert psychologists are few and far between because our morally misguided and hypocritical culture is so powerful that even the sacred halls of academia look down upon those who study sex. The courageous scientists who do study sexuality do so at risk of jeopardizing their professional careers. In this chapter, I bring you sexpert scientists who have contributed hugely to our understanding of sexuality.


When I met Lonnie Barbach sometime in the 1970s, at the Health Sanctuary I created at Wilbur Hot Springs in Northern California, I was smitten by her intellectual vitality and physical beauty. Alas, the event I met her at was a women’s group, so all the men living and working at Wilbur Hot Springs were asked to leave. This may seem puzzling, but that’s how it was in the 1970s . . . we men got off campus.


The next time I saw Lonnie was in the early 1990s, when her daughter, Tess, and my daughter, Evacheska, were classmates in grammar school. By then she had become world famous for her pioneering book, For Yourself: The Fulfillment of Female Sexuality, which helped open the tightly-closed door to female masturbation. Lonnie’s lifelong life partner, David Geisinger, was the prominent psychologist, artist, and author who was to become my closest male confidant until his untimely death in 2021. Their book, Going the Distance—which, indeed they did—is a must-read for anyone who cohabitates.


I met Stella Resnick at a restaurant in San Francisco’s North Beach neighborhood. She looked like a Jewish beauty, pronounced words like an Italian mobster, and spoke like an intellectual. I fell in love and quickly fell into calling her Stella, which brought to mind images of Marlon Brando’s iconic A Streetcar Named Desire performance, every time I called out to her. In our twenties at the time, we were both clinical psychologists filled with idealism, and there was a profound resonance in our shared views about people and politics. We were soon married. We had found our ideal. I introduced Stella to Dr. Fritz Perls, the founder of Gestalt therapy, and they took a liking to one another. I immediately sensed his attraction to her. Aside from her being married, Perls was more than twice her age. Being territorial, I openly showed my irreverence by teasing this much older man in spite of his professional seniority. In retaliation, Fritz put a curse on us. It worked. We were divorced before a year of marriage. But no, they didn’t run off together. Fritz died soon thereafter, and Stella and I remained friends for life.


In her book The Heart of Desire: Keys to the Pleasure of Love, Stella teaches us that it is necessary for us to learn—by ourselves—exactly what turns us on sexually, so that we may inform our partners of how best to pleasure us.* Now in our 80s, we email and sometimes see one another at Esalen, where she continues to lead seminars. We have recently acknowledged how much we loved one another. This acknowledgment gives me a very sweet feeling and reminds me that Stella will always be my shayna punim.*


Katherine Rowland spent five years talking with 120 women about sexuality and desire. In her book, The Pleasure Gap, she argues that women should take inequality in the bedroom as seriously as they would take it in the boardroom, and that they need to understand its causes and effects. Katherine reports that, just as there is an enormous gap between how much money males and females earn, there is also a large gap between how much sexual pleasure and actual orgasms males and females experience—hence, the pleasure gap.


Diana Richardson is known as the pioneer of the slow sex movement. In her book Slow Sex: The Path to Fulfilling and Sustainable Sexuality, Diana teaches us that while fast, hot, orgasm-driven sex can bring momentary satisfaction, it can in the long run become boring and mechanical, causing many couples to lose interest and stop making time for physical intimacy. She advocates for making sex a conscious decision, which awakens the body’s innate mechanism for ecstasy, unlocking the door to extraordinary realms of sensitivity, sensuality, and higher consciousness.


It has been my privilege to know these courageous women who have successfully risked their professional lives to advance the study of human sexuality, thereby bringing it to its rightful, dignified, and important place in the world of science.


You will also read an interview with Ogi Ogas, Ph.D., author of A Billion Wicked Thoughts (with Sai Gaddam, 2011), a fascinating book, about their findings gleaned from combing through a treasure trove of user data analyzing trends in sexual interest and online behavior.


Read on and you will find the very latest information about what the sexperts are saying about sex, what sex is, and how to best enjoy it.





*“Pretty face” in Yiddish.
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Stella Resnick


Keeping the Sensuality


Stella Resnick, Ph.D., is a clinical psychologist, Gestalt therapist, certified sex therapist, and developer of the Embodied Relational Sex Therapy (ERST) process and therapist training. Stella’s holistic approach recognizes sexual health—capacity for pleasure and play—as intertwined with self-development throughout life, and as basic elements in emotional, physical, and relational health and happiness.


She developed this “full-spectrum” approach over many years of experience. It is a body-based, present-centered, experiential method for individuals and couples, centered on personal and relational healing and growth and focused on enhancing the capacity to enjoy greater physical, emotional, and sexual pleasure. The process involves looking into early programming, not as an intellectual process of mere understanding, but as felt-sense memories that are locked in the body through chronic physical tension, withheld breathing, and unresolved old emotions that trigger programmed reactions to stress.


Through breath and body awareness in the present moment, we learn to become more mindful and self-aware in the moment. By breathing into painful emotions and experimenting with new ways to respond in emotionally fraught situations, we can access inner resources that we may not even know we have and call forth more loving and pleasurable responses from others.


Stella believes this is especially true in romantic and sexual relationships, viewing relational and sexual problems as opportunities 	to heal from early emotional pain and shame, to broaden the ability to love and be loved, and to share emotional and sexual pleasure with a lover or mate.


Dr. Richard L. Miller (RLM): Today, we’re going to have an exciting interview with Dr. Stella Resnick, one of our country’s foremost certified sex therapists. Stella is a clinical psychologist who has a private practice in Beverly Hills, California. She is a certified sex therapist, she teaches and trains therapists, and has appeared on many television programs, including Oprah, CNN, and The O’Reilly Factor, and she’s also the author of several books. One of her previous books is: The Pleasure Zone: Why We Resist Good Feelings and How to Let Go and Be Happy. Her most recent book is Body-to-Body Intimacy: Transformation through Love, Sex, and Neurobiology.


THE DILEMMA OF LOVE AND LUST


Richard Louis Miller (RLM): Stella, you’ve been working with couples for decades. You talk about something fascinating at the beginning of your second book, The Heart of Desire: Keys to the Pleasures of Love. You call it the “love-lust dilemma.” You say that due to our sexual programming the commitment of love itself can undermine sexual desire. Tell us more about that.


Stella Resnick (SR): It’s true that sex is important for our physical health and for the health of a relationship. I love what you’ve been talking about in promoting health. When we look at promoting health, an important but overlooked factor is promoting pleasure. Pleasure has a bad reputation. People think of pleasure as selfishness and associate it with guilt. They don’t look at how health is about vitality and that vitality itself is a result of pleasure. It feels good to be healthy. And pleasurable feelings contribute to our physical, mental, and relational health.


Sex is an important part of an intimate relationship. Of course, we have relationships with people that are pleasurable without sexual contact. With friends and family, we might have hugs or a squeeze. Intimacy is about closeness, and intimate closeness is skin to skin, face to face, looking into each other’s eyes, touching each other, and experiencing pleasure and desire for one another.


Most intimate relationships that end in living together or marriage involve sexual contact. A lot of people have discovered that the sex is great before they make a commitment to one another. Frequently, that’s what brings two people together. The sex is so good, they say, “What else do we have going for us?” But when two people make a commitment to one another, not uncommonly they discover that their sexual relationship changes.


In some cases, the sexual experience and the desire for one another can die shortly after moving in together. One couple I saw had been together for ten years and had great sex together. They finally decided to live together. She told me, “The day after we moved in together, the sex and the magnetism between us were gone.” When we love someone, we may want to touch them, be with them, and hug them—but not necessarily have sex with them. When we fall in love, that new person arouses us sexually. What makes us fall in love with them is that we’re playful together; we’re in sync. This is somebody who understands you. So you decide to live together or get married. At that point, we sometimes get into the difficulty of sharing a space with someone or of getting into an attachment. Two people’s attachment styles may be very different. One person may be secure in their attachment; another may be insecure. If they’re insecure, they may be anxious, avoidant, or ambivalent. So it may be difficult to maintain an attachment solely based on our love because we may start to trigger each other. We trigger in each other some of the old wounds that haven’t been resolved. That tends to interfere with our sexuality. Sex is either for procreation or recreation. In the first case, we bring new life into the world. In the second case, we bring new life into ourselves—re-creation. The latter requires the ability to play together, and that can get lost, based on what people witnessed in their own home, whether or not their parents showed any signs of playfulness, affection, or sexiness.


RLM: After ten years of good sex, they moved in together and, all of a sudden, it was gone?


SR: Before they moved in together, they were sexually playful, but once they were committed, their expectations of each other changed, and sex became more of an obligation. The excitement—the enthusiasm—was gone.


THE IMPACT OF CHILDHOOD ON MARRIAGE


RLM: I see. You talk about the effects of early childhood history on sexual pleasure. Tell us about that.


SR: We know that babies are born sexual. We know little boy babies have erections in the womb, we know little girl babies lubricate by three days of age. We know that babies delight in touching their genitals. We know that toddlers may touch their genitals in front of other people and it can be embarrassing for parents. Many teenagers discover the pleasure of masturbation.


It’s typically programmed into our brain at an early age that if we’re caught in sexual activity at home, it can meet with punishment. Of course, the incest taboo is important in the sense that we do want to discourage family members from having sexual contact. But that can lead to overgeneralizing the incest taboo, turning off our sexual feelings at home, and directing sexual desire to outsiders. This is good to propagate a healthy species, but when people declare their commitment to one another, the beloved becomes family, particularly if they move in together.


They begin to treat each other like a parent/child, or a brother/sister. Even among gay and lesbian couples, the same factors take root. They treat each other as sisters or mother/daughter, father/son, or brothers. The familiarity of living together begins to breed a non-sexual relationship.


RLM: So the object of our romantic attachment becomes like a family member and sexual desire can drop off because it’s become incestuous?


SR: It drops off because of the dynamic between the two people. The wife asks the husband for permission to spend money and then he asks her permission to go out with the boys. You ask permission of a parent, not an equal. They have quarrels about money; they get into the mundane things about fixing the leak in the sink. Their day-to-day life becomes more family driven.


This is particularly pronounced when they have babies and see one another as parents rather than lovers. You see your beloved man, that sexy stud you were having great sex with, as a father. Or you see the beautiful woman that you were so turned on by as a mother. Many people don’t recognize the programming, but this change in dynamic brings up past learned responses. I call it family transference.


RLM: Yes. We were taught at Best Parents not to show signs of sexual interest in each other in front of our children. Is that still going on?


SR: It’s still going on and it’s a terrible idea. Now, I don’t recommend that parents get overtly sexual in front of children because that will offend the children. But even when children protest, it’s important for parents to talk about sex and to acknowledge children’s sexual interests. They should not say, “Don’t touch yourself,” or, “What are you doing?” or, “That’s disgusting.” They should ask, “How does that feel? Does it feel good?” They should tell children not to stop masturbating, but to do it in private and certainly not do it at school. There are ways of channeling behavior without suppressing it, yet much of the training around sexuality is suppressive rather than channeling.


RLM: Correct me if you think differently, but don’t religions basically denigrate pleasure?


SR: Yes. A lot of adolescents are discouraged from being in touch with their sexual pleasure. There’s a limited realm of pleasure available for adolescents unless they’re willing to go against their parents or religious teachings. We think that young children and teens should be nonsexual. As children explore their bodies and sexuality, they’re typically discouraged from touching themselves, from being curious about sex. They may ask questions about sex and get limited answers. So there isn’t a steady developmental growth with regard to sexuality in the same way that there is with other aspects of our physical and emotional growth. Sex is one kind of pleasure. There are other kinds of pleasure as well. But religion bans pleasure itself, and pleasure in our culture still doesn’t have a place.


RLM: How would you teach us to educate our children about sexuality differently, Stella? How might parents best approach their children when they walk in and find the children playing with their genitals?


SR: You might simply smile and leave the room. I had a woman in therapy with me who described an event between her and her son. She had knocked on her eleven-year-old son’s door and said, “Honey, dinner is ready—will you come downstairs?” He said, “Not right now, Mom.” She asked, “Why not? What are you doing?” His answer: “I’m masturbating.”


RLM: Well, good for him.


SR: She said to him, “Okay, honey, come downstairs when you’re finished.”


RLM: How do you think parents should show affection for each other in front of children? How much affection is okay for a husband and wife to show—kissing? Hugging?


SR: It’s not only okay, it’s important to allow children to recognize that physical affection and attraction is okay to see among parents and people committed to one another. This will shape their own programming. They will think that people who love each other, who live together, who are married to each other and have children are still sexually interested in one another.


RLM: So often in life, we see couples who are dating, holding hands, putting their arms around each other, and kissing. Yet it’s also the experience of many patients I’ve talked to that when people get married they stop showing affection.


SR: They stop acting like lovers. Lovers not only kiss and show affection, they are also playful with each other, which brings them into emotional and physical synchrony with one another. When they stop being playful, they stop feeling romantic toward one another, and when they stop kissing as lovers their sexual feelings begin to wane.


RLM: What happens then?


SR: It may be that they don’t think they need to do that anymore; but it is unfortunate because the quality of their relationship will suffer. It’s not just about having intercourse. You’re treating one another as a lover—as somebody attractive, desirable, and as somebody you want to touch. It’s important to get close to one another. A lot of times, when people are raising kids, much of their contact is shoulder-to-shoulder rather than face-to-face, eyeball-to-eyeball, chest-to-chest, belly-to-belly.


KISS, NOT KISS-OFF


RLM: I just started something different with my wife that has been helpful and I think it’s appropriate to mention: Typically, when we leave the house or arrive at the house we give each other a kiss. We hold the kiss for six seconds and we are noticing that it makes a difference. In your book, you talk about the value of holding on to a hug for a certain period. Tell us about that.


SR: That’s true. But I hope when you’re holding that kiss that you’re not counting up to six, because that takes you away from the present moment.


RLM: No, we’re not counting the numbers while kissing. I’m trying to figure out whether it’s okay to touch her with my tongue while I’m kissing.


SR: In my book, I talk about “little wet kisses.” I talk about the fact that those little pecks “hello” and “goodbye,” are part of the problem. That’s the way you would kiss a relative. When my husband and I first moved in together he gave me one of those little pecks. I grabbed him and I said, “Stop! That’s not a kiss—that’s a kiss-off.”


I want a real kiss, at least a little wet kiss. I want one in the morning, one in the evening, and one if we’re around during the day. I want a hug to linger. I want us to press our bodies against one another. I want us to breathe together. When we break our embrace, I want us to look into each other’s eyes. I want to smile at you; I want your smile. Those are the kinds of body-based experiences of intimacy that make a big difference in a relationship.


Keep in mind that sex is not just intercourse, it’s sensuality and playfulness. That means looking into each other’s eyes, getting close enough to draw in the pheromones in their scent that affect the behavior and the desire of one for the other. Touching each other and feeling skin-to-skin is so important. A lot of people don’t get naked with each other, except when they’re having sex, but it’s important to feel skin on skin at other times so that sex cannot be compartmentalized. It’s certainly not something that should begin in a bed, because a bed is a place where we go to sleep. This is especially true when much of your lovemaking is at night before your usual bedtime. Once in bed, your body will naturally fall into the need for sleep, not for sex.


Playfulness begins the experience of sexual arousal. Good sex needs to include flirting and playfulness. It is like going for a meal. You have talked about obesity. Many times obese people are eating too much. They’re eating it too fast and not even enjoying it. If we sit down to a meal, we want to look at the presentation and smell that food. The digestive process begins before we even put the first fork-full of the food into the mouth. We begin to salivate. Playfulness is a major factor in good sex. We want to be flirtatious, dance together, hold each other, say loving things to one another, put on some music, and light some candles. The worst time and place is right before you go to sleep. You can finish sex in a bed—when you want to get prone and comfortable, by all means, get into bed. But before that, so much can be done more energetically in any other room. It makes it more fun and interesting. This way, you’re treating each other as lovers, as opposed to merely performing a marital duty.


TOOLS TO IMPROVE YOUR RELATIONSHIP


RLM: In your book, you talk about various exercises a person can do with their partner. “Step one: body-mind basics—name three qualities you would like more of in your emotional life.” You go on to say, name three qualities you would like more of in your sexual and emotional life with your partner. Give some examples of how that might look.


SR: You might want to share these things with your partner. For example, some key aspects of your personal health have to do with breathing. Breathing is an involuntary activity. You don’t have to remind yourself, “I better take a breath or I’ll pass out.” It’s automatic.


However, most people have learned to hold their breath and breathe in a shallow way—especially when were stressed or in our heads. Breath is an important part of down-regulating stress. When we’re stressed, the body’s tension and contraction narrows your experience, raises your heartbeat, and gives you tunnel vision.


If we want to be in a loving, sexual, sensual experience with our partner, we have to breathe together. We need to learn how to take nice, deep sighs to tune in to our body rather than our head. In order to be sexual with our partner, it helps to get in touch with our breath, to feel our chest rising and lowering; we need to feel our ribcage expanding and relax our bellies. People who are self-conscious about their bodies may hold their bellies in. But doing so can block sexual arousal because it limits blood flow into the pelvic region, which depends on blood flow to get turned on. So, breathing is important. I suggest exercises to my clients that involve taking deep breaths and relaxing the belly.


When two people hold each other, it’s important to learn to breathe together. In one of my exercises, two people hold each other as close to one another as possible, lie down, and breathe together in nice, deep sighs. It’s a tantric exercise called “breathing the one breath.” It has also been called “matching breaths.” In essence, you’re bringing your bodies into sync.


On a side note, saliva is an important way of syncing your bodies. When two people kiss they’re sharing saliva, which contains dopamine, which is involved in the biochemistry of reward. They’re sharing testosterone—the hormone of sexual desire for both men and women. They’re sharing serotonin. All of this shared biochemistry is bringing them together.


DAILY PROXIMITY


RLM: Some people might read this and think, Gee, I breathe all the time. What is there to learn about breathing? But there’s a lot to be learned, as you discuss at length in your book. I’m moving on now to something you call the daily proximity. You talk about how too much proximity can dampen sexual interest. Tell us a little about that.


SR: There’s proximity and there’s proximity. It’s not great if you feel like you’re tied at the hip and that you have to ask permission to be apart. We do need to be individuals, but sometimes people deny their individuality in order to be able to get along with one another.


We need to be able to not only tolerate each other’s differences, but respect our differences because that’s a big part of what brings us together. Our individual differences are what attract us to one another. It’s also essential for intimate couples to spend time together daily, face-to-face. When you talk to each other, don’t just shout at each other across the room—or, even worse, from another room than where your partner is. Talk while looking into each other’s eyes. Only then can you be sure your partner fully hears you. And you can read his or her face and know if they empathize or understand what you are saying, or if they agree with what you’re asking for.


I get my clients to do most of their sessions with me facing each other and talking to each other rather than to me. I may interject a comment to describe what I’m seeing, or I may suggest a little experiment on how they might say or do something differently and then ask, “How did that feel?”


Some therapists have the couple sitting side by side on a couch facing the therapist. Then the entire session consists of each person talking separately to the therapist and the therapist responding with “How do you feel about that?” And, “How do you feel about what he or she just said?”


When I start to work with a couple, they typically begin by telling me the issues that have brought them into couples therapy. But, as we proceed, I ask them to face each other, and to share with one another how they feel about the other right this moment. I bring them into the present, into face-to-face, eye-to-eye communication. I encourage them to focus in on their felt-sense—what they are experiencing right now in their bodies. You can’t be in your body if you’re in your head thinking. Our bodies are where we feel our feelings, our desires, our truth, and our vitality.


AVOIDING EMOTIONAL CONTAGION


SR: You talked about obesity before on the show. Obesity anesthetizes the body from pain. We need to be able to feel the pleasure of being alive and in a connection with somebody else. Being in a relationship is not just about a division of labor—having a partner to do chores. It’s also the ability to achieve a quality of life that involves pleasure, excitement, interest, curiosity, and joy—and to share those, not only on special occasions, but every day.


Many of us think laughter is even better than sex in a relationship. I like both myself, but laughter is important—and, of course, laughter is all about breathing. When you’re conscious of your breathing you’re making involuntary behavior voluntary. So instead of being triggered with anger when your partner says something that hurts your feelings, you can take a breath, feel the trigger, and respond in a more effective way. You may choose to say, “That hurt my feelings.” That way, you can talk about what just happened in a way that injects love or even humor, rather than react in a negative way and perpetuate anger.


When partners trigger each other, it’s called emotional contagion. They’re awakening in their partner old wounds from earlier times. One person gets angry and shouts, “Screw you!” Then the other shouts, “Oh, go to hell!” And they’re off and running. There’s no learning there, no growth. A loving relationship is a growing relationship. You’re each learning how to perpetuate love in close proximity. It’s very important when you raise a family for everyone to know how to keep the love between all family members—between parents, between parents and children, and between siblings.


If you breathe and take time to downregulate your anxiety or anger—you may be able to then talk to one another. Instead of having contagion of a negative feeling, you’ll have contagion of a positive feeling—empathy. When we begin to empathize with another’s feelings, we can work things out. It starts with taking a few deep breaths before reacting out of our old fears and wounds. It’s about taking the opportunity to do things differently from what never works. I like to say, “You can’t use negative means to gain positive ends.” You can quote me on that!


SOLO SEX REVISITED


RLM: A lot of what you’ve been talking about so far has been pleasure, sex, fun, flirting, and sexual life in the context of having a partner. I’d like you to spend some time on solo sex, or masturbation. How can one have fun with oneself? Why is it important to learn how to pleasure oneself?


SR: The key to being sexually active is having a sexual relation with oneself. The big study, Sex in America, shows that the people with the best sex life are also the people who tend to masturbate the most. Now, we don’t know whether the libido caused masturbation or vice versa; but we do know that to be good lovers and enjoy sex with a partner, we need to understand our own bodies. The best way to understand our own bodies is to touch our bodies in ways that give us pleasure.


It’s important for children not to be shamed about touching their genitals or masturbating—I can’t stress that enough. I know it is going to seem crazy to a lot of people, but children have a right to sexual pleasure. In fact, Sigmund Freud talked about how little was known about the erotic life of children. When I read that phrase, “the erotic life of children,” I was astounded. I had never read that anywhere else. You still don’t read that in contemporary books.


Boys are more likely to masturbate than young girls, which may be a factor in women having more difficulty with reaching orgasm. Unfortunately, boys often learn to masturbate as quickly as possible because they’re afraid of getting caught. That reduces their ability to have lingering, lovely sex with a woman. They finish before she’s even getting started. So it’s important for both men and women to have an active sex life with themselves in order to have one with a partner. “Active” does not mean every day, but that, when you get turned on, sometimes you may want to be with your partner, sometimes you may want to get off by yourself. It’s especially important for women to learn how to touch themselves. Women can have orgasms from three different parts of their genitalia, including the uterus, so they need to learn how to find and stimulate the clitoris. The clitoris is not just the little pea-shaped organ at the top of the vaginal opening, but a rather long wishbone-like organ. That “pea” is sometimes visible but not always.


RLM: That’s right, not always. I’ve read that the clitoris averages about seven inches in length.


SR: Seven to eight inches in length.


RLM: Isn’t that remarkable?


SR: Yes, it’s a large organ. It can be stimulated by touching the glans, which are like the glans of the penis. But because the clitoris has a shaft, like a small penis, it can be stimulated in more ways. The clitoris and the penis are analogous in the fetus. What’s visible above the vaginal opening is the clitoral glans, which is analogous to the head of the penis. But besides the glans, there’s a shaft that’s analogous to the shaft of the penis, as well as a wishbone area that we might describe as being like two legs, called crura—one on each side of the vaginal opening. The whole area can be stimulated not just by touching the head of the clitoris, but by squeezing the entire female organ, the vulva, which squeezes the crura and stimulates every part of the vulva.


Male genitals are external, female genitals are mostly internal. Studies show that many girls think that their vulva and vagina are ugly. Can you imagine the mindset of thinking your genitalia are ugly? What can that be? How do you get an orgasm out of a rejected part of your body?


RLM: Where is this negative indoctrination coming from, Stella?


SR: No idea. I never thought that when I was growing up. But I didn’t have a close relationship with my mother. I think that was good when it came to my sexuality.


RLM: You were spared that particular grief. One of our other guests, sexologist Lonnie Barbach, told us that before she wrote her book, For Yourself, 75 percent of the women in the United States had never looked inside of their vaginas. They had never explored or taken a look with a mirror. Women had no idea what their vaginas looked like inside. They were scared about what they saw of their vagina on the outside and it turned them off or scared them. But they weren’t born afraid of their vaginas. Somebody taught them to be put off by what they saw.


SR: Exactly. So masturbation is important to discover what turns you on, or how to touch yourself, what kind of touch you like. Exploring different ways of touching yourself brings out different feelings. Also, masturbation is healthy. It’s good creative energy because it’s arousing, and it keeps us in a state of overall vitality, in terms of our emotional and physical energy as well as being able to access our sexuality.


RLM: If you had a magic wand and could direct the curriculum of schools, at what age would you have proper teachers teaching students about masturbation—how to masturbate, enjoy it, and allow it to be pleasurable?


SR: No one has to teach a child how to masturbate, or even should. As the child’s body matures, it goes through a developmental stage when genital feelings become more intense and the infant or young child naturally begins to touch him or herself. It’s essential for sex education to begin with parents and not teachers. Parents can begin to talk about sex as soon as a child starts to show interest in their genitals. Talk in simple terms, guide and channel that child’s sexual energy, rather than discourage it. That means if you catch your child masturbating, instead of freaking out, you can take a couple of breaths, and say something like, “Excuse me, dear, I don’t want to intrude on your privacy.” Wouldn’t that be nice! As soon as they show curious sex, parents need to be able to talk to them. Don’t just show them pictures in a book.


Don’t just talk about the plumbing and what goes where. Talk to them about the pleasurable aspects of sex and desire. Allow them to feel the urge to desire but learn to channel it and not do that in front of others. You don’t want a child to begin touching his or her body in school or in front of the family. So you need to be able to say, “It’s nice that you enjoy touching your body. But it’s better to do that when you’re by yourself than in front of anyone.” Also, you want to set other boundaries like not touching other children’s bodies unless the other child wants to play, not allowing oneself to be bullied into any sexual activity, or not allowing any adult to be sexual with them.


RLM: Listening to you talk about the large gaps in sex education, it occurs to me that we need internet programs for teaching parents how to talk to their children about masturbation. You’re right in saying it should start with the parents—not with the schools—but parents won’t know how to educate their children about sexuality.


SR: Parents usually don’t know how to do it because they themselves may not be in touch with their sexuality due to their own upbringing. We know from the literature on neurobiology that there can be an intergenerational transmission of trauma. We experience sexual trauma from not having sufficient information about sex when we really do want to reach out. From birth until about age three, sexuality is autoerotic—although a fetus begins to explore its body in the womb. When they get to the genital area, they tend to linger there, and they tend to go back there more frequently than other areas of the body. So, even then, they’re curious and receive some pleasure in touch.


RLM: What you said is right out of our psychology laboratories: do something rewarding and you want to do it again. People stumble upon some place in their body that feels good when touched and they want to touch it again. Makes perfect sense.


SR: Exactly. It begins in the womb. It’s natural, a part of fetal and neonatal development. Obviously, it’s natural! One woman told me that her mother was looking over her shoulder watching one day as she was diapering her son. He developed an erection, and her mother automatically raised her hand to hit the little boy’s hand away. My client grabbed her mother’s hand and said, “Don’t you ever do that to my son.” She told me she felt like she had prevented a form of sex abuse.


RLM: Very moving. We’re so very messed up as a culture with regard to sex.


SR: It’s not just the culture; it’s the entire world, I must say. I think it started with the ancient Greeks actually. I thought the Romans and Greeks were a bit ahead of us in their sexual practices, and that the real problems began with Christianity. But maybe you’re correct. Even the ancient Greeks were screwed up sexually.


RLM: Men are also cheered on by the culture for having sex. Sexually active men are called studs. However there’s still a lot of slut-shaming going on.


SR: Yes, a lot of slut-shaming.


RLM: But again, our story always comes back to a denial of pleasure. Pleasure has gotten a bad reputation, and pleasure keeps getting pushed down further and further.


SR: There’s a series of books by the French philosopher Michel Foucault, who wrote about the history of pleasure. He talks about how pleasure has been denied all the way back to the Greeks—and, I would assume, by the Romans as well, because the Romans were a warlike people. That’s very left-brain, which is not sexual. It’s the right brain where sexual desire, discovery, and creativity blossom.


THE FEMALE ORGASM


RLM: In preparing for today’s interview and doing some research, I read that the average size of a man’s penis is somewhere between five and six and a half inches. As you just pointed out, the average size of the clitoris is somewhere between seven and eight inches. So the clitoris, rather than being tiny, is actually longer than a man’s penis. Yet, we only found this out in 1998. We put a man on the moon before we had an anatomical description of the clitoris. The clitoris—a great source of female pleasure—has been ignored by science for millennia. This has contributed to the orgasm gap.* Males orgasm significantly more often than females.


SR: There are a couple of reasons. First, when boys learn to masturbate, they learn to masturbate as quickly as they can—and they aim for ejaculation. That’s good for perpetuating the species, but not for being a great lover. It’s not even good for enjoying the nuances of sex, because there’s more to sex than just coming. When a man orgasms so quickly, he’s not getting as much out of this experience as he could. He’s getting an experiential sleeping pill, not the full experience of being aroused to the point where an orgasm fills his body. Men can learn to have multiple orgasms. One of the best ways to learn how to do that is by masturbating and stopping just prior to the point of an inevitability. That enables him to learn to relax back into the pleasure of the experience, to allow the experience to spread through the body, so that the final result isn’t just a local sensation in the genitals. What makes it so difficult for females to have an orgasm is that a lot of females don’t masturbate as girls. That is a great limitation.


RLM: You’re saying that masturbation is a kind of training for later lovemaking with another person?


SR: That’s right. Women learn to turn off their sexual desire because it’s not “ladylike.” Having an orgasm for a man, we might say, is egosyntonic, in harmony with their sense of self. A man feels like a stud. But for some females, it’s ego-dystonic, because they don’t feel ladylike, pure, or chaste.


RLM: You’re saying that we’re still dealing with suppressive morality?


SR: It’s in our bodies, and it’s been passed down from body to body. It’s an intergenerational transmission of sexual shame. Men have it as well. The second reason women seemingly take longer to orgasm is that the female anatomy takes much more blood engorgement to fully engorge the whole area for an orgasm. But for the same reasons, when fully turned on, the female is capable of a far more intense orgasm—and even of multiple orgasms—until they are physically exhausted and call it quits. Men have an orgasm and they’re kaput.


RLM: Human sexuality suddenly sounds like a cruel joke, where the rapid male orgasm is like a sleeping pill, and women are capable of going on to having multiple orgasms for a long time, but who do they go on with when their guy falls asleep after a minute and a half of sex?


SR: I would like to add one other important note: men are often focused on performance, on getting it on, getting it off, and getting to sleep. Getting it on means having an erection and an orgasm. That’s a performance. When men get more into the experience of what’s taking place—into the sensuality of it—everything gets better, both for them and their partner.


MAINTAINING SEXUAL INTEREST IN LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIPS


RLM: Let’s talk about how sexual dynamics change in long-term relationships, because that’s something that has held your interest.


SR: Yes. When people come in and tell me they don’t have sex, I ask them first, “Do you kiss?” Very simple, because kissing is essential to maintaining a physical connection in a long-term partnership. It’s not just dry kissing, which I call kiss-offs. A real kiss is with tongues and swapping saliva, because there are testosterone, estrogen, dopamine, and all sorts of biochemistry in the saliva. That starts a form of arousal.


Also, people don’t kiss if they’re angry with each other. So when people are not kissing, what grudges are they holding on to? That has to be resolved. When you talk about parents being able to teach kids about sexuality, they have to get in touch with their own sexuality. That means they need to get in touch with their love and desire for their partner, as well as their playfulness.


RLM: We know from sexpert research that sexual frequency in a relationship decreases over time. When analyzing the data, we find that sexual activity does decrease as a function of the longevity of a relationship. But isn’t that contrary to our self-interests? Those of us who are partnered have a willing partner whom we live with, who cares about us, and—hopefully—loves us, offering us an opportunity to experience pleasure. Instead of engaging in more sex as we get older, though, we engage in less.


SR: Yes, because one of the difficulties in long-term relationships is when people stop being playful with each other. If there’s no sex play, sex becomes a ritual or an obligation.


RLM: Back to your point on the difference between real kissing and a “kiss-off.” Some couples just give each other a quick peck. We need to take time to kiss each other.


SR: Kiss each other and breathe together. When you’re kissing somebody what happens to the breath? You’re breathing together, and you’re breathing each other’s air in and tasting each other’s saliva. Of course, you want to brush your teeth so that everything is nice and clean.


RLM: I use Listerine myself. But what you said about what’s transmitted in the saliva is important, Stella, and I want to come back and underline it.


SR: Okay. But before we do I want to say more about what happens in the long-term relationship. I think it’s important that people do get into a routine. A lot of people get into the routine where they meet together, touch, and kiss a few times, and then they go right into intercourse or oral sex. It’s the same thing all the time. It’s a ritual; one thing follows the other all the time, and it gets boring.


RLM: Even when it feels so good.


SR: Even when it feels good, it’s still boring. People even say, “The sex is good, but I’m not interested anymore. It’s the same-old, same-old.” I have a joke about that. A son says to his father, “Dad, how do you feel about same-sex marriage?” The father says, “I know all about it. Your mother and I have been having the same sex since we were married.”


RLM: Very cute. So good sex is like tending a garden, Stella—you can weed one year and put all kinds of beautiful things in the garden, but the next year, you have to weed again. And you have to also plant more beautiful flowers. You can’t just create good sex once and have it sustain you forever.


SR: Exactly. What turns us on sexually is the play. We have that when we first get together, and we first get turned on. It’s the newness—the discovery—of the other person’s body. But even if you’ve been with somebody for ten or twenty years, you can still discover places in that body that feel wonderful to the touch, the nibble, or the lick. Where else can you discover each other’s bodies? I also tell people never to make love without music.


RLM: Tell us more about that.


SR: Music is how we dance together. Music enables us to get into a rhythm together, into interpersonal synchrony. Making love relies on synchrony on being able to get into resonance with one another. When we’re in resonance, our hearts entrain to synchronize our heartbeats, our breathing comes together, and we can feel each other. We get into synchrony. We can feel what’s turning our partner on and what’s not working. We want to be attuned to each other’s bodies in that way—not just go through the motions that we’ve gone through in the past, but to delay orgasm as long as possible, for females as well as males, so that we can build the arousal. That’s what counts.


RLM: When you’re building a sex life that way and you’re in synchrony and you’re in a long-term relationship, is there value to doing different activities in order to maintain the spirit—maybe making love in the kitchen or living room?


SR: There’s value in just saying that you’re getting out of that routine of, “We’re going to make love now; we gotta get into bed.” I tell people all the time: the bed is a place where sex ends, not where it begins. Start anywhere but the bedroom. People even say to me, “I want to work on what happens for my husband and me in the bedroom.” The first thing to do is get out of the bedroom. The bedroom is the place where we go unconscious, where we go to sleep. Get out of the bedroom. Start by putting music on, dancing together, kissing, and playing with each other and put some candlelight on. Create an environment that’s sexy for you. Don’t just do it as a routine. Do it as a way of creating art.
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