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Author’s Note


Except for the friends and family who have given permission to appear in this book, all names and all identifying characteristics of individuals mentioned have been changed in order to protect their privacy.
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The Pursuit of Intimacy: Is It Women’s Work?

I was cleaning my attic when I came across a poem I wrote during my sophomore year of college in Madison, Wisconsin. I vaguely recalled the brief attachment that inspired these lines—a steamy start which turned into an unbridgeable distance before either of us knew what was happening:

 

Once you held me so hard

and we were so close

that belly to belly we fused

passed through each other

and back to back

stood strangers again.

 

Neither the poem nor the romance was memorable, and my words certainly did not capture the anguish I felt when an initially blissful relationship failed. But I was reminded of what intimacy is not. And also what it is.

“All beginnings are lovely,” a French proverb reminds us, but intimacy is not about that initial “Velcro stage” of relationships. It is when we stay in a relationship over time—whether by necessity or choice—that our capacity for intimacy is truly put to the test. It is only in long-term relationships that we are called upon to navigate that delicate balance between separateness and connectedness and that we confront the challenge of sustaining both—without losing either when the going gets rough.

Nor is intimacy the same as intensity, although we are a culture that confuses these two words. Intense feelings—no matter how positive—are hardly a measure of true and enduring closeness. In fact, intense feelings may block us from taking a careful and objective look at the dance we are doing with significant people in our lives. And as my poem illustrates, intense togetherness can easily flip into intense distance—or intense conflict, for that matter.

Finally, the challenge of intimacy is by no means limited to the subject of men, marriage, or romantic encounters, although some of us may equate “intimacy” with images of blissful heterosexual pairings. A primary commitment to a man reflects only one opportunity for intimacy in a world that is rich with possibilities for connectedness and attachment.

 

Whatever your own definition of intimacy, this book is designed to challenge and enlarge it. It will not teach you things to do to make him (or her) admire you. It does not provide guidelines for a love-in. It is not even about feeling close in the usual and immediate sense of the word. And certainly it is not about changing the other person, which is not possible. Instead, it is a book about making responsible and lasting changes that enhance our capacity for genuine closeness over the long haul.


Toward Defining Our Terms

Let’s attempt a working definition of an intimate relationship. What does it require of us?

For starters, intimacy means that we can be who we are in a relationship, and allow the other person to do the same. “Being who we are” requires that we can talk openly about things that are important to us, that we take a clear position on where we stand on important emotional issues, and that we clarify the limits of what is acceptable and tolerable to us in a relationship. “Allowing the other person to do the same” means that we can stay emotionally connected to that other party who thinks, feels, and believes differently, without needing to change, convince, or fix the other.

An intimate relationship is one in which neither party silences, sacrifices, or betrays the self and each party expresses strength and vulnerability, weakness and competence in a balanced way.

Of course, there is much more to this business of navigating separateness (the “I”) and connectedness (the “we”), but I will avoid spelling it out in dry theory. The subject, in all of its complexity, will come to life in later chapters as we examine turning points in the lives of women who courageously changed their steps in relationship dances that were painful and going badly. In each case, these changes were made in the direction of defining a more whole and separate “I.” In each case, this work provided the foundation for a more intimate and gratifying “we.” In no case was change easy or comfortable

In the chapters that follow, we will continue to evolve a new and more complex definition of intimacy, as well as guidelines for change that are based on a solid theory of how relationship patterns operate and why they get into trouble. The courageous acts of change that we will explore in detail are “the differences that make a difference”—the specific moves we can make with key persons in our lives that will most profoundly affect our sense of self and how we navigate closeness with others. Our goal will be to have relationships with both men and women that do not operate at the expense of the self, and to have a self that does not operate at the expense of the other. This is a tall order, or, more accurately, a lifelong challenge. But it is the heart and soul of intimacy.


Caveat Emptor (Buyer Beware!)

I believe that women should approach all self-help books, including this one, with a healthy degree of skepticism. We are forever exhorted to change ourselves—to become better wives, lovers, or mothers—to attract men more or to need them less, to do better at balancing work and family, or to lose those ten extra pounds. There are already more than enough books in print for women who love too much, or not enough, or in the wrong way, or with a foolishly chosen partner. Surely, we do not need more of the same. Yet just as surely, on our own behalf, we may need to become more effective agents of change in our primary relationships.

Perhaps we should first take time to contemplate why tending to relationships, like changing diapers, is predominantly women’s work. Caring about relationships, working on them, and upgrading our how-to skills have traditionally been women’s domain. When something goes wrong, we are usually the first to react, to feel pain, to seek help, and to try to initiate change. This is not to say that women need relationships more than men do. Contrary to popular mythology, research has shown that women do far better alone than do their male counterparts and do not benefit as much from marriage. Yet men often seem oddly unconcerned about improving or changing a relationship once they have one. Men are rarely ambitious about improving their people skills, unless doing so will help them move up—or measure up—on the job.

This being the case, we might ask ourselves some hard questions. Why are women so concerned about upgrading their relationship skills, especially with men? Why are men relatively unconcerned? To understand the origins of this difference, let’s look at traditional love and marriage, for it is here that the imbalance in “relationship work” is most conspicuous.

Women Are the Experts

I grew up at a time when relationship skills for girls and women were nothing short of tools for survival. The rules of the game were clear and simple: Men were to seek their fortune, and women were to seek men. A man’s job was to make something of himself in the world; a woman’s job was to find herself a successful man. Despite my own career plans, I felt it to be the most basic and immutable difference between the sexes. Men must be somebody; women must find somebody. Nor was “finding somebody” (to say nothing of “keeping” that somebody) a task to be taken lightly. The brilliance that my college friends and I put into our discussions of men far outshone what we put into our academic studies.

Today, women are no longer exclusively defined by our connection to men and children, yet we still remain dedicated experts on the subject of relationships. Although females may have some biological edge in our interest in and attunement to the nuances of interactions, the bulk of our wisdom does not come to us through the magical gift of “feminine intuition” which is carried on the X chromosome. Rather, in relationships between dominant and subordinate groups, the subordinate group members always possess a far greater understanding of dominant group members and their culture than vice versa. Blacks, for example, know a great deal about the rules and roles of white culture and relationships. Whites do not possess a similar sensitivity to and knowledge about blacks.

While women once acquired relationship skills to “hook,” “snare,” or “catch” a husband who would provide access to economic security and social status, the position of contemporary women has not changed that radically. Much of our success still depends on our attunement to “male culture,” our ability to please men, and our readiness to conform to the masculine values of our institutions. In my own career, for example, these skills, and my willingness to use them, influence whether my papers will be accepted in professional journals, whether I will move up in my workplace, and whether my projects will be perceived as trivial or significant. Before the recent feminist movement, women depended entirely on men for the validation and dissemination of our ideas and for our definition of what was important. Whether we work in the home, in the “pink-collar ghetto,” or at the top of the executive ladder, women cannot easily afford to alienate men or to be ignorant
about their psychology. Even today, a woman who loses her husband will also probably lose her social status and her (and her children’s) standard of living along with him.

Finally, our society still does not accord equal value to women without a male partner, despite the fact that a good man is indeed hard to find—even more so as we become older and more mature. Having absorbed the lesson that “half a loaf is better than none” (i.e., any man is better than no man), we may compromise our standards more than we are later comfortable with. We may then put our energies into trying to change him, which can be as energy-consuming as it is impossible. Pushing a partner to change is about as effective as trying to make friends with a squirrel by chasing it.

To say that our orientation toward relationships evolves, in part, from women’s subordinate status does not imply that our feelings are misguided, excessive, or wrong. To the contrary, the valuing of intimacy and attachment is an asset, not a liability. Surely, women’s commitment to relationships is part of our proud legacy and strength. The problem arises, however, when we confuse intimacy with winning approval, when we look to intimate relationships as our sole source of self-esteem, and when we enter relationships at the expense of the self. Historically speaking, women have learned to sacrifice the “I” for the “we,” just as men have been encouraged to do the opposite and bolster the “I” at the expense of responsible connectedness to others.


Men’s Lack of Concern

Men seldom become scholars on the subject of changing their intimate relationships, because they do not yet need to. Women often demand surprisingly little in relationships with men, whether the issue at hand is emotional nurturance or who cleans up the kitchen. We may settle for small change with a lover or husband and tolerate behaviors and living arrangements that we would not find acceptable or deem fair in a close female friendship. Parents, too, may expect less from their sons (“Boys will be boys”) than from their daughters in the realm of communication and responsible connectedness, while children learn to expect less from their fathers. Until we are able to expect more from men in order to stay with them or continue business as usual, it is unlikely that men will feel called upon to change or even to pay attention.


In marriage, the gap between men and women in their attunement to relationships often widens dramatically over time. Dad need not notice that little Sam has holes in his sneakers, or even that his mother’s birthday is coming up, if his wife moves in to take up the slack and handle the problem. Nor need he put much emotional energy into his parents’ arrival for an extended visit if his spouse will plan their entertainment or make sure that there is toilet paper in the house. As long as women function for men, men will have no need to change.

Men often feel at a loss about how to become experts on close relationships, although their anxiety may be masked by apathy or disinterest. Many men have been raised by fathers who were most conspicuous by their emotional or physical absence, and by omnipresent mothers whose very “feminine” qualities and traits they, as males, were taught to repudiate in themselves. The old definition of “family” hardly provided a good training ground for developing a clear male self in the context of emotional connectedness to others. Men tend to distance from a partner (or get a new one) when the going gets rough, rather than to hang in and struggle for change.

Finally—and perhaps most significantly—males are not rewarded for investing in the emotional component of human relationships. In our production-oriented society, no accolades are given to men who value personal ties at the expense of making one more sale, seeing one more client, or publishing one more paper. There is a popular joke in my profession about the psychoanalyst’s son who reports that he wants to be “a patient” when he grows up. “That way,” the small boy explains, “I’ll get to see my father five times a week!” Such jokes are told with barely disguised pride, not with apology, by men who are truly dedicated to their work. Let’s face it, fame and glory do not come to men who strive to keep their lives in balance and who refuse to neglect their important relationships. The rewards in doing so can only be private ones.

 

I believe that for both women and men the most significant area of learning is that of understanding and enhancing our intimate relationships with our friends, lovers, and kin. Although I have chosen to speak directly to women, the subject is no less relevant to men, whom I also invite to read this book. All of us develop through our emotional connectedness to others, and we continue to need close relationships throughout our lives. Only through our connectedness to others can we really know and enhance the self. And only through working on the self can we begin to enhance our connectedness to others.

When we distance from significant others or pretend we don’t need people, we get in trouble. Similarly, we get in trouble when a relationship begins to go badly and we ignore it or put no energy into generating new options for change. Fortunately it is never too late to learn to move differently in our key relationships. While in the short run the changes we make—and the initial reactions we evoke—may leave us feeling scared, frustrated, angry, and very separate, like many things in life it’s a matter of sitting with short-term anxiety for long-term gain.
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The Challege of Change

At the heart of it all, this is a book about change. My hope is not that you will acquire a list of how-to-do-it techniques for “getting close,” but rather that you will become more knowledgeable on the dynamics of change than you ever imagined possible.

Why change? Only by working to develop and redefine the self in our key relationships can we really increase our capacity for intimacy. There is, quite simply, no other way.


To Change or Not to Change

In our rapidly changing society we can count on only two things that will never change. What will never change is the will to change and the fear of change. It is the will to change that motivates us to seek help. It is the fear of change that motivates us to resist the very help we seek.

A story is told of a New England farmer asked to attend a forthcoming meeting at the county seat. The farmer asked, “Why should I attend the meeting? What benefit will I get from attendance?” “Well, the meeting will teach you how to be a better farmer,” came the enthusiastic reply. The farmer was thoughtful for a few moments and then commented, “Why should I learn how to be a better farmer when I’m not being as good a farmer as I know how to be now?”

All of us have deeply ambivalent feelings about change. We seek the wisdom of others when we are not making full use of our own and then we resist applying the wisdom that we do seek even when we’re paying for it. We do this not because we are neurotic or cowardly, but because both the will to change and the desire to maintain sameness coexist for good reason. Both are essential to our emotional well-being and equally deserve our attention and respect.


A Conservative Policy

While my own associations to the word “conservative” are not great ones, this word best describes my attitude toward personal change. Just as we strive for change, we also strive to conserve what is most valuable and familiar in our selves. And in a society where we are constantly being pressured to improve, actualize, and perfect our selves, it is probably wise to question why we should change at all and who is prescribing the changes.

Often we wish to get rid of some part of our selves—as we would an inflamed appendix—without recognizing the positive aspects of a particular “negative” trait or behavior. Few things are “all good” or “all bad.” I recall a meeting of my women’s group many years back when we had a little too much to drink and went around the circle sharing what we liked the very best and the very least about each other. Interestingly, what was labeled “the best” and “the worst” for each person turned out to be one and the same, or more accurately, different variations on the same theme. If least liked was one woman’s tendency to hog the group spotlight, what was most liked was her energetic and entertaining personality. If least liked was another woman’s failure to be straightforward, direct, and spontaneous, what was most liked was her kindness, tact, and respect for the feelings of others. If another’s sense of entitlement and “Me
first!” attitude pushed the group’s buttons, it was her ability to identify her own goals and “go for it” that was most admired. And so it went. That evening I began to have a renewed appreciation for the inseparable nature of our strengths and weaknesses. Far from being opposites, they are woven from the same strands.

This experience also reinforced a direction I was moving in professionally. Early on in my career as a therapist, I deemed it my job to help my patients rid themselves of certain qualities—stubbornness, silence, demandingness, oppositionalism, or any other trait or behavior that seemed to make their life (or my work) especially difficult. Or perhaps I wanted them to be closer to their fathers, more independent from their mothers, or more (or less) ambitious, self-seeking, self-disclosing, or assertive. I discovered, however, that I could be far more helpful when I was able to identify and appreciate the positive aspects of what was seemingly most negative. Paradoxically, this appreciation was what left my clients freer to get on with the business of change.


Problems Serve a Purpose

Later in my career I began studying families, and came to further appreciate how negative behaviors often serve important and positive functions—even when these behaviors push others away or antagonize them. Let’s consider the following example.

Seven-year-old Judy is brought into therapy by her concerned parents because she has temper tantrums and stomachaches and is demonstrating a whole variety of obnoxious misbehaviors. She is labeled “the problem” in the family—the patient, the sick one, the one to be fixed. Judy’s parents hope that I can change Judy and rid her of her disruptive and self-defeating behaviors.

Upon careful questioning I learn that Judy’s problems began soon after the death of her paternal grandfather to whom she was quite attached. The family is not processing or even talking much about this loss. In addition Judy’s father has become increasingly withdrawn and depressed since losing his dad. His growing distance from both his wife and his daughter—as well as his obvious depression, which no one mentions—has everyone quite anxious. Judy’s mother, however, does not openly address her concern about her husband or her distant marriage. Instead, she has increased her focus on her daughter.

When specifically does Judy act up and act out? From what I can piece together, this occurs when her father’s distance and her mother’s anxious focus on Judy reach intolerable proportions. And what is the outcome of Judy’s troublemaking and tantrums? Distant Dad is roped back into the family (and is helped to become more angry than depressed), and the parents are able to pull together, temporarily united by their shared concern for their child.

Judy’s behavior is, in part, an attempt to solve a problem in the family. It also reflects the high level of anxiety in this family at a particularly stressful point in their lives. More frequently than not, what we label “the problem” to be changed or fixed is not the problem at all. As Judy’s story illustrates, it may even be a misguided attempt at the solution. And the “solution” we or others apply (which for Judy’s parents involved increasing their focus on Judy and decreasing their focus on their own issues) just evokes and maintains the very problem we are trying to repair.


Small Changes

A conservative approach to personal change also means that we proceed slowly—and with the understanding that our moves forward will be accompanied by inevitable frustrations and derailments. Thinking small provides us with the opportunity to observe and check out the impact of each new behavior on a relationship system, and to sit with the benefits and costs of change. It also militates against our natural tendency to move in with a big bang and then drop out entirely when initial responses are not to our liking.

When an acquaintance of mine announced she was going to approach her father during the holiday vacation to try to “get close” to him by “breaking through his brick wall,” I suspected she was doomed to failure. While I didn’t know exactly what “breaking through his brick wall” might entail, I was not surprised when she returned home feeling grumpy and defeated.

The outcome might have been different if she had been less ambitious—if she had planned one specific move toward her goal. For example, she might have requested some one-to-one time with her dad, perhaps for coffee or a short walk. Because she and her father never had “alone time” in the midst of family visits, this in itself would have been a significant change, even if they had talked about nothing more than the weather. And had he resisted her efforts, she would then know she needed to begin with a smaller move still.

From a more conservative standpoint, it may have been premature for my acquaintance to make any new move until after she had taken time to get a calmer, less blaming perspective on the distance between herself and her dad. Perhaps she set up a confrontation that she unconsciously knew was doomed to fail, because she herself needed to reinforce her own distant position from her father, as well as her perception of herself as the one who could be close. In any case, breaking down someone’s brick wall is hardly an example of moving slow and thinking small.

Substantive change in important relationships rarely comes about through intense confrontation. Rather, it more frequently results from careful thinking and from planning for small, manageable moves based on a solid understanding of the problem, including our own part in it. We are unlikely to be agents of change when we hold our nose, close our eyes, and jump!


Reassuring Sameness

Of course, it would be nice if we could make major changes quickly—or would it? Babies and small children have such an extraordinary capacity for change and growth, we may well wonder why grown-ups can’t hold on to it. When my younger son, Ben, was six years old and my first book finally made its appearance, I overheard him exclaim to a small friend, “Do you know that my mother worked on her book for my whole life!” It was true enough. And while I had accomplished a great deal during that time, what had Ben done in the same number of years? From a scrawling, barely formed self with the most limited repertoire of language, movement, and understanding, he had transformed himself into a distinct six-year-old personality who was knowledgeable about some of the innermost workings of the New York publishing world. Now that’s change!

Later that afternoon a friend and I were musing about how incredible it would be if adults could retain that extraordinary capacity for learning and change. Actually, it would be a total nightmare, if you really stop to think about it. Our very identity, our sense of continuity and stability in this world, and all our key relationships depend on our maintaining a high degree of sameness, predictability, and non-change. If we visit our father after a three-year absence, we count on him being pretty much the same person he’s always been, no matter how loudly we may complain about the sort of person he is. In fact, we may count on this so much that we fail to validate and credit some real changes he has, in fact, made.

At the same time, change is inevitable and constant. No matter how effortfully we resist, no matter how hard we try to hold the clock still or attempt to view our world in static terms (“Someday I’ll have my house/job/body/personality exactly as I want it and then I’ll relax!”), we are always evolving and forever monitoring our steps in that complex dance of change. It is indeed a slow dance that we do with ourselves and others: moving back and forth between our will to change and our will not to change, between other people’s desire for us to change and their anxiety and protest about our doing so, between our own wish for closeness when anxiety about isolation sets in and our need for distance when “togetherness” gets too sticky or suffocating.


When Relationships Are Stuck


The challenge of change is greatest when a relationship becomes a source of negative energy and frustration and our attempts to fix things only lead to more of the same. It is these times that we will pay special attention to in the examples to come. These stuck relationships are often “too intense,” and/or “too distant,” precluding real intimacy.

Too much intensity means that one party is overfocused on the other in a blaming or worried way or in an attempt to fix or shape up the other person. Or each party may be overfocused on the other and underfocused on the self. Too much distance means that there is little togetherness and real sharing of one’s true self in the relationship. Important issues are pushed underground rather than being aired and worked on. Many distant relationships are also intense because distance is one way we manage intensity. If you haven’t seen your ex-husband in five years and can’t talk with him about the kids without clutching inside, then you have a very intense relationship.

Once a relationship is stuck, the motivation to change things is not sufficient to make it happen. For one thing, we may be so buffeted about by strong feelings that we can’t think clearly and objectively about the problem, including our own part in it. When intensity is high, we react (rather than observe and think), we overfocus on the other (rather than on the self), and we find ourselves in polarized positions where we are unable to see more than one side of an issue (our own) and find new ways to move differently. We may navigate relationships in ways that lower our anxiety in the short run, but that diminish our capacity for intimacy over the long haul.

In addition, we may have a strong wish for change but be unaware of the actual sources of anxiety that are fueling a relationship problem and blocking intimacy. We are banging heads in one relationship, but the source of the problem is something we are not paying attention to, or do not want to pay attention to. We become much like the proverbial man who had too much to drink and lost his keys in the alley, but looked for them under the lamp post because the light was better. In Judy’s case, for example, her behavior was defined as “the problem,” but the anxiety in the family was actually evoked by an important loss. All family relationships had become distant because the grandfather’s death could not be talked about and processed.

If we are going through a particularly painful time in a relationship, that is what we want to talk about and change. Our desire to focus where it hurts makes sense and sometimes we need to go no further. Frequently, however, a problem in one relationship is fueled by unaddressed issues—past and present—in another arena. Sometimes you can’t become more intimate with your husband or boyfriend until after you have addressed something with your father, taken a new position with your mother, changed your part in an old family pattern, or learned more about the death of Uncle Charlie.

 

In this book we will be exploring stuck relationships in depth, as we follow the specific steps some women took toward a more solid self and a more intimate connectedness with others. We will see that changing any relationship problem rests directly on our ability to work on bringing more of a self to that relationship. Without a clear, whole, and separate “I,” relationships do become overly intense, overly distant, or alternate between the two. We want closeness, but we become ineffective and fuzzy agents of change, moving in this week with angry complaints and distancing next week with cold withdrawal—none of which leads to anything new. Without a clear “I” we become overly reactive to what the other person is doing to us, or not doing for us—and we end up feeling helpless and powerless to define a new position in the relationship.

Our society places a great emphasis on developing the “I.” Words like “autonomy,” “independence,” “separateness,” “authenticity,” and “selfhood” are popular if not universal goals. Yet there is much misunderstanding about what these words actually mean, who defines them, and how we can evaluate and improve where we stand on the “selfhood scale.” Because mature intimacy rests so heavily on this business of self, let’s take a careful look.
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Selfhood: At What Cost?

Messages everywhere exhort us to achieve selfhood—to find and express our true selves. Perhaps a more candid response to this glorification of self in our culture is captured in the following incident. An aspiring young writer had spent long hours polishing up a composition for her sophomore English class, only to receive the grade of C-plus. “Be your self!” her professor wrote in bold red letters, underlining the word self several times. Underneath, perhaps as an afterthought, this same professor penned in, “If this is your self, be someone else.”

Perhaps existence would be simpler if all the important figures in our lives could be that open and upfront about the contradictory messages they communicate. Most mixed messages are so subtle and covert that we are not aware of sending or receiving them. “Be independent!” is the spoken message we hear from a parent or spouse—but then “Be like me!” or even “Be for me!” may be the disqualifying communication. “Don’t be so clingy,” a boyfriend may tell us, as he unconsciously encourages us to express the neediness and dependency that he fears to acknowledge within himself. “Why don’t you get your life together?” a husband complains, but when we finally make the move to apply to graduate school, he becomes depressed and resentful.

From the time we are first wrapped in a pink blanket, family members encourage us to be our authentic selves, while they also unconsciously encourage us to express certain traits, qualities, or
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Selfhood or De-Selfing: Defining Our Terms







What’s “Low” on the Selfhood Scale?










Toward More Self







	present a balanced picture of both our strengths and our vulnerabilities.

	make clear statements of our beliefs, values, and priorities, and then keep our behavior congruent with these.

	stay emotionally connected to significant others even when things get pretty intense.

	address difficult and painful issues and take a position on matters important to us.

	state our differences and allow others to do the same.
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