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ABSTRACT 
 
How do intimate relationships fit into the Buddhist life? Buddhist ethics can be 
seen against the background of virtue ethics. Buddhist practice can then be 
viewed as play: as acting with a no-goal. I consider a two-tier model of ethics: 
life as an overarching practice, constituted by individual practices. I consider 
two arguments against intimate relationships as Buddhist practices: in terms of 
renunciation, and relationships as a false refuge. I characterize intimacy as shar-
ing a secret space. I consider the role of sexuality, of the third person, and of 
trust as the main fruit of intimate relationship.  

 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Intimate relationships have a long history in western, eastern, and other cul-
tures, and are seen by many as something that can contribute significantly to a 
happy life, so it seems worthwhile to investigate how they fit into the Buddhist 
path. Of course, there is a whole range of forms an intimate relationship can 
take, but I will restrict myself to its most characteristic form. By this I mean a 
relationship between two persons who share their lives in a meaningful way for 
an extended period of time – ideally a whole life – and in which love and 
sexuality play a role. With this I hope the scope of this article will be wide 
enough to include a range of contemporary forms of relationships, without it 
being so wide as to become meaningless. So the traditional (and not-so-
traditional) marriage falls within the description, and at the same time what I 
mean by an intimate relationship is wider than just that.  
 What in an intimate relationship could make us happy? Images from 
popular culture spring to mind: togetherness, shared passion, mutual under-
standing, harmony – the happy ending of an endless stream of Holly-, Bolly- 
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and Nollywood films. But also outside of popular culture it is a living ideal; 
many think of intimate relationships as something that can substantially con-
tribute to their happiness, and they also wish such a relationship for others.  
 And yet such relationships are a relatively new phenomenon. Passion and 
love of course belong to all times, and people have always married for those 
reasons, but it was often seen as unwise and inappropriate to enter into a long 
relationship if passion and love were the only grounds. In the best-case scenario 
love was welcomed as a side effect of a relationship, and not a ground to start 
one. As Stephanie Coontz (2006, 5) writes:  

Until the late eighteenth century, most societies around the world saw 
marriage as far too vital an economic and political institution to be left 
entirely to the free choice of the two individuals involved, especially if 
they were going to base their decision on something as unreasoning and 
transitory as love. 

In the European Romantic movement of the eighteenth century, values such as 
authenticity and individuality became of central importance, and in its wake 
the radical new idea emerged that young people should be free to base their 
choice for their marriage partner on love. But it took until the 1950s before love 
marriages as a form of life came to flourish. Before that, the reasons to start a 
marriage were typically reasons that were external to the marriage in itself: 
economic reasons, family ties, to start a family, to regulate sexual urges, and so 
forth. For Aristotle the family was the basic unity of society, and the partner 
relation between husband and wife the core of this unity (cf. Politics, 1264b). 
The husband was the head of the family and the wife managed the household. 
Marriage was thus mainly seen in its social value. For St Paul the main reason 
for sanctioning marriage seems to have been the regulation of the sexual drives 
(cf. 1 Corinthians 7: 1–7). In large parts of the world, marriages are still formed 
as a bond between families rather than individuals; individuals confirm what 
families decide. In India, for example, it is still common to choose a partner not 
only on the basis of love, but also of suitability, based on family background and 
demands on the partner through astrology.1 Thus marriages were and are 
entered into for instrumental reasons: social status, to make a connection with 
another family or clan, and of course the everyday instrumental grounds for a 
long-term relationship: a wish for children and family life, safety and security, 
and so forth.   
 But although these are valid motivations in themselves, they are all external 
goals for a relationship – goals that lie outside the relationship itself. I will argue 
that one only does full justice to an intimate relationship – or any practice – if 
it is done for the sake of itself. This is an important feature of virtue ethics. As I 

 
1 With thanks to Dhammapitika. 



SĪLAVĀDIN MEYNARD VASEN, ‘INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS’ 3 

have discussed elsewhere (2014, 2018), I believe Buddhist ethics can be 
interpreted very well against the background of virtue ethics. For the sake of 
clarification I will summarize this argument in the second section, and in the 
rest of this essay I will take it as an assumption. Readers who are not so 
interested in this theoretical background can safely skip this section, and readers 
who are not satisfied with this cursory sketch are referred to the aforementioned 
articles. In the third section I will look at possible arguments against an intimate 
relationship as a Buddhist practice. The fourth section is the core of this essay; 
I describe how I think an intimate relationship is to be seen, and how it can fit 
into the Buddhist life.  
 
THE PATH AND THE NO-GOAL 
 
There is an ongoing debate as to whether Buddhist ethics should be classified 
as a form of consequentialism, virtue ethics, deontological ethics, or whether it 
should be classified at all. (See for example Keown (1990), Goodman (2009), 
and Heim (2020)). I believe it is not so much a question of classifying as that it 
is fruitful to look at Buddhist ethics (or any ethical issue) from the vantage point 
of any one of these theories, because they each bring other important ethical 
features to light that might remain obscure otherwise. It is, in other words, a 
hermeneutical issue. The question should not be, ‘What is the right theory?’ but 
‘How fruitful is this way of looking?’ As I said, I think the virtue ethical 
approach in particular is very fruitful with regard to Buddhist ethics, and that 
we can deploy it without thereby dismissing the other approaches.  
 Virtue ethics is a way of looking at ethics that originated in ancient Greece, 
and was first articulated by Aristotle. It has since taken many other forms, from 
Stoicism via Aquinas to Nietzsche, and arguably also in ancient China in the 
ethics of Mencius (Van Norden, 2019), and has found new articulations in the 
twentieth century through thinkers such as MacIntyre (2007), Taylor (1990), 
Nussbaum (2001), and many others. My very brief sketch of it is for a large part 
based on MacIntyre’s After Virtue, and is only meant as a background for the rest 
of this essay. 
 An essential characteristic of virtue ethics is its teleological structure, i.e. the 
end of an activity and the means by which to achieve that end are mutually 
dependent on each other; the means imply the end and vice versa. It thus has 
a circular structure. A good example is playing. When I play a board game with 
my housemates, the ‘goal’ of this activity is to have a good time with each other. 
Everything we do – following the rules of the game, trying to win, thinking of a 
good strategy, being a good sport – is done to achieve that goal, and the goal is 
achieved in doing it; it is not something outside of the playing. If it were, we 
would stop playing upon achieving our goal. But it would be strange if someone 
said: ‘Yes! We achieved what we wanted, we are having fun, we can stop now!’ 
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If anything, the success of our ‘effort’ would be reason to double it. This would 
be different if we were playing for money and the object was to win that money. 
Then the playing would be instrumental, and if someone just gave me the 
money I would no longer want to play.  
 An activity with such a teleological structure can be indicated with the term 
practice (from the Greek pratein: acting for the sake of itself). Put differently: a 
practice has an end internal to its activity. This is contrasted with acting with 
an external end (poiein), in which the means are instrumental to that end, and 
the end can also be achieved by other means, for example travelling to a 
particular destination. The destination can be reached with a range of means, 
and the activity of travelling stops upon reaching the goal. Another good 
example of a practice is learning a new skill such as a language, or playing a 
musical instrument. Your goal is perhaps to become like the wonderful player 
you have once seen perform, and then you go through learning all the skills, 
techniques, and character qualities that are needed. During this process the 
goal of the excellent musician is gradually incorporated: already in the very first 
lesson there may be a taste of it. When you have become the player that you 
once hoped you would be – no doubt in a different way than you thought – the 
playing does not stop, but on the contrary only then properly takes off. Terms 
like ‘goal’, ‘end’, or ‘achieve’ should therefore not be taken to indicate a result, 
something like a diploma that one takes possession of at the finishing line. It is 
the goal of a development, which you can only achieve by developing the skills 
and qualities that belong to the practice. One could speak, in the paradoxical 
style of the Diamond Sūtra, of a no-goal. It is a goal, although it is not a goal, 
therefore it is a goal. 

‘Man only plays when he is in the fullest sense of the word a human being, 
and he is only fully a human being when he plays’, Schiller famously said in 
1793 (2016, 15). In the wake of this, twentieth-century thinkers like Huizinga, 
Gadamer, Wittgenstein, and others explored the theme of games and playing. 
The idea of practice, as I have used it here, resembles these notions in important 
ways, and a good way to unpack the dynamics of a practice is to use descriptions 
of playing a game. In the first place there is the teleological structure, as already 
described. Secondly both a practice and a game are autarkic, in the sense that 
they have their internal constituting rules, and need nothing from outside the 
game to make it a meaningful activity. The question ‘Why should I play?’ 
already indicates you are outside of it. Games often have external results, such 
as health or social gains, and these are typically mentioned as justifications for 
doing them, but the real reason for playing is just playing. Connected with this 
is the sense of freedom that playing can give, because the world of utility is 
bracketed out for the moment. A third characteristic is that a person who is 
engaged in a game is in a different cognitive mode: he or she has beliefs that do 
not hold outside of the game. If you are watching soccer you ‘believe’ it is of the 
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utmost importance your team scores a goal. I once earned the rightful scorn of 
my eight-year-old daughter by asking if she really believed her doll was alive. 
Of course she did not ‘really’ believe that, and yet it was true in her game. The 
same goes for the artist, for the ‘sacred play’ of a ritual, the ‘romantic nonsense’ 
of lovers, and so on. And a fourth mark of both a practice and a game is that 
they have an impersonal character. A game has its own way of existing, says 
Gadamer. This is expressed by the metaphorical use of the word in, for 
instance, ‘the play of light’, ‘the play of parts of machinery’, or ‘the play of 
words’ (2013, 106–114). These expressions suggest there is an autonomous, 
impersonal process taking place. It is of secondary importance who or what is 
playing; the subjectivity of the game is not me who is playing, but I am, in a 
manner of speaking, the means of the game to play itself. This is another reason 
for the lightness that is characteristic of playing: it seems to be happening within 
itself. Your own personality is put on hold, and the game takes over the 
initiative.  

Another way of looking at virtue ethics is to look at its basic question. Rather 
than ‘What is right?’ or ‘How can I benefit as many beings as possible?’, it holds 
that the most fundamental ethical question is ‘How should one live?’ The 
answer to this question of how to live is some version of ‘Flourish’, ‘Develop 
yourself fully’, or ‘Become who you are’. The whole of life can thus be seen as 
a practice with becoming the best version of yourself, or flourishing, as its end. 
The ancient Greeks referred to this flourishing as eudaimonia, but already in 
those days eudaimonia would have had different forms in the various 
philosophical schools. It is therefore important to differentiate between the 
formal idea of eudaimonia as such and how it is fleshed out in particular ways of 
life. For Aristotle flourishing would consist in doing well for the city-state that 
one lived in, as well as contemplating the eternal laws of nature for its own sake. 
Moreover, he agreed that a certain minimum of bare luck would be required 
to acquire such a life, whereas for a Stoic the emphasis would be on equanimity 
and being immune to the vicissitudes of fortune. Similar things could be said of 
eudaimonia in other schools of antiquity, the Middle Ages, or modernity, and of 
a flourishing life in other cultures. As Keown (1990, chap. 8) has shown, 
eudaimonia as a formal idea has important similarities to nirvāṇa in Buddhism. 
You could say, therefore, that for a Buddhist the answer to the question ‘How 
should one live?’ will be some version of ‘Follow the path to nirvāṇa’. 

This practice of life has the character of a narrative, for which the image of 
a quest can be used (cf. MacIntyre, 2007, chap. 15). A quest is by its nature 
goal-directed and at the same time unpredictable. The future always presents 
itself as one or more ends to which we are ‘on the way’. We all inevitably design 
our future and set our aims, or have them set for us. At the same time, we know 
it is entirely uncertain which way it will actually go. In this manner, all sorts of 
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things can happen. We can refuse to go, forget what we aimed for, give up, get 
stuck, meet with insurmountable hindrances, and so forth.  
 This overarching practice of life, with flourishing as its internal end, is con-
stituted by a large number of secondary practices. If for example I live by the 
narrative of a father and a husband, the end of this life would be something like 
flourishing in the context of my family. If I should die an old man and leave 
behind a loving wife, children, and grandchildren who all in their own ways are 
doing well, I would have lived a good life. To achieve this I would have to be 
reasonably good in a number of smaller practices. They could include my job, 
managing a household, raising children, having an intimate relationship, 
handling my emotions, possibly being more or less of a handyman, a gardener, 
and so forth. For a Christian nun there would be other practices, such as the 
practice of praying, celibacy, community living; for a soldier the practice of 
discipline and handling weaponry, and so forth. Other examples of secondary 
practices are dancing, nursing, academic research, education, meditation, 
friendship, and developing character qualities such as truthfulness or courage.  
 There are, in other words, two levels of practices, both with the same basic 
structure of a path, an internal goal, internal fruits, and skills and qualities that 
are needed (and developed) for a specific practice. The larger practice is the 
overall practice of life, and has the character of a life narrative. The ‘end’ of this 
practice offers a normative account of life as a whole, how to act and not to act, 
what qualities to develop, and what to leave behind. This overarching practice 
consists of a large number of secondary practices. They each have their internal 
goal and the means to achieve that goal, so they are autarkic in the sense 
described above, and are not just instrumental to the larger practice. This also 
means they each have their own norms and standards. The relation between 
the two tiers of practices is a form of supervenience, as in the case of a stone 
circle and its individual stones. The circle does not exist apart from the stones, 
and yet is different from it. 

The crucial question is how to balance out the smaller practices with respect 
to each other, and with the overall practice of life. If there is an art of life, I 
would say this is it. A given practice can support or hinder other practices or 
the narrative of one’s life, be neutral, and every shade in between. A man like 
Gauguin saw himself faced with the dilemma that he could not be a good 
painter and a good father at the same time. Which one should he choose? 
Similarly, Lenin found that his ‘bourgeois’ love of Beethoven was opposed to 
his life as a communist (cf. MacIntyre, 2007, 201). I have a friend who finds it 
difficult being both an academic and a practising Buddhist. As mentioned, a 
secondary practice has its own norms and standards, so the external results 
cannot be the criterion, as we have seen; therefore how can we assess a given 
practice?  
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 The qualities, or virtues, that one needs and develops for a given practice 
can serve as a guideline. Do the qualities that are developed in a secondary 
practice also serve the overall narrative? And vice versa, does the narrative of 
one’s life accommodate every practice? If I find myself with a talent and a 
passion for dancing, and I have the sense that I ‘must’ dance, I will need to find 
a life narrative that can accommodate this. The challenge is to integrate the 
smaller practices with the overall practice of life. This is why education, 
development, emotional training, and edification (Bildung) play such a vital 
ethical role according to virtue ethics: they are imperative if one wants to 
transform the rough material of the practices as they are handed down to each 
of us to create a coherent whole. We need to give up or adjust a smaller practice, 
or revise the narrative of the overall practice, or both at the same time. If we do 
not, it means we are pulled in different, and sometimes opposite, directions, in 
effect following different narratives at different times. Gauguin chose to be a 
painter, but he could also have not chosen, and have oscillated between the two 
narratives. 
 As I said, this is only a rough sketch of virtue ethics, and many important 
questions have been put aside. The objection of relativity must, however, be 
mentioned. From my argument so far, one could conclude that it is entirely up 
to each of us which narrative of life we choose to follow. As MacIntyre has 
shown, however, these narratives are grounded in traditions, similar to Lyo-
tard’s grand narratives that inform cultures (cf. MacIntyre, 2007, chap. 16). But, 
again, for the sake of brevity I will not go into this. I hope, however, this sketch 
is enough to clarify my claim that Buddhist ethics can be fruitfully interpreted 
as a form of virtue ethics.  
 Buddhist ethics is traditionally characterized as following the precepts in the 
context of right conduct (sīla, śīla), the fourth branch of the Eightfold Path, or 
the second of the pāramitās. While I see the value of this way of looking at ethics, 
I believe it is too restricted. It addresses only a part of life, while the other parts, 
or the other aspects of the path if one wants, are equally part of ethics. Following 
Williams (2006, chap. 10), I believe it makes sense to differentiate between 
morality and ethics. In the Buddhist context, this means morality would be right 
conduct (sīla, śīla), while ethics comprises the path as a whole.  

I hope that the doctrines of dependent co-arising, no-self, the middle way, 
the ethical value of intentions, of ethical training and psychological integration, 
and the notion of skilful action were visible between the lines of my descriptions 
of practices, although I have not pointed them out explicitly. With all these 
things in mind, I believe I can claim that the virtue-ethical framework does 
justice to all the important aspects of Buddhism, and offers a useful conceptual 
tool for a better understanding of it.   
 In the interpretation I propose, the Buddhist path as a whole is therefore 
seen as the overarching practice of a whole life. Nirvāṇa, the ‘no-goal’ of this 
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practice, is the complete flourishing of all qualities of a life – on the bodily level, 
cognitively, emotionally, socially. As a story, this is seen in the quest of the 
Buddha, how he left his parental home, struggled to find the path, achieved 
awakening, and wandered around as a teacher. In a more conceptual form the 
classical descriptions of this practice of life are those of the Eightfold Path, or 
the development of the transcendent qualities of a bodhisattva (the pāramitās). 
This overarching practice of the Buddhist path is constituted by a range of 
smaller practices. Let us take the practice of kṣānti, patience or forbearance, as 
an example. The internal goal of the practice of kṣānti is to be able to bear 
anything with an infinite patience. The fruits might be described as equanimity, 
clarity of mind, calmness, and a confidence that cannot be shaken. The ways to 
achieve this no-goal and to reap the fruit is precisely to develop these same 
qualities of calmness, equanimity, and so forth. It thus has the circular structure 
that I mentioned before. Kṣānti will typically also have external results, such as 
better relations and better work results (you will not throw your computer out 
the window so quickly). But in unfavourable circumstances the external results 
can also be disappointing, as is illustrated in the classical story of the wandering 
monk Kṣāntivadin, whose limbs were sawn off one by one by a jealous king, 
but who nevertheless remained serene (Āryaśūra 1983, 271–84). Regardless of 
the external results, however, the practice of kṣānti will bring forth its internal 
fruits, the virtues, which are valuable in themselves, and these can only be 
reaped by developing the qualities of the practice itself. 
 As mentioned, a smaller practice may or may not fit in the larger, 
overarching life practice of the Buddhist path. Kṣānti is a clear example of a 
practice that fits; examples of practices that would be difficult to fit would in-
clude the amassing of large amounts of wealth, hunting, sadism, and such like. 
It is clear that, for example, the amassing of large amounts of wealth can also 
have the formal structure of a practice. It has an internal goal, i.e., to become 
as rich as possible, and internal fruits, such as bathing in money or the enjoy-
ments of luxury, and the means to achieve this goal: focusing on profitable 
opportunities, managing and collecting money are internal to the practice. 
Similar things could be said of hunting, sadism, and other practices, and yet it 
is clear that they are contradictory to the Buddhist path, as they go against the 
overarching Buddhist practice of life rather than supporting it. There is of 
course the story of Anāthapiṇḍika, who used his wealth to support the sangha, 
which is seen as highly meritorious. This shows that whether a given practice 
fits or does not fit is not a black-or-white affair, although in some cases there 
will be more explaining to do. The practices of hunting and sadism seem to be 
hard, perhaps impossible, cases.  

Returning to my main theme, the question is therefore: can the practice of 
an intimate relationship be helpful to realize the Buddhist ideal, even if it is just 
a little bit? Can the qualities that someone develops in a relationship agree with 
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the qualities that are required for the path to nirvāṇa? I intentionally say ‘can it 
be helpful?’ rather than ‘is it helpful?’ because I want to show that a relationship 
is a possible support for, but not necessary to, the Buddhist path.  
 
NEGATIVE APPROACH: RESPONDING TO OBJECTIONS 
 
There are arguments against an intimate relationship being helpful on the 
Buddhist path. First there is the argument from valuing renunciation: an 
essential part of the Buddhist path is to forego sensual pleasures, and therefore 
also sexual pleasure. A second argument is that in a relationship your partner 
takes a central place in your life; he or she takes precedence over others, in other 
words you might say selfish tendencies are expanded rather than overcome. 
Besides that, there is the objection that you spend a lot of time and energy on 
keeping your relationship going, and that is time that you are not spending on 
other things that might be more fruitful for the path, such as meditating, 
studying, helping others. But this last argument already presupposes that other 
things have more value for Buddhist practice, and if living in a relationship can 
be fruitful, as I intend to demonstrate, it falls away. There is also the historical 
argument, that the Buddha himself was celibate and asked celibacy of the 
monks and nuns that followed him. But the reasons for this were the 
renunciation and the overcoming of selfishness that I just mentioned, so it is not 
an independent argument.  
 Let me start with the argument from valuing renunciation. Sexual desire is 
a clear form of the thirst (tṛṣṇā) that is the root cause of our suffering, so if you 
want to tackle this thirst it seems obvious to include sexual desire. In ancient 
Buddhism, this meant for an ideal practitioner, a bhikkhu or bhikkhunī, that they 
would be celibate. Engaging in sexual intercourse would be a pārājika or ‘defeat’, 
by which they were automatically expelled from the order. So a monk or nun 
would deny themselves sexual pleasures, ideally seeing through these desires 
whenever they came up, and thus cutting them off at their roots. The reality on 
the ground seems to have been different, though, as is witnessed by the Vinaya, 
where the variety of trespasses that are described give the impression of a 
perpetual struggle in this area (Cabezón, 2017, 456–69). Nowadays we are only 
too aware of the dangers that come with celibacy; not only the excesses in the 
Roman Catholic church but also those in the Buddhist world bear witness to 
them. This is not to say celibacy is not a viable method in itself, just that it is a 
difficult one and has its dangers.  
 But apart from its feasibility, the question is also whether celibacy should be 
regarded as the ideal norm, with everything else as a lesser path. In Mahāyāna 
Buddhism this norm seems to have fallen away, or at least relaxed, as is 
expressed in, for example, the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa Sūtra. The hero of this sūtra, 
Vimalakīrti, has a wife and children, enters brothels in order to teach the 
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Dharma, and yet his way of practising is described as superior to that of acc-
omplished celibates such as Sāriputra. Vimalakīrti is completely free of desire 
even though he leads a worldly life. In the words of Mañjuśrī, the Bodhisattva 
of Wisdom, in that same sūtra: ‘It is just as lotus flowers do not grow on dry 
land on the high plateau – these flowers grow in the muddy filth of the lowly 
marshes… Thus it is only within the mud of the afflictions that sentient beings 
give rise to a Buddha’ (135). In other words, celibacy is not only rejected 
because of its dangers, but there is also something inherently valuable in the 
desires, although they are still labelled as ‘mud’. In Vajrayāna Buddhism this is 
taken even further, and we see images that look like a complete reversal of the 
celibate ideal, where a Buddha figure is depicted in sexual embrace with a 
consort. The reversal is only apparent, however: renunciation is still the norm, 
just that it is interpreted as what might be best described as ‘being in the world, 
but not of the world’. This implies embracing sexual and other drives in order 
to transform them; the emphasis is on directing the desires to more refined 
objects. Apparently there is something in thirst (tṛṣṇā) that is important on the 
path to nirvāṇa, because it motivates us and keeps us going, akin to the notion 
of eros in Plato (cf. Morrison, 2001).  
 So when I come back to this as an argument against an intimate relationship, 
the question arises of whether such a relationship offers the possibility of 
transforming the crude forms of desire into more refined forms. I believe the 
answer to this should be yes. A relation that is characterized by mutual respect 
and appreciation has all the conditions that are needed to develop and trans-
form desire and sexuality. I will come back to this.  
 The argument of exclusivism that I mentioned above has common ground 
with the argument of desire. It is about giving our partner priority in our lives, 
perhaps even placing them centre stage. The relationship becomes, as it is 
sometimes put, ‘a false refuge’. Rather than going for refuge to the Buddha, the 
Dharma, and the Sangha, we focus on our partner. We expect from them, 
generally without being consciously aware of it, that they make us happy and 
give us fulfillment. In his book We: Understanding the Psychology of Romantic Love 
(1983), Robert Johnson lays out the workings of the psychological patterns that 
nourish this illusion. And of course he has a point: the romantic idea of a 
relationship, as it is amplified in popular films and songs, contains a high degree 
of illusion. Of course our partner cannot fulfill us permanently and make us 
happy, and yes, we can indeed have this illusion. But has he fully described the 
practice of marriage and relationships, as it has been lived for millennia and in 
a variety of different cultures? Are we just engaged in a relentless pursuit of 
happiness through the attempt to perfect the potential of sexual relationships 
for deep meaning?2 To my mind, he describes what I have called one of the 

 
2 With thanks to Dhivan. 
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external goals of an intimate relationship: psychological and emotional security. 
And as said: external goals of a given practice are not what the practice is 
essentially about. By showing the illusory nature of popular versions of romantic 
love, Johnson has defeated a straw man – he addresses a shadow side of an 
intimate relationship, and not the real question of its value.  

I will now investigate the possible internal goals of intimate relationships, 
with a view to showing that they are consistent with Buddhist practice. 
 
WHAT IS AN INTIMATE RELATIONSHIP? 
 
a. We 
An intimate relationship can be understood by what is called ‘joint attention’, 
a phenomenon that plays a crucial part in the development of children (cf. 
Zahavi, 2014, 231–4). With joint attention a bond between two persons is made 
that creates a ‘we’ that is more than the sum of the ‘I’s of which it exists. One 
can speak of joint attention if four conditions are fulfilled: interaction, co-
regulation, reciprocity (or dependence), and an awareness of being together. A 
good example is the bond between a child and its caregiver. There is interaction 
between the child and its caregiver; they talk, play, do things together, there is 
a giving and receiving of care. There is also co-regulation: the caregiver constantly 
adjusts his behaviour to the child, and the other way around, and both are 
dependent – with respect to the relation – on what the other does, so there is 
also reciprocity. But that is not enough: to be a ‘we’ it is also necessary that there 
is an awareness of being together. Both are aware of the relation with the other, 
although that might be in a non-reflective way. Another example: compare a 
visit to a cinema with a friend with going on your own. If you are alone you will 
probably also be watching the film with other people in the auditorium, but the 
experience is essentially of being on your own. If you are with a friend, on the 
other hand, you do not just see the same film at the same time, but you are also 
conscious of each other, you partly watch through the eyes of the other, as it 
were, and, moreover, you are aware that the other is doing the same with you. 
In that way the experience of watching the film is essentially different from 
watching it alone. The ‘we’ creates a closed circle, a divide between an inner 
and an outer world, and together with a ‘we’ there is also a ‘they’. This closed 
circle is what I mean by intimacy.  
 The word intimacy comes from the Latin intimus, which can mean ‘inner’ or 
‘inside’. It refers to the inner qualities of a person or a thing. In several Romance 
languages, intime (French) or intimo (Italian, Spanish) has the connotations of 
‘secret’ or ‘private’. That is clarifying, because being intimate with someone is 
like having a secret. A secret is something that cannot be shared: if you share a 
secret with someone outside of the closed circle it stops being a secret by 
definition, just as a pot stops being a pot if you break it to pieces.  
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 Each form of ‘we’ has this structure of a secret, even if it is only a conversa-
tion. In a conversation you create, as it were, a circle, and every disturbance of 
this is felt as a violation, for example when someone checks their phone. The 
other side of this is that there is an outside world that is shut out. You could call 
that the flipside of intimacy; I will return to it. First I want to look at the positive 
sides of an intimate relationship.  
 This ‘secret’ space between partners in an intimate relationship has all the 
characteristics of joint attention that I mentioned above. There is interaction 
between the partners; they do all kinds of things together, often even live 
together, there is a giving and receiving. Also co-regulation: the partners con-
stantly adapt their behaviour towards each other, and there is reciprocity and 
dependency: a love can go unanswered, but a relationship cannot. If one of the 
partners stops, then the relationship ends, so with respect to the relationship the 
partners are dependent on each other. And of course there is the awareness of 
being together in this particular way: the partners know they are in a 
relationship, and typically value it.  
 This intimate space is a place in which valuable interpersonal processes can 
take place. Intimacy makes it possible that things can be made known to each 
other that otherwise could not come to light, or need to be hidden, because they 
are vulnerable or shameful. These things can be summarized under the heading 
of ‘nakedness’, both literally and figuratively. Nakedness in a figurative sense, 
‘to expose oneself’, is vulnerable because it involves emotions and shortcomings 
that are connected to our shadow sides, things that can bring up shame and 
that might be judged and condemned by others, or maybe, even worse, that 
others are indifferent to. In Bob Dylan’s words: ‘It’s not to stand naked under 
unknowing eyes.’3 But it is not just about our ‘all-too-human’ aspects: it is also 
about those sides in which we are indeed better than ourselves – our ideals, 
ambitions, and hopes, the things that make us great, and for which we 
sometimes have more fear than for the things that make us small.  
 Just as it is painful to be naked to unknowing eyes, so it is healing to be naked 
to eyes that do know: eyes that do not condemn or look away, but that 
acknowledge – merciful of our shadow sides and failings, hopeful for our pos-
sibilities and potentialities. It recognizes these aspects of our being, and in that 
way we can become a more complete and integrated person. This aspect of a 
relationship could be called the witnessing of each other. We all need a pair of 
extra eyes that see us and acknowledge us.  
 We all experience ourselves as private persons, with an inner space that by 
its nature no other person can enter, simply because we have a unique per-
spective on ourselves. By ‘person’ I mean the first-person perspective that we 
all have of the world and ourselves. From this perspective we are unique beings, 

 
3 ‘Restless Farewell’, from The Times They Are a-Changin’. 
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the centre of the universe, different from any other being. There are good 
grounds to be sceptical about the question of whether this person ‘really’ exists 
(especially from a Buddhist point of view), but that question can stay on the side 
here. It is clear that we experience ourselves that way because we cannot help 
having a first-person perspective; this experience is just as real or unreal as any 
other experience. Through our unique first-person perspective we create, as it 
were, an inner world; it is responsible for our seeing ourselves from ‘the inside’, 
while other people see us from the outside. We can empathize with others and 
others with us, but nobody can get inside our skins and see the world from our 
perspective. That can give us a sense of loneliness and alienation, especially 
when we are among people that do not recognize or value us. On the other 
hand it can give us a sense of coming home when we know ourselves to be seen 
and acknowledged. If there is someone with whom we can share who we are, 
who is a witness of who we are ‘from the inside’, and who enjoys that and finds 
it interesting and loves it for no other reason than that it is you, then that is 
existentially fulfilling. By being part of a ‘we’, the world that can seem alien or 
even hostile becomes a place where we can feel at home.  
 A condition for this process of knowing and being known is the privacy of a 
small circle. What is also needed is time. Getting to know each other is a gradual 
process; the changing circumstances that time presents call forth ever-changing 
aspects, with other possibilities of getting to know each other, and that process 
cannot be hastened.  
 
b. Sexuality 
This process of knowing and being known can also take place in the intimacy 
of a family, a small group, or a friendship. The difference with an intimate 
relationship in the sense that is intended here is that sexuality plays a role – the 
body comes explicitly to the fore. With bodily arousal, desire, and contact with 
the most hidden parts of our bodies, the sexual organs, and all emotions that 
come along with that, a layer is added to intimacy that does not exist for other 
forms of friendship. In being literally naked we are vulnerable in a specific sense, 
because in daily life these bodily functions often cause aversion and disgust, and 
therefore shame, although we are confronted with them every day behind the 
closed doors of our bedrooms and bathrooms (cf. Nussbaum, 2004). When 
another person sexually arouses us, we feel how our body responds with a force 
that we otherwise know only with hunger and thirst. But with hunger and thirst 
we desire things, while with sexual desire we are aroused by a person, in the sense 
that I mentioned before. And not only do we desire this person, we also wish to 
be desired by them. The aspects of joint attention that I mentioned above are 
specifically intense in a sexual situation (cf. Scruton, 2006, chap. 2).  
 Sometimes it is said that we do not desire a person, but only their body, and 
that sexuality is therefore essentially animalistic. According to this view, sex is a 
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matter of bodily excitement and the charge and discharge of tension, and the 
interpersonal processes that take place around it are no more than an artificial 
upper layer, merely paying lip service to moral conventions. I believe this is a 
misconception. Darwinist and Freudian thinking patterns have conditioned us 
into reductionist thinking, often without us being aware of it. With Darwinist 
reductionism I refer to the view of evolutionary psychology that sex is essentially 
nothing more than reproductive drives, whereby men and women behave 
according to different roles that can be traced back to how they are biologically 
determined. With Freudian reductionism I refer to the view that our love life 
can be traced back to desires that we had in early childhood. I do not want to 
deny that sexual desires might have animalistic or infantile origins, but that does 
not mean they are essentially animalistic or infantile. This would come down to 
a genetic fallacy, in which the origin of something is conflated with its meaning. 
On the basis of the evolutionary or psychological conditions, something can 
emerge that is more than the conditions from which it arose. To put it 
differently: just as going for a walk is more than just the movements of the legs, 
so sexuality is more than just bodily excitement and the discharging of it, or the 
outcome of psychological patterns that originate in childhood. Something new 
emerges on the basis of the bodily and psychological conditions, and that is 
precisely meeting the other in her or his body (cf. Scruton, 2006, chap. 7). 
 In sexuality, we can experience, more than in any other area of life, the 
tension between being a body and being a person. As human beings we are 
essentially temporal beings, we live in and through time, and an aspect of that 
is that we are embodied. Being embodied means mortality, vulnerability, im-
perfection. In sexuality the body overwhelms the person. Usually we experience 
it as shameful when we are overwhelmed by a bodily desire such as a strong 
urge to eat or drink, or if our body seems to be stronger than ourselves in other 
ways, as for example when we stumble. For one moment you had no control 
over your body… you look around to check if someone has seen it, and you are 
glad if that is not the case. When you are overwhelmed by sexual desire it is not 
different: it is surrounded by shame, you do not want someone to see it, except 
this one person, and that is a gift to this person. He or she is not only a witness 
to it, but also induces it. That you show it to this person means that you are 
known in this aspect of yourself, and by showing it you surrender your temporal, 
imperfect being to the gaze of the other, and you trust that this person will also 
look at you as a person, and not just as a body and an exemplar of the species. 
On the other hand, by knowing the other person sexually you acknowledge 
them as a person in their bodily existence. This is the ground for exclusivity in 
a sexual relationship; this process of knowing and being known creates an 
intimate circle that, like a secret, cannot be shared without destroying it.  
 There is, in other words, a paradox included in sexuality. On the one hand 
you desire the body of the other, and you want the other to desire you as a body. 
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As bodily beings we are, as said, members of a species – one exemplar can be 
replaced by another. On the other hand you see the other as a unique being, 
and you want the other to see you as unique. Thus you are replaceable and 
irreplaceable in the same act. It is precisely this tension that is essential to erotic 
love and sexuality. The solution to this tension cannot be found in a formula, 
but must be sought time and again, just as a game needs to be played again and 
again.  
 
c. The third 
Another face of this paradox is what could be called the paradox of freedom. 
You want to secure the love of the other, and at the same time you want the 
other to love you freely. In other words, you need to leave the other a choice, 
and at the same time you want her to not use that choice. In the television series 
Jessica Jones this is illustrated nicely. The bad guy, Killgrave, has the gift that he 
can control everybody’s mind so that he can get him or her to do whatever he 
wants. But he is in love with Jessica Jones, who hates him. He would be capable 
of forcing her to love him, because he can control her mind, but that would be 
contradictory to love, which demands freedom. He needs to forego his control 
over her if he wants to gain her love.  
 A more conceptual way to describe this tension that is the essence of erotic 
love is that you share the first-person perspective with your loved one because 
you share a ‘we-circle’, and at the same time see her from the third-person 
perspective. You see her, as it were, ‘from the inside’, you know and experience 
her as a unique person different from all other persons, and at the same time 
‘from the outside’, as a replaceable person among others. By seeing your 
partner from the outside, as others see her, you objectify her; she becomes a 
person that looks like so-and-so, is a certain age, wears such-and-such clothes, 
and so forth – in short, there is a distance, she becomes a stranger. And because 
it is at the same time the person you know so well from the inside, a tension 
arises that you want to overcome, and that makes you want to reach out. If you 
share only the first-person perspective, fused together as in symbiosis, being 
together in a ‘we’ quickly becomes unbearable. You become satiated with the 
togetherness that you desired in other moments, as with a delicious meal that 
you would normally be looking forward to, but that makes you nauseous when 
your stomach is full (cf. Flaßpöhler, 2008, 60). By seeing the other from the 
outside, as a person among many, there is again distance and breathing space. 
Quoting Bob Dylan again: ‘You were always so close, and still within reach.’4 
To put it differently, the third-person perspective is a necessary condition for 
intimacy. It is the internalized third that is constitutively given in an intimate 
relationship. A third must always be visible from a distance to allow for the 

 
4 ‘Sara’, from Desire. 



        THE WESTERN BUDDHIST REVIEW VOLUME 8 16 

freedom that is a condition for love. The freedom that you allow your partner 
and that you do not want him to make use of is at the same time the crack 
through which the third person can come in, the third that is waiting as 
someone whom my partner could choose, but does not, and that means she 
chooses me. A secret can only be a secret for others.  
 Through the same crack that allows a third to enter the circle of intimacy, 
another uninvited guest might slip in: jealousy. We will probably all know it 
from our own experience in some form or other – the cocktail of fear, anger, 
and feverish justification. Searching the pockets of your partner, checking his 
telephone or email accounts, days and nights of obsessive thoughts: in jealousy 
we are a caricature of ourselves and the relationship is a caricature of itself. It 
is the shadow side of the intimate space that you share with each other, and it 
is jealousy that gives relationships a bad reputation. It refers after all to an urge 
to possess, and sometimes it is said or suggested that something that is so 
strongly drenched in possessiveness can in the end never be positive. Intimate 
relationships would be intrinsically selfish, and jealousy is only one of the 
symptoms of that. Conclusion: it would be better if we could transcend these 
kinds of relationships and aim towards more open forms, such as friendship or 
polyamory or what have you, especially in the Buddhist context. Maybe we are 
not there yet, in our individual case, but in the end that is the ideal direction. 
Intimate relationships can be tolerated as a compromise, but are certainly not 
an ideal.  
 But I think it is clear that I believe this way of looking throws away the baby 
with the bathwater. The intimate space that you share with your partner can 
be precious; I think that is clear from the above. It would be contradictory if it 
would not call forth emotions like fear, anger, and sadness if that space was in 
play. And that space is by definition in play, as I have shown. Just as the 
possibility of sickness is a condition for health, so the possibility for violation 
and damage is built into a relationship, and the emotions that come with that 
are fitting to the situation.  
 With this I follow Aristotle’s view of emotions, which calls an emotion such 
as anger reasonable if it takes place in the right place, at the right moment, 
towards the right person, to the right degree (cf. Nicomachean Ethics, 1109–27). 
Someone who remains undisturbed when her loved ones are hurt is in that 
sense unreasonable. And if what I have so far said about the value of intimate 
relationships is true, a certain disposition to jealousy is an intrinsic component 
of a relationship, as it is the emotion that relates to the invisible (or not-so-
invisible) third that is inherent in a relationship. This seems to conform to an 
intuition that many people have, that if you are not capable of being jealous in 
a certain relationship, it also lacks in love, or at least passionate love. That is 
going too far, I think, but what seems to be clear is that jealousy is a shadow 
side of a valuable aspect of an intimate relationship, namely the intimacy itself. 
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If it occurs at the right moment, to the right degree, towards the right person, I 
would therefore call jealousy reasonable. This is of course not to claim that 
jealousy is a virtue, or even a helpful quality to the practice of intimate 
relationships, just that it is a part of it5 – as, for example, worrying will be a part 
of the practice of parenthood, and to worry in the right way can be called 
reasonable, without thereby claiming worry is a virtue. Any rule for a game is 
cancelled once you step out of it, but has to be accepted if you want to play it. 
 
d. Trust 
And that points to one of the most important qualities that can be developed in 
an intimate relationship: trust. The essence of an intimate relationship is sharing 
a ‘secret space’, as I have shown. That secret space exists through the possibility 
of it being breached. If it could not be breached the partner would not be free, 
and the intimate space would not exist. This continuing possibility of being 
breached asks for an attitude of trust. Trust is the price that you pay for an intimate 
relationship as well as the prize with which you are rewarded. This is beautifully 
expressed in languages such as German or Dutch, in which the words for 
marriage and marry are derived from the word trust (Trauung, trouwen). When 
you marry you take on the tension of having a relationship that is both fragile 
and precious, and that makes you vulnerable, in the same way as being a parent, 
for example, makes you vulnerable, because your child runs around somewhere 
in the world and all sorts of things might happen to them, and yet you know 
you have to let them go because otherwise they would not be able to grow. In 
the same way, your relationship runs, as it were, around in the world and you 
need to give it trust, because otherwise it will never fully flourish. Trust is of 
course an umbrella term for a range of qualities. It implies among other things 
fearlessness, an important quality in Buddhism (abhaya), and is related to 
confidence in the sense of faith (śraddhā), openness, and of course loyalty. Also a 
degree of insight is necessary, because it cannot be blind trust.  
 What are other fruits of an intimate relationship? Another very important 
one is, as said, knowing and being known by your partner. As I described above, 
this has a healing effect on your personality, and that is of course the basis for 
the Buddhist path. And then there is the invitation – or even gentle coercion – 
to generosity and transcending your self-centeredness in a variety of ways.6 Also 
there is the already mentioned quality of kṣānti, patience and forbearance, and, 
rather obviously, maitrī, loving-kindness. And without doubt there are many 
other qualities that can be developed in an intimate relationship, also because 
it can take many different forms, and with each form other qualities can be 
developed.  

 
5 With thanks to Matt Drage. 
6 With thanks to Ujukarin. 
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 Many of these qualities can also be developed in other relations, such as 
parenthood or friendship. Parenthood asks more than any other relation for a 
transcending of our self-centeredness, and friendship can very well be a way to 
generosity and self-transcendence. An intimate relationship is not a necessary 
condition for the Buddhist path, as I said before. On the contrary, a similar 
essay as this one could be written of the celibate life as a Buddhist practice.  
 That an intimate relationship can also be a hindrance on the Buddhist path 
is also implied in the above. Each of the mentioned qualities has a shadow side, 
and if these gain the upper hand the relationship works against, rather than 
supports, the Buddhist path. I already mentioned jealousy as the shadow side 
of intimacy. Another shadow side might be described as living together in a 
bubble (if it is pleasant) or a prison (if it is unpleasant) – a space in which you 
hold each other in negative patterns. It is these shadow sides that give intimate 
relationships their bad reputation, but, as argued, I believe it is not justified to 
reject them on those grounds.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
An intimate relationship can be a valuable practice within the whole of the 
Buddhist path. Qualities such as trust, (psychological) health, patience, and 
empathy are crucial for the Buddhist life, and an intimate relationship can be a 
way to develop these.  
 That does not mean that an intimate relationship would have a mere in-
strumental value, as if its meaning would just lie in developing these qualities. 
Just as every practice in the sense that is intended here, it has intrinsic value – 
you ‘celebrate’ an intimate relationship primarily for the sake of itself. That it 
also fits on the Buddhist path is, so to speak, a happy coincidence. The same 
could be demonstrated for practices such as the arts and sciences, parenthood, 
and many others.  
 The traditional Buddhist path as it is handed over from Asia is a product of 
many centuries and a variety of cultures, and consists of many practices. I 
already mentioned the Eightfold Path (that in its turn consists of a number of 
partial practices), and the pāramitās of the bodhisattva path, but there are many 
more, such as for example the four immeasurable qualities (brahmavihāras), noble 
friendship (kalyāṇa mitratā), the art of flower arrangement, cooking, the tea 
ceremony, the painting of thangkas, and so on. Buddhism has always been able 
and willing to adapt to different cultures and ages through developing new or 
integrating existing practices, and I see no reason why it should stop doing so 
now, in the twenty-first century, in the West. The practice of an intimate 
relationship can in my opinion very well be such a Buddhist practice.   
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