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Dedication

For Angela, who felt it all with me first




Epigraph

Things are always in transition . . . nothing ever sums itself up in the way that we like to dream about. The off-center, in-between state is an ideal situation, a situation in which we don’t get caught and we can open our hearts and minds beyond limit. It’s a very tender, nonaggressive, open-ended state of affairs. To stay with that shakiness—to stay with a broken heart, with a rumbling stomach, with the feeling of hopelessness and wanting to get revenge—that is the path of true awakening . . .

—Pema Chödrön, When Things Fall Apart
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Introduction

What’s Inside

BEFORE I WAS A SEX THERAPIST, I WAS A CLIENT. BEFORE THAT, I was an evangelical youth leader teaching kids that premarital sex, masturbation, and queerness are to be avoided at all costs.

The distance from that version of me to the one writing to you now spans over a decade, across multiple bouts of therapy, various graduate degrees, and several experimental haircuts. It’s a supercut of nights spent ugly crying on bathroom floors and mornings spent in agonizing deliberation about whether or not to get out of bed. Suffice it to say, my sexual awakening has been more psych thriller than romantic comedy.

While my journey with sex and relationships was birthed from a place of total panic, it’s landed me on the wild ride of teaching sex ed to half a million people every day on social media. I also head a therapy practice called The Expansive Group that serves more than a thousand clients annually—nearly all of whom come to my colleagues and me for support in the realms of sexuality, relationships, and/or identity.

People are hungry for accurate information about sex—what it is, how to have it, how long it should last, if their relationship with sex is normal. They want to know how to make passion last, what to do if their sex drive differs from their partner(s), and how to enjoy sex when sex has caused them so much pain in the past. These queries reveal our humanity (nothing is ever easy) but also a very serious problem. Namely, that there exists a vast chasm between the range of human sexual experiences and the tools we have received for navigating them. And within that chasm is you, me, and everyone we know, trying to feel our way toward sexual fulfillment in the dark and wondering why it’s so damn hard.

Left to our own devices, many of us feel disoriented by the incomplete and often conflicting information that we are able to find about sex. A 2021 survey by the Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States revealed that just 42.8 percent of all high schools and 17.6 percent of middle schools provide information on all topics identified by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention as critical sex education curriculum. A 2022 survey of young people aged eleven to twenty-five showed that 79 percent of respondents reported that they were negatively impacted by uncertainty about which sex ed sources are actually reliable. How are we supposed to build a secure relationship with our sexualities if we don’t even feel secure about our resources?

The large majority of medical and mental health professions are also unprepared to support clients and patients with questions and concerns related to sexuality. The average medical student receives just three to ten hours of sexual health education. Very few counseling graduate programs require a course on sexuality, a reality that, while unsurprising, leaves therapists egregiously underequipped to treat humans holistically.

When professionals are underequipped with accurate information about sexuality, they are more likely to allow personal beliefs to guide their treatment. Neither therapists nor doctors are immune to carrying shame about sex, sexual misinformation, or biases about clients different from themselves.

In high school, I saw a therapist who listened to me talk about a crush on my best friend and told me that I probably just needed to spend more time with my mother. My university counseling center had eight therapists on staff, but because only one was willing to work with queer students, I was forced to work with the same therapist as my college girlfriend. Each of these experiences sent me further and further out to sea, stranded from any sense of security about my sexuality.

Fortunately, the last decade has seen an influx of trustworthy, excellent teachers who are finding creative and accessible ways to help people build a secure relationship with sex. These thought leaders are turning on flashlights, lighting candles, and setting off sparks across a clouded sexual health landscape. My recommendation would be for this book to sit on your shelf next to several others from the perspectives of those with identities different from mine—Black, Indigenous, POC, disabled, neurodivergent, fat, and/or trans authors, healers, sex workers, and other teachers. As a starting point, I’ve listed my recommendations in the Recommended Resources section at the back of this book.


A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY

When I use the word “sex” in this book, I mean it in reference to anything that you experience as sex. When I say “sexual,” I intend to include anything that you experience as sexual. If your favorite version of sex is whispering sweet nothings into the ear of a lover, you do you! There is no one definition of sex, sexuality, or healthy sexuality.



OUR PROCESS

I am a white, thirty-two-year-old, bisexual, genderqueer person—totally okay if you need to get out the dictionary on some of those. I’m a sexual assault survivor who grew up in an upper-middle-class family—all these parts of me and more have inevitably made their way into the following chapters. I do not believe that this message is only relevant to people with the same identities; however, I’ve learned over the years that it does harm to pretend that my work can exist outside of the context of my positionality and privilege.

I share these parts of me with you now, similarly to how I might share them with a client during an intake session, so that you can make your own decisions about my work in relation to you. You have the right to skepticism, kinship, and any other variety of reactions that may come up as you decide whether or not this particular journey with this particular guide is right for you.

If you do decide to join me on this journey, our time together will parallel my process with clients in that it moves in (not always linear) phases. I’ll begin by helping you get in touch with experiences you’ve had that may have led to anxiety about sex, and then introduce you to expansive frameworks that will move you toward greater connection and belonging.

In section one, Your Insecure Sexuality and Mine, I’ll introduce you to secure sexuality, a relationship with sex characterized by less panic and more fulfillment. You’ll be invited to take stock of your current relationship with sexuality, and to set intentions that will help guide your process. In section two, The Origins of Insecure Sexuality, we will explore the various experiences that have shaped your current relationship with sex—the relationships, systems, and experiences that set you up for anxiety around sexuality.

We will then shift into section three, Cultivating Secure Sexuality, where I will introduce strategies for connecting with yourself and others even in moments of emotional intensity about sex. In the final section, Awakening, I will guide you through the process of reimagining your relationship with sex, whatever that means to you.

My approach draws from both academic research and community cultivated knowledge—data you can find in scholarly journals and wisdom that comes directly from those with lived experience. In order to help you unearth a more secure relationship with sexuality, I draw upon three main frameworks: attachment theory, anti-oppressive practice, and trauma-informed care.

Attachment theory centers around the idea that the relationships you formed during the first few years of your life set the stage for your understanding of yourself, others, and the world. I’ll utilize attachment-related concepts to help you better understand how your past relationships inform your present relationship with sex.

Anti-oppressive practice is an amalgamation of theories and sub-frameworks (feminist theory, queer theory, disability justice, decolonization theory) that posit that the individual cannot be understood outside of larger systems—systems that work to keep privileged people privileged and oppressed people oppressed. Drawing upon these approaches, we will locate your experience of sexuality within that of the collective.

My approach to sex therapy is also trauma-informed, meaning that I write with the assumption that you have encountered at least one deeply distressing event or dynamic that has had a lasting impact on your life. Furthermore, because the vast majority of us have not received adequate support in the arena of sexuality, I write with the belief that all of us have been impacted by the trauma of neglect.

In the consent forms my clients sign, I lay out some of the risks and limitations of pursuing sex therapy. Because this book will be a form of sex therapy, I’d like to offer the same to you. The major limitation of this relationship—the one between me, the author, and you, the reader—is that I can’t be fully there with you. We can’t laugh, cry, snort, sigh, or sit in silence together. I genuinely grieve that I can’t see your face as you engage in this process—how you feel during the work of sex therapy is just as important as, if not more important than, what you think or say. For this reason, I’ll ask you to be your own witness. Notice what comes up—in your stomach, heart, chest, toes, genitals, and lungs. Note when pressure forms behind your eyes. Get curious about the chapters that make you lean in, and the ones that make you lean out.

Consenting to therapeutic work, like consenting to sex, is an ongoing, fluid process. You get to say yes, no, not now, maybe later, I changed my mind, less of this, and more of that. Feel free to put this book down if it’s not feeling supportive at any point—circle back, or don’t. A book must be structured with a front and back; you, dear reader, are not bound to the same constraints.


CONTENT NOTE

Without knowing you personally, I can’t anticipate exactly what type of care you might benefit from most as you read this book. Thus, take this introduction as an overarching content note that this book covers topics including sex, trauma, childhood adversity, suicidality, mental illness, power dynamics, oppression, relationships, breakups, and many other activating topics. If you come across subject matter that feels triggering to you, please take care of yourself however you see fit.



I don’t know why you picked up this book—perhaps you were assigned it in a course, asked to read it by a partner or therapist, or thought it had an eye-catching cover (this is how I typically choose my books, so no judgment). Regardless of what motivated you to read thus far, it’s extremely important that the decision to read further is really yours. This is not a beach read or romance novel—in these pages, I’ll invite you into a process that is likely to shake some things up before it settles things down.

I would be remiss not to mention that transformation often comes at a cost. My clients often find that the more healing they pursue in their sex and love lives, the harder it is to find relationships with people who have done similar amounts of healing work. Going after a secure relationship with sexuality in a world that promotes deep sexual insecurity is risking that you will sometimes feel lonely and frustrated at how hard it can be to find someone who speaks the same language.

Depending on your identities, your family’s orientation to sexuality, and your community context, you may face other risks by participating. Maybe you work somewhere or belong to a religious organization that would shun you just for opening these pages. Perhaps you worry that by engaging in more authentic sexuality, you will put words to an identity that people you love may not understand. Maybe you don’t risk your livelihood or your physical safety, but you risk your sense of psychological security. What if I turn over this rock and don’t like what I see squirming in the dirt? What if I remember something about a trauma I’m desperately trying to forget? What if I validate something about my identity that makes my marriage more challenging? What if I get angry?

Only you can decide if these are risks worth taking. Simultaneously, I will encourage you to consider this: What might you risk by opting out of the possibility of a more secure relationship to your sexuality, gender, relationships—to yourself?

Finally—and this risk cannot be overstated—I am a human being who wakes up each morning with my own set of insecurities about sex and my own unlearning to do. If you could see my first draft, you’d know that what you’re holding is essentially a glorified journal entry. I am fallible and confined to a particular timeline, so I trust that by the time you are holding this book there will be things I have said that even I wish I had said differently. This speaks to the rapidly moving nature of both publishing and ideas.

Of course, I wouldn’t have written this for you if I didn’t think you might need it. When I pitched this book to ten different publishing companies, I noted that each meeting began the same way: editors, CEOs, and marketing heads all telling me their personal stories about sex. I didn’t ask. My agents noted to me that this is not usually how these meetings go. Our sex miseducation created ambivalence in so many of us: we are both terrified to talk about sex, and desperate to talk about sex.

One benefit of engaging in this process is that you will be exposed to conversations about sex that may have previously felt forbidden. Even the process of reading the word “sex” on repeat can move you one step closer to more comfort and compassion in your personal relationship to sexuality.

Through stories about myself and others, you will hopefully leave this book reassured that you are not alone in any sexual insecurity you experience. Furthermore, you will likely gain a deeper understanding of where that sexual insecurity originates such that you will be less likely to blame yourself and more able to contextualize your feelings.

Secure sexuality can lead to more fulfilling relationships, deeper self-compassion, and more creative living. The more secure each of us is in our own sexuality, the more able we are to contribute to the world’s collective sexual liberation. Secure sexuality is actually less about sex (how much, what kind, how often) and more about permission—permission to flounder, permission to not know all the answers, permission to change and then change again. Thus, the lessons learned on your journey toward secure sexuality are applicable to all of life, not just your life as it relates to sex.This book is for you, my reader, and also for me. When I began writing, I thought that this book was a love letter to my younger self—the twenty-two-year-old college student on the verge of sexual awakening with no one to turn to. As I make my final edits, I realize that this book is also a lifeline for me today—the thirty-two-year-old on an infinite learning curve about my own sexuality and relationships.

We are all living on the edge of sexual awakening, both individually and collectively. The time has come to raise the bar on conversations about gender, sex, relationships, and our bodies—and to lower the barriers to accurate, pleasure-positive, inclusive sexual care. A secure relationship with sexuality is not only possible, it’s ours for the taking if we can courageously allow ourselves to feel it all.


AFTERCARE SECTIONS

As it relates to sex, aftercare is the practice of providing a partner(s) or yourself with emotional and/or physical support after sex (e.g., cuddles, water, a snack, a check-in). This concept originated in BDSM and other kink communities, and has since been recognized as a necessary component of any sexual interaction.

Each of these chapters is a sort of “sexual interaction,” and as such I want to offer you the opportunity to check in with yourself about what you need after you’ve finished reading. In each Aftercare section, I will offer a brief summary of the previous chapter, and a few reflection questions to help you process the material.




Aftercare

If you feel like you’ve been navigating your sexuality in the dark, you’re right! Without access to trustworthy resources about sex, gender, and relationships, many of us feel gaslit and insecure. The purpose of this book is to help you cultivate a sustainable sense of security about your sexuality by filling knowledge gaps, exploring the impact of trauma, and introducing expansive frameworks for understanding yourself and your relationships. While the journey this book invites you on is no cakewalk, my therapeutic approach is intended to hold you as you encounter this sexual paradigm shift.


	Now that I’ve introduced myself and some of my identities, imagine that you also have the opportunity to introduce yourself to me. What parts of yourself would you share? What identities do you hold that impact your experience of sexuality?

	When I pitched this book, I noticed that it elicited many personal stories about people’s experience with sexuality. Did any stories about sex, sex education, or sex miseducation come to mind in the introduction?

	Take a moment to bring some attention to your body. How do you feel now compared to when you began reading today? Do you notice any differences in the way you’re breathing, your heartbeat, or your temperature? Know that any response (activation, anxiety, calm, arousal) is an understandable one as we tackle the topic of sexuality.








Your Insecure Sexuality and Mine

And the day came when the risk to remain tight in a bud was more painful than the risk it took to blossom.

—Anaïs Nin, Risk




1

Sex Panic

CLIENTS SEEK OUT SEX THERAPY WITH ME FOR A MULTITUDE of concerns, but they tend to have one thing in common: they feel like they are broken. Often, my clients will utilize the entirety of an intake session as if it’s an opening statement in a trial on whether a sexual or relationship concern is their fault. Time and again, they plead guilty:

I don’t know what I’m doing—of course they’d want to find someone more experienced.

We don’t have enough sex—probably because I don’t turn her on.

I keep choosing the same partner again and again—I never learn.

I haven’t been the same since my trauma—I feel like damaged goods.

To strengthen the case that they are to blame for the pain they feel in their sex and love lives, my clients often cite others’ sex and love lives as comparative data points:

The friends that we double-date with have been together for five years, and they still have great sex!

I read a BuzzFeed article that says most people have had an orgasm by the time they’re twenty-two, and I’m twenty-five!

I’m coming out at age thirty-four; meanwhile, my neighbor’s kid is twelve and already knows he’s gay!

After eight years working as a sex therapist, I’ve learned the hard way that arguing these points doesn’t do much in the way of convincing my clients that they aren’t sexually or romantically broken. I tried using facts and figures to prove that their experiences are normal, but I found that the news bounced right off them, left discarded on the rug between their couch and my chair at the fifty-minute mark.

Of all the symptoms I’ve been trained to identify as a sex therapist, there is one experience that tends to pervade most client presentations: self-blame. The sense that at the end of the day, the reason for my clients’ suffering is that they are too much—or not enough. Not attractive, knowledgeable, social, or kind enough. Not queer, trans, or radical enough. Too dominant, or too submissive. Desire too much sex, desire not enough. Not as adventurous as they could be. Not “living up to their potential.”

Perhaps this is where I meet you, too. You’ve heard that what you’re experiencing is normal, but it doesn’t feel normal. You know other people in relationships struggle, too, but that hasn’t alleviated the pain you and your partner(s) experience. You’ve read books and articles and social media posts, but nothing has transformed you. Perhaps the fact that you’ve done some legwork and still don’t feel better has only served to reinforce the falsity that you’re what’s wrong with your own sex life. With your love life. With your whole life.


“PARTNER”

I use the term “partner” throughout this book as a catchall term for anyone who is important to you as it relates to your experience of intimacy and/or sexuality. Substitute that language for whatever feels best for you (e.g., bud, pal, spouse, friend, girlfriend, lover, etc.) or whatever best applies to the situation at hand.



Self-blame in our sex and/or love lives is not a symptom of mental illness; it’s the result of repeated experiences that taught you that you cannot be trusted. Through painful interactions with people and systems that reinforced your mistrust in yourself and your body, you may have developed an insecure relationship with sexuality.

Insecure sexuality is a fear-based orientation to your sexual identities, desires, responses, and/or behaviors. Insecure sexuality looks different for everyone; however, those who are affected by it tend to have one or more of these experiences in common:

Feelings of anxiety about sex

Wondering if they desire sex too often, or not often enough

Believing their body is “working against them”

Grappling with their own lovability and desirability

You weren’t born with anxiety about sex and relationships, and the anxiety isn’t your fault. Insecure sexuality is a normal, predictable reaction to what you’ve been through.

SEXUALITY IN FLUX

Early in my own journey toward secure sexuality, I came across the graphic below in an article titled “Are YOU Sexually Confident?” It came with a series of questions that were ultimately meant to help me plot myself as a dot on a line—questions about frequency of sex, number of orgasms, etc.

[image: image]

At the time, I had just gone through a painful breakup. I wasn’t having much sex, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood for it, either. I plotted myself somewhere between the left and the center of the spectrum.

A few weeks later, after getting back on the apps, I revisited the article. I grimaced when I looked at the dot I’d made previously. I erased it and put myself closer to the right end of the spectrum. I’ve totally got this, I said to myself as I swiped left, right, and left again.

After a series of bad dates, I thought about this graphic again. Joke’s on me, I thought, imagining my little dot backsliding so far left it fell off the line and right off the page.

What was happening to me? Was I really bouncing between secure and insecure sexuality every couple of weeks? It seemed at the time that my sense of sexual security was destined to yo-yo depending on who I was seeing, how much sex we were having, and whether or not I was single. I was exhausted.

The process of swinging between feeling elated about my sex life and feeling like shit reminded me a whole lot of when I had been obsessed with fad diets in college. My weight would go down a few pounds and I’d feel like a champ. My weight would bounce back, and I’d feel worthless once again. I repeated this cycle until I had a full-blown eating disorder.

But I had long since recovered from yo-yo dieting, so I knew it was possible to recover from my yo-yoing relationship with sexuality. I thought maybe the process of recovery from this jolting experience of sexuality wouldn’t be so different, so I wrote down the three most central learnings that had supported me in recovering from anorexia:


	It’s possible to be healthy at every size. Weight does not determine health or happiness.

	Food is neither good nor bad; it has no moral value.

	It’s not about the weight. The weight is something I obsess over as a distraction from deeper pain.



Then, I simply replaced food-related words with sex:


	It’s possible to be healthy within any form of sexuality. Amount and/or type of sex does not determine health or happiness.

	Having sex is neither good nor bad; it has no moral value.

	It’s not about the frequency of sex. Sexual frequency is something I obsess over as a distraction from deeper pain.



I could feel in my bones that I was onto something. I put pen to paper and drew a new kind of graphic:

[image: image]

I realized that secure sexuality is not defined by a life lived on the right side of this spectrum. It is not about frequency of sex, or even feeling sexy. Rather, it was learning how to live inside of that circle—to be a human who is in constant fluctuation between different emotions and experiences with my sexuality, and to love myself through that unpredictability.

Cultivating secure sexuality is learning to stay with a broken heart about your gender, sexuality, and relationships without panicking. You will find your sexual awakening by learning how to be with the nuance and unpredictability of you.

Secure sexuality is an orientation to your sex and/or love life that starts with the assumption that you are good. Not good in bed, good at sex, or good at dating, but good at heart. Secure sexuality is predicated on the belief that you are worthy and lovable regardless of how your sexuality shows up in your body, in relationships, and in the world. Helping you move from insecure to secure sexuality is the sole focus of this book. But to get you there, we first have to understand what secure sexuality is, as well as what it isn’t.

BEYOND SAFE SEX

Advocacy for “safe sex” rose to popularity in the ’80s in response to the AIDS epidemic, which gives us insight into why safe sex campaigns focus so much on medical risk prevention. While it’s important to equip people with information about risk prevention, a sex ed curriculum that centers safe sex often stops short of addressing the emotional, relational, and cultural dimensions of sexuality. It tends to stigmatize the potentially negative impacts of sex without presenting resources for if and when these outcomes occur. Furthermore, conversations that revolve around medical risks typically neglect the vast positive impact that sex and sexuality can have on people, relationships, and communities.

In her research on sexual health inequities, Kamila A. Alexander discovered that sexual safety, when defined only in terms of physical well-being, often fails to prevent the negative outcomes that it seeks to reduce. You may have learned about the importance of using condoms as it relates to STI prevention, but were you invited into conversations about what it feels like to buy condoms, carry a condom, or advocate for condom use in the heat of the moment? When we show up at a sexual encounter, we bring not only our bodies, but also our fears, desires, power dynamics, and values. A condom in your purse isn’t particularly effective if you’re afraid that talking about it will lead to sexual rejection. Alexander came to understand that cultivating sexual security made a bigger difference in her participants’ sexual well-being than thinking about safe sex.

While the goal of a safe sex mentality is to prevent someone from “succumbing to the risks” of being a sexually active person, the concept of sexual security focuses on empowering us to make authentic decisions about our bodies, identities, and sexualities. This kind of empowerment requires accurate information about sex, gender, and the body, as well as access to sexual, physical, and mental health care. It requires access to choice.

While safe sex curriculum has historically taught us that an unintended pregnancy or an STI can destroy our chances at a full and healthy life, a curriculum that values secure sexuality provides accurate and neutral information about how pregnancy and STIs happen, how they can be prevented (if prevention is desired), and how to understand our options should they occur.

The difference in these approaches lies not only in the information we receive, but in how we feel when we receive it. Safe sex curriculum often results in fear, shame, and avoidance, whereas secure sexuality reduces shame and increases our feelings of connection to, and safety in, our bodies, identity, and relationships.

SECURE SEXUALITY IS FOR EVERYONE

You were born with a natural tendency toward secure sexuality, which means that regardless of the disruptions to security you’ve experienced, secure sexuality is possible for you.

Secure sexuality does not require you to be in a romantic, sexual, and/or committed relationship of any kind; you can work toward secure sexuality as a single or partnered person. It does not require that you are sexually active or even interested in sex. Secure sexuality is for every body, at every size, and at every experience of ability and disability.

Secure sexuality does not require a particular race, gender, sexual orientation, or socioeconomic status, although it’s important to recognize that privileges remove roadblocks on the way to secure sexuality. This means that people with oppressed identities are forced to expend more emotional, physical, and/or financial energy on this journey. Simultaneously, privilege can be its own roadblock to secure sexuality. Often, my clients with the most privilege have been the least motivated to spend time examining the systems that benefit them, leading to a greater defensiveness against the expansive views of sexuality that are required for true security.

Let me also be clear about one thing: you don’t need me or any other sex therapist in order to step into your sexual awakening. In fact, many sexuality professionals (including myself) find that the opaque nature of academic writing and thought can be as much a barrier as it is a means of healing and support. Secure sexual awakenings require accurate information about sex, but they don’t require a degree.

SECURE SEXUALITY REJECTS TRADITIONAL DEFINITIONS OF “SEXUAL FUNCTIONING”

If you were to ask the American Psychiatric Association what it means to be a sexually “functional” person, you’d get a different answer depending on the year. Until 1980, “hysteria” was considered a legitimate medical diagnosis, one that was commonly assigned to women who had experienced childhood trauma or domestic abuse, displayed symptoms of mental illness, or were simply “too assertive.” Until 2013, queerness could be used to diagnose someone with a sexual dysfunction. Our current Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) pathologizes asexual individuals, suggesting that not having interest in or feeling a desire for sex is in itself dysfunctional.


Asexuality

Asexual, often shortened to “ace,” is a sexual orientation wherein someone experiences little to no sexual attraction to others. Asexuality is an umbrella term that includes a variety of subterms, including graysexuality and demisexuality.

Some people on the ace spectrum experience arousal, enjoy masturbation, and/or participate in sex, while others are averse to sex altogether. Many people on the ace spectrum do experience romantic attraction and/or other forms of attraction and emotional intimacy.



Many diagnoses in the DSM-5 say far more about the current social and fiscal politics of a place and time than they do about the clients themselves. Historically, the DSM has been heavily influenced by the pharmaceutical industry, meaning that diagnoses have been edited and even guided by the very companies who have a financial stake in our supposed dysfunction. Diagnoses are socially constructed clusters of symptoms, meaning that they do not exist as objective fact—they are researched, written, and labeled by human beings who are as imperfect and fallible as you or me.

The sex-related chapters in the DSM are no different, and do not pay nearly enough credence to the societal dysfunction that underlies each diagnosis. Would people be as distressed about their penises not being hard if we had a more creative understanding of sex that didn’t venerate penetration? Would as many people seek treatment for low sexual desire if we understood the presence or absence of sexual desire as neither good nor bad, but neutral?

It’s not wrong to want a diagnosis, or to talk about your struggles in terms of symptoms; often, the experience of putting language to pain is the first step toward reducing that pain. We do, however, need to be careful not to overlook the wider societal conditions and attitudes toward sexuality at play.

SECURE SEXUALITY TRANSCENDS ATTACHMENT STYLE

You may be accustomed to hearing the word “secure” as it relates to attachment style, but secure sexuality is not the same thing as secure attachment. Many of us will never have a fully secure attachment style in this lifetime, but rest assured, this does not preclude us from experiencing wholeness, pleasure, and fulfillment in relation to our sexualities.

Secure sexuality is not the absence of insecurity, but rather your ability to recognize and be with your insecurities with self-compassion. Not only can secure sexuality live alongside an insecure attachment style, it can also help us cope with some of the ways insecure attachment shows up in our relationship with sex.

SECURE SEXUALITY HAS A RANGE OF EXPRESSIONS

Secure sexuality doesn’t mean you’re always down for whatever. A sexually secure person might very well say no far more often than they say yes, because they are led by what feels good, not what they think they should do. Simultaneously, secure sexuality can look like having multiple sexual and/or romantic partners, embracing words like “slutty,” and/or expressing bodily autonomy through clothing that feels sexy.

Secure sexuality doesn’t dictate whether religion or spirituality should play a role in someone’s decisions about sex or their bodies. Instead, sexual security recognizes that each person has the right to make their own choices about their own sexuality. You can draw a direct line between sexual security and reproductive rights when it comes to the importance of bodily autonomy and every person having the right to make choices about their own body.

Secure sexuality expresses itself differently in different cultural settings. Security can look like deeply depending on community for your sense of self, or being more focused on a nuclear family. It can manifest as dancing, screaming, crying, or chanting. It can make its way down the street on a pride parade float. The beauty of sexual liberation is that it comes to life differently in diverse people and contexts.

SECURE SEXUALITY ACKNOWLEDGES DANGER

The goal of secure sexuality is not to make you feel safe regardless of your circumstances. Rather, secure sexuality moves us toward an ability to distinguish between feeling unsafe



A GENTLE VOICE









	Sometimes, learning about secure sexuality can bring up feelings of self-judgment if the concept feels new or far from where you’re starting. Take a moment to notice any judgments that may have arisen during this chapter.

	Secure sexuality isn’t black-and-white; often people feel more secure in some areas, and less so in others. Can you identify one area of your relationship with sex, gender, love, and identity that feels more secure than the others?

	The voice of secure sexuality is a gentle one. How would you describe the voice that shows up inside of you when you think about your sex life?
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