T.A. ON OPEN RELATIONSHIPS

7/7/99 (minor revisions 10/26/05)

After talking with Tony today, it occurred to me that maybe it is time for me to put my thoughts about “open relationships” down on paper.  Listening to Gina talk about the concept, or having her represent my thoughts on the subject to others, contributes to my desire to express my notions about what I mean by “open relationship.”

It seems to me that when people talk about open relationships they are almost invariably talking about partners in a committed love relationship being “open” to or having an agreement that they may have intimate (primarily sexual in this context) relations with others.  While I’m sure that some will protest that they are not referring just to sexual relations with others, that is the sense I get as I listen to people talk about open relationships.  This focus on sexuality (as I interpret it) is what prompts me to explore what I mean when I speak of open relationships.

First of all, my notion of open relationships in underpinned by an acknowledgment of the unity of all that is (despite apparent and real separateness in the physical realm), and a commitment to openness and honesty as it relates to how partners in relationship interact with each other.  It is founded on the premise that relational partners have (and maintain) as a priority the simultaneous endeavors to contribute to the maximization of self, the other, and the relationship [In actuality individuals should be attempting to contribute to the maximization of all things and beings, not just the self, relational partner and relationship].  This notion of open relationships is permeated with the belief that fully open and honest expression of each self in the relationship is conducive to the maximization of all involved.  Perhaps most important of all underpinnings is the belief that each individual must remain open to the cosmic force and must maintain a commitment to accepting what the cosmic force has presented, or at least the commitment to a continued effort toward that end.  

In light of the above, the term “open relationship” does not pertain just to, or even primarily to involvement with others external to a primary, committed relationship, be that involvement sexually intimate or not.  What the term means is that there is a general state of openness that characterizes the general mode of being for both participants in the relationship and therefore, characterizes the relationship as well.  An open relationship, in a nutshell, is one in which both partners are free to maximize themselves in whatever way seems appropriate given a particular set of circumstances.  

To speak of an open relationship is to speak of a relationship wherein there is a desire and willingness on the parts of both partners to open the self in all of its complexities, its beauty, its frailties, etc., to the other.  It also denotes a desire on the parts of both partners to want to partake fully of the other’s in all of its facets.  Being in an open relationship means that both partners are open to and desirous of anything, anyone, any event or circumstance that will contribute to the maximization of the selves involved in the relationship.  Neither partner closes the self off from its own maximization, nor tries to induce the other partner to close him/herself off from his/her maximization.

In order for a relationship of this sort to function to the satisfaction of both partners, the partners must start out in accord as far as their notions of relationships are concerned.  They must share basic understandings of “self,” of “maximization,” of what it means to be a human being in the world. Both individuals entering the relationship must have reached a certain level of ego-development for the notion of open relationship, as it is used here, to be viable.  Each self-system needs to be sufficiently developed so that neither partner feels threatened by the attempts of the other to maximize, and has to have reached a certain level of self-awareness to be able to identify what is likely to contribute to his/her maximization.  Each individual needs to be developed enough in his/her openness to the cosmic force and his/her ability to interpret events so that both can evaluate for self, other, and relationship, that which is likely to enhance the maximization effort and that which is not.  

Each individual needs to be developed enough to realize that not all desires will be satisfied, that the fulfillment of some desires may not be in the best interests of all, and that some desires need not be satisfied immediately.  Some desires, as interpreted by our limited consciousness, may actually be the expression of some need that, if interpreted and expressed in some alternative fashion, would be more conducive to maximization.   From this perspective, the essence of open relationships is remaining open to all things that, as far as one can deduce, will contribute to maximization of the self, the other, and the relationship.

A telling question and the answer to wit in this context will be, “What happens when one partner in an open relationship believes that some particular action, circumstance, or involvement is conducive to self maximization, the maximization of the other, and/or the maximization of the relationship and the other partner doesn’t?”  A few foundational elements come into play here:  1) The premise that each individual must be accorded the right to fulfill her/his primary duty; namely to pursue the maximization of self as long as she/he is not engaging in activity that inherently or directly infringes upon the right of others to do the same.  The underpinning here is that the more maximized is any particular self, the more that self contributes to the whole, including and perhaps most directly and evidently those with whom that self is most intimately involved; 2) The relationship is characterized by and built upon a profound respect for, understanding and love of, and belief in each other; between the relational participants there is an understanding and awareness that each seeks to operate with the maximization of the other fully in mind. The open and honest sharing between individuals who are truly partners rather than competitors will bring the partners into eventual agreement as to the best course of action for the maximization of all three entities (individual selves and the relationship). If the best course of action is contrary to the initial inclination of one of the partners, the level of development achieved by these individuals would preclude feelings of resentment, inferiority or superiority.

The concept of open relationships outlined above represents some lofty ideals. And, I am aware that at common levels of development, ego, power/control, and the illusion of separateness make it very difficult for individuals to be truly open to the cosmos, to each other, and even to themselves.  Many of us don’t even approach life with the notion of maximization lodged in our awareness.  Many of us have yet to begin the task of identifying and defining the self, much less speculating on what it might take to maximize that self.  Many of us have had our notions of “self’ defined for us, have had our notions of maximization, if we have any such notions, defined for us.  Quite frequently we are entwined in internal struggles to distinguish between the aspects of self that come from the imprinting of others and the aspects of self that are more directly related to our cosmic origins (the source-self).   

In most instances our egos (as opposed to a well-developed source-self) dominate our interpretations of, and responses to, events.  The ego, which is directly linked to our self-preservation instinct, is by nature fearful, protective, power/control oriented.  True openness means that you are compelled to expose aspects of yourself that you yourself may not want to see in full light.  It may mean that the other to whom the self is shown may not approve, and may in fact reject certain aspects of self. Our egos would rather suppress very real aspects of self so that we can be approved of by others, particularly those significant others.  It is common for us to try to “control” the thoughts and feelings that others have of us, particularly those others to whom we are attached and want to stay attached.  We are also afraid that to fully expose the self gives others “power” over us, makes us vulnerable to those to whom we have opened “the book of self.”  

My concept of open relationship is also infused with my notion of relationships in general (particularly lover relationships), the object of which I believe is the sharing/joining of selves in all of the self dimensions (spiritual, psycho-emotional, physical, and social).  I believe that individuals who do not see themselves as linked in the above ways, who have not reached a particular level of ego-development, who have not made significant progress by way of self-definition, who have not identified likely means of self-maximization, who are not as much committed to the maximization of the other as they are to the self, who are not committed to the open and honest expression of self, who aren’t engaged full-time in the active work of self-development, are ill-suited to the notion of open relationship that I hold.  Individuals who use the terminology of “open relationship” to indicate simply that both partners in a relationship want to reserve the right to openly (relatively speaking) engage in sexual activities with extra-relational partners are using the terminology in a sense far different from my own. While being in an open relationship from my perspective does include the possibility of open extra-relational sexual alliances, it does not necessitate or require such alliances.  What is required is that both partners openly and honestly attend to their individual and combined maximizations. 

