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		This book is for any man or woman who wants to know more about the sexual development, thoughts, feelings, behavior, and potential of men. It’s for those in relationships and those not, those currently having sex with a partner and those who aren’t. It’s for those who want information, those who want advice and exercises on how to make sex better, and those who want help in resolving sexual problems.

		For men interested in love and sex—and I assume that means virtually all of us—these are challenging yet exciting times. They’re challenging because masculinity itself seems to be under attack. We are told over and over that we are overly aggressive, unexpressive, and insensitive brutes who think with our genitals and don’t have any idea of what real life is about. For those who don’t fit this description, well, they’re just passive wimps who have neither balls nor a clue as to what real life is about. After all, what do you expect of a man?

		Challenging because all the other rules of relating and sex have gone the way of the dinosaur. I was reminded of this by a fifty-two-year-old client who was dating again after the death of his wife. He was “shaken to the roots,” as he put it, by the behavior of a woman he had had three dates with. She took the lead in every way. She was the one who asked for the first date, initiated the first kiss, invited him to spend the night, and orchestrated every move of their sexual activity.

		
			In bed she acted like I thought only men were supposed to act. Touch me here, lick me there, let me put this condom on you, let’s move over here, turn around, take me this way, now let’s switch to that way. I have never in my whole life done so many different things and been in so many positions. I had two fantastic orgasms and have nothing to complain about. But my question is, what am I, as the man, supposed to be doing?

		

		It’s not that all women are behaving more aggressively. Many are not, but in a way that only makes things more confusing. As a forty-four-year-old client put it:

		
			The one sure thing I know about life right now is that it’s bewildering. It’s not clear what it means to be a man or a woman, how to have a relationship, or even how to act in bed. I see lots of people trying to get clear by reading John Gray’s books, but I don’t think that helps. Things are in flux; there are no answers. While I know that’s the truth, I wish it were otherwise. It’s so much hassle the way it is.

		

		Challenging, too, because men and women alike are experiencing grave difficulties in making relationships work. Half or more of marriages end in divorce, and I don’t know anyone who would argue that singles and live-ins are any happier. An old-fashioned guy might say, “So what’s that have to do with sex?” The answer, as more and more men are understanding, is practically everything. Good sex usually takes place within the context of a good relationship. And despite propaganda to the contrary, men are heavily dependent on their relationships with women. If these relationships are not going well, that in itself is a problem.

		But life and this book are about more than challenges and problems. There are also many opportunities and sources of excitement for today’s man.

		NEW SOLUTIONS FOR MEN’S SEXUAL PROBLEMS

		The last ten years have been a period of intense creativity and progress in the study of male sexuality. The new solutions that have had the most media presence have been the pharmaceutical ones, especially Viagra.

		Viagra is not the first pharmaceutical sexual aid. Far from it. But this blue pill caught the public imagination like no other drug. In the three months after its introduction on April 10, 1998, three million prescriptions were filled, making it the most popular drug ever introduced in America. Men who wouldn’t have dreamed of injecting a drug into their penises to induce erection were clearly more than happy to pop a pill.

		Viagra is changing not only the state of some men’s erections but also how we think of sex. The penis, which was always conceded to have a mind of its own, is being brought under voluntary control. For better or worse, being too old, too tired, too anxious, or too upset no longer need keep a man from getting erect. This in itself is not sufficient, of course, to guarantee good sex, but there’s no question that Viagra has been a godsend to many men who had thought their sex lives were over.

		Although the media, having discovered the term impotence, can’t seem to repeat it often enough (as in “the impotence pill Viagra”), the effects of Viagra extend far beyond men who might be considered impotent. For example, some men are using it to overcome their “stage fright” the first time or two with a new partner. And listen to this man’s account of his weekend escapades:

		
			I think I’m starting to show the effects of age even though I’m not yet forty. Tania and I have had this ritual since the beginning of going away every few months for a weekend of sex. But in the last year or two I found that by the last day, my mind is willing, as they say, but the flesh is weak. It’s not the end of the world. I can always use my fingers or tongue on her, but there are times I’d really like to be inside her again. Viagra does the trick. No matter how many times we’ve already fucked, it always gets me another hard-on.

		

		As I write these pages, clinical trials are starting on the use of Viagra in women. What a brave new world seems in the offing, with Viagra-aroused men coupling with Viagra-enhanced women.

		New solutions have also emerged for the other perennial sex problem for men: staying power. Since the 1950s there have been sexual exercises that a man could use with his partner to learn better ejaculatory control. While these exercises are effective, they require time and effort. In the first edition of this book I said only a few cautious words about a then recent development, the use of small doses of antidepressant drugs to help men last longer. Although these drugs seemed effective with some of my clients, there hadn’t been much research and I didn’t want to raise unrealistic expectations. But in the intervening years it has been demonstrated that they do indeed work, either on their own or as part of a sex therapy program.

		Nondrug sex therapy has also become far more sophisticated and effective since it was introduced by Masters and Johnson in the early 1970s. Over the past twenty-five years, a wide range of new therapeutic methods has been incorporated—including various cognitive therapy interventions, eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR), meditation, neurolinguistic programming, and relaxation training—to deal with fears, traumas, and relationship difficulties. Where appropriate, traditional and newer tools of sex therapy are used in combination with Viagra and other chemical helpers.

		In short—as you’ll see in the pages that follow—there’s hope for almost every man and every couple with a sexual problem.

		BETTER UNDERSTANDING OF RELATIONSHIPS

		Sex therapy has also been powerfully enhanced by our better understanding of relationships, and it is one of the primary goals of this revised edition to show what it takes to have the kind of relationship that supports and encourages satisfying sex. It has become abundantly clear that—very short flings with strangers or near strangers aside—good sex depends on having a decent relationship. Although men aren’t always happy to hear this, you simply cannot have good sex in the long run when partners don’t know each other, don’t spend a lot of fun time together, and don’t regularly show their care and concern for each other. When sex therapy fails, the most common reason by far is not a lack of therapeutic technology or therapist skill, but rather a strained relationship. Even Viagra has failed to make a difference in some cases; yes, it produced erections, but it didn’t make the partners want to make love, or automatically create good sex.

		In this new edition, I draw on the brilliant work of John Gottman, of the University of Washington, who has been studying couples for twenty-five years. Gottman has given us what we never before had: real data about how happy couples interact and how their behavior differs from that of discontented couples. As a result, I am now able to pass along not only my own observations from twenty-eight years of working with couples in therapy but specific guidelines that have been scientifically verified (to the extent possible given the infinite variability of human behavior).

		By incorporating such new understandings, we sex doctors are helping more people than ever before. When I called one male client a few months after his therapy ended, he kept repeating, “It’s nothing short of a miracle.” His wife gave the specifics:

		
			We are absolutely delighted. After the chemo for his prostate cancer, we thought we’d never have sex again. When we tried to do anything sexual, there was so much tension and anxiety on both our parts; the whole experience was agonizing. But the shots have been very helpful with his erections [this was several years before Viagra], and the main thing is we’re making love in a way we never did before. We talk more, we’re more open, we get downright silly at times, and we have far more fun, not only in sex but all the time. It’s truly wonderful.

		

		MEN ARE MORE OPEN

		I have seen encouraging signs of change in men in the last few years, and this is another reason that sex therapy can be more effective. Many men whose fathers never expressed a feeling, made a bed or a sandwich, or even considered getting medical or psychological help for problems are doing precisely those things. Many men are questioning their priorities and values. I have known men to turn down much-desired promotions at work so that their children could remain in the same school or their wives could continue in their jobs.

		Men seem much more receptive than even ten years ago to the relating skills I teach in my therapy and have included in this book. They may be uncomfortable and awkward at first, and they become reluctant at times, but they have come to understand that, no matter how “girly” this stuff seemed when they were younger, they need to listen, talk, share, and open up with their loved ones. And younger men, those born after 1960, as a group seem very much open to their own feelings and those of others, and to what were once called “feminine” values and characteristics.

		It’s exciting to me as a therapist that most of the men I work with these days don’t have to be talked into trying to be more communicative and sensitive. They are already sold on the idea. What they need is the practical how- to of doing these things, and that is what I try to supply.

		In this regard, one specific tool that’s been beneficial to many men is scripts—examples of how to talk to your partner about various issues, some sexual, some not. We men simply have not had enough examples in our own upbringing and in the media of how to express our desires and go after what we want while at the same time being sensitive to the other person’s needs and not trampling on her rights.

		A NEW MODEL OF SEX

		We men now have opportunities to enjoy a sexuality superior to anything we’ve had before. The traditional model of sex, the one most of us were trained in, focuses on male performance. The man has to make the right moves, has to get and keep an erection for as long as necessary—however long that might be—and now that women are entitled to sexual satisfaction, he also has to provide an ecstatic experience for his partner. This model puts enormous pressure on the man to perform and leads to unnecessary anxiety and fakery of all sorts (pretending to be interested when he isn’t, pretending to have knowledge he doesn’t, and even pretending to have orgasms; women aren’t the only ones who do this).

		For men, the traditional model of sex amounts to playing against a stacked deck. The results have been widespread anxiety among men about performing, lots of joyless sex, and even a fairly large group of men who’ve given up sex altogether; it was just more than they felt they could deal with. For years my caseload has been full of couples in which it’s the woman saying she wants more sex and the man rejecting her advances, a topic I address in the chapter on problems of sexual desire and frequency.

		Maybe we men need to start stacking the deck on our side. Throughout the book I offer the elements of a new model of sex, one that emphasizes pleasure, closeness, and self- and partner enhancement rather than performance and scoring. This model broadens the acts we usually think of as sexual and also how we go about them. Good sex doesn’t have to stop at the traditional foreplay-intercourse routine. There are whole menus of choices that can give pleasure and fit the relationship and situation precisely. This model has a lot to offer both men and women because it allows us to more closely integrate sex with the rest of our lives and values, to be free of performance pressures and anxiety, to be more honest with ourselves and each other, and to feel better about what we’re doing.

		In recent years we have learned a great deal about how society influences young girls as they grow up and how this helps to account for the behavior and problems of adult women. A great deal of understanding and sympathy has been generated for girls and women, and I believe we have all become wiser and more compassionate as a result.

		But not much has been said about what society does to boys and men. Males are still assumed, by themselves and by women, to have a better deal. They are the privileged ones, with all sorts of perks and power that women usually don’t have, and they make more money and have more options in many areas.

		I suggest that it’s not easy being a woman or a man and that our training and treatment of men has been as misdirected and harmful as our training and treatment of women. The pressures and problems are somewhat different, but both sexes get battered in the process. My goal is to help both men and women come to a more compassionate understanding of what it’s like to be a man, in bed and out.

		THE SELF-HELP PROGRAMS

		Although this is a self-help book—that is, it contains suggestions and exercises for making changes in your life—some people also need competent professional help from a therapist or physician. This applies particularly to those in relationships mired in hostility and those who may have a physical basis for their sexual difficulties. Even in such cases, this book may resolve the problem or give some assistance. In fact, I’ve been pleased over the years by how many doctors and therapists have made it assigned reading.

		The suggestions and exercises are based on more than twenty-five years of experience working with men individually and in groups, with couples, and with women individually. While most of this work was in my private psychotherapy practice, I also draw on nine years of experience at a large sex clinic at the University of California, San Francisco, and in conducting scores of workshops on sexual enhancement. All of the suggestions and exercises in the book have been tested time and again by me and other therapists, and only those that have proven themselves are included here.

		The instructions are detailed and comprehensive. I try to give sufficient information so you’ll know exactly what to do and what to be aware of, and what problems may arise and how to deal with them.

		But be warned: Reading alone rarely changes behavior or resolves problems. You need to follow the suggestions and do the relevant exercises if you want to make changes. I realize that those who have an urgent problem may want to zoom right in on the self-help chapters, but that is a mistake. You would do better to read the book straight through before turning to specific exercises.

		A NOTE ON MY USE OF WORDS

		In some sense there is no such entity as “men” or “male sexuality.” There are only individual men and only the sexuality of individual men. But at times we need to generalize. In this book I make frequent use of qualifiers such as many, some, often, and so on, but to do that in every sentence becomes boring. I ask for your understanding. Just because I say “Men do …” or “Men say …” I don’t mean to imply that every single man in the world does or says that thing. The same applies to generalizations about women.

		When I talk about the other person, the one you’re relating to or having sex with, I use a number of terms synonymously: partner, lover, spouse, wife, and mate. Just because I use wife or spouse does not mean I think you are or should be married to her.

		My examples and language reflect my own heterosexuality and that of the vast majority of men I have worked with. But much of the material and all of the techniques apply equally to bisexual and homosexual men. Gay readers, however, will have to translate some of my words into language more appropriate to their own situations.

		TAKING GREATER CONTROL OF OUR LIVES

		Although men often give the impression of being in control of their lives—that’s the impression they are supposed to convey—and although women often believe this impression and envy it, I have been surprised over the years by how many men feel exactly the opposite. In bed and out, they feel buffeted like leaves in a strong wind. They often aren’t getting what they want. They often feel powerless to affect the course of their work, their relationships, and even what happens in sex. One cause of sadness for me in the last three decades is that the great debates about taking charge of one’s life have been conducted almost entirely by and for women. They are the ones who’ve been working to redefine traditional concepts of gender and sexuality. I’m sad not about what women are doing—I think it’s great—but about the fact that more men haven’t been doing the same. It goes against our grain. We’re too busy performing to think about such issues, we don’t want to be seen as whiners and complainers, and we don’t want to admit to problems we don’t have ready answers for.

		Nonetheless, we men have a lot to gain from taking greater control over our lives. We don’t have to be at the mercy of our genitals or hormones or the traditional sex roles we were brought up on. We don’t have to forgo the incredible joys and benefits of truly loving relationships. We don’t have to put up with boring, joyless, or dysfunctional sex. We can develop personal styles, relationships, and sexual patterns that more closely fit our own values, preferences, and interests, that more closely fit our human selves. For those who are willing to make the effort, that’s what this book is about.
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			The Making of
Anxious Performers
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			I hear girls had it rougher, but you couldn’t prove it by me. Growing up was the pits. Incredible pressures all the time, everywhere. Had to do well in school, had to do well in sports, had to maintain my manly image and couldn’t walk away from a fight, and later had to do well with girls and pretend I knew all about sex and was getting it regularly. I often wished the whole world would just go away and leave me alone. I don’t know what I would have done, but it couldn’t have been any worse.—Man, 36

			It took me half a century to realize that I’d been living a half life, that I had buried important feelings and parts of myself. I was a shit father and husband. Not abusive or anything like that, but I wasn’t even home most of the time. Aside from money and fixing things around the house, I didn’t contribute anything. Only when my grandson arrived did I make a shift. With him, I am a whole person. I can love him, cuddle him, listen to him, and really talk to him. Sounds funny, listening and talking to a four-year-old, but it’s true. His expression of emotion has allowed me to unblock my own feelings. I’m sad that my wife died before I could be a real partner to her. I’m sad that I didn’t give more to my own children and that I missed out on so much.—Man, 54

		

		Men in our culture walk a thin line. Like their fathers and grandfathers, they must be sure their behavior conforms to what is considered manly. It takes very little—maybe as little as one failure or one sign of weakness—to lose one’s place in the charmed circle of men and to be called “lady,” “woman,” or “pussy”—all signifying a non-man or less than a man. But if a man isn’t a man, what then is he? The answer most men seem to believe is: nothing at all.

		The concern of being considered a non-man keeps men in a state of almost perpetual vigilance and anxiety. It also makes for a certain inflexibility. If the results of changing one’s behavior can be so dire as a loss of identity, one doesn’t take change lightly. There is nothing new about this situation for men; it has existed in Western societies for hundreds of years. What is new is that the traditional definition of masculinity has come under scrutiny and attack and that the messages men get have become quite confused. Men are still supposed to exhibit all the manly virtues, but now they should also be sensitive and emotionally expressive, attributes that used to be considered feminine. Being a man has become more difficult than ever before.

		What follows is, in my mind, not a pretty story. It shows how we transform male babies into adult beings who are somewhat less than human, who are cut off from huge portions of themselves, the parts that have to do with caring, nurturing, and expressing, who must wear a suit of armor almost all day and night, and who in a very real sense are only pale reflections of who they might be. At least in the old days, they were heavily rewarded for succeeding at being who society wanted them to be. But in recent times, men have come under unrelenting criticism for being who they are trained to be and for not being who they were discouraged from being. The cry is heard on media talk shows, in countless books and articles, in therapy offices, and in bedrooms and kitchens throughout the land: “Why aren’t men more interested in relationships, why aren’t they softer, why don’t they express feelings, why aren’t they more interested in household chores and child care?” The questions are of course not really questions, but accusations.

		But why should men be this way? Where did they learn to focus on relationships, to express emotion, to be interested in children? The answer is: nowhere at all.

		MAKING THE MAN

		By the age of three or so, boys and girls are aware that they are not just children—they are boy children or girl children, and these distinctions are extremely important. Later learning is always filtered through the lens of gender. Even such neutral-seeming activities as cooking, soccer, and math are influenced by these lenses. Very early on, the child has a notion that soccer and math are things boys are interested in, while cooking is for girls. These notions are easily modifiable at early ages—a boy whose father takes pride in his culinary skills may well conclude that cooking is for males—but the point remains that everything is seen in terms of gender.

		What a culture teaches its boys and girls is dependent on its images of men and women, what it wants these youngsters to grow up to be. Although in recent years we have been reevaluating what we want from men and women, the traditional definitions still exert a very strong pull. A number of researchers have found that a small number of characteristics comprise most of what we expect from our men: strength and self-reliance, success, no sissy stuff (in other words, don’t be like women), and sexual interest and prowess. Here’s a description from a Harold Robbins novel: “This was a strong man.… The earth moved before him when he walked, men loved and feared him, women trembled at the power in his loins, people sought his favors.” That may seem a bit outdated, but here’s how a recent Sidney Sheldon novel describes the hero: “He was like a force of nature, taking over everything in his path.” In a 1989 novel titled Sophisticated Lady, we read of the hero (who had, of course, a “tall, powerfully built body”): “Just standing there, he radiated a quiet kind of strength and authority.” He’s the modern version: less raucous, more sophisticated, but still strong, successful, independent.

		Of course there are contrary images: weak men, passive men, and general bunglers like Dagwood Bumstead. But we know they aren’t what’s wanted, that their bungling is precisely what makes them funny. Real men don’t behave like this.

		Little boys and little girls are certainly not the same—boys, for example, are on the average more active and aggressive—but they are more similar than adult men and women. Boys, like girls, are playful, warm, open, expressive, loving, vulnerable, and all the other things that make children so attractive. But when we look at adult men, we may wonder what happened to all these wonderful qualities. As adults, men display them to a far lesser degree, if at all. A lot of their best stuff has been trained out of them. In addition, some of their worst and most dangerous tendencies—toward aggressiveness and even violence—have been overdeveloped.

		Although I emphasize the role of learning or socialization in the discussion that follows, I do not mean to imply there are no biological differences between the sexes. There certainly are. Nature had different purposes in mind for males and females and programmed them accordingly. Nonetheless, the training given to boys and girls is strikingly different and has an important influence. While we may not be able totally to undo a genetic disposition, we can shape it to some extent. It is probably true, for instance, that males are genetically more aggressive than females, but how frequently and in what ways aggressiveness is manifested are significantly influenced by societal messages boys and men get about it.

		Little boys present a huge problem for all societies, because the societies don’t want men to be like these boys. The question is how to make these open, expressive boys who wear their vulnerabilities and fears on their sleeves into strong, decisive performers who will be able to do whatever the society deems manly. We may think it’s cute for a young boy to say, trembling, “I’m scared a monster is gonna get me,” but we don’t want a twenty- or thirty-year-old to act that way. Instead, we want him to deny his fear (“Monsters don’t scare me!”) and announce he’s going to kick some monster ass.

		Training in masculinity begins as soon as the child is born and continues for the rest of his life. By the age of six or seven, important lessons have already taken hold. An image of this process comes from a scene in a recent novel about a shooting at an elementary school. There was the usual mass confusion, shots, and a dead body being carried out; in short, a trauma. How did the kids react? A “little girl burst into tears. A chubby boy, five or six, cried. The boy next to him was older, maybe eight. Staring straight ahead and biting his lip, straining for macho.” Between the ages of five and eight, he has learned lessons about being male. He will not cry, maybe never again. Nor will he show fear or dependency or tenderness, and he may not even be able to ask for directions when he’s lost. He will lose his ability not only to show feelings, but also to experience and know them. He won’t understand why his girlfriend or wife just wants to cuddle, to hear his fears and express hers, simply to talk.

		You can see the results of men’s training everywhere, and such examples serve to reinforce the training for all men who observe. One football-highlights TV show I saw in the fall of 1990 focused on New York Giants coach Bill Parcells, who coached his team that Sunday despite suffering from painful kidney stones. (The very fact of working while in great pain itself conveys a powerful message regarding what a man is.) As Parcells talked to reporters after the game, his discomfort was obvious. A reporter yelled out, “How do you feel, Bill?” Since it was apparent how he felt, all that was required was that he give a few words to his pain. But his response was this: “I’m going into the hospital tomorrow morning and I’ll probably be there a day or two.” Feelings? What’s that? The message that men watching the show will take away is as clear as the pain that Parcells felt but couldn’t put into words.

		An important ingredient of the socialization of boys is the message “Don’t be like a girl.” Since females of all ages are the softer ones—the people who express feelings, who cry, who are more people-oriented—not being like them is an effective way to suppress the softer side of males. Girls and women are allowed far greater leeway. Tomboy has nowhere near the derogatory punch of girl or sissy. Girls can participate in boys’ games, play with boys’ toys, wear boys’ clothes. But can you imagine what others will call a boy after the age of four or five who wears a dress or plays house or with dolls?

		The primary focus of males and females is very different. Connection to others is the name of the game for females of all ages, even in their play. Dolls (the typical plaything of girls) are more conducive to intimacy training than the toy trucks and weapons boys get. You can cuddle a doll, comfort it, feed it, talk to it, sleep with it. But what can you do with a fire truck that has anything to do with relationships?

		Ask little girls about their best friends, and this is what you get: “Janie is my best friend because we talk and share secrets.” Research shows that girls spend much more time than boys in one-to-one interaction with their friends, in what one researcher called “chumships.” Boys go in a different direction. They learn that the primary thing in life is doing or performing in the world out there, not in the family in here. When little boys are asked about their best friends, their answers usually are about activities: “Robert is my best friend because we play baseball and do lots of other things.” Much more so than girls, boys spend time in large groups, often playing games.

		These separate emphases set the stage for huge problems in adult relationships. Both men and women say they want love and intimacy, but they mean different things by these terms. Women favor what has been called face-to-face intimacy: They want to talk. Men prefer side-by-side intimacy: They want to do.

		In almost all societies, femininity is given by having the right genitals. Masculinity or manhood is not. It is conditional. Having the right genitals is necessary but not sufficient. As Norman Mailer put it: “Nobody was born a man; you earned your manhood provided you were good enough, bold enough.” In his book Manhood in the Making, anthropologist David Gilmore notes a recurring notion “that real manhood is different from simple anatomical maleness, that it is not a natural condition that comes about spontaneously through biological maturation but rather is a precarious or artificial state that boys must win against powerful odds.” It is assumed that girls will grow up to be women simply by getting older, but boys need something special to become men. Thus, most societies have had special rituals, usually difficult and painful, sometimes life-threatening, that boys had to go through before they themselves and the rest of the group considered them to be worthy of the name of men. The good thing about these rituals was that once one had navigated his way through them, one’s manhood could never again be questioned.

		Western societies long ago got rid of these rituals. But in the process, something valuable was lost and men were left in a perpetual state of anxiety. Now one’s manhood is always on the line. One deviant act is all it takes for your manhood to be questioned. Maybe you really aren’t good enough or bold enough; maybe you don’t have what it took. This is why men walk the thin line I mentioned earlier.

		Early on the boy gets the idea that he can’t be like the person who means the most to him, his mother. No longer is it acceptable to bask in her warmth and nurturance, except occasionally, and no longer is it possible to think that he, as she did, will someday give birth to babies. She’s a woman, and he can’t be like her or any other woman. In effect, he’s wrenched away from the closest relationship he’s had and may ever have. In most primitive societies, boys were also wrenched away from Mom, but they were entrusted to the care of one or more men who guided their development. In our society, there is no such arrangement.

		There is only Dad, or whoever is playing that role for the boy. It is from him that the boy will learn his most important lessons about masculinity. Unfortunately, that relationship is rarely nurturing or positive in our society. Fathers are often not physically present and when they are, often are not emotionally present. Physical affection, emotional sharing, expression of approval and love—these are the human experiences that very few boys get from their dads. It is a tragedy of the greatest magnitude for men not to have been respected, nurtured, loved, and guided by their fathers.

		Martial arts expert Richard Heckler recalls what happened when he was a child and his sailor father returned from a year-long cruise:

		
			I felt proud of him, proud that he was my father, proud that after not seeing him for a year and not even sure what he looked like, I still had a father. He came up to me and extended his hand in his stiff, formal way. “Hello son. Have you been taking care of your mother and sister while I was away?” I was nine years old and I wanted him to hold me and have him say that he loved me. But he didn’t then or ever.

		

		What boys do get from their dads, if anything at all, is reinforcement of macho tendencies and the necessity for performance and achievement. Therapist Terrance O’Connor relates this story:

		
			I was struggling in my first year of high school. My father had just given me holy hell for the scores I had received on a standardized test. I felt terrible. In my room, I went over the results again and again.… Suddenly I realized that the numbers were raw scores. They needed to be converted. I was astonished. In percentiles, my scores were in the nineties. Vastly relieved, I rushed out to show my father. “Then why in hell don’t you get better grades?” he yelled. It was a dagger in my heart. Never a word of love. Never a word of praise.

		

		This is not to blame our fathers, who were only doing what was done to them. Nonetheless, the wounds opened by this lack of care run deep and are rarely healed. If you want to see grown men cry, give them a safe setting and get them talking about their fathers. That’s all it takes.

		Because the boy is wrenched away from his first real intimate relationship, does not get to experience one with his father, and is taught a body of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that are not conducive to intimacy, he will arrive at adulthood quite unprepared for the requirements of a mature relationship. The point is simple and frightening: The socialization of males provides very little that is of value in the formation and maintenance of intimate relationships.

		Since so much of male training is in opposition to female qualities, males come to believe that these qualities, and therefore femaleness as a whole, are strange and inferior. The result is the development of a habit of not taking women seriously. Although a man may dearly love a woman and want very much to be considerate, fair, and respectful, he has years of training pulling in the other direction. Women are icky, weird, and disgusting; they’re weak and dependent rather than strong and independent, as he’s supposed to be; they’re overly emotional and not logical; they’re at the mercy of their hormones; and, well, they just don’t see things the way men do. Since the boy had to break away from his mother and feminine ways to establish his masculinity, there’s also a fear of once again coming under the domination of a woman. To be in this situation is too much like childhood, when he was a non-man. The last thing any man wants is to be “pussy-whipped” or “henpecked” because that’s a clear indication that he’s not man enough to keep “the little woman” under control. This, too, often leads men, no matter how much they love their partners, to be not quite able to treat them as full human beings with equal rights. This inability to take women seriously can cause much friction in adult relationships and negatively affects sex itself, as we will see later.

		Since strength and self-reliance are the primary goals we have for our males, they are trained to mistrust and dislike the more vulnerable and expressive side of themselves. Boys are rewarded for “toughing it out,” “hanging tough,” not crying, not being weak. By the time my son Ian was four, he was using the words tough and strong in an admiring way. By the time he was five, wimp and sissy had entered his vocabulary as negative terms for males. Sometimes when he was angry at me, he would explode, “You’re just a wimp.”

		Part of being tough is not getting or needing the loving touching that all babies get. Parents stop touching their boys early on; it seems somehow feminine or treating him like a baby or sissy. Girls, on the other hand, continue to be touched and hugged. We end up with women who understand touch as a basic human need and like to touch and be touched as a way of reinforcing contact and demonstrating affection; men, in contrast, lose sight of their need for touching except as a part of roughhousing or sex.

		Boys learn that competition is an aid in proving oneself. If you’re as good as or better than other males, then at least you’re some kind of man. Most of us experienced no choice: We had to demonstrate our masculinity no matter how ill equipped and ill prepared we felt. In his essay “Being a Boy,” Julius Lester captures the agony so many of us felt. Comparing himself to girls, he says:

		
			There was the life, I thought! No constant pressure to prove oneself. No necessity always to be competing. While I humiliated myself on football and baseball fields, the girls stood on the sidelines laughing at me, because they didn’t have to do anything except be girls. The rising of each sun brought me to the starting line of yet another day’s Olympic decathlon, with no hope of ever winning even a bronze medal.

		

		Competitiveness turned out to be one of the uglier manifestations of male upbringing. First, few of us could win and therefore feel good about ourselves. After all, how many boys can excel at baseball, basketball, and football? And what are the others supposed to do? Countless men have stories to tell about how humiliated they felt as boys when they weren’t successful on the athletic field, couldn’t even do well enough to be chosen when teams were selected. They felt bad not only because they didn’t get to play, but because their very personhood or manhood was questioned.

		Second, competition is antithetical to intimacy. As psychologist Ayala Pines points out, in competition the question is “Who’s on top?” or “Who’s in front?” In intimacy the question is “How close are we or do we want to be?” Closeness is tied to openness, how much we can share of ourselves. But it’s difficult to be open if you have a competitive mental set, for the fear is that what is revealed can be used to the other person’s advantage.

		Because of the emphasis on strength and self-reliance, men have trouble admitting to unresolved personal problems. It’s not that problems don’t come up, but you handle them, solve them, master them without help and without complaint. That’s a large part of what being tough and independent—of being a man—means.

		Like so many of the other ideas that men learn, this one puts them in a bind. What is a man supposed to be when he’s confused, when he’s frightened, when he needs help? Almost by definition, if he acknowledges his confusion or fear and asks for help, there’s something wrong with him. He’s not as tough as he ought to be. If, on the other hand, he doesn’t acknowledge what’s bothering him and get help, he may literally make himself sick and do worse at the task he’s working on. On a mundane level, this belief results in the ridiculous behavior of men driving around endlessly in their cars because to stop and ask for directions would suggest they need help, which they do.

		Not being able to talk about problems works against intimacy. As linguist Deborah Tannen points out, women use such “troubles talk” as a way of getting support and maintaining connection. But men aren’t used to expressing their own problems or having to deal with anyone else’s, so while troubles talk can be a wonderful way to maintain closeness between two women, it often doesn’t work very well between a man and a woman.

		Another consequence of being unable to express problems is that men often don’t get what they need. They are slow to admit to illness and other physical problems, and they are even slower to admit to emotional distress. And the idea of needing to go to an expert for help in dealing with personal or relationship problems is anathema to many of them. Men are changing in this respect—more men, for example, are coming to therapists’ offices—but the change is slow, and men are still nowhere near as willing as women to admit to personal problems.

		It’s not easy for boys and men. It’s not easy to give up the warm, tender side of themselves. It’s not easy to squelch feelings of dependency, love, fear, and anxiety. It’s not always easy to be posturing, pretending to be more knowledgeable, more self-reliant, more confident, and more fierce than you really are. There are many times when a man feels fearful or defeated and wants nothing more than to be held and comforted, just as his mother held and comforted him long ago. But he can’t get it. He can’t admit his feelings, and he can’t ask to be held. And that is very sad. Like some men, he may choose to drown his feelings in alcohol or sex; at least in sex he will get some body contact and a distraction from his feelings. But neither the alcohol nor the sex is the same as real physical and emotional comforting. Too bad he can’t get what he really needs and wants.

		It’s not easy to always have to perform and succeed, whether on the athletic field, in the boardroom, or in the bedroom. Although the whole process has been romanticized, the fact is that boys and men often make themselves sick and crazy in getting ready to perform. It’s not unusual for athletes to throw up in the locker room before competition (romanticize that if you can) and to get themselves into a murderous rage that under any other circumstances would rightfully be considered psychotic. This process, by the way, is often called “getting it up.” It’s not easy for a man to go into a sexual situation believing that everything rides on how well he performs (especially with a part of himself that he can’t control), but what else is he to do?

		Being a male is like living in a suit of armor, ready for battle to prove himself. The armor may offer protection (although it’s not clear against what), but it’s horribly confining and not much fun. In fact, fun is exactly what it’s not. Maybe this is why so many men take to alcohol and other ways of deadening themselves. And it may help explain men’s fascination with sports.

		In sports many of the usual prohibitions on males are lifted. A man can be as emotional and expressive about his favorite team and players as he wants. He can cheer them on with unabashed enthusiasm and what might even pass for love. He can be ecstatic and jump up and down when they win, and he can feel despair and weep when they lose. Playfulness and creativity are allowed. He can dress up in ridiculous hats and shirts, make up posters and poems and songs, and just be plain silly. There’s even a lot of physical contact: back- and butt-slapping, touching of shoulders and arms, and hugging. And cursing a bad call, a decision, or a mistake is a way of expressing anger without much risk. Sports is one of the few places where men can safely drop the facade of Mr. Uptight-and-in-Control and just play.

		LEARNING ABOUT SEX

		
			Through no fault of my own I reached adolescence. While the pressure to prove myself on the athletic field lessened, the overall situation got worse—because now I had to prove myself with girls. Just how I was supposed to go about doing this was beyond me.… Nonetheless, duty called, and with my ninth-grade gym-class jockstrap flapping between my legs, off I went. —Julius Lester

		

		Between the ages of eleven and fourteen, children enter puberty. The brain signals the pituitary gland to increase its production of growth hormones and, in males, of testosterone. One of the first outward signs of puberty is a spurt of the rate of physical growth, unmatched since the first few years of life. During the next few years, in boys the penis and scrotum enlarge to adult size, facial and pubic hair appear, and sperm and semen are manufactured. By the age of thirteen or so, boys (and girls as well) are capable of sexual reproduction. And they feel different than before, trying to get accustomed to their new bodies, trying to make sense of new sensations they experience, trying to deal with the hormonal gush. Testosterone in boys and estrogen in girls make a crucial difference, causing the boys and girls to seek each other out, but also propelling them along separate paths that are already well developed.

		Before they start having sex with partners or even themselves, boys know that sexual interest and prowess are crucial to being a man. The message permeates our culture. Here’s how the hero of a romance novel thinks of himself: “He was, after all, a very physical man with a highly active sex drive. He enjoyed women, all kinds of women.” All kinds: short ones, tall ones, young ones, old ones, fat ones, thin ones, smart ones, dumb ones. He likes to get it on and presumably isn’t too particular about partners. After all, you can’t be a hero if you don’t have a whopping sex drive.

		It’s interesting that in the liberated ‘90s we still have a double standard for males and females regarding sex. Boys will be boys, after all, and how can you be against a boy’s sowing his wild oats? We tend to admire males who get around. But although women are no longer expected to be virgins, God help any of them who has had sex with too many men, however many that might be.

		Since sexuality is such a crucial component of masculinity, males feel pressured to act interested in sex whether or not they really are. They have to join in the jokes and banter. “Getting any, Fred?” “Oh yeah, more than I know what to do with.” And they have to face the derision of their peers if they’re still—God forbid—virgins at the advanced age of eighteen or twenty-three. This is a great setup for faking, lying, and feeling inadequate.

		Perhaps no one has captured the angst of boys’ sexual learning better than Bill Cosby in an article he wrote about his first sexual nonexperience. Believing that other boys are doing what he isn’t, Cosby asks his girlfriend if she’ll have sex with him. She agrees to do so next Saturday, at which point Cosby realizes he has a problem: He doesn’t know what sex is or what to do.

		
			I’m trying to ask people questions about how they get some p-u-s-s-y. And I don’t want guys to know that I don’t know nothin’ about gettin’ no p-u-s-s-y. But how do you find out how to do it without blowin’ the fact that you don’t know how to do it? So I come up to a guy and I say, Say man, have you ever had any p-u-s-s-y? And the guy says, Yeah. And I say, Well, man, what’s your favorite way of gettin’ it? He says, Well, you know, just the regular way. And I say, Well, do you do it like I do it? And the cat says, How’s that? And I say, Well, hey, I heard that there was different ways of doin’ it, man. He says, Well, there’s a lotta ways of doin’ it, you know, but I think that … you know, the regular way.… I say, Yeah, good ol’ regular way of gettin’ that p-u-s-s-y.

		

		As he continues his ruminations on the way to the girl’s house, Cosby shows how well he has learned that a man should be able to do it all on his own.

		
			So now, I’m walkin’, and I’m trying to figure out how to do it. And when I get there, the most embarrassing thing is gonna be when I have to take my pants down. See, right away, then. I’m buck naked in front of this girl. Now, what happens then? Do you … do you just … I don’t even know what to do … I’m gonna just stand there and she’s gonna say, You don’t know how to do it. And I’m gonna say, Yes I do, but I forgot. I never thought of her showing me, because I’m a man and I don’t want her to show me—I don’t want nobody to show me, but I wish somebody would kinda slip me a note.

		

		The sex that adolescent boys learn about is totally penis-centered. The focus is narrow-mindedly on what can be done with their frequent erections. But this penis orientation has to do with more than just immediate pleasure and release. Boys are aware, even if only vaguely, that having and using erections has something to do with masculinity. Popular literature abounds with statements linking the two, phrases about a woman grasping or feeling his “throbbing manhood” or reaching for the “essence of his masculinity.” And it goes even further: She reached for him, or she grasped him gently, the him in both cases referring to his penis. From a recent novel: “Her hands left my neck and scrambled at my fly. More fumbling, eyes closed. Then she located me.” What she located, of course, was his penis. This creates an incredible confusion between personhood or identity and one’s sexual organ. No wonder men get so perturbed when their penis isn’t the “right” size or doesn’t operate according to spec. No penis, no person.

		The sex that boys learn about is also largely impersonal. Although this message may serve one of nature’s goals (for men to spread their seed as widely as possible regardless of love or commitment) and therefore be programmed into men, there is no shortage of cultural messages to reinforce the idea. For example, one of the characters in Irving Wallace’s Guest of Honor is the secretary of state. He’s approached by the president’s adviser for a favor requested by the First Lady. “I’d do her any favor, if she’d do one for me. I’d love to fuck her.” And then: “Not that I care for her that much. I just have a hunch she’d be fun between the sheets.”

		The message is clear: For men, sex doesn’t have to be connected to anything except lust, and it doesn’t matter much toward whom it’s directed. A boy may have fantasies about girls in his classes, his friends’ mothers, neighbors, girls or women in the street, movie and TV stars, and anyone else. The female in his fantasies is simply a tool to gain release. And then to do it again, and again, and again. Next time it will probably be a different female. And he certainly doesn’t have to like the girl to want to have sex with her. This is clearly demonstrated in an old practice where teenage boys have sex with unpopular girls they despise and wouldn’t be seen with in daylight. It’s enough if she’ll give the boy sex. At this early age, we can see the start of the male split between love and sex. Sex is a thing unto itself for adolescent boys, cut off from the rest of life and centered on their desire for physical release and the need to prove themselves.

		Girls go in a different direction. Perhaps because their genitals are internal, less obvious and less obtrusive than boys’, their attention isn’t constantly drawn downward. Probably of greater importance is that nature had a different task in mind for women than for men: to find a mate to help to care for and raise the children they produced. Although in recent years girls have started masturbating earlier and more frequently than in the past, the percentage of girls who do masturbate is far smaller than the percentage of boys. And the girls who do masturbate don’t do it as much as boys of the same age.

		Teenage girls aren’t as focused on physical sex as boys. “Getting off” in itself isn’t nearly as important to them. Girls’ sexuality is channeled or filtered through personal connection. They want to have sex with Prince Charming or Mr. Right in the context of a relationship. The idea of a group of girls getting together to have sex with Joe Dork just because he’s willing to put out is almost unthinkable. More so than men’s, women’s first sexual experience with a partner is likely to be with someone they love. And women are far less likely than men to seek sex for its own sake. It’s not surprising that when Lonnie Barbach and Linda Levine asked women what qualities make for a good sexual experience, relationship factors were mentioned most often: “Women talked about the security, comfort, and sharing that took place in the emotional relationship as being necessary prerequisites for good sex.”

		Here we see a male-female difference that persists into adult life. For women, sex is intertwined with personal connection. For men, sex is more a thing in itself, an act to be engaged in with or without love, with or without commitment, with or without connection. Although in surveys men agree with women that the best sex occurs in loving relationships, much more so than women they’ll take it any way they can get it.

		That the sex boys learn about is performance-oriented goes without saying. What else could it be for a person who has already had over a decade of training in becoming a performance machine?

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO
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			It’s Two feet long, Hard as Steel,
and Will Knock Your Socks Off:
The Fantasy Model of Sex

			[image: ]

		

		
			I learned so much crap about sex as a kid that it took most of the rest of my life to unlearn it and come up with something better. It’s still hard to believe how much hassle I caused myself and what a poor lover I was in my early years. I wish I could apologize to every woman I was with before I shaped up.—Man, 49

		

		When I started working with men with sex problems nearly thirty years ago, I was immediately struck by the absolutely fantastic beliefs they held. They seemed to believe, for example, that they needed a penis as big and hard as a telephone pole to satisfy a woman, that male and female orgasm were absolutely necessary, that intercourse was the only real sexual act, that good sex had to be spontaneous, without planning or talking, and that it was a crime against humanity if a man had any questions, doubts, or problems in sex. As I reflected on these beliefs, I was shocked to realize that I shared many of them myself, and so did most men who weren’t clients, and many women as well.

		Where, I wondered, did we get these messages? They weren’t taught in most sex courses or in sex books by professionals. I was making the mistake, of course, of assuming that most knowledge about sex comes in formal ways, from courses and books. But before boys and girls get to sex courses and books, they already have had years of learning about the subject.

		Whether we know it or not, whether it’s intended or not, sex education goes on all the time, from the day we’re born until the day we die, with an especially heavy dose coming during puberty. Long before we are exposed to the realities of sex, our heads are filled with all sorts of nonsense. Every time we tell or listen to a sexual joke, watch a movie that depicts sexuality explicitly or implicitly, read a novel or see a television program that involves sex or adult relationships—at all these times and many others, either we learn something about sex or, more likely, something we already believe is reinforced and strengthened.

		The messages get through because of our basic insecurity about sex and our sensitivity to any information about it. Whether we are trying to learn anything or whether we are aware of having learned anything is irrelevant. Most men, I suspect, would deny that they are affected by all the positive references in jokes and novels to large penises and the denigrating references to small ones. I suggest, however, that these references do indeed have a cumulative effect and help explain why so many men feel their own penises are inadequate. Many of the things that we believe are natural, real, or “the way it is” are in fact absorbed in this way but, because of our insistence to the contrary, are resistant to change or even examination.

		Because all the media portray essentially the same sexual messages, it’s virtually certain that all men and women will learn the same model of sex, although, to be sure, the messages are filtered through the different gender training males and females have undergone. What is picked up from one source is reinforced by the others. Even if you never read a book or saw a movie, you’d still learn the model. It pervades our culture. Our friends learned it (and you probably learned a lot from them), our parents learned it, and so did everyone else.

		The sexual messages conveyed in our culture are the stuff of fantasy, of overheated imaginations run wild, and that’s why I call them collectively the fantasy model of sex. It is a model of total unreality about how bodies look and function, how people relate, and how they have sex. The main actors in this model are not actually people but sexual organs, especially the penis. These penises are not like anything real but instead are, according to historian Steven Marcus, “magical instruments of infinite powers.” The men these penises are attached to are not exactly average, either. They are always well-built and muscular, even if they’re over sixty and even if they do nothing but shuffle papers all day. They are usually tall, with “strong, intelligent” faces; they “radiate power”; most are extremely successful at work; and sexual energy oozes from every pore.

		The women in fantasyland are incredible, with beautiful faces, sensuous lips and hips, lustrous hair, slim bodies, full breasts always pointing outward and upward, and long, shapely legs you wouldn’t believe. It might be thought that the combination of slimness and big breasts would create a problem of balance, but fear not—none of the women ever tips over. And these women are mainly young, meaning in their twenties or early thirties. The few older women we encounter, except for those who are someone’s mother, look half their age and could pass for college sophomores. For instance: “She was a month away from her fortieth birthday and looked thirty, even on a bad morning.”

		Regardless of age, these women have some interesting features. Barbara, in John Gardner’s Secret Houses, is, well, kind of perfect: “As she leaned over him, he noticed that her hair, like her breasts, stayed in perfect order.” It wouldn’t do to have any hairs or breasts flopping about. Her breasts are worth another few words. They “remained the same whichever way she turned. They did not even seem to flatten when she was on her back, as some girls’ did.” Ain’t life wonderful?

		Another interesting feature of women in fantasyland is that they are seriously into sex. They go around with dripping panties, are ready for action at a moment’s notice, and can express their desires as some men have always done: “That’s right, honey, eat me, hurt me, talk dirty to me, and fuck

		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 1: WE’RE LIBERATED FOLKS WHO ARE VERY COMFORTABLE WITH SEX

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 2: A REAL MAN ISN’T INTO SISSY STUFF LIKE FEELINGS AND COMMUNICATING

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 3: ALL TOUCHING IS SEXUAL OR SHOULD LEAD TO SEX

		
		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		MYTH 4: A MAN IS ALWAYS INTERESTED IN AND ALWAYS READY FOR SEX

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		MYTH 5: A REAL MAN PERFORMS IN SEX

		
		
		
			
			
		

		
		
		
		MYTH 6: SEX IS CENTERED ON A HARD PENIS AND WHAT’S DONE WITH IT

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 7: IF YOUR PENIS ISN’T UP TO SNUFF, WE HAVE A PILL THAT WILL TAKE CARE OF EVERYTHING

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 8: SEX EQUALS INTERCOURSE

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 9: A MAN SHOULD MAKE THE EARTH MOVE FOR HIS PARTNER, OR AT THE VERY LEAST KNOCK HER SOCKS OFF

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		MYTH 10: GOOD SEX IS SPONTANEOUS, WITH NO PLANNING AND NO TALKING

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			For Ian, with love

			and the hope that the boys and girls of your generation
will grow up to enjoy a safer, saner, more loving,
and more fulfilling sexuality
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