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Though most people desire intimacy in
their primary relationships, it is more
elusive than not. 1 argue that people’s
assumptions about intimacy interfere with
their creation of it. Using a social construc-
tionist and feminist perspective, two pre-
vailing discourses of intimacy that shape
our ideas about intimacy are identified and
critiqued. Both tend to uirert mitentio:
away from an assessment z) pociosler
interactions lo a global assessment of the
capacity of an individual or a relationship
to provide intimacy. An alternative is
proposed in which intimacy is conceptual-
ized as built up from single intimate or
non-intimate interactions that can produce
a variety of experiences, including connec-
tion and domination. My eritique of the
two discourses of intimacy rests fundamen-
tally on the belief that they obscure crucial
distinctions that a discourse of intimacy as
meaning-making would reveal, in particu-
lar, that there are politics nestled in the
heart of intimacy.
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Bertrand Russell walks to G.E. Moore’s house
and, upon entering, notices that Moore has a
basket in his lap: “Moore,” I said, “Do you
have any apples in that basket?” “No,” he
replied, and he smiled seraphically as was his
wont. “Moore,” I said, “Do you then have
some apples in that basket?" “No,” he re-
plied. “Moore,” 1 said, “Do you then have
apples in that basket?' “Yes,” he replied.
and froru tunt dry fortl, ve 1erained the
Ver} wabsest wh friends.

—Adapled from Beyond the Fringe (5)

IN'mmcv—bol.h one’s experience of it
and ideas about it—connotes a vast
area of thought and feeling. Like so many
other aspects of life, the maps one uses to
understand, explore, and guide one through
the territory of intimacy are changing.
Whereas the dictionary can give a defini-
tion of inlimacy, one’s associations to its
meaning are much more complex. One’s
associations, attunement to the word
“intimacy’’ vary with the kinds of mean-
ing—wrilten, spoken, gestural, and sym-
bolic—that one shares.

Schaefer and Olson (54) note that inti-
macy is an overriding cultural value, Wynne
and Wynne (67) discuss intimacy within an
epignetic framework, arguing that the cur-
rent historical emphasis on intimacy
“stands in stark contrast to the rarity with
which intimacy has been regarded as impor-
tant ... in other setlings and times" (p.
384). Though most prople long for inti-
macy, and this desire in one way or an-
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other—is brought into family therapy
meetings by clients, there is remarkably
little written about intimacy in the family
therapy field. Doherty and his colleagues
(12) analyzed 13 models of family therapy
based on chapters from Gurman and Knis-
kern’s (30) Handbook of Family Therapy
and from discussions with the authors;
they found only five models that placed a
primary emphasis on intimacy, defined as
self-disclosure, friendship, and in-depth
personal sharing. In The Language of Fam-
ily Therapy: A Systemic Vocabulary and
Sourcebook (55), intimacy is not listed as a
key word. Schaefer and Olson (54) point
out that the research literature has “‘barely
paused to clearly conceptualize” the na-
ture of intimacy (p.47). There is virtually
no writing on intimacy, per se, by family
therapists using a social constructionist
view, and only a few pieces from a feminist
view. (7, 23, 25, 31, 41, 47, 61), the two
theoretical perspectives I use in this arti-
cle.

This is an era in which people increas-
ingly say they desire intimacy but bemoan
that it eludes them. Therapists commonly
hear accounts of non-intimacy that may be
banal or brutal. In this article I take the
position that, in part, people are handi-
capped in their efforts to produce the inti-
macy that th:y dosice iz thei elaticn-
ships by assumptions about intimacy that
interfere with their creation of it. I propose
an alternative way of thinking about and
understanding intimacy that shifts atten-
tion away from a global assessment of the
capacity of an individual for intimacy, and
away from the global assessment of the
quality of a relationship. Instead, I suggest
that attention be turned toward under-
standing how single intimate and non-
intimate interactions are produced. By do-
ing so, people may feel more empowered to
create intimate interactions and more able
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to do something about non-intimate inter-
actions.

From a social constructionist perspec-
tive (17), which is one of the theoretical
paradigms I will be using to map my view
of intimacy, people’s thinking and under-
standing shift in relation to the vicissi-
tudes of social processes, processes whereby
historically situateg people construct views
of “reality.” Intimacy is one such "reality”
that individuals construct. At the same
time, these unique constructions of inti-
macy contribute to, sustain, reflect, and
are affected by prevailing discourses, In
this article I will simultaneously describe
individual constructions of intimacy and
the prevailing discourses that shape these
constructions,

I understand discourse to refer to at
least five phenomena:

1. A discourse consists of ideas and
practices that share common values (31).

2. Any discourse reflects and constructs
a specific world view.

3. There are dominant and subjugated
discourse: (28,38,63, citing Foucault).
Dominani discourses contain and con-
strain wh: [ we ean feel; think, and do.

4. Thal which is not part of the dis-

- course shapes our experience as critically

cgile dirccurie iuel”

5. Finally, discourse evolves. Changes
of discourse occur when the collective
conversations people have about their lives
transform culturally available dominant
narratives about people's lives. “Then a
space is created for resistance to currently
influential discourses and new discourses
and practices may emerge” (28, citing
Foucault and Weedon, p.9). Individuals
recognize the need to dispute and trans-
form any discourse by reflecting on their
conversations with others.

This article derives from the recognition
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WEINGARTEN

of such a need. I am trying to introduce a
construction of intimacy which presumes
that our experience of intimacy is medi-
ated by social processes, such as a dis-
course of intimacy thal is inextricably
linked to other discourses—discourses of
gender, power, domination, and sexuality.
I present a critique of two discourses of
intimacy and suggest an alternative con-
struction of intimacy that breaks it into
component parts such that one can concep-
tualize intimacy or non-intimacy as deriv-
ing from repeated intimate or non-inti-
mate interactions, By doing so, attention is
drawn away from a generalized feeling and
evaluation to a specific interaction, about
which the participants are responsible. In
this way, a space is created for people to
work with each other to transform non-
intimate to intimate interactions.
Intimacy derives from the Latin word
tnfus, meaning “within,” vl (W epted o
intimare, which means “to make known.”
In its roots, intimacy connotes two dif-
ferent meanings. Corresponding to the first
root meaning, “within,” a discourse that 1
will name the Individual Capacity dis-
course implies that intimacy is a capacity
that rests within an individual. Though
the reasons for this capacity may be vari-
ously attributed, the discourse suggests
that self-disclosure, often of personal feel-
ings, is the way this capacity is expressed.
Numerous popular books represent this
discourse (48, 51), Several feminist psycho-
analytic and developmental theorists also
represent this point of view (11, 20, 57).
Within the family therapy literalure, Bow-
en (8) and Lerner (41), whose work is an
explicitly feminist revision of Bowen fam-
ily systems theory, emphasize ;he individu-
al's capacity for intimacy as well.
Corresponding to the second root mean-
ing, “to make known,” a discourse that I
will name the Quality of Relatedness dis-
course construes intimacy as a product of a
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kind of relatedness in which individuals
are able deeply and exlensively to know
each other. Both the popular press (14, 39,
40) and the social science literature reflect
and contribute to this discourse. Though
one might expect to find the family therapy
literature representing this view, in fact,
with the exception of a few articles and one
book (21, 27, 36, 37, 46, 54, 66, 67), the
family therapy literature pays it scant at-
tention. Wynne (66) proposes an epigenetic
framework in which intimacy is an “‘incon-
stant stage beyond mutuality,” which he
defines as a stage that involves “the pro-
cesses of long-lerm relational renewal and
reengagement’ (p.308).

I am proposing another definition of
intimacy that would be consistent with a
discourse of intimacy as meaning-making.
In abbreviated form, that definition is:
Intimate interaction occurs when people
ihae mweualig n crcreuni veaning and
are able 1o coordinate their actions lo
reflect their mutual meaning-making. Re-
fraining from meaning-making and pro-
viding, imposing, rejecting, and mis-
understanding meaning are associated
with non-intimate interaction. Repeated
intimate interaction may produce an expe-
rience of intimacy, while repeated non-
intimate interactions usually interfere with
or inhibit relational patterns that lead to
the sharing or co-creation of meaning.'

In this article I first present a critique of
the two prevailing discourses of intimacy,
and then I present an extended description

' In the discugsion that follows, 1 am referring to
intimnte and non-intimate interactiong wilh refer-
ence to my definition. It is certainly possible that
someone could feel that he or she is having an
intimate interaction when he or she is having a
non-intimate interaction by this definition. For
example, a pedophile may experience what he calls
“intimacy'’ when he is molesting a child who is not
cooperating and is signaling that he feels coerced.
According to my definition, the.pedophile would be
“mislabeling” his experience as intimale.
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of my way of defining and conceptualizing
intimacy. The Individunl Cupucily dig-
courso und the Quulity of Relutednoys dig-
courso direet our ultention Lo BOO uHpucts
ol intimaey und, in wo duimg, divort ulton-
Lion (rom othur aspocty. | point out thoso
urcus that ure polentiully obscured by vir-
tue of the discourse itself, and note some
consequences of this, I use g feminist
Porspective Lo wddeoms e of powor und
inlimucy from a socigl constructionist

framework. Finally, I conclude with some
implications of the al ternative conceptual-
ization of in timacy.

CRITIQUE OF INDIVIDUAL CAPACITY
AND QUALITY OF RELATEDNESS
DISCOURSES

The Individual Capacity and the Quality
of Relatedness discourses can lead to
robust descriptions of intimacy and are
compatible with sound clinical practices,
The Individual Capacity discourse fits
particularly well with and enables perspec-
tives on the development of intimaey,
whuoreas the Quality of Rolutudnosy dis-
courso fits  purticulurly  woll  with und
enubles perspectives on the muaintenance
of intimacy. Neither discourse draws atten-
tion to single instances of interaction that
people construct as intimate or non-
intimate.

Perhaps a musical analogy will help clar-
ify the distinction. In this analogy, my
definition of in{ L T R R TR Y
ey i ik e lnemony (il two or more
slngers can uchiovo, Hurmony does not
reside in any one singer—the Individual
Capacity discourse—nor is it an aspect of
their relationship to each other—the Qual-
ity of Relatedness discourse. Rather, har-

mony is something they create together, in
the moment ?

*Those distinctions are rolutod to Seluolor and
Olson's (64) dinthegfon betwoen an dnthnate uxporl-
eieo und ui Inthmute relutivnship,
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In the eritique that follows, using u
sociul constructionist und leminist purspue-
Live on intimucy, | discusy construints in
the disconrsos thomsolves, 1 will oxplory
ways Lhat those Lwo discoursos dofloet our
ultontion from the lurger culturul contexty
within which meaning exists.

Individual Capacity Discourge®

Self-Focus/Self-Disclosure

In this discourse, intimacy is conceptual-
ized as arising from the ability of individu-
als to operate from a clear and informed
knowledge of the self in relation to a
chosen other or others, Within the family
therapy field, Lerner's Dance of Intimacy
(41) is a thoughtful, feminist account of
intimacy that expresses and contributes to

the Individual Capacity discourse. She
stales that:

intimacy means that we can be who we are in
relationship, and allow the other person to do
the same. “'Buing who we ure’ requires that
wu cun Lulk openly ubout things that are
Important o us, thut we buke a elowr position
on where wo stund on importunt emotionul
issues, and that we clarify the limits of what
is acceptable and tolerable to us in a relation-
ship. [p.3]

Lerner’s view is that intimacy is cen-
trally connected to the individual's capac-
ity Lo become an exfiorton the sell Impliceit
i hin viow in it thieo Jio moll cupuble off
bebg dlscoverad und understood, u self
that has opinions, values, beliefs, feelings,
and so on. According to Lerner, because of
anxiety that is aroused in certain interac-
tions, this self is also in danger of reacting

* It may be confi using to some readers that [ say I
amn using a fominist perspective und then I critique
the work of Chodorow, Gilligun, und Lerner, three
women who have been closely ussociuted with o
fominist position. To slata tho emiv baldly s
powslblo, it-In thole wolr theury not thelr feminlst
theory with which | disagree,
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WEINGARTEN

to others such that the crucial sell-focus
may be lost. Intimate relationships pose a
continual challenge to the maintenance of
a clear self.

On the one hand, while this position has
provided impressive clinical benefits for
large numbers of clients, it may also put
forward a conceptualization of the self-in-
relationship that is potentially confusing.
Lerner’s position directs attention away
from trying to change another person in
order to create an intimate interaction, to
changing one’s own self. But where is this
selfl? Embedded in the Individual Capacity
discourse of intimacy is a belief in a uni-
tary, skin-bounded self that is at odds with
a social constructionist view of the self. In
the social constructionist view, the experi-
ence of self exists in the ongoing inter-
change with others (9, 26, 34, 50). As
Goolishian writes, “The nauie o1 seif {is)
an intersubjective phenomena—a procuct
of telling stories to each other about our-
selves. In this post-modern view we are as
many potential selves as we are creative
story makers and tellers” (26, p.3).

From a social constructionist perspec-
tive (19), the self continually creales itself
through narratives that include other peo-
ple who are reciproeally woven into these
narratives. “This delicate interdependence
of constructed narratives suggests that a
fundamental aspect of social life is a reci-
procity: in the negotiation of meaning”
(p-270). Rather than seeing this as a fail-
ure of. a clear, diflerentiated sell, by my
definition of intimacy, it is seen as a sign
that we are engaged in an interaction in
which the self can be invented. From this

perspective, a goal of relationshjp, and of
intimate interactions, might be described
as the ability to re-story one's life by
co-creating meanings with others without
constraint or limit, rather than the ability
to bring to a relationship a clear story
about one’s self.
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Gender Issues

The Individual Capacity discourse on
intimacy uses gender as a primary distinc-
tion to conceptualize differences among
individuals in the capacity for intimacy.
The work of the feminist sociologist,
Nancy Chodorow (10, 11) is consistent
with, and has significantly contributed to,
the Individual Capacity discourse.
Chodorow (11) attempts to account for the
way modern capitalist society creates and
recreates feminine and masculine personal-
ities such that women will be suited to
mother and men to work in the alienating
structures of capitalism. Using ohject rela-
tions theory and Marxism as her primary
theories, she identifies the near universal-
ity of female responsibility for childcare—
rather than biological, cultural, or eco-
nomic factors—as the reason for
consistent, gendered nersonality differ-
er.ces.

Focusing on the first three years of life,
the period that has been termed
“preoedipal” in the psychoanalytic litera-
ture, Chodorow (11) states:

From the retention of preoedipal attach-
ments to their mother, growing girls come to
define themselves as continuous with others;
their experience of self contains more flexible
or permenble ego boundaries. Boys come to
define themselves as more separate and dis-
tinct, with a greater sense of rigid ego bound-
aries and differentiation. The basic feminine
sense of self is connected to the world, the
basic masculine sense of self is separate. . ..
This points to boys' preparation for participa-
tion in nonrelational spheres and to girls'
greater potential for participation in rela-
tional spheres, It points also to different
relational needs and fears in men and wom-
en. [p.169]

Building on Chodorow, Gilligan (20) sees
men and women as having different “im-
ages of relationships” that carry over in
important ways to their daily lives. She
writes: “As women imagine the activities
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through which relationships are woven
und connection sustuined, the world of
intimacy—which appears so myslerious
and dangerous to men—comes instead to
appear increasingly coherent and safe"
(p.43).

Luepnilz (42) articulates implications of
Chodorow’s work for women and men in
relationships:

Chodorow argues that these differences pre-
dispose men and women to experience inti-
macy diflerently. They incline women to be
less afraid of commitments than men, and
men less alraid of discontinuity. There is risk
for both sexes in this state of affairs—for
women, that they will become too embedded
in relationships and lose their autonomy; for
men, that they will never learn to connect
intimately with others, [pp.179-180]

This argument, and the gender position
of the Individual Capacity discourse that it
reflects and sustains, is problematic in
several ways. First, even if one accepted
Chodorow’s argument and conclusion that
women are predisposed to be more success-
ful at intimacy than men because of gen-
dered social arrangements—and there have
been substantive critiques within social
psychology (43), feminist psychology (32),
and feminism (3, 15, 24, 68)—, one might
wonder why the woman's task of maintain-
ing clear enough self-deseriptions, so that

to anouher, s loos challenging, oo nlore
likely to be mastered, than the man'’s task
of relaxing his self-descriptions sufficiently
to be open to another. If the hypothesized
risk for women, more than for men, is that
they may confuse their own meanings with
those of others, and the risk for men, more
than for women, is that they may impose
their meanings on others, how can it be
determined that one risk is less problem-
atic for the development and maintenance
of intimacy than the other?

Second, Chodorow’s argument, though
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reflecting the Individual Capacity dis-
course, has also been vulgurized by it such
that it has become part of a more inclusive
discourse on ‘“‘natural” differences be-
tween men and women (32). Women are
said Lo have the “natural virtue" of desir-
ing intimacy more than men. An alterna-
tive explanation that is consistent with my
definition of intimate and non-intimate
interaction is that when women fear domi-
nation, they may well believe that inti-
macy—_the co-creation or sharing of mean-
ing—oflers protection. When they do not
fear domination, as with children, they
may be no more desirous of intimacy than
men, and instead prefer to provide, im-
pose, reject, or evade meaning as often as
men (32 citing Zuk).

Third, Chodorow’s gender analysis of
consistent differences in male and female
capacities for intimacy explicitly directs
our attention to the fact that the primary
cause of these personality differences is
that women, but not men, “mother.” I fear

‘that by focusing on this nearly universal

and entrenched social “fact,” our atten-
tion is drawn away from an equally urgent,
but immediately influenceable area of con-
cern, namely, males and females behavior
toward each other,

If one believes that men fear intimacy
and women yearn for it, then interchanges
in which, for example, a man overrules
v-Lat 8 woman says may confirm this point
¢l vieye, ‘[his belief may then discourage
one from believing that the man can mod-
ify his behavior and requesting that he do
so. If, on the other hand, one has a point of
view that is less saturated with the biases
of the Individual Capacity discourse, one
can imagine that men and women are
equally capable—though perhaps not
equally desirous—of behaving intimately
and restraining from non-intimate interac-
tions. With such a belief, one can more
readily work toward the production of
intimate interactions.
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Talk About Relationships

The Individual Capacity discourse uses
self-disclosure (20, 66) as a sign of a
capacity for intimacy, and values especially
highly the disclosure of feelings, in gen-
eral, and feelings about relationships, in
particular. Pogrebin (48), drawing on re-
search on male friendships and intimacy
that has shaped and been shaped by the
Individual Capacity discourse, concludes
that though at one Lime men’s friendships
were the “paradigm of human comrade-
ship” (p.2562), now men may bond, but
there is little evidence to suggest they can
be intimate. Pogrebin (48) observes, “The
average man’s idea of an intimate ex-
change is the average woman'’s idea of
casual conversation.... The only topic
about which men talk frequently and in
great depth is sports” (p.261).

She then recounts a personzl anecdotle
in which her husband, Ber:, Lacl [
with five middle-aged men who spent the 2
hours of their luncheon discussing a recent
football game and then the 1950 Phillies.
Having spoken to his wife about her view
of men’s friendships, Bert then points out
to his friends that they had not said a
“single intimate thing. One of the men
protested that they were intimate because
they all had very warm feelings for the
1950 Phillies and the discussion was very
nostalgic. Bert said nostalgia wasn’t the
same as intimacy and besides, you can't be
intimate on the subject of a baseball team”
(48, p.261).

This conversation fits within the Individ-
ual Capacity discourse, which views the
expression of personal feelings as a key to
intimacy.' Within this discourse, the con-
tent of a conversation is a clue tp its
intimate or non-intimate nature. In the
view of intimacy I am proposing, what

 Lerner is careful to distinguish amohg recogniz-
ing, expressing, sharing, and venting feelings. She
encourages Lhe first three and discourages the last
(41, pp. 203-206).
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people talk about or share is less important
than whether each person feels included in
the production of meaning. From this per-
spective, the luncheon was not intimate for
everyone because one of the participants,
Bert, was having thoughts that prevented
him from joining in the spirit of the conver-
sation. If all the other men had an experi-
ence of intimacy, then they did so at the
expense of, and insensitive to, one of their
members who felt excluded. I would name
the imposition of meaning, not the subject
of sports, as the impediment to intimacy in
that conversation.

While there do seem to be reliable gen-
der differences in interest patterns and
interactive styles of males and females
starting as early as 4'4 years and persisting
into adulthood, and while males and fe-
males may have less in common with each
other 4ian the same-sex [moups in which
oy spead moss of (heir time (43), Lhe
widely accepted belief intrinsic to the Indi-
vidual Capacity discourse, that one set of
interests and one style is more likely to
produce intimacy (20, 66), seems to me to
be a social construction that contributes to
the production of evidence that supports
this assertion. Recent research suggests
that men and women are equally capable of
intimacy depending on the situation (49)
and individual differences in such at-
tributes as warmth and nurturance (65).

Watching a sporting event, listening to
musie, going fishing, cooking a meal, reading
a story aloud, driving in a car, discussing a
problem, building a desk, talking about a
relationship can all be intimate or non-
intimate interactions depending on how the
two people think about the experience. Nor is
it likely that someone observing the inter-
action will be able to say with certainty
whether or not an interaction is intimate.

Additionally, I might suggest that the
labeling of aninteraction as intimate or
not is related to the discourse of intimacy
that is available. If there is a disconrse that
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gpeaks aboul intimacy as one in which
people share and co-create meaning to-
gether about any activity, people who are
affected by and participate in this dis-
course may construe their experiences in a
manner consistent with this discourse.

People select a range of activities as ones
in which it is likely that intimate interac-
tion will vceur between themselves and the
people who participate with them. For
many couples, sex or going to a concert or
dinner are settings that are conducive to,
but not predictive of, intimate interaction.
Likewise, religious services or hiking may
be settings that are conducive to intimate
interaction for family groups. Individuals
may need to negotiate with each other—
develop interest, learn skills—in order to
join with a chosen other in an activity that
the chosen other finds a conducive context
for intimate interaction. '

If a woman experiences intimacy when
co-creating meanings about relationships,
then any man who wants to be intimate
with her may choose to develop an interest
in this as well. If a boy experiences inti-
macy when laughing with his buddies at
the movies, then anyone who wants to be
intimate with him may decide to go with
him to the movies. If a young girl loves
rough-housing and hates reading, then the
parenf who vants o he iniimate with her
may, 1o enazan.e, aliok te oyercome 1us €r
her fastidiousness to wrestle her. 1f a man
loves sitting in a rowboat fishing, then
those who wish to be intimate with him
may find themselves in it with him.

Quality of Relatedness Discourse

Stage Theories

As mentioned earlier, family therapists
daily consult with couples who desire more
“intimacy,” couples whose expectations have
been shaped by contemporary values that
“enshrine” intimacy (67). Yet, for a variety of
reasons, including, 1 suspect, the preference
for systemic analysis of process over content
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in many family therapy models, family
therapists have written very little about
intimacy. What little has been wrillen
often reflects both the Individual Capacity
and the Quality of Relatedness discourses.
In critiquing the Quality of Relatedness
discourse, 1 will draw on popular books and
professional literature as sources for this
dominantj if not pure, discourse.

Wynne (66), though he has revised his
view in a subsequent paper on intimacy
(67), describes recurrent intimacy as the
inconstant and by no means inevitable
stage beyond mutuality in the epigenetic
development of family relatedness. He elo-
quently represents the Quality of Related-
ness discourse on intimacy that is also
widely disseminated through the popular
press. In this discourse, intimacy is be-
lieved to be a more likely fruit of long-
term, committed relationships than casual
ones. Lauer and Lauer (40) describe inti-
macy as a benefit of enduring marriages
that can offer ““an intimacy that can be our
emotional salvation in an impersonal, com-
petitive world” (p.22).

Whereas Wynne, even in his 1984 arti-
cle, is careful to avoid naming “relation-
ships” as intimate, the popular press ver-
sions of this discourse, and colloquial usage,
describe relationships—not interac-
+inns—as intimate or not. In doing so, they
oual e the ralationship and obscure that
the experience of intimacy is built up of
intimate interactions in the absence of (a
person-specific number of) non-intimate
interactions. By naming a relationship as
intimate, rather than as having the poten-
tial for intimate interaction, this discourse
directs attention away from the necessity
to behave intimately consistently if one
wants to maintain intimacy.®

* | have found this distinction helpful in working
with couples (adult-child, adult-adult, and child-child
couples) in which there is emotional, physical, or
gexual abuse.
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Stage-based descriptions of intimacy, one
expression of the Quality of Relatedness
discourse, direct our attention to enduring
and ongoing relatedness as the location of
intimacy, and suggest that experiences of
intimacy with, for example, casual aquain-
tances or strangers, are unlikely to be
“true” intimacy. In discussing the “‘pas-
sions in infatuated aflairs between near
strangers,” Wynne (66) comments that
these may be “‘erroneously described as
episodes of intimacy. If the epigenetically
earlier slages of relaledness have been
bypassed, these infatuations are notori-
ously likely to collapse altogether or Lo be
transformed into what I have called
pseudomutuality” (p.310).

Viewing intimacy as related to the pres-
ence or absence of intimale and non-
intimate interactions can lead to a dif-
ferent perspective. Since interactions, not
relationships, are characteizcd a: [pt'-
mate or not, it is possible to imagine that in
the limited contexts in which new acquain-
tances know each other, they are able to
share or co-create meaning and coordinale
their actions with each other sufficiently to
produce an intimate interaction. For exam-
ple, recent lovers may be able to share and
co-create meaning and coordinate action
with each other sufficiently well during sex
to feel intimate, but not enough to sustain
a feeling of intimacy while shopping and
preparing a dinner.

Many people report having intimate in-
teractions with strangers—on a train, at
concerts, at a rally—that feel *‘real.” When
people are in situations in which the level
of coordination of actions required by the
context can be achieved with the degree of
meaning that they share or co-create with
each other, according to the view pre-
eented in this article, intimacy may hap-
pen. Wynne and Wynne (67) acknowledge
this: “Indeed, as most persons can testify,
inlimacy occurs surprisingly often in en-
counters with relative strangers™ (p.385).
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They also offer an explanation of this that
is consistent with the social construction-
ist view presented here. They state that
“intimate disclosures in ‘one-time-only’
relationships seem possible because of the
unlikelihood of a further relationship and
the attendant opportunities for betrayal”
(p.385). Though their language is dif-
ferent, in essence they seem {o be saying
that intimate interactions can sometimes
be facilitated by the expectation that subse-
quent, intimate and non-intimate interac-
tions, that is, betrayal, will not take place.

Closeness/Distance Metaphors

A core metaphor that is used by those
whose work is influenced by the Quality of
Relatedness discourse is that of closeness/
distance. People who think of intimacy as a
relational process, but not necessarily also
a stage-based one, often use the metaphors
of closeness/distance or pursuer/distancer
Lo ddisevsr nbiniacy (L€, 46).° Fogity (16)
writes, “When two people marry, they
start moving toward each other. Over
time, problems develop and adjustments or
change will be called for. One of the most
common ndjustments used involyea n pals
tern of distance and pursuit’ (p26), In n
similar vein, Napier (46) explicitly links
the move toward another with the desire
for intimacy: “In all oulward respects, [the
pursuer] is unremillingly enlhusiastic
about emotional closeness[,] . . . talks about
wanling an intimate relationship, and is
forever strategizing to achieve this gonl”
(p.98).

The geographic metaphor of closeness/
distance often impels people who are not
experiencing Lhe closeness they wish, to
move closer: by asking questions, talking

* As mentioned previously, the discourses are not
pure. In this exnmple, the closeness-distance meta-
phor belongs Lo the Quality of Relatedness discourse
though relationships are discussed as a product of
individual attributes, an idea consisl«t' with a
discourse of individual eapacities.
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more, oflering help, encouraging the other
person Lo talk, and so on, Staying with this
metaphor, most therapists who use it ad-
vise clienls to make a counter intuitive
move. As Fogarly (16) expresses it: “'A
pursuer has to be taught the operating
principle, ‘Never pursue a distancer' "
(p.326). Instead, pursuers are helped to
“stay put” and confront their own issues,
which are believed to include feelings of
deep emptiness (16).

This strategy can be effective. At the
same time, I think the closeness/distance
experience can be "“unpacked” to reveal
additional parameters that are equally im-
portant in understanding people’s experi-
ence. When two people feel distant or
estranged, it is likely that non-intimate
interactions prevail. Since non-intimate
interactions frequently involve the domina-
tion of one person by another, for instance,
a woman by a man, a child by a parent,
attention to the metaphor of closeness/
distance may obscure crucial power issues

_in the interaction.

By using a social constructionist and
feminist analysis to consider problems of
intimacy, important material is revealed. A
45-year-old woman consulted me about a
pervasive difficulty with attention and fo-
cus. She desorilied goivg jaw n "“leog”
througaout Lier iile al vaiious tinies yor 110
apparent reason. We talked about many
aspects of her personal and professional
life, and she told me that her relationship
with her husband was “not close.” She
said she had learned to “back ofl"’" and now
they had few arguments, but the relation-
ship was not intimate. I asked a series of
questions that were guided by and applied
the conceptual framework of intimate and
non-intimate interaction I am putting for-
ward here: “Is he someone you want to
share experience with or feel that you can
share experience with?” Her interest in
this question encouraged me to ask an-
other similar one: *Are there times you
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spend together, talking or not talking,
after which you feel you understand him
better or that he understands you better?”
She responded that she felt she listened to
him, but that he rarely listened to her. In
fuct, she wenl on, he often expounded on
subjects and expected that she would defer
to his views whether or not her opinions
differed. Mareover, she continued, he often
refused t.oTc-i.lk with her about topics she
wished to discuss. I continued: “Well, if
you were to disagree with each other, how
does each of you handle that?”’ In thinking
about and sharing with me her thoughts
about these questions and others, she devel-
oped the idea that she produced her “fog"”
as a way of protecting hersell from other
people’s imposing their ideas on her. She
felt that she had adopted this strategy as a
young child in her family and had carried it
over into her adult relationships.

By drawing her attention to the nature
of meaning-making in her interactions with
others, she was able to see that she was
fearful of other people’s ‘‘domination” of
her. She detached herself from her own
experience, thus presenting a compliant
but de-vitalized presence.

By drawing attention to each interac-
tion, rather than by attending to a more
global impression of the quality of the
relatioaship, ench interaction can be as-
sessed as intimale or non-intimate. By
doing this, critical questions about power,
control, and domination can be aticulated
in the heart of one’s awareness of inti-
macy. 1 will now present an alternative
view of intimacy from a social construction-
ist and feminist perspective.

INTIMACY DEFINED

Intimate interaction occurs when people
share meaning or co-create meaning and
are able to coordinate their actions to
reflect their mutual meaning-making.
Meaning can be shared through writing,
speech, gesture, or symbol. In the process of
co-creating or sharing meaning, individu-
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als have the experience of knowing and
being known by the other. Intimate interac-
tion can happen with one or more people, in
actual or imagined encounters. Refraining
from meaning-making and providing, im-
posing, rejecting, and misunderstanding
meaning are associated with ron-intimate
interaction. Repeated intimate inleraction
may produce an experience of intimacy,
while repeated non-intimate interactions
usually interfere with or inhibit relational
patterns that lead to the sharing or
co-creation of meaning.

This definition is consistent with a social
constructionist (1, 2, 17, 45) and a feminist
point of view (6, 22, 31, 33, 34, 42, 61), the
two primary theoretical frameworks I am
using in this article. Central to this defini-
tion is the construet “meaning.” Though I
am aware of the focal place the concepl of
meaning has held in philosonhy and other
disciplines, it is beyond tle sccp: of ihis
article to summarize the complex and
multi-faceted investigations into meaning
that exist.” I am distinguishing meaning as
internal representation that can be discov-
ered by empirical methods from meaning
as intersubjective and a product of dia-
logue itself. It is the latter definition I am
using,

According to the view of modern herme-
neuticists, experience is always “language-
imbued. . . [and] even pre-reflective experi-
ence is . . . already molded by public ways
of knowing” (53, p.249). We make mean-
ing of experience. Thus meaning-making is
_ always imbued with language, whether or
not we use words. Meaning may be gener-
ated verbally, nonverbally, and symboli-
cally, but it is interpretable only in the
light of specific cultural practices.

Equally central to the definitiod of inti-
macy I propose are the terms “sharing and

' My usage is consistent with the work of Anderson
and Goolishian (1), Bateson (4), Bruner (9), Gergen
(17, 18), Maturana and Varela (44), Sass (53),
Wakefield (60), and White and Epston (64),
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co-creation of meaning" (1) and “coordina-
tion of action” (44). I define “sharing” as
the process by which meaning is transfered
to and experienced in common with others.
By contrast, I am defining the “‘co-creation
of meaning” as the process by which two or
more people evolve meaning about some-
one or something together. *“Co-creation of
meaning” can be further understood as
implying that something that has not al-
ready been shared—something new to the
relationship(s)—can be developed by the
people inleracting with each other. By

these definitions, sharing and co-creation

are reciprocally connected. “Coordination
of action” consists of the process of coming
to understand another as evidenced by
verbal and/or nonverbal communication.
As discussed by Gurevileh (29), under-
standing requires the “act of recognizing
in s2nolher person another center of
eonscinusnzes” (p.16!)). Accardin rlo Sure-
vitch, this may mean that, in the process of
moving from the “inability to understand”
to the “ability to understand,” one may
need to develop the “‘ability to not
understand” (p.163),

To clarily the ideas of intimate and
non-intimate interaction, I will present
examples of both, using personal and clini-
cal illustrations. The decision to use both
kinds of illustrative material is deliberate,
and may provide some additional associa-
tions for the reader as to what kinds:of
material, shared in what kinds of contexts,
produce an intimate or non-intimate expe-
rience.

Intimate Interaction

Experience 1: My second child had
serious health problems at birth and we
didn’t know if she was going to live or die. I
was also very sick after the birth, and I
asked my father, who lives in a distant city,
to wait to visit until I felt better. Waiting
was stressful and difficult for him. After
three days, I felt well enough to have him
come to see us, and he did. He looked at
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me, looked at the baby,

prumptly fell asleep-
Experienceé 2 Several years ago, my hus-

gal in @ chair, and

derful
yacation. Bachin excellent health, we hiked
and read and kept up 8 FunNIng conversa:
tion. We were each talking about topics
of preal intellectua‘., iti
and emotional interest Lo us. 0
in the afternoot, 1 began talking with him
about thoughts 1 had
neral. With a8 much laughter as tears, Weé
planned my funeral.

Experience 3: Recently my 11-yenr-uld
daughter had minor gurgery that necessi-
tated general anesthesia. 1nthe aftermath,
ghe had a 1ot of discomfort, and over the
course of the geveral hours 1 was with her,
my attention faltered and 1 felt jmpatient
and pored. Her surgeon had insisted that
ghe and 1 could go to & play that evening,

»
L]

than 1 have ever seen in my W
Both of us got. cover
ted to

watching his pody relax into
shape ©f his @
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shared was about the intensty anad nupsaes
tance of our relationship 10 each other-

In the second anecd
willingness 10 enter

area of concern for me an talk with me in
my terms about my death and funeral led
additionally to our
my funeral that 1 had not thought pefore.
We co-crea}ed meanings & ul my funeral
that, in the process, co-created new mean-
ings about the pammeters of sharing in
the reiatmnship.

In the third anecdote, realizing that 1
was nuL'disgusted by being covered with
my daughter's vomit felt like

edgment of our deeply personal connection

tion—and even the sharing of this realiza-
having

Having ‘been 2 partmpunt in each of
can use my own experi-
yerify they felt intimate Lo me.
pelieve that by using ™Y definition, on® in
j . {eraction 18 defined by

ty for intimacy
tionship t0 each other in which intimacy
can happen’ The two revailing discourse:
of intimacy © seure that the experience ©
intimacy is bui intera
tions, any one o
as intimate orn
as individw
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view of intimacy that supports thoughtful
attention to non-intimate interactions in
their own right, and recognizes their power
to distort, diminish, and degrade people’s
experiences of themselves and others. In
this article I am trying to provide such a
view.

Non-Intimate Interaction

Though we seem to have highly elabo-
rated ways of thinking about and describ-
ing intimate experiences, we seem curi-
ously deficient in ways of describing
non-intimate experiences beyond the glo-
bal designation that an interaction failed
to be intimate. One advantage of the
definition of intimacy that I am proposing,
in contrast to the two discourses of
intimacy I am critiquing, is that the
definition by virtue of its emphasis on
meaning-making is capabl. o' jprorating
subtle distinctions about non-initmate in-
teractions, distinctions that often lead into
an analysis of gender and power issues.

In the following section, 1 describe a
variety of ways that non-intimate interac-
tions can happen, and suggest the range of
seltings in which non-intimate interac-
tions can occur. I am suggesting that it is
possible to consider any interaction be-
tween any two (or more) people in any
‘relationship to each other as one in which
an intimate or non-intimale internction
may oblain, in which meaning is co-
created, shared, refused, imposed, pro-
vided, rejected, or withdrawn. In this view,
no relationship is immune from consider-
ing whether the interactions between the
parties are intimate or non-intimate. The
following examples are a few of the ways
non-intimate interactions can occur:

Refusing to particpate in a meaning-
making sequence: An employee has writ-
ten several memos to a boss requesting a
time to discuss a possible raise. The boss
refuses to see him and signals this by not
scheduling an appointment and avoiding
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the employee so that she cannot be con-
fronted.

Withdrawing from meaning-making: In
the middle of an argument, an older brother
abruptly leaves the room and refuses to
talk Lo his younger brother any more about
how they are going to re-arrange the room
they share.

Imposing meaning: A woman is talking
to her boy(riend and sharing that she feels
lonely when he goes ofl with his friends for
weekend fishing trips. Despite her protesta-
tions to the contrary, he insists that she is
telling him this to control him.

Providing meaning: A mother tells her
3-year-old child that children must brush
their Leeth after breakfast and before they
go to bed at night. A teacher tells his pupils
that sentences should never start with the
word “but.”

Rojecitr,; mearing;: A aolicz ¢ fTiec stops
a speeding motorist who wishes to explain
the reason for the excessive speed. The
officer waves her hand dismissively and
walks back to her car Lo wrile out a ticket.

These instances of non-intimate interac-
tion will not strike everyone in the same
way, nor will each one seen comparably
problematic or negative. For example, it
may be hard to imagine that there could be
any harm in a more experienced person
providing meaning to a person with less
experience. Likewise, there may be some
situations in which the imposition of mean-
ing is welcome and helpful. However, both
the provision of meaning and the imposi-
tion of meaning carry with them certain
potential risks if the individuals who are in
the interaction feel simultaneously vio-
lated or dominated. When people do not
believe they have explicitly or implicitly
agreed to accede to others’ meanings, they
may experience non-intimate interactions
negatively. If, on the other hand, individu-
als consent to have meaning provided or
imposed, as for instance those who volun-
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tarily put themselves in training situations
often do, the consensual agreement about
the nature of the contract may mitigate
the impact of a non-intimate interaction,
and minimize its risk. The potential for
ambiguity in this regard is high. Therapy
is one situation in which the ambiguity of
these issues is particularly problematic
(62).

Non-intimate interactions also fre-
quently occur in the context of other peo-
ple having an intimate interaction. For
example, two little girls who are giggling
about a third child are experiencing inti-
macy with each other at the expense of,
and in conlrast to, the non-intimate experi-
ence of the third child who is the butt of
their joke. In fact, the pleasure experi-
enced in the one interaction may actually
serve to reinforce the maintenance of the
non-intimate interaction. This pleasure
may also screen out the distress signals of
those who are having a non-intimate inter-
action.

For example, two teenage boys were
discovered to be sexually harrassing a
younger boy at an afterschool program.
The two older boys confided to the pro-
gram’s counselor that they had been hav-
ing a “great time” and they had been
unaware that the younger boy did not find
their “horsing around” fun, Many kinds of
gbuses, ‘rcluding zrwd abures, tzke place
when one groLp of peopie i3 Louranaving
their actions and co-creating and sharing
meanings with some but not all of the
people with whom they are currently inter-
acting. If all those interacting were equally
attended to in the project of sharing or
co-creating meaning, the nature of abuses
of all kinds would dramatically shift.

Clinical lllustrations

The following illustrations show two
situations in which the ideas aboul inti-
mate and non-intimate interaction were
applied clinically. In both situations, the
introduction of distinctions about intimate
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and non-intimate interactions was related
to the working through of the presenting
difliculty.

Example 1:

A couple had been married for 3 years
when they came to therapy because of a
sexual problem. The husband was frus-
trated because frequently his wife strictly
regulated the kind of sexual touching they
could have, and the wife was unhappy that
she didn't have more interest in and
enjoyment of sex. The couple were particu-
larly perplexed because these episodes
could occur during times they both felt
warm and affectionate toward each other.
During conversation, it became clear that
the wife regulated touching at times when
she would have preferred to decline sex
altogether but felt reluctant to deprive her
husband of some sexual contact.”

As we talked about their experiences, we
began to co-create a description of their
experience in which we said that the cou-
ple’s view of what was appropriate to talk
about, think about, and feel during sex was
a reasonable match for the husband’s ac-
tual experience, but a poor fit for the
wife's, who was frequently preoccuppied
with sad thoughts and feelings that she
believed she should not be thinking or
sharing during sex. At these times, when
the wife made the transition into a space
\wilh secues expectations, the bedroom, she
surfaced her expectation (learned in many
different ways) that she “should” stop
thinking her sad thoughts. Rather than -
share what she was thinking with her
husband, she let herself go out of contact

# Sanders and Tomm (52) call this kind of “marital
duty” socially responsible, but violent sexuality.
Hare-Mustin (31) discusses hehaviors that are en-
acted in the context of prevailing sexual discourses, of
which at least one, the “male sexual drive” discourse,
may be operative here. In this discourse, men are
viewed as having more urgent sexual needs than
women, and women are viewed as people who
compliantly meet men's sexual needs.
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with herself, and then with him. Once she
believed that she was no longer sharing or
co-creating meaning with her husband,
ghe no longer felt “intimate”” with him and
sex became a chore that she had to figure
out a way to get through as comfortably as
she could.

By describing the problem in this way,
the couple felt they had a number of
options. They decided to try enlarging their
ideas about what kinds of thoughts were
acceptable during sex and what kinds of
sharing could go on during sexual inti-
macy. The husband had a harder time than
the wife imagining that he could do this.
However, they were both commitied to
{rying to make their sexual relntionship as

bt s Code voladionedidp ol ot
Lo,

Example 2

A lamily consulled me after Jonrnlng
that their 10-year-old son had been sexu-
ally molested by an older brother of a close
friend during an overnight. The brother
had twice before touched the boy in a way
that had bothered him, and the brother
hnd been reprimanded ench time, The

family won I dintresn for n mimhbor of

vonrond,  Inelndinge thnt the elilld il
glrongly that he didn't wnnt his friend’s
family told this time, and the parents felt
strongly that the child’s protection de-
pended on the other family’s being in-
formed. Additionally, the boy did nol want
to talk to his parents about the situation
- further.

Duvhyg the mondon, [ hoenme elone (o
P pavresmdn Db, Dol ony Bkes pandd ol
ey, Che Doy ol vt Foed Gt Bl gy thin
obher Gondly neroomod T sdndy, el Ghint
o now wished Lo bo In control of Uhe way
ho profected himsell, Tle had a numboer of
thoughtful ideas about how he could avoid
further contact with his friend's brother.
In listening to their son, the parents real-
ized that telling the other family was more

likely to help them with their feelings of
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rage than it was likely to accomplish their
primary goal of protecting their child.

At the conclusion of the single session,
the family left uncertain as to how they
were going to choose whose “‘meaning”’
would prevail. The boy, who had reluc-
tantly attended the session, said he under-
‘stood the value of continuing to talk with
his parents since he observed that during
the session his parents had attended care-
fully to his point of view, and he believed
that they had shifted theirs during the
interview. One might say that, through the
dialogue, their previously non-intimate in-
teractions—ones in which the son was
refraining from mnking meaning in the
way they desired with them, and the par-

anlit wiepe considringg posingg merning
ot Wy el A ey onels it
Ly psctotaned o othoe, thoy ford Hole
comsbnz were lod intlzed e they
found they shnred gome fdens by common,

The discussion of these illustrative exam-
ples is meant to contrast with the kinds of
discussions the two discourses of intimacy
permit. These two discourses of intimacy,
thougzh helpful and relevant, also turn our
attontion nway from cortain inson that aro
Inoxtrienbly Interwaven inta the oxporl-
ence of intimney itsell, Bach view is nlko
associated with a theoretical perspective
that informs certain kinds of family ther-
apy practice, The Individunl Capacity dis-
course is consistent with n psychodynumle
and intergenerational perspective; the

Quality of Relntedness discourse is consis-
tonl with n ayntemic® nnd eyhornotic pors
mpeblvay,

Whe vhoow Lhnk 1o pressssnd bigg doelvin
from sovlnl eonntraetlonam mnd fominlsm
and s conslstont with poststructurallsat or
postmodern theory in genoral, nand narra-
tive approaches Lo therapy in particular (1,

* [ am using the term “systemic” to refer to tl:ase
family therapy practices that derive from y- ral
systems Lheory.
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2, 31, 33, 64). 1t allows the practitioner to
work with ideas that have been strange
bedfellows in family theory and family
practice heretofore, for instance, ideas like
all meaning i8 intersubjective,. associated
with a social constructionist theory base,
and ideas like a discourse of domination
influences people’s relations with each
olher, an idea associated with feminism.
Using these two theoretical perspectives to
explore the discourses of inlimacy has al-
Jowed me L uddress the politics of meaning-
making.

Sexuality and Intimacy

1 now turn to a discussion of the sexual
dimension of intimacy in which the ability
to address the polities of meaning-making
seems essential Lo me. Both the Individual
Capacity discourse and the Qualily of
Relatedness discourse contain ideas, be-
liefs, and values about sex, sexuality, and
intimacy, and reflect and participate in a
discourse of a particular kind of intimacy,
gexual intimacy. Hare-Mustin (31) states
that “there are several different discourses
concerning gexualily that define what is
expected of men and women in relation Lo
each other” (p.13). Though these dis-
coursges may be named in different ways by
different authors, the set of ideas and their
associated practices are experienced with a
high deqir22 (f pnitonity by members of
the culture.

As Hare-Mustin (31) ohserves, therapeu-
Lic conversations between therapists and
{heir clients cannot be “separate from the
discourses of the society. The therapist
may fail to recognize how embedded the
conversation is in the cultural belief sys-
tems and how influenced it is by the domi-
nunt discourses that create masculine and
feminine identities” (p.30). Both of the
two discourses 1 have critiqued reflect and
parlicipate in {he discourse of gexual inti-
macy. Since 1 prefer, now, to highlight
their similarities to each other and the
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differences from the alternative view 1 am
presenting, 1 will critique the Individual
Capacity discourse and the Quality of Relat-
edness discourse together.

In a recent series of conversalions pub-
lished in Kantor and Okun (36) between
{hree senior female and three senior male
family theorists (five of whom were also
family therapists), Don Bloch took the
position {hati*“intimacy and gexualily are
interestingly opposed Lo each other. Inti-
macy builds entropy, it builds familiarity,
it builds understanding, . .- yaluable at-
tributes, but they're in opposition 10 hot
sexuality” (p-217). The men, but not the
women, apparently, agreed. By contrast,
Maggie Scarf voiced the opinion that inti-
m: 'y increases sexuality. She said, “To
me, Lrust isn’t boring, it's sexy” (p.218).

Throughout the conversations, differ-
ences in perspective emerged among the
participants along gender lines while they
were discussing gender as @ variable in the
topic of sex and intimacy. Their comments,
as one would expect, were saturated by
discourses of intimacy and sexuality. Dis-
tinctions were made among kinds of sexual
encounters such as sexual fantasy, casu
gex, intimate sex, sexual abuse, low gexual
desire, withdrawal from sex, and lustful
gexuality.

By using the definitions of intimate and
non-intimate interaction that I have pro-
pased, it if nnssible to diagram types of
gexual encuarturs' and place many of the
sexual behaviors that were mentioned in
this conversationina chart. Using a frame-
work in which the horizontal axis repre-
sents a continuum from minimal coordina-
tion of aclion on the one side to extensive
coordination of action on the other, and
the vertical axis represents a continuum

from min'imal to extensive co-creation or .

1w phe framework for conceptualizing the pruphic
display of intimate and non-intimute gexuanl interac-
tions derives from Tomm (58, 59).
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sharing of meaning, any episode of sexual
interaction may be plotted anywhere in the
four quadrants using the two axes (See
Figure 1).

Interactions in each of the four quad-
rants will tend to be experienced in certain
ways. In quadrant 1, when people share or
co-create meaning to a great extent and are

. able to coordinate their actions to a high

degree, most people tend to experience
these sexual interactions as intimate. In
quadrant 2, in which there is a high degree
of coordination of actions, but low levels of
sharing or co-creating meanings, sexual
interactions may be characterized as ca-
sual. In quadrant 3, people share and
co-create little meaning and have a low
degree of coordinating actions. Sexual inter-
actions in this quadrant may be character-
ized as estranged or abusive. In quadrant
4, in which coordination of actions is low,
but co-creation and sharing of mening i«
high, sexual fantasy may occua.!!

During this conversation, which re-
flected current discourses on intimacy and
sexuality, women were more often de-
scribed as prefering sexual encounters in
quadrants 1 and 4; men as enjoying sex in
quadrants 1, 2, and 4, with their lustiest
sex taking place in quadrants 2 and 4; and
neither men nor women as enjoying sexual
interactions in quadrant 3. This apparent
difference is commonly accepted; the Indi-
vidual Capacity discourse and the Quality
of Relatedness discourse share a perspec-
tive on why this is so.

The observation that a woman’s sexual-
ity increases in a relationship in which she
feels emotionally connected to her part-

" In Lhe original definition of inlimacy, iwrote that
intimate connection can hiappen in actual ér imagined
encounters. In fantasy, the person imagines that
meaning is shared or co-created with the fantasied
other. In fact, the other, il he or she learned about the
fantasy, might be appalled and experience the fantasy

itself, and perhaps the telling of it, as a non-intimate
internclion.
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tions.

ner—intimate—whereas a man's sexual-
ity may be more lustfully experienced be-
fcre he "us 1nade a gzonuine e otional
connection to the woman, is said to be
explained by the fact that men and wom-
en's earliest sensuous experiences are with
the mother. Thus, “for men, the erotic
aspect of any relationship remains forever
the most compelling, while, for women, the
emotional component will always be the
more salient” (51, p.103). This way of
conceptualizing the difference illuminates
one sel of distinctions while obscuring
another. The distinctions that are ob-
scured have to do with power, domination,
and control.

An alternative explanation, using a so-
cial constructionist and feminist perspec-
tive, is based on an analysis of the differen-
tial in power and domination between men
and women in the sexual encounter (23,
31). In this explanation, women try to
protect themselves from men'’s historically
situated, greater control of meaning-mak-
ing (56) that in the sexual arena is sup-
ported by men's greater physical strength.
A strategy that women are taught and
develop includes forming an emotional con-
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nection to a man in the hopes that, if
intimacy develops, aggressive attack will
be less likely.

While connecting emotionally may be
the most common and effective way women
try to protect themselves in the sexual
encounter, there might be olher ways,
which, il adopled, would free women for
casual sex Lo the same degree as men. In
some cullures, women'’s organizing prosti-
tution may serve precisely this function
(35). 1 think it is sobering to consider that
we may know very little about women’s or
men’s sexuality under conditions in which
women are not fearful that their sensual
exuberance may be taken advantage of and
men are not striving to prove their virility.

CONCLUSION

Throughout this article, I have tried to
suggest that viewing intimacy as made up
of intimate and non-intimate interactions
forces us to attend closely to non-intimate
interactions not solely as impediments to
intimate ones but, in their own right, as
interactions that may demean, delimit,
define, diminish, demoralize, or devaslate
others. By making distinctions between
intimate and non-intimate interaction, it is
possible to analyze the ways in which
meaning is used to connect or dominate. It
allows us to consider the political dimen-
sions of meaning-making that are nestled
ir e et of insimicy. My zriticne o€ the
Individuai copacity discourse and che Qual-
ity of Relatedness discourse rests funda-
mentally on the belief that these dis-
courses of intimacy obscure crucial
distinctions that a discourse of the politics
of meaning-making in intimacy makes
possible.

As we try to make sense of the violence
and degradation that take place in fami-
lies, alongside of intimacy and care, view-
ing inlimacy in this way has much to offer.
Writing that sentimentalizes intimacy ob-
scures vision where it is urgently needed
and puts ofl action when it is due. It is only
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in confronting the tensions and ambigu-
ities of intimate and non-intimate interac-
tions that people will be able to give them-
selves wholeheartedly to intimacy, certain
that pleasure is not taken at another’s
expense.

While I think it is essential that people
altend to the intimate or non-intimate
dimension of interactions, 1 am aware that
people will not always agree as Lo the
designation of any interaction as intimate
or non-intimate. There will never be univer-
sally reliable or valid criteria for identify-
ing an interaction as intimate or non-
intimate. The assessment of an interaction
as intimate or non-intimate, whether as
participant or observer, is an intersubjec-
tive not an objective activity. As such,
there will be those with whom one agrees
and those with whom one disagrees. Nor
will people agree that all intimate interac-
tions in every context are positive and all
non-intimate interactions in every context
are negative. Life is not so orderly. How-
ever, I think these are ambiguities and
complexities well worth considering.

Therapists are particularly well situated
to take on the challenging project of explor-
ing which interactions are considered inti-
mate and non-intimate, positive and nega-
tive. If therapists attend rigorously to the
ways that non-intimate interactions are
produced, important issues will surface.
tcdiunally, therapists can help clients
develop skills to recognize non-intimate
interactions and restore intimate ones (62).

By calling for increased attention to
intimate and non-intimate interaction, I
am in no way seeking to join those theo-
rists and therapists who decry the lack of
intimacy among people and encourage “in-
timacy enhancement.” L agree with Wynne
and Wynne (67) who state that “profession-
als in the marital and family field should
take the leadership in challenging the en-
shrinement of ‘intimacy’ as a primary goal”
(p.392). In my view, this “enshrinement”
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of intimacy—associated with both the Indi-
vidual Capacity and the Quality of Related-
ness discourses—has interfered with rigor-
ous attention to how intimacy is produced,
and has contributed to the failure to scruti-
nize the ways that non-intimate inlerac-

tions occur and the consequences when
they do.

There will certainly be repercussions in
increasing people's awareness of, concern
about, and readiness to challenge any inter-
action that is non-intimate. There will also
be much to gain. In response to the ques-
tion of what he thought a normal person
should be able to do well, Freud (as quoted
by Erikson) said, “to love and Lo work”
(13, p.136). In this view ol intimacy, among
other things, love takes work.
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