
A Force for Life: What Men and Women Want
        Barry Long may be right when he says all our problems come down to love. But I reckon there is a three letter word that creates more trouble. Love may be in the air but it is usually sex that gets us here in the first place. It is often sex that complicates much of our life. And, so I hear, it is sex that figures high in our thoughts as we approach our used-by date. Despite the ‘sexual revolution’, most of us still lack the capacity or confidence to discuss delicate aspects of our sex lives. Behind the façade of liberation, fears and questions often lurk. Sexual desire – the force that propels our attraction to another person – is a case in point. Here, we explore the vexatious issue of desire and intimacy in long-term relationships. We examine some contemporary trends in sexual therapy, trends that see sex and spirit as aligned and interwoven. As my beloved kindly points out, this is more the province of a doctoral thesis. She is right, as usual, but this is not the time to listen. 
        Much has been written about the relationship of sex to intimacy. For some, it may be one and the same. Most of us, however, tend to make distinctions. Often, sex is equated with passion; intimacy with love. Yet such distinctions can be too neat, ignoring the complexities of how we engage in close relationships. The phrase ‘in the heat of passion’ is a good example. It is used to excuse or mitigate murderous acts. Yet passion per se has such an attraction. It can be delicious to abandon oneself to the electric thrill of what David Schnarch calls ‘wall-socket sex’.  We feel totally alive in every cell. Our bodies dissolve in slippery, sweaty union. Afterwards, we may drift into a petite mort, our everyday cares momentarily forgotten. Small wonder we feel a little bereft when physical attraction wanes, often replaced by the soft repose of a warm snuggle. It is then we may worry about our relationship and begin to sniff the breeze elsewhere, or elect to fly solo in seeking an outlet for our sexual energy.
        Many of you who are glued to these words may identify with these symptoms. And most of the cures don’t seem to work. We might move from indulgence to abstinence, from masturbation to meditation – but deep down still hanker for the turbo-charged conjugal buzz that only a human consort can bring. At least this has been my experience. Five decades have brought an overabundance of sexually-related headaches. During teenage years desire was certainly not a problem. What to do with it was another thing altogether.  My mother’s refrain was “Respect the girl”. But the only refrain in my head was “Surely nobody thinks about sex as much as me, and has so little to show for it”. Well, eventually, thinking led to doing – and ‘doing’ brought up the full emotional range, from bliss to boredom; from relaxation to extreme anxiety; from the sublime to the ridiculous. As time went by, I slipped into a pattern of relating that demanded passionate sex as a necessary ingredient for true happiness, only to find that passion appeared anathema to any relationship that lasted beyond the honeymoon stage. All this seemed of little concern while I floated with a guru whose job description included ‘the god of free love’. But as I grew older the limitations of this cart wheeling approach became more apparent. At the same time, desire did not evaporate at age forty-three, as my guru had foreshadowed. On the contrary, it intensified (at least in my mind). Was there a problem? Or was it simply a question of ‘going with the flow’ (another legacy of those free spirited times)? All I can say is that answers have been slow to emerge. But emerge they have.
        First, a comment about developments in sexual therapy. Like all branches of therapy, the treatment of sexual dysfunctions and boudoir-related distress has evolved over time. Forty years ago, Masters and Johnson brought our basic urges out of the closet with their findings on human sexual behaviour. Their work introduced an emphasis on ‘sensate focus’ whereby you would attempt to jump-start your sexual responses by concentrating upon your own bodily sensations and not getting too wrapped up in what was happening for your partner. Sex, according to some therapists, was simply ‘friction plus fantasy’! In the seventies, Helen Kaplan’s three-phase model of desire, excitement, and orgasm added another dimension to our understanding of sexual build-up and culmination. However, until recently, both psychological and medical emphasis has been upon achieving adequate sexual functioning and satisfaction. ‘Normality’ has been assessed in terms of the frequency and duration of sexual performance rather than in terms of the quality of the overall experience. Drugs like Viagra pander to this expectation. Low desire has been pathologised as a condition to be remedied, while too much desire is pathologised as ‘addiction’. We have been urged to take a middle position, one that can be anxiety-free and functional but which ultimately may leave us feeling somewhat cheated..
        Enter the intimacy activists. At first blush, David Deida and David Schnarch have much in common. Both are white, middle-aged American males, who write about and practice what could be loosely described as cutting-edge relationship therapy. Their language and personal styles are direct, humorous, and challenging.  Their work is based on commitment, practice, and a radical compassion that emanates from a truly spiritual core. On the other hand, their approaches are different, at least on the surface. Deida sees us as having either a masculine or feminine essence, and an inner desire governed by that essence. For those with masculine essence, the heart’s arrow is to find a direction or purpose in life. For those with feminine essence, the yearning is to open to love’s radiant energy. Our primary goal is to honour our essence, and to move into what he calls ‘intimate communion’. Schnarch, a clinical psychologist, uses a more technical language. Our aim, in relationship, is to stand our ground while remaining open to the other. In learning to self-soothe, we no longer need validation from our partner. We achieve ‘differentiation’. Rather than make a problem of a lack of desire for one’s partner, Schnarch says this is an indicator our relationship is growing. It is as if we come to a fork in the road. One path leads to improved sexual function and frequency, the other to a deeper and more intimate connection. 
       Five years ago, as I thumbed through a copy of Deida’s Blue Truth my initial reaction was a huge thumbs-down. I did not want to have a bar of this threatening stuff. But, to my chagrin, my normally discerning partner was sighing in her muesli. Deida seemed to tap into what women really wanted. As we spoke with friends interested in his work, it became apparent our differences were shared. The men felt it was “all too hard” while the women punched the air and shouted “Yes!” Well, what magic does Deida prescribe? Essentially, he divides relationships into three stages. In the first stage, commonly called co-dependency, men and women are dependent on one another for what they lack in themselves. However, in affluent Western societies, generational change has seen a trend towards second-stage alliances. Compared with their predecessors, women have economic, social and political independence. On the other hand, many men play a more active part in child-rearing, have learned to express their emotions, and understand  they do not have to be tough guys at all times. For both sexes, mutual dependence has given way to the ‘50/50 relationship’. In Deida’s eyes, this is a positive but limited step on the road to couple maturity.  A further stage - an intimate communion - is needed.
       Echoing tantric concepts and the work of Wilhelm Reich, Deida’s analysis now shifts from the conventional to the radical. Just as magnetic energy needs a north and a south pole to flow, so does sexual energy need opposite poles. Our essence – masculine or feminine – is the basis of this polarity. For heterosexuals, the arrival of an attractive person of the opposite sex will produce an automatic force between masculine and feminine poles, re-orienting our attention, much like a compass needle. According to Deida, a masculine man has presence; a feminine woman has radiance. These are polar opposites. When the polarity wanes, trouble begins. When a man loses his presence his loving becomes ambiguous and weak. His woman feels empty and yearns to be filled. When a woman loses her radiance her man feels burdened rather than enlivened. The woman wants love inside and the man simply wants to get away. Ultimate pleasure in intimacy is neither a relationship founded in dependency nor in one of safety. The optimum is found in the process of open-hearted surrender. Communion with another can only be truly intimate if we embrace a moment-to-moment, ongoing practice of sexual union, emotional openness and spiritual trust. 

       Deida’s work is geared towards reviving the sexual polarity in those who have clear masculine or feminine essences. Watching him live or on video is great entertainment. He dazzles with words and witticisms, interacting with his audience and using volunteers to demonstrate his ideas. My younger son and I saw him in Byron Bay. He had us convulsed in laughter, as he cajoled and teased those brave or foolish enough to expose their relationship hopes and expectations. (And, being Byron, there was no shortage of practised performers).
        David Schnarch is also something of a showman. His black flashing eyes, exuberant manner and verbal dexterity seem far removed from the stereotypical calm of a therapist’s chambers. I suspect it would be a major challenge to be his client, for his ‘no bullshit’ approach cuts to the chase and swiftly eliminates our usual escape routes. Reading his book, Passionate Marriage, I experienced some of the initial resistance I had felt with Deida.  The title, for starters, implied passion was an essential and sought-after component of every good relationship. But, as I dug into Schnarch’s theories about committed couples, I found much that was helpful and relevant to my own shaky situation, highlighted at the time by my lack of direction and commitment. 
        Schnarch points out Western civilisation, for centuries held hostage to religious pressures, has regarded low sexual desire as a goal not as a problem. Since the sixties, however, it has been de rigueur to want sex, have sex, discuss sex and to seek as much help as possible to improve sex. But Schnarch sees a maturing process around sexual behaviour, a process that cannot be divorced from our overall psychological development. His work with couples indicates we know relatively little about joyous sex and lasting intimacy within long-term relationships. He concludes that for most of us it takes considerable time and perseverance for our full potential to emerge. In many cases it is not until we are fifty or sixty that we enter a fulfilling, passionate marriage.

        This sounds like good news. Yet it is not an easy ride. Schnarch underlines the value of the conflictual elements of a relationship (excluding violence). While most couples try to talk through their problems, believing better communication will lead to better understanding (which will lead in turn to greater acceptance of each other, and ultimately to lasting marital happiness), this utopia tends not to happen. Instead, many couples enter an intricate maze, as they parry and thrust with each other. Instead of resolution they reach gridlock, often resigning themselves to a life of frustration and compromise. Schnarch see this as the apex of opportunity – a chance to recognise we are in a blind alley with no obvious way out, other than to go through the emotional knots of our self-made crises.  Going through or defusing these emotional knots can only occur where we are willing to look away from our partner and into ourselves. Without self-understanding we will continue to bang heads, argue or sweep issues under the carpet. With increased self-understanding and a willingness to meet the apparent barriers that hold us in check, we will begin to fulfil the potential a relationship provides. In this process of differentiation we become more uniquely ourselves, while at the same time maintaining and enhancing the relationship with the one we love. We can go for what we want but also be willing to let go. We recover quickly from arguments and do not hold grudges. We can tolerate intense intimacy yet function in daily life. The more we are differentiated, the more capable we are of tenderness, generosity and compassion – and the gateway opens to hotter and more loving sex with our partner.
        ‘Hot sex’ aside, we all crave intimacy – or at least that is how it looks. Schnarch contends we are really after something else – we want others to make us feel acceptable and worthwhile. In our desire to achieve validation from others (rather than aspire to self-validation) we have distorted what intimacy is. Schnarch argues that intimacy is not always soothing and it makes us feel insecure. Hence we back away from it, and miss the opportunities to go through the necessary gridlocks. Unless we achieve ‘self-soothing’ – a shift to self-validated intimacy and taking care of ourselves – we will never experience true mutuality with our partner. Like Deida, Schnarch offers methods designed to foster an exploration of intimacy. Like Deida he works on a practical level and calls for courage and dedication. With emphasis upon self-awareness, both approaches have parallels in spiritual inquiry but neither Schnarch nor Deida are spiritual teachers in a conventional sense.

      Nor indeed are modern-day exponents of ancient teachings such as the tantric texts of the East. I mention this here not only to illustrate the more open and scientific sexual traditions found in some other cultures but also to applaud the renewed interest in these practices. For some, the word ‘tantra’ may conjure up images of couples entwined in complicated yogic postures and enjoying never-ending coitus (without any obvious interruptus). To initiates and advocates, these are mistaken ideas. Practitioners such as Margot Anand maintain tantra is a profoundly spiritual path, one that provides a door to higher states of consciousness. Her work is directed towards what she calls the ‘ecstatic freedom of spirit’ rather than a focus upon the orgasmic ecstasy of flesh and blood sexual experience. In exploring with a partner the energies of various chakras, we can reach powerful levels of ecstatic merging and fusion (akin to those attained through meditation and other contemplative practices). In common with intimacy activists like Deida and Schnarch, the tantric focus is upon spiritual integration not mere gratification of our personal wants and needs. Of course, today’s narcissistic climate is often ripe for rampant ego displays or a perennial search for high energy experiences. Often, the noble intentions of both teachers and students are at odds with their actions. Sex is a strong magnet that can pull us into a vortex of self-deception. 
       Integration means we acknowledge and accept our sexual desire – or our lack of it – as a manifestation of our humanness. Sex, in a sense, is the force of life but it is not the be all and end all of life. For each of us, it is important to honour where we are at.  In an era where sensual allure and stimulation are in our face on a daily basis, many of us are reluctant to speak openly about any lack of desire for our intimate partner. We do not wish to offend, embarrass or provoke, and it is easier to bottle-up any disquiet. Yet, if we are interested in deepening our relationships, our beliefs and behaviours around sexual desire need airing, investigating and understanding, despite the anxieties that inevitably arise. I have simply skimmed the surface here but hope the interest is shared and encouraged. Guidance, sincerity and commitment may well be keys if we are to move beyond a mere quest for more and better sexual experience. 
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