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Sexless relationships: What accounts for this 
reverse alchemy (Gold to lead)? 

By 

Dr. Anthony G. Payne  
 

Plato fingered pleasure as “evil’s greatest lure” (Timaeus 69d1) although 
he acknowledged that some forms of pleasure are good -- for humans. When it came to "the 
gods" he asserted that their existence is one with no pleasure at all (Philebus 33b). 

One of the pleasures pretty much universally embraced as good is sexual enjoyment (The 
people on Inis Beag not withstanding). However, there are signs that some entire cultures that 
hold to this are moving from "married with children" to sexless married or unmarried, often with 
no children. In Japan where I lived and taught for many years this trend has a name: sekkusu 
shinai shokogun which translates to the "celibacy syndrome".  Not surprisingly, Japan's birthrate 
has fallen precipitously in step with this shift into a sort of acquired or assumed asexuality. One 
article that looks closely at this and provides thoughts on causes and contributors can be found 
here (For a penetrating analysis of the drop off among Japanese young people go here and also 
check out "30% Of Single Japanese Men Have Never Dated A Woman").  

Of course, unless you've been living the life of a hermit with no media or Internet access for the 
past few decades you are probably aware of the fact that here in the US 10 to 20 percent of 
married couples have little sex (<10 acts of sexual intimacy annually) to none at all. Wikipedia's 
entry on the subject notes that " Studies show that 10% or less of the married population below 
age 50 have not had sex in the past year. In addition only 20% or less report having sex a few 
times per year to monthly under age 40." 

The reasons for this given by those affected by sexless relationships as well as sex & 
behavioral experts run the gamut from narcissism to attachment issues to emotional, physical 
and hormonal factors, erectile dysfunction, diminished sexual desire or responsiveness, sexual 
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orientation issues, job stress, financial woes, substance abuse, deep-seated religious qualms, 
guilt or anxiety (whatever the source), child rearing challenges and many others.    

It is generally assumed that a man or woman who drifts into or just flat-out embraces a sexless 
lifestyle, especially those in a relationship, must have some underlying problem, issue or demon 
at-work. Many  people including some experts refer to a sexless relationship as inherently 
selfish or pathological or in some way aberrant and in need of fixing. There is certainly no 
scarcity of blog and discussion board entries by unhappy members of such sexless dyads 
bemoaning the lack of this aspect of intimacy and offering up known or possible reasons or else 
asking for help in identifying them from others like themselves. 

I am not a sexology or behavioral expert but, rather, am a theorist or "ideas man". Specifically, I 
spin novel approaches to tackling complex problems and challenges, many in the realm of 
medicine. As you might expect I sort through a lot "noise" and dead ends to arrive at underlying 
players & culprits in disease and dysfunction and then craft ways to deal with them. As part of 
this process I often do a different kind of Texas two-step, namely alternating between what we 
Texan's call "coring the apple" (reductionism) and standing back to look at the "big picture" 
(Whole systems). This intellectual dance has proved rewarding and productive on many levels 
and, even when I hit the proverbial wall (dead ends), mistakes and failures were helpful insofar 
as it narrowed my field of choices & options. 

It is this toolkit, if you will, that I was asked to bring to the subject of sexless relationships, 
especially those that started off hot and wound up cemetery cold. I say asked not in the "Here's 
some funding go find an answer" but in the "Hey, Doc, I'm perplexed and hope you can shed 
some light on what's afoot with this sexless relationship thing". 

Of course, it should be acknowledged that religion has played a role in spawning sexless 
lifestyles in many instances, especially certain Christian teachings including the Catholic's 
Church's "celibate or Josephite marriages".  

Recently, prominent rabbi Shmuley Boteach had this to say on this subject in an insightful op-ed 
piece titled "Lust is kosher, believe me": 

 

Marriage and long-term relationships are on the decline throughout the world as is 
marital sex, which has been reduced, in the United States, to about once a week for 
seven minutes at a time (which includes the time he spends begging). 

Why is marriage dying and sex evaporating? Because it is based today on the Christian 
concept of love rather than the Jewish concept of lust. 

The New Testament condemns lust. Love, by contrast, was seen as lofty. St Paul 
famously argued that “God is love” and that all marriages should be based on the 
comforts of compatibility, friendship, and shared experience. 
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Judaism rejects this and believes that marriage must be built on deep desire and 
covetousness. The holiest book of the Bible, Song of Solomon, is an erotic lust poem 
that describes the burning yearning between a man and a woman: “Your breasts are like 
two fawns, like twin fawns of a gazelle that browse among the lilies… Your stature is like 
that of the palm, and your breasts like clusters of fruit. I said, ‘I will climb the palm tree; I 
will take hold of its fruit’.”  

For us, lust is hot, sexy, and holy. 

Sex at its core is obviously about pleasure -- giving and receiving. Although there are 
exceptions, most people derive their greatest sexual satisfaction from physical sharing & the 
enjoyment of pleasuring their partner. In a sexless relationship the pleasure-making and giving 
shifts in frequency and nature. In some couples the sexual frequency drops significantly from 
previous levels all the way down to zero, with or without corresponding decreases in desire & 
responsiveness in one or both partners. 

In instances in which men in a relationship move to a sexless lifestyle, those without an organic 
problem (such as total impotence) appear to increasingly rely on cyberporn and masturbation as 
a preferred sexual release outlet (either before their move into a sexless relationship or in step 
with its unfolding). In short, the desire for being pleasured is still intact but not so the urge to 
pleasure one's partner.  

This begs a point with respect to sexless relationships: Those whose origins lie in a medical 
problem or condition or the side effects of a prescribed drug can and should be addressed by a 
physician or in some cases remedied by use of simple, relatively inexpensive "fixes" such as 
use of specific over-the-counter devices - click to learn more [To learn more about the 
prevalence of sexual dysfunctions in men & women click this link and read the abstract of this 
2001 paper]. 

We can also set aside sexless relationships in which both partners find this agreeable. And, yes, 
such sexless-by-mutual-choice relationships not only exist but can and do thrive as is discussed 
here and here.     

It is not, of course, those with a demonstrable physical issue or an underlying personality, 
mental or emotional disorder at the root of their shift from a "partner friendly sexual life" to a 
sexless one that should puzzle or perplex us or beg for an explanation but, rather, those who 
are physically, mentally and emotionally sound who make this transition that does.  

This brings me to my spin on a primary underlying culprit at work in such sexless relationships:  
The choice of little or no sex in virtually all the relationships I surveyed had nothing to do with a 
conscious choice. There was no, "Well, I think I'll have a go of being sexless" conscious 
moment, at least not among the many cases I surveyed. Rather, what I fished out of the 
accounts collected points to a shift which in my opinion arises from a mental calculus carried out 
predominately at the un-sub/conscious level. In another words, sexual desire and other pro-
sexual behaviors are subconsciously assigned weight or valence and if the perceived or actual 
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benefits are outweighed by the costs involved, the pursuit & even enjoyment of sex declines and 
can even vanish altogether (albeit the individual or couple may still have normal or above sexual 
desires and responsiveness which finds an outlet in autoerotic activities).1  

If a lot of valence is attached to, say, guilt over sex (born of religious or other sentiments or 
fears) or to concern with or over specific physical aspects of oneself or one's partner, e.g., 
weight, breast or penis size, etc., or disappointment born of a mismatch between internalized 
ideas or images of what constitutes "sex worth having" (often porn inspired2 or fueled) and what 
a partner can comfortably deliver or indulge, this would tend to outweigh the pluses of sex and 
naturally produce a shift from being sexual to being less so or even sexless.  

Given what is laid out above, it follows that the road out of the valley of sexlessness lies in 
identifying the weightier players and effectively addressing or remediating them. Judging from 
what I have surveyed on the web and blog sites devoted to this on the Internet this is no small 
order, if only because many of those who grow comfortable or content with this appear to find 
the "course corrections" needed to change things too painful, shameful or taxing to undertake. 
There is also a vulnerability in this that rubs against the grain for many, especially men (Perhaps 
akin to asking for directions to a destination when lost & even disoriented while driving in 
unfamiliar terrain).               

 

1. Something that falls in line with social exchange theory.        

2. For more on pornography's insidious influence on relationships go to "12 Things That Impact 
Your Sexual Satisfaction" and specially "Porn Isn’t Harmless For Either Those Watching Or 
Partaking" 

ADDITIONAL READING: 

Books on sexless relationships on Amazon.com 

Links to online personality & psychological assessment tests including attachment style 

"Sexting, Sex Tapes & Sexual Exhibitionism: Why have so many folks thrown caution to 
the wind?" 

"Mind expansion: Recommended books" - drop down to the Human Nature & Psychology 
section 

"Alienation: Pervasive & insidious" 

"Is there a road back to innocence & virtue?" 

"Sexual Addiction among Women who prefer Well Hung Men" (Revised 12-12-2008) 

Dr. Payne's Extended Being website 

http://sociology.about.com/od/Sociological-Theory/a/social-exchange-theory.htm
http://www.alternet.org/sex-amp-relationships/12-things-impact-your-sexual-satisfaction?paging=off&current_page=1#bookmark
http://www.alternet.org/sex-amp-relationships/12-things-impact-your-sexual-satisfaction?paging=off&current_page=1#bookmark
http://www.exposingthetruth.co/porn-is-harmful/#ixzz2vVJyVMSn
http://www.exposingthetruth.co/porn-is-harmful/#ixzz2vVJyVMSn
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=nb_sb_ss_c_0_11?url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=sexless+relationship&sprefix=sexless+rel%2Caps%2C216&rh=n%3A283155%2Ck%3Asexless+relationship
http://biotheorist.wordpress.com/2011/11/26/know-yourself-better-free-on-line-tests-empathy-systemizing-attachment-style-moral-foundation-implicit-biases-etc/
http://biotheorist.wordpress.com/2013/07/27/sexting-sex-tapes-sexual-exhibitionism-why-have-so-many-folks-thrown-caution-to-the-wind/
http://biotheorist.wordpress.com/2013/07/27/sexting-sex-tapes-sexual-exhibitionism-why-have-so-many-folks-thrown-caution-to-the-wind/
http://biotheorist.wordpress.com/2011/06/19/mind-expansion-books-well-worth-adding-to-your-summer-reading-list/
http://www.scribd.com/doc/115376218/Alienation-Pervasive-Insidious
http://www.scribd.com/doc/199071294/Is-There-a-Road-Back-to-Innocence
http://www.scribd.com/doc/138918932/Sexual-Addiction-among-Women-who-prefer-Well-Hung-Men-Revised-12-12-2008
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