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Sex Addiction



Mental health professionals often take the symptoms of struc-
tured disorders at face value. They create treatment centers and
techniques that cater to particular disorders. Psychiatric research-
ers devote their careers to studying particular disorders and
journals arise to publish their results, Support groups emerge to
reinforce the reality of the symptoms. Disorders become aspects
of social movements that invest in, create, and reinforce the
reality of the conditions. Sociologists, however, need to study
how these disorders come to be socially defined as real, rather
than accept the taken-for-granted notion that diagnostic meas-
ures reflect natural entities.

Allan V. Horwitz, 2002
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Chapter 1

Introduction

In America, if your addiction isn’t always new and improved,
you’re a failure.

Chuck Palahniuk, 2002

Daddy’s Secret Cedar Chest (2013) is for the ‘children of sex
addicts’. An unnamed boy discovers a huge box in Daddy’s
bedroom (the cedar chest of the book’s title) full of magazines
and DVDs with ‘pictures of women with no clothes on!” The
dad (we are not told why he has his own bedroom unless
Mummy’s bedroom is called Daddy’s bedroom too) also
spends too much time with his computer in his home office.
‘Everything Daddy did was a secret.’ The boy tells his mother,
and his parents argue about his father’s ‘habit’. The boy
becomes unsettled - ‘I was feeling scared.” He has bad dreams:
‘A big hairy lady monster was crawling out of the humongous
cedar chest. She stood up on her big hairy legs and opened
up her big empty black hole of a mouth.” In the dream this
rather clumsy metaphor swallows his father. The boy’s con-
cerned mother takes him to a therapist. Daddy moves out to
seek help for his ‘habit’ and then returns home to an improved
family environment. The big hairy lady monster and the chest
have gone.?

Why have we come to a stage in our history and culture
where it is even conceivable that ‘children ages 6 to 12’ might
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have to be told ‘that they are not alone in their suffering, that
help is available to them, and...that they did not cause their
parent’s sex addiction’??

The aim of the book that follows is to trace the history of
a new sexual concept, a modern sexual invention called sex
addiction, and its sufferer the sex addict. Though we will
discuss definitional complexities in due course, the sex addict
has usefully been described as ‘a person who is obsessed with
some type of sexual behavior, and whose behavior is compul-
sive and is continued despite significant adverse conse-
quences’.* Aviel Goodman characterized it to the readers of
the Journal of Sex & Marital Therapy as ‘simply the addictive
process being expressed through sex, the compulsive depend-
ence on some form of sexual behavior as a means of regulat-
ing one’s feelings and sense of self’.’

The idea’s beginnings are somewhat imprecise. One pos-
sible origin at a practical level was in the self-help or recovery
culture of the 1970s (we will discuss the link between sex and
alcohol addiction later). Sex and Love Addicts Anonymous
grew out of a local Alcoholics Anonymous support group in
Boston in 1976 and other national sexual-addiction recovery
fellowships were utilizing the Twelve-Step programme by the
late 1970s and early 1980s. Sex Addicts Anonymous (1977)
had its headquarters in Minneapolis; Sexaholics Anonymous
(1978) was centred in Simi Valley, California; while the New
York and Los Angeles Sexual Compulsives Anonymous was
operational by 1982 as were gay and bisexual sexually com-
pulsive support groups in New York.°

We know that a linkage between sex and addiction was
informally entertained in popular culture in the late 1950s
and 1960s. Pulp fiction during that period included Don
Elliott’s Love Addict (1959) and Curt Aldrich’s Love Addict
(1966) (see Figure 1). The latter was about a promiscuous
man so the term ‘addict’ referred to lust rather than affec-
tion.” But it was William Donner’s The Sex Addicts (1964)
that can actually claim first usage of the precise words ‘sex
addict’ in the correct context (see Figure 2). It was about a
couple of womanizers on a cruise ship: ‘It’s the way he
is...Compulsive. He can’t stay with a woman more than a
single night, he says. At least, not if others are available...He’s
slept with almost nine hundred women.”® One friend observed
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Figure 1 Curt Aldrich, Love Addict (1966). Author’s collection.




Figure 2 William Donner, The Sex Addicts (1964). Author’s
collection.
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of the other, ‘You're compulsive. You’ve got a monkey on
your back’, and suggested analysis. Later the man, who was
close to his nine hundred, admitted ‘Monkey on my back is
right. Only I'm a sex addict, not a drug fiend.”

Pulp fiction aside, we also know that homosexual psycho-
therapy patients were referring to ‘sex heads’ — in the sense
of addicts — in the 1960s: ‘’m not only a pot head...I'm a
sex head...it’s completely eaten into everything.’ In short, the
term may have arisen independently at a more grassroots
level.’ When we later discuss the intellectual origins and
viability of the concept, it is worth recalling this evidence for
its humble origins.

Conceptually, as we will see, Lawrence Hatterer and
Stanton Peele in the US and Jim Orford in Britain played roles
in the malady’s history. The New York sex therapist Avodah
Offit mentioned ‘sex addicts’ in 1981 (immediately after a
discussion of nymphomania and hypersexuality), citing a link
between sex and the release of endorphins: ‘Thus sex, in
addition to whatever else it does, may actually reduce pain
and promote euphoria in much the same fashion as small
doses of the morphinelike drugs. The sex addict, then, may
literally be a junkie, in one sense.”'’ However, the actual term
‘sex addiction’ is most clearly associated with the work of the
US psychologist Patrick Carnes and his book The Sexual
Addiction (1983), republished as Out of the Shadows: Under-
standing Sexual Addiction (1983). Carnes’s centrality, for
better or for worse, will become clear in the pages that follow.

The idea of sexual addiction enjoyed varied reception in
these early years, and there was already an indication that
endorsements might vary. It appeared in the ‘Current Trends’
section of the journal Medical Aspects of Human Sexuality
in 1985.'"> A comment in the British Journal of Sexual Medi-
cine in 1986 by a Chicago psychiatrist indicated both that
the concept had arrived and a certain amount of scepticism
about its usefulness:

the theory of sexual addiction as an illness is so wide a net
that it has the danger of being used on the one hand as an
excuse to cover or continue a whole range of inappropriate or
law-breaking sexual behaviours, and on the other it is a catch-
all that has scooped up normal sexual behaviours as well."?



6 Introduction

It was included momentarily in the American Psychiatric
Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual DSM-III-R in
1987, but was absent from all subsequent editions, a struggle
that we will return to later in this book.'* Psychologists dis-
cussed in the same year whether the complaint was best
termed sexual addiction, hypersexuality, compulsive sexual
behaviour or (their preference) sexual impulsivity." It was
mentioned in a 1988 text on disorders of sexual desire, but
without elaboration and minus its own chapter, in a book
that devoted more attention to lack of sexual desire than to
its excesses.'® It came to the attention too of the famous John
Money, emeritus professor of medical psychology and profes-
sor of pediatrics at the Johns Hopkins University and Hospi-
tal, though not with the notice that addictionologists might
have sought:

Sexual addiction...is a newly coined term for a disorder as
fictitious as thirst addiction, hunger addiction, or reading
addiction... Sexual addictionology does not address the spe-
cificity of addiction. Instead it decrees that the only non-
addictive form of sexual expression is lifelong heterosexual
fidelity and commitment in monogamous marriage. Every-
thing else is the gateway of sin through which exits the
broad road to sexual depravity, degeneracy and addiction.
Within addictionology, the wheel of degeneracy has made a
full turn!"’

Certainly the notion of perceived, out-of-control sexual
behaviour moved from a situation in 1972 where hypersexu-
ality was proclaimed ‘a rare phenomenon’ to the moment in
the late 1980s when a relatively early publication in the
addictionology genre, Charlotte Davis Kasl’s Women, Sex,
and Addiction (1989), began with reference to the ‘epidemic
proportion of addictive behavior in this country’.'® The best-
selling therapist Anne Wilson Schaef echoed Kasl dramati-
cally: ‘Sexual addiction is a progressive disease and...results
in destruction and early death for addicts and often those
with whom they are involved. Sexual addiction is of epi-
demic proportions in this society and is integrated into the
addictiveness of the society as a whole.”’” However, this may
merely have indicated a split between professional psychiatry
and the enthusiasm of popular medicine. The New Jersey
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psychiatrists who edited the state-of-the-art statement on
desire disorders in 1988 said of sexual addiction that they
had not ‘encountered clinically more than a handful of such
cases in the past decade’.?® Yet they also noted the ‘popular
appeal’ of the concept and hinted at a potential clientele:

There are, however, numerous individuals who are on the high
end of the desire continuum — who are sexually enthusiastic
with little provocation, who never seem to become satiated,
and who engage in high frequencies of both self- and partner
stimulation. These individuals tend to be admired or envied
rather than diagnosed!*!

Sexual addiction played a part in the issues-based, sexuality
studies reader Taking Sides (1989) but as part of a debate - a
‘controversial issue’ rather than an established problem - in
the clashing-views format, with Carnes’s uncritical accept-
ance of the disorder pitted against a highly critical counter-
argument, “The Myth of Sexual Addiction’, by two sociologists,
Martin Levine and Richard Troiden.** Janice Irvine (another
sociologist) summarized this early history in 1995: ‘Claims-
makers for the sex addiction diagnosis have...achieved a
reasonable level of success thus far.”* Its consolidation there-
after would prove more impressive.

The historiographical starting point for what follows in
this book is indeed Irvine’s 1995 argument that sex addiction
was a social construction, a product of late twentieth-century
cultural anxieties.”* She was not the first critic to put this case.
Levine and Troiden had similarly argued that ‘The concepts
of sexual addiction and compulsion constitute an attempt to
repathologize forms of erotic behavior that became accepta-
ble in the 1960s and 1970s.”* The principal facilitators in
this making, these early critics argued, were an addiction
discourse (gambling, alcohol) that leant itself almost seam-
lessly to sexual matters; a strange and momentary combina-
tion of conservative Christian and radical feminist social
purity; and the initial impact of AIDS in the 1980s that so
dramatically intensified such sexual apprehensions. The rapid
spread of the concept was aided by its imprecision: ‘Claims
about what constitutes sex addiction are so vague...that they
can potentially include large numbers of the population.’*
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Sex addiction’s success as a concept lay with its medicaliza-
tion, both as part of a self-help movement in terms of self-
diagnosis, and as a rapidly growing industry of therapists on
hand to deal with the new disease. And the media also played
a vital role: TV, the tabloids, and the case histories of claimed
celebrity victims all helped to popularize this newly invented
term. As Irvine wrote, ‘The power of sex addiction lay not
in the number of sufferers but in the expansion of this par-
ticular narrative of sexual disease.””’

Irvine and her fellow sociologists were writing and research-
ing in the 1980s and early 1990s. By the time her article
appeared, the sexual addiction specialists had their own
journal, Sexual Addiction & Compulsivity: The Journal of
Treatment and Prevention (founded in 1994), and Carnes and
his team were treating health professionals, primarily doctors,
accused of sexual misconduct and referred by regulatory
boards and health programmes (half the group were adjudged
to be sex addicts).”® Carnes’s Golden Valley Health Center in
the Twin Cities (Minneapolis—Saint Paul) in Minnesota had
treated over 1,500 alleged addicts from 1985 to 1990, around
10 per cent of whom were ministers of the church.”’ As a
claimed disorder, sexual addiction achieved endorsement
with its own section (by Goodman) in the third edition of
Substance Abuse: A Comprehensive Textbook (1997) and
mention in the seventh edition of the influential psychiatric
text, Kaplan & Sadock’s Comprebensive Textbook of Psy-
chiatry (2000), used by generations of medical students and
practitioners. ‘In the author’s view sex addiction is a useful
concept heuristically because it can alert the clinician to seek
an underlying cause for the manifest behavior.”®® The next
edition of Kaplan & Sadock in 2005 had a chapter on sex
addiction by none other than Patrick Carnes.’!

Moreover, Irvine’s ‘sexualized society” was on the eve of
what Linda Williams has described as ‘on/scenity’, capturing
pornography’s everyday visibility and presence — in huge
volume - in the early twenty-first century, where sex became
central to everyday discourse and representation, termed vari-
ously pornographication or pornification, ‘striptease culture’,
a hypersexual society, mainstreaming sex or the ‘sexualiza-
tion of culture’.’* Feona Attwood has nicely captured this
cultural turn as ‘the proliferation of sexual texts’ and we will
see that sexual addiction was very much one of those texts.*
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Irvine’s media was also a media without the power of the
Internet and the ubiquity of Internet sex.** In 1997, as a joke
on an Internet bulletin board, a New York psychiatrist
invented IAD or ‘Internet Addiction Disorder’ and found that
it was immediately taken seriously as a syndrome.” He was
tapping into a zeitgeist. Kimberly Young, a psychologist from
the University of Pittsburgh, had already raised the possibility
in 1996, and announced ‘Internet Addiction: The Emergence
of a New Clinical Disorder’ in the pages of the new journal
CyberPsychology & Behavior in 1998, which would go on
to be cited in 342 different publications.’® When the contribu-
tors to the Handbook of Clinical Sexuality for Mental Health
Professionals (2003) wrote their section on sexual compulsiv-
ity, they focused on ‘online sexual compulsivity’.”” Both Jen-
nifer Schneider and Robert Weiss featured cybersex in their
chapters in the 2004 Handbook of Addictive Disorders.*®
Carnes’s entry on sexual addiction for Kaplan & Sadock’s
Comprehensive Textbook of Psychiatry (2005) referred to
cybersex as the ‘Crack Cocaine of Sex Addiction’.*” The entry
on sex addiction in the sexuality studies textbook Our Sexu-
ality (2008) was paired with a think-piece ‘Cybersex Addic-
tion and Compulsivity: Harmless Sexual Outlet or Problematic
Sexual Behaviour?**

A critic of the diagnostic value of sexual addiction, the
Denver family therapist Tracy Todd, wrote that ‘More and
more people are showing up at my door with it branded on
their foreheads. “I learned it from a talk show”, one man
told me...Clients arrive with a wealth of information
obtained from the Internet.” He was clearly impressed, though
concerned, at the speed with which the label was ‘gaining
popular attention and acceptance’.*! And this was only 2004.

The technological sexual temptations faced by the sex
addict in 1990 were the VCR and phone sex. By the 2010s
the addictionology timeline of sexual access had expanded to
include chat rooms, porn sites, Craigslist, Facebook, Twitter,
Sexting, GRINDR and many other sites and applications.
Smartphones had replaced laptops.** The afflicted have their
own aids to counter temptation: the iRecovery app for iPhone
or iPad, a kind of digital workbook with links to networks
of support and charts to monitor progress, and the rather
alluringly illustrated Android app on Google Play called
‘Overcoming Sex Addiction’ (see Figure 3).%



OVERCOMING
SEX ADDICTION
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YOUR SELF RESPECT

Figure 3 ‘Overcoming Sex Addiction: Android app on Google
Play. Reproduced by permission of KoolAppz.



